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        In war, truth is the first casualty —Aeschylus

      

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      They came at night, just after David got home from work. No warning. Just two large, unsmiling men wearing suits, standing outside the front door of his home.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?” He held the door about halfway open.

      “You’re David Manning.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Honey, who’s there?” David’s wife, Lindsay, called from the kitchen.

      One of the two behemoths flashed an ID card. “We’ve been asked to escort you…” He used a tone of voice like he was trying to remind David of something that he was expected to have already known.

      “Excuse me?” David saw the CIA crest on the ID and opened the door a bit further. “Escort me where?”

      One of them looked at the other. “Did you not get the phone call?”

      “I guess not.”

      “You should have gotten a phone call.”

      David frowned. “About what?”

      “David?” His wife was walking toward him. Her voice was soft. Concern in her eyes as she scanned the faces in the doorway. Her arm was outstretched toward David, handing him his work phone.

      It was buzzing. Unknown Caller.

      He took the phone, looking at the men in the doorway. “Excuse me.” They nodded for him to answer the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Manning, good evening, sir. This is First Sergeant Wallace. I’m with the DoD rapid mobilization team. It is my duty to inform you that the Joint Red Cell Number Eighteen Delta has been activated, sir, and you’re on the roster. We have escorts that should be at your home any moment…”

      “They’re already here.”

      “Very good, sir. We’re extremely sorry for the short notice. You were an alternate, but someone got bumped. Please remember that your participation in a Joint Red Cell is confidential…”

      The Red Cell. So that’s what this was about.

      “…If asked, you are to inform any friends and family made aware of your departure that you have been assigned a work trip. The escorts will take you to⁠—”

      “Wait. Hold on. You want me to leave now?”

      “That’s correct, sir.” The man on the phone went on for a moment longer, providing details like what to bring—“just your ID”—and how long he’d be gone—“about two weeks.” David had trouble concentrating. He was still in disbelief, frustrated and feeling guilty about leaving his wife like this.

      Finally, “Mr. Manning? Hello? Sir, do you understand your orders?”

      Orders? David hadn’t heard that one in a while. It had been several years since David had been in the military. The last orders he’d had were for his honorable discharge.

      Their newborn was crying in the kitchen. Lindsay, still frazzled, left to go check on the baby. Their Jack Russell terrier barked from his kennel, where David had stuffed him before answering the door. David could hear his three-year-old daughter asking her mother what was wrong.

      “Nothing, honey. Nothing’s wrong…” Lindsay said, looking worriedly at her husband.

      David said into the phone, “Is there any wiggle room here? I mean, this is completely unexpected. And two weeks…”

      “I’m afraid not, sir. This is an urgent matter of national security.”

      His sense of duty won out. “I understand, thank you.” He hung up. Looking at the men in the doorway, he said, “Please give me one moment.”

      They looked at each other. One of them said, “We’ll need to leave in two minutes, Mr. Manning.”

      David shook his head, exhaling in frustration. He walked over to his wife, who was cradling their youngest in her arms. The look on her face said it all. She had heard enough of the conversation to know that he was going to have to go away for a while. He had been traveling a lot for work lately, which was hard on a family with young kids.

      “This is nuts,” Lindsay whispered when they were in the kitchen. David could still feel the eyes of the government men in the doorway on him. “No notice? They don’t want you to pack a bag? David…you work for In-Q-Tel, not…you know…”

      All he could do was shrug. “I signed the retainer with the CIA last year. Technically, they can do this if they want to.”

      “Don’t you need to contact your work?”

      “The guy on the phone said it was taken care of.”

      David did his best to put on a good face, even though he was just as frustrated as his wife. He hugged Maddie, his three-year old, patted his newborn on the head, and then kissed his wife goodbye.

      “Call us if you can.”

      “I will. Remember, this is a business trip.” Their eyes met. Hers rolled.

      A few minutes later he was in the backseat of a dark SUV, rolling through the streets of Vienna, Virginia, toward God knew where.

      The night had started off well enough. David had picked up his favorite pizza from Joe’s off Nutley Street. Lindsay had gushed about the new Mommy and Me class she was taking at the gym. Her only complaint being how much harder it was now that she had a double stroller. Maddie had spent the dinner chasing the family dog around the kitchen.

      Now David was leaving on a trip with mysterious government men. One of them was scrolling through radio stations and momentarily paused when it landed on NPR. They were replaying a news story he had heard this morning. China was beginning to unload much of the American debt it owned. China’s steel production had also slowed. US markets were getting jittery. They quoted the usual experts, who gave their opinions on whether catastrophe was waiting around the corner. Then the man in the front flipped the radio off.

      Traffic was heavy. Rain began sprinkling the windshield, blurring the red taillights ahead. I-66 was moving, but slowly. They picked up the Dulles Toll Road a moment later.

      “We going to the airport?” David asked.

      No answer. Nice chaps.

      He began to think about what was so urgent that a Red Cell needed to be activated like this. And why had they needed him, specifically? His job. It had to be his job. The military guy on the phone had given David that line about someone dropping out…but there weren’t too many people with David’s expertise.

