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			Prologue

			Chaoyang Park Plaza apartments

			Chaoyang district

			Beijing, China

			0833 local time

			Something was wrong.

			Cheng Kai, minister of foreign affairs, could feel it in his bones. As he walked through the jaw-dropping, eighty-meter-tall atrium—with its arboreal-style pillars and shan shui–inspired design—he couldn’t shake the sense that he was being watched. No, not watched…judged. But when he scanned the faces of the staff and other residents milling about, nobody was paying him any mind.

			I’m being paranoid, he told himself. It’s the stress of the job, that’s all.

			Still, something was definitely off. The frequency of people calling and messaging him had dropped noticeably below the daily baseline he’d become accustomed to in the job over the past two years. He was still getting directives, updates, and communications from the Foreign Affairs Commission and from the Central Committee, but the questions and requests for direction from staffers in his own office had almost dried up completely. This was odd, because he’d gradually come to believe that nobody did anything in the Ministry without his prior assent.

			If not me, then who is authorizing the daily decisions?

			In the bureaucratic machine that was the Chinese government, a single misstep—not necessarily even a mistake—could end a man’s career.

			Or worse…

			As the nation’s top diplomat, a position analogous to the United States secretary of state, Cheng was responsible for overseeing the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the People’s Republic of China. In addition to negotiating treaties, advising the State Council on international affairs, and representing China in the United Nations, his Ministry’s mandate was to formulate, communicate, and administer China’s foreign policy abroad. In today’s complex geopolitical world, a world driven by communication and messaging, his position made him one of the most recognizable and powerful men in China, second only to President Li Jian Jun.

			Cheng would never boast about this fact, to do so would be unwise, but his power was real and everyone knew it.

			His thoughts took him to the moment two years ago when President Li had offered him the position. Li’s words played back in Cheng’s mind with all the clarity and poignancy as if the man were speaking to him now:

			“In accepting this position, you will be the face and the fist of China’s foreign policy. You will be the hand world leaders shake first, and the mouth that delivers the ultimatums and unpleasant truths behind closed doors that I cannot. For the next five years, you will be my wolf warrior—barking, snarling, and howling. You will defend the people against the hostile rhetoric of the West. You will defend the nation’s honor when China is disrespected by foreign governments and foreign