      David worked at In-Q-Tel—a venture capital firm unlike any other. In-Q-Tel was a nonprofit firm in Arlington, Virginia, whose sole purpose was to invest in and secure the most advanced information technology for use by the CIA and other US intelligence agencies. His job was to identify and evaluate new technologies that could be acquired and used by the government.

      The people who had activated the Red Cell must want information on something he’d worked on. Some technology. But David jumped from project to project every few months. He had worked there for a number of years now. They could be after information on any number of dozens of highly classified projects. But the Red Cells were supposed to come up with ways that terrorists or nation-states might attack the US. David wasn’t really an expert on that. He was just a technologist.

      He’d spent his first few years out of the Navy working for In-Q-Tel as a low-level tech researcher. His recent promotion meant that he traveled more and got to work on the higher-priority projects. But it was still research. David got all his information about terrorists and spies from books, TV, and the occasional NPR story.

      David thought about his family. He remembered telling Lindsay that he loved her when he’d left for work that morning. He had kissed her on the cheek as she nursed their youngest daughter, Taylor. Lindsay’s eyes had been half-closed as she sat in the rocking chair, but she had smiled. David traveled often now. Lindsay held the house together. She practically raised the kids herself. She was the perfect companion. He owed her everything, and loved her more every day, if that was possible.

      He didn’t know why, but he thought of his mother. David tried to think of the last time he’d visited his mother. It had been a year earlier, in the large waterfront home his parents had owned near Annapolis, Maryland. He tried to remember the last thing he had said to her but couldn’t. It was probably about his work. She was always telling him he worked too hard and too long, and that the government couldn’t keep pushing people like that. That Mrs. Green’s son from church had a government job and he was home every day at 4 p.m. and never had to travel.

      He hoped he hadn’t been condescending in his response. She only said those things because she cared for him. If she were still around, he would have spent more time with her...

      A Navy wife for more than thirty-five years, she had been tough as nails and dedicated to her three children. She had practically raised them on her own with their father gone so much. David wished she had still been around when Taylor was born. It would have been nice to let her see one more crying grandchild. A slice of heaven for a dying grandmother. But hardship and sacrifice were a way of life in a military family like the Mannings.

      David was jolted back to the present as the SUV slowed and turned onto a road near Dulles Airport. Large airliners took off and landed in the rain, their engines roaring.

      The SUV came to a halt outside a security gate on the outskirts of Dulles Airport. A few dark hangars stood on the other side of the fence. The gate opened and the SUV lurched forward, stopping next to a Gulfstream G-V.

      David’s door opened and he felt a rush of cool air. The men gestured for him to follow, and together they marched up the steep staircase that rose into the cabin of the aircraft, the loud sound of the jet engines starting up as he entered.

      They indicated for him to sit down and then walked back outside, leaving David alone in the jet. Through the cockpit door, he could see the pilots performing their preflight checks.

      Another SUV pulled up outside and three people got out. David couldn’t make them out through the rain on the window, but one of them walked over to David’s escorts, who had just stepped out of the aircraft.

      A voice said, “We ready to go?”

      “Yes, sir. We’ll be airborne in five.”

      “Roger. Thanks, gents, that will be all.” David’s escorts departed.

      The three new arrivals walked up the stairway and entered. They were a mass of wet, dark jackets. One was a woman, David realized. Another was a large brute of a man who had the same ogreish look of David’s escorts. The last man was talking to one of the pilots, who had just come back into the cabin to shut the door. A ground crewman outside had taken away the rolling stairs.

      The jet engine noise faded, and then a hiss as the cabin door closed.

      A rush of relief and maddening curiosity flooded him. The person who had been talking to the pilots was Tom Connolly, one of the senior managers at David’s work. David didn’t work directly for him, but they had been in meetings together. What the hell was he doing here?

      Tom saw David looking at him. “Hang in there, David. We’ll explain everything in a moment. Once we take off. Sorry about the short notice on activation. It’s not ideal.”

      They all lurched a bit as the aircraft began taxiing.

      David relaxed a little, looking around. He was sitting in the spacious cabin of a world-class private jet. It was huge—and almost empty. There were ten luxurious seats, including the cream leather couch where David now sat.

      Tom wore a wrinkled suit and a tired face. The woman was short and round. She looked to be in her early forties, with fading highlights in her hair and a very odd smile on her face considering the situation. It was a sheepish look, like she was hoping David wasn’t going to be mad at her.

      “What the hell is going on, Tom? Why are you here?” David asked, looking back and forth between them.

      As he spoke, he heard the engines come to life. They were all pushed backward as the aircraft took off and rotated upwards into the night sky.

      Tom leaned over and yelled above the noise of the engines. “I’m sorry, Dave! This was the best way to do this! We had to act fast!”

      David’s ears popped as the aircraft gained altitude, and his body slid in the turns. He repositioned himself to sit upright. The loud noise from the jet’s takeoff had subsided, and the four of them sat staring each other down in the large cabin.

      Tom said, “Are you alright?”

      David nodded. He kept his guard up. He didn’t know Tom too well, but he knew his reputation. Jerk was the single most-used description. He was supposed to be one of those guys who thought he was smarter than everyone else in the room, regardless of his expertise on the subject at hand, and he tended to treat people like they were idiots. In an organization full of smart people, he was not loved. David had worked with him a handful of times, and each time Tom had used that condescending tone, like the engineers and analysts were wasting his time.

      Tom said, “You hungry? Thirsty?”

      “Is there a bathroom in here?”

      Tom snorted. “Sure. It’s down in the back. I’ll explain everything when you get back. Go.”

      David got up and hobbled past the woman to the back of the plane, with Tom’s assistant—the big guy—eying him.

      “Leave the door open,” said the henchman.

      David urinated and washed his hands, then splashed some water on his face. He headed back to sit in the seat across from Tom. His body sank into the plush leather chair.

      Tom was on the white phone connected to his seat. He had a grim look.

      The woman held out her hand and said, “Hi, I’m Brooke Walters.” She gave him a polite smile.

      “David Manning,” he said.

      Tom spoke over them on the phone. He said, “So it’s confirmed? He’s gone? Okay. Understood. Yes, we’re airborne. Walters and one from In-Q-Tel. No. We had to go with someone else. Manning. Yes, I’ll explain later. Yes. That’s everyone on the list. Yes. Yes. Okay. I’ll talk to you then.” He hung up the phone and looked over at David, letting out a deep sigh.

      David closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself. He then looked directly at Tom and asked, “Tom, what just happened?”

      Tom tilted his head and stared back at him. David could smell stale tobacco on his breath. There was an opened pack of Marlboro reds on the table.

      Tom said, “We had to make a last-minute addition to our team—you. Sorry about that. It had to be done.”

      The woman seemed to shrink into her seat.

      David said, “I realize that. Why? What was so important that a Red Cell had to be activated on such short notice? And what do you have to do with it?”

      Tom stared up at him, his face shifting into a tired frown. He glanced at the big guy and said, “Can you give us a minute?”

      The henchman nodded, went to the back of the plane, and sat down. Tom waited until he was out of earshot before speaking. He took out a folder and read through some of the papers.

      “Says here you’re an Annapolis guy. Just like your dad. And your brother and sister went there too. That’s quite the Naval Academy legacy, huh?”

      “What is that you’re reading from?”

      “Your file.”

      “My file?”

      “So your dad was an admiral.”

      “Is an admiral. Could you please tell me what this is all about?”

      Tom raised his eyebrows and said, “And your brother was a SEAL…and now he works for… oh, I hadn’t seen this yet. He works for us?”

      David frowned. “No. He doesn’t work for In-Q-Tel.”

      The woman laughed. Tom looked up from the file and smiled.

      Tom said, “In-Q-Tel. Right. Dave, let’s get a few things straight. I am not employed by In-Q-Tel. Not really. It’s a more of a part-time deal for me. My real employer is the same organization that indirectly pays the bills at In-Q-Tel. The Central Intelligence Agency. I specialize in counterespionage.”

      David frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Tom ignored him. “This situation all started a few weeks ago. We’ve uncovered some very disturbing bits of information. I’d heard rumors, of course, but until you hear it from a reliable source, you tend to discount those as conspiracy theories. Rumors like that…just seem too crazy to believe.”

      Tom was lost in thought for a moment and then looked David directly in the eye. “A penetration of that scope…and at those high levels. It’s unthinkable.” He sighed. “But it looks like it’s happened. And the same source that tipped us off on that told us something much worse.” He looked down at the file again. “Now, we’ve got a long flight ahead of us. I promise I’ll answer your questions. But I only recently found out I’d be taking you on this little vacation, so humor me for a few minutes while I peruse your biography.”

      David clenched and unclenched his jaw, trying to be patient.

      He said, “Tom. Look…if this is about some national security breach on a project or something, I’ll cooperate with whatever you need. But I still don’t understand how taking me from my home on zero notice could possibly be necessary. And what do I have to do with whatever is going on?”

      Tom ignored him. “Your sister’s a Navy pilot, huh? Hmm. Some family. And you…failed out of flight school. Huh. I guess you were the black sheep? That must have been one hell of a conversation with old Dad.” Tom looked up briefly. Enough time to see the flash of anger in David’s eyes.

      “It was a medical disqualification. Bad eyesight.”

      Tom waved off the rebuttal. David decided that the jerk personality wasn’t a CIA cover. That part was genuine.

      He said, “So then you got a job with In-Q-Tel as an analyst in 2008 and have been with the company ever since. Your current project is ARES, correct?”

      David looked at the woman and then back at Tom.

      Tom saw his hesitation. “Relax, she’s cleared. She’s NSA.”

      David looked at her in surprise. She smiled cheerfully.

      The air phone next to Tom rang. He answered, “Connolly here, go.”

      David turned to Brooke and whispered, “Okay, can you tell me what’s going on?”

      She said, “Sure can. First, I just want to say how sorry I am about how they took you. I had nothing to do with that. I just found out about all of this yesterday⁠—”

      Tom hung up the phone and got up, walking to the front of the plane. Brooke and David watched as he opened the door to the cockpit, spoke to the pilots, then walked back and sat down. The plane banked to the right and David felt his stomach flutter. Whatever Tom had said, it seemed like the pilots had made some course corrections.

      David said, “Changing our destination?”

      Tom said, “We didn’t really have a destination prior to takeoff. The pilots had to file in flight. We’re good now. We’ll be in California in six hours.”

      Had they really just taken off without knowing where they were going? What kind of mess was David in?

      David said, “Alright. I’m all ears.”

      Tom’s voice was gruff. He said, “We lost someone. Actually, I just confirmed that on the phone a few minutes ago. He had been missing for about a week. But now it seems they’ve identified the body. An agent stationed in China. He was the one who sent us the warning a few weeks ago. Stumbled onto something big. Bigger than any of us imagined. Turns out all those rumors had some legs.”

      David let out a sigh. “I’m sorry about the agent. What rumors?”

      Tom said, “Dave, how closely have you been following the news about China’s economy?”

      David said, “I mean, I’ve seen the news. It’s tanking, right? Our stock market is getting hit pretty bad too.”

      “Right. Their stock market is in decline. But more important is that China’s unemployment is starting to rise. And their median income is starting to drop. What you probably haven’t seen on the news is that there have been several workers’ strikes. And some protests. The government over there is putting the kibosh on that for now. They’re good at censorship. But sooner or later, 60 Minutes or CNN will pick it up.”

      “I’m still not following how this gets me on this airplane...”

      Tom replied, “Because, David, we have reason to believe that China is planning to invade the United States.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      David now understood the urgency.

      Tom continued. “There are leaders in their government that have set plans in motion. Our agent was there to investigate some inner circle that was supposed to deal with the ‘economic problem.’ We thought it was going to be more censorship, or maybe some sort of monetary policy that pisses off the Fed. Were we ever wrong.”

      David just sat there, numb and confused. A moment ago he had been worried about being summoned away on a work trip on no notice and then put on a jet going to God knew where. Now he was being told that World War III was going to start. He still didn’t see how this involved him, but the magnitude of the situation gave him the patience to listen without asking.

      “This inner circle of Chinese leaders came up with a solution, alright. Now here’s what you need to know. Why you’re here. There’s a fire on the horizon. A few of my colleagues and I are trying to fight this fire. We’re either going to prevent it or have to put it out when it reaches us. Either way, you’re going to be part of a group that will contribute. I’m taking you to a place where you’ll be able to help us prepare our defense. We were going to use someone else, but there was a conflict at the last minute. Plus, there is a good chance I’m being watched. We all had to jump through hoops to get on this plane unseen. No one could know that you would be going on this trip. No one can know that this trip exists. For these reasons, I had to bring you here tonight without notifying you ahead of time. To keep it secret. And that is about as simple as I can make it.”

      David stared back at Tom, guarding his emotions. He didn’t know what to feel. Anger. Distrust. His sense of duty was making its way into his mix of feelings. A million things ran through his head, but one was at the top.

      David said, “What about my family, Tom?”

      “I’ll make sure they know you’re okay. You won’t be communicating with them for a while.”

      “My wife is going to kill me. I didn’t⁠—”

      “Alright, hold on. Now you listen to me, David. Listen very carefully. The reason you’re here is more important than getting put in the doghouse by your wife. Get that through your head up front. This is top-level national security shit. I need you to understand that. I need you to put your country first, and to quit bitching about the way it had to start. I said I’m sorry. But honestly, I don’t really give a shit about the inconvenience it caused. To be quite honest, I’ve got bigger things to worry about. The bottom line is, we needed you and we had to do it this way.”

      David fell silent as his face flushed. They sat, not speaking, for a moment. The only sound was the thrum of the engines. Brooke stared, interested in the drama but trying not to appear so.

      Finally, David asked, “Where are we headed? California?”

      Tom smiled in a way that made David uneasy. “At first. Yes. After that, I wish I could tell you, pal.”

      David studied Tom for a few seconds before saying, “How long will I be gone?”

      “A couple weeks. Four at the most.”

      David rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t look so upset, buddy—like I said, I’ll give your wife a call for you. I’ll cover for you. You won’t be able to call her yourself. I can tell you that after we land, you’ll get on another jet with other members of your team. I won’t be going. Got other fish to fry. I don’t even know where that flight is headed. Due to the sensitive nature of this mission, we’ve kept a lot of info compartmentalized. But when you arrive, they’ll give you a brief, which will help explain everything. Just know that this is a vital project that will immensely help our nation’s security. And there is a specific need for someone with your background.”

      “What background is that?”

      “You’ll be perfect. Your knowledge of the Navy should even help. But mostly…your knowledge of ARES.”

      “What does this have to do with ARES?”

      ARES was the code name for a cyberweapon that David had researched a little over two months ago. The NSA was enormously interested, and David had been sent out to evaluate and secure the technology for the US government.

      “You’ll find out when you get there. Plan to discuss it. You know it better than anyone besides those MIT kids who created it. From my understanding, many of the people who will be going will have different pieces of the puzzle. The group that has put this little shindig together knows enough to realize the danger, but we need to get you all in a room together to really make sense of it. And that can’t be done easily; too many possible eavesdroppers to worry about. Hence the remote location.”

      David glanced out the window. He could see the setting sun painting the tops of the clouds orange on the western horizon. He sipped his coffee and tried to make sense of it all. He wasn’t sure what to believe and couldn’t think straight. He was still too worked up from what had just happened. He was worried about his wife and how she would react to his being gone for four weeks without any phone calls.

      “You’ll call my wife soon?”

      Tom nodded. “Scout’s honor.”

      “Tom, I gotta be honest with you—this is all a little too insane. Is there anything else you can tell me about what I’ll be doing?”

      Tom said, “I’ve seen some of the evidence. The threat is real. One CIA agent already sacrificed his life to get the word out. And lately, finding people we can trust has proven quite challenging.”

      David said, “What do you mean?”

      Tom shifted his gaze between Brooke and David. “There are…breaches…in several key parts of our government.”

      “What?” said Brooke. Apparently David wasn’t the only one learning new things. “What agencies are affected?”

      “Sleeper agents have been activated in several organizations, I’m afraid. Hence the secrecy and unorthodox methodology we’re using. Trust me, if we could do this in the D.C. area, we would.”

      “The NSA? Are there spies in the NSA?”

      Tom said, “I’m sorry. I can’t elaborate. Protocol—you understand. You’ll get read in when you arrive at your location. Hell, even deciding on a secure location was tough. But here is what I can tell you. You guys are going to come up with plans that could help stop this war. There’s a woman there running things. She’s very high up in the intel world. She’s excellent, and right at the heart of all of this. Give her whatever she asks for. You have full authority to talk about any of the things you’ve worked on in the past. That’s why you were chosen.”

      David was processing, shaking his head. “Why would China go to war with the United States?”

      Tom replied, “Can’t say for sure. The Chinese didn’t bother to tell me.”

      Brooke finally spoke up. “Why does any country go to war? National security, land, economics, religion, politics.”

      Tom said, “Times are a-changing in China. My personal opinion? Decisions to start a war always come down to what’s in the best interests of the powerful few. The people in charge get scared that they’ll lose their throne. So they act. Powerful people like the ones we’ve been looking into don’t have the same inhibitions we little folk do. For them, every option is on the table. Even war.”

      “So what will I be doing when we get to wherever we’re going?”

      Tom said, “The Red Cell has been activated to help plan out scenarios—how they might attack us—so that we can be ready. That’s really as much as I can tell you. Probably more than I should.”

      David nodded. “I see.” He wasn’t totally sure that he did. But he was starting to.

      Tom asked, “Dave, can I count on you? I know this sounds cheesy, but your country needs you. I mean it.”

      He hated it when people called him Dave. “Yeah, Tom…of course. Sorry I was giving you a hard time.”

      Tom shrugged and looked at his watch. “I need to get some sleep. It’s been a long few days. You hungry?”

      Tom motioned the big guy that he could come back and sit down near them. Big Guy brought a cooler over and passed out submarine sandwiches and sodas. David took a turkey-and-ham sub and a diet cola. He took one bite of the sandwich and left the rest. He wasn’t hungry. The bumpy plane didn’t help. This still didn’t feel right. But if all of this was true, then of course he was going to do everything he could to help his country.

      China. More than a billion people. The only military in the world that compared to the United States. It was the doomsday scenario his instructors had talked about back at the Naval Academy. David had once heard that if it ever came to war with China, every response plan the United States had involved using tactical nuclear weapons. It was simple math. There were just too many Chinese.

      If this was really happening, would the Navy call him back up? He had only been an active-duty officer for a few months. About as long as it had taken the medical staff at Navy flight school to figure out that his eyes had gone bad. However, once you’re commissioned, you’re commissioned for life, right? So was he going to be sitting on a boat a year from now, facing an onslaught of Chinese anti-ship missiles racing toward him? It was too incredible to seem real, and too distant to inspire the fear that seemed appropriate.

      David still didn’t like Tom, but if what he said was true, then this time in history could be pivotal. Like the days before Pearl Harbor. Or perhaps like the days before Germany invaded Poland. Much of the world was just going about its everyday routine, unaware of the massive conflict that was about to erupt. Over sixty million people had died in World War II. Could a war of that scale really be on the horizon?

      David turned and looked at the other two men, both of whom were now sleeping in their fully reclined seats. He wasn’t sure that he could sleep himself.

      Brooke came around and sat in the empty seat across from him. She smiled and raised her eyebrows like she wanted to talk.

      She said, “How are you doing?”

      “Well, I just got taken from my home and now I’m being flown God knows where on some sort of secret CIA plane to help save the country from World War Three. I’m good. How are you?”

      “It’s good to have a sense of humor about it.”

      “I suppose.”

      Brooke was a talker. She saw that David was receptive to conversation, and the floodgates opened. She said, “I just found out about twenty-four hours ago. My boss made me meet him off the grounds of Fort Meade. He introduced me to Tom and gave me the quick and dirty.

      “I can’t believe it either. I work in signals intelligence. To be completely honest, I spy on the Chinese for a living. Used to be on the Iran team. Now I’m on China. I work in cyberoperations. We hack into their computers. They hack into ours. It’s like the Cold War all over again, but over the Internet. But just like the Cold War, there are rules. Over the past couple of weeks, though, I’ve noticed a few things that were very unusual. Some of the rules were being broken.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, like this CIA guy they killed. Tom didn’t tell you what he was looking for. It was part of an op that I was working. Have you ever heard of the CCDI?”

      “No.”

      “It’s the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection. A Chinese organization that’s supposed to root out corruption in their government. A few months ago, it got a new boss. A guy by the name of Jinshan. Cheng Jinshan. Heard of him?”

      “Uh, no.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, of course you haven’t. Sometimes I forget that everyone doesn’t spend all day studying obscure Chinese businessmen and politicians. Well, this guy Jinshan is well connected. He’s a very successful entrepreneur, but was also rumored to be tapped into the Chinese cyberwarfare units with some of his Internet companies. We knew he was working closely with the government agency that heads up their Internet censorship program.”

      David said, “How’s he involved in all of this?”

      “Turns out, he’s more than tapped into the government’s cyberwarfare. He practically runs China’s cyberwarfare program. This guy has been interwoven into their operations from the beginning. Anyway, Jinshan is now put in charge of the CCDI, a position that’s almost always given to a politician. But this time the Chinese president himself picks Jinshan, a businessman.”

      “This is for cyberwarfare?”

      “No. Stay with me. Jinshan has his hands in everything. He owns a lot of companies. At least one of them does the majority of the real technically challenging work for China’s offensive hacking programs. When you hear about cyberattacks on the news that originate in China? It’s probably run by one of this guy’s teams. But his newest job is in an organization that has nothing to do with cyber. That is the CCDI. The CCDI is supposed to get rid of crooked politicians. And trust me, China, like everywhere else, has plenty of them.”

      David said, “Supposed to. But that’s not what Jinshan is doing?”

      “We think the Chinese president has been using Jinshan and the CCDI to whittle away at the government’s leadership and shape it the way he wants. It’s Tyrant 101: clean house of all who could oppose you.”

      “So what did you guys do?”

      “Well, naturally we at the NSA started paying much closer attention to him. I was looking into Jinshan’s secured files and computers⁠—”

      “Is that legal?”

      She looked annoyed. “Are you a lawyer?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Well, neither am I, so let’s not worry about legality, shall we? Anyway, it turns out he really is a much bigger fish than we thought. Like I said, he had his hands in everything. He rubs elbows with their highest-ranking military brass and has played golf with several members of their Politburo. Some people think he might even be responsible for getting the current Chinese president into office. So we started an operation to monitor him more closely. The CIA agent who was killed was our man on the ground. But I had no idea what he’d uncovered until yesterday, when Tom read me in.”

      David said, “So what does Jinshan have to do with a Chinese attack on the US?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I just know that our ground asset had started getting close to people in the CCDI. He began to realize that the whole point of that organization, which is supposed to be about stopping corruption, was now to fill key government leadership roles with people who were handpicked by Jinshan.

      “I told you that before Jinshan got tapped for the CCDI leadership role, we didn’t have too much on him. Well, that isn’t true for the people he was picking to fill different political leadership roles. They’re stacking the deck with politicians who are or have been closely aligned to the military and intelligence services. It’s like they’re militarizing all government posts over there.

      “The CIA agent was supposed to get into some secure hard drive that would give us more info on their strategy and endgame. That’s where he must have gotten the info Tom shared earlier. Someone must have been onto him, though…”

      “How is this not making world news?”

      “Think about what else Jinshan controls—the information. The Chinese media is owned by the government. What he doesn’t want made public doesn’t get made public. And honestly, nothing worthy of the big global news agencies has happened yet. But if you connect the dots, there are major shifts in leadership taking place.”

      “Who else at the NSA knows about what Tom told us?”

      “About the attack plans? Not many that I know of. My boss was working with Tom and some others in the CIA. But at the NSA, it was just my boss and me. We compartmentalize information like crazy. Thank goodness we do. If there really are sleepers in the NSA, we wouldn’t want this to get out. We wouldn’t want them to know that we know. With any luck, we might still be able to get out ahead of this thing.”

      Brooke and David talked for another hour. She was a local Maryland girl, had gone to UMBC and excelled in mathematics and computer science. She had interned at the NSA while in college and worked there for the past fifteen years.

      Eventually, David politely hinted that he needed a nap. He got the impression that she would talk the entire flight if he let her. But they ended their conversation, and David found himself alone, looking out the oval window into the vast evening sky.

      David kept thinking about his family. He was worried about the short term and how his wife would cope with being alone with the kids for so long. And he was worried about the long term—about how their lives might change if America really was thrust into a war of this scale. David’s family would be affected more than most.

      When your father was an admiral, it was expected that each child would serve, go to sea, and give up the comforts of civilian life. The other two siblings were certainly fulfilling this obligation. His sister, Victoria, was a rising-star helicopter pilot living in Jacksonville, Florida. Their brother, Chase, had been a SEAL. Now he did overseas security work for the State Department…at least, that’s what David had thought. What had Tom meant by saying he works for us? David was the only one who hadn’t turned military service into a career.

      Aside from the occasional holiday, David hadn’t seen much of his father or siblings over the past decade. Being in the military after 9/11 meant a lifestyle of long and frequent deployments. As the commander of the Navy’s newest carrier strike group, this was likely Admiral Manning’s last time at sea.

      David realized that the last time he had seen the three of them was at his mother’s funeral. She’d died a little over a year ago now. It was a cruel irony that a woman who had loved others so deeply would die of heart failure at the young age of sixty-one. David had thought about her every day since then, and it had taken over a month for those thoughts to stop drawing tears.

      Now his father and the three siblings were scattered around the world, each one serving their country in his or her own way. Was a coming global war really about to envelop David’s family? A few hours ago, that thought would have seemed preposterous.

      It was all just too hard to believe. What was the saying? The simplest explanation was usually correct. The problem in this situation was that there didn’t appear to be any simple explanations.

      Talking to Brooke had helped. After the first five minutes of speaking to her, David had instantly liked and trusted her. She was smart. If he had learned anything from his days at the Naval Academy, it was to follow smart people. It almost never failed. Almost.

      David saw a pen and paper on the table and decided to write his wife a note. He wrote down what he thought he would be allowed to say. Mostly he just wanted to let her know that he was okay. Then he leaned back into the cold plastic of the window and shut his eyes. Sleep was not quick to come. The window pressed up against his forehead, and his mind began to drift to thoughts of what a war with China would really be like, and what kind of world his daughters might grow up in.
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        * * *

      

      David awoke to a firm shake of his shoulder. It was the big guy in tactical gear.

      “We’re here. Time to go.”

      He looked up, dazed and still sleepy. “Okay. Where is here?”

      “Let’s go,” replied Big Guy.

      The plane was shut down. David hadn’t intended on sleeping, but eventually the fatigue had gotten to him. He had slept through the landing. He started walking down the cabin of the plane, feeling guilty that he wasn’t immediately going to call his wife, when he remembered the note. He grabbed it off the table, got up and walked out the open door of the plane.

      An empty twilight sky cast grey and purple hues over a silent runway. There was an identical aircraft parked next to the one David had just arrived on. Other than that, the airport was deserted. The faint runway lights were the only man-made illumination.

      Tom walked around the nose of the plane and handed David a large black duffel bag. “Here. It’s clothes and toiletries. Not your own, but they should fit. You’ll get your phone and wallet back when you return. Sorry about the inconvenience.”

      David realized that there were voices coming from the other plane. He ducked under the fuselage to see people getting on the other jet.

      “Who are they?” David asked.

      “A few of the other consultants. That’s what we’re calling you guys. Consultants. You’ll meet them on the plane,” said Tom. “We’ve got to go. Like I said, I’ll tell your wife you’re okay, and don’t worry about work. It’ll be there when you get back.”

      He grinned, but the wrinkles stopped at his eyes. David didn’t have a good feeling about this.

      David handed him the note and said, “Here. Please deliver this to my wife.”

      Tom looked down at the paper. He nodded and said, “Of course. Sure thing.”

      “Mr. Manning?” called a voice. David looked over and saw a guy in a silly-looking airline uniform, his cap half-cocked to the side.

      “That’s me.”

      “Right this way, sir.”

      Tom waved and said, “Good luck. Remember, this may be one of the most important things you ever do. So do your best and don’t screw it up.”

      David frowned at that. Hell of a pep talk. He walked over to the other plane, still unsure whether this was the best decision. David took a deep breath and walked up the ladder and into the aircraft.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Tom and his assistant stood on the flight line and watched as David’s jet disappeared to the west. Tom closed his eyes and took a long drag from his cigarette. No turning back now.

      The man in tactical gear said, “Are you really going to call his wife?”

      Tom glared at him without answering. Then he said, “Come on. Let’s get in the plane. We’ve got work to do.” He flicked the smoldering cigarette onto the tarmac and headed up the stairs of the jet.
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        Our historic dominance…is diminishing…China is going to rise, we all know that. [But] how are they behaving? That is really the question.

        —Admiral Samuel J. Locklear III, US Navy, Commander of the US Pacific Command, January 2014

      

      

      The plane ride was long and uncomfortable. David’s face was covered with day-old stubble, and his eyes were slightly bloodshot from the lack of sleep. He also needed a shower. Badly. While the seats on the jet had the same luxury cushions as the first aircraft, there is nothing in the world that can make a nine-hour plane ride comfortable.

      As soon as they had gotten in the aircraft, a male “flight attendant,” who David was pretty sure held no formal position with an airline, had given them each twenty-page briefs to read. He’d also provided them food and drinks. Other than that, the man didn’t speak for the duration of the trip.

      David rather liked the two other passengers he met on the plane. Each of them was going to participate in the same capacity as David. Brooke and he found that they were the best informed of the group. All the other two knew was that their Red Cell had been activated due to national security.

      Bill Stanley was a defense contractor who lived in Nevada. He had retired from the Air Force more than a decade ago and had a wife and two grown boys. He worked on drones and “a few jets that you wouldn’t believe existed if I told you.” David learned that Bill commuted to work every day on a US Air Force Boeing 767. He would drive to Las Vegas’s McCarran International Airport, then fly to what was once known as Area 51. They joked about UFOs and aliens, then realized that nothing was very funny now that World War III might be on the horizon. Bill spent most of his time working on the long-range satellite communications to and from high-tech US military aircraft and drones.

      Henry Glickstein was a self-proclaimed “maker” and telecommunications guru who had worked for several of the big tech companies. The entire time they spoke, he never stopped smiling or walking around the plane’s cabin inspecting every element. He had designed data farms and overseen the layout of fiber-optic networks for a living and gave David the impression that he was a workaholic; an engineer who couldn’t stop trying to solve whatever problem lay in front of him. He was a jokester, but a competent and driven one. It was like his mind was moving so fast that he had to throw in a few one-liners every so often so he didn’t get bored.

      All of them, including David, had been on one of the government’s highly classified Red Cell rosters, paid an annual retainer in case their expertise was needed. Normally Red Cells were planned months in advance, and attendees given plenty of warning.  Not this time.

      The others were astonished to hear David’s story of being approached at his home and given no notice prior. Their own invitations had not been quite so abrupt. As had occurred with Brooke, a single person in their chain of command had contacted the two men just twenty-four hours earlier. Those in their chain of command had been spoken to by the CIA’s Red Cell organizers. A legitimate cover—a business trip—had been formulated, and off they went. They had been told not to discuss it with anyone, and to pack for several weeks.

      They each felt a sense of duty to participate in what was deemed a crucial project. The two men hadn’t known about the connection to a possible Chinese invasion until David and Brooke told them. They were floored. Most of the plane ride was spent talking about different scenarios for why China would do something like this.

      The more David thought about it, the more he realized how hard it was going to be for Americans to believe something like this could really happen. Americans were comfortable. Human beings were reactive, not proactive, when they were comfortable. It was hard to get people to prepare for a hurricane if they hadn’t been hit in recent years. And that’s exactly what this was: an approaching storm of monumental proportions. A world war hadn’t happened in David’s lifetime. Would people prepare for the storm? Or would they watch the news reports from their couches in disbelief, waiting for a resolution?

      The briefs the flight attendant handed out gave them little new information. They were to be consultants to the US government in a Red Cell. According to the document, Red Cells were used by the CIA to “think outside the box about a full range of relevant analytic issues.” Whatever that meant. Each consultant was to provide the team with insights and critical knowledge from their individual area of expertise. When the group finished reading, they had more questions than answers. The second half of the flight was once again used for sleeping.

      Unlike the first plane, the shades on this plane’s windows were sealed shut. Security protocol, the flight attendant had told them. It wasn’t until they landed and opened the doors that they saw natural light again. It was late afternoon at their destination. David wondered how many time zones they had passed through. The door to the jet opened and revealed bright blue skies and an inrush of thick, tropical air.

      The group’s tired eyes were wide as they looked around at their landing spot. There was ocean everywhere. It reminded David of one of those old World War II island air bases built in the middle of the Pacific. It was tiny, as islands went—or air bases, for that matter. They could only see about half of the island before it curved around into the sea. The runway looked like it barely fit, surrounded by black sandy beaches and turquoise waters on three sides. On the other side of the runway was a set of four concrete structures that were separated from tropical rainforest by a tall barbed-wire fence. The dense green vegetation rose higher and higher up along a towering jungle-covered mountain.

      Today was arrival day for several groups of consultants. Another jet taxied back out to the runway. It looked identical to the aircraft they had come in on. David watched that jet’s group of passengers carrying their bags up the sandy path to the buildings. The flight attendant directed his group to do the same.

      David and his new companions grabbed their things and followed suit. When they reached the buildings, they were shown to their quarters by an Air Force major in his summer blues.

      “Name?” he asked as David approached.

      “David Manning.”

      “Manning. Yup. Room 214. Up the stairs. Here’s your key. Throw your stuff in your room. Please meet at the Classroom in one hour. It’s the big building up on the hill with the large glass windows that overlook the runway.”

      “Got it. Thanks.” David wanted to ask the major a million questions, but the others were checking in, so he decided to wait. It sounded like they were to get an in-brief in another hour.

      An hour later, David sat admiring the swaying palms and clear blue sea through the panoramic windows of the large amphitheater-style classroom. He had showered and shaved using items from the duffel bag Tom had provided. It felt good, but he was still exhausted from the trip.

      He thought about his wife and daughters. Lindsay was probably in tears. God, he hoped she would forgive him for this. If this was all really happening, he didn’t see how he had a choice. David wondered why he kept thinking like that. As if this might not be real. Was it the magnitude of a war with China? Or was it something else that caused him to feel uncomfortable?

      The setting sun created a painting of bright oranges and deep purples over the water. However, none of them knew exactly which body of water it was. David thought it had to be the South Pacific based on the time of flight and climate. But if that was true, why take them here, so far away?

      The room was filled with curious men and women from a variety of places. Some wore power suits. Some had crew cuts and wore military fatigues. Still others had on skinny jeans with fitted tees. David gathered from several informal introductions that their backgrounds were as diverse as their looks suggested. There were computer programmers and scientists, engineers and psychologists, military officers and policy analysts. All were well educated and incredibly bright. David counted twenty of them in all. Like Henry and Bill, each had been told that their purpose there had something to do with a very important national security project. But that was all they
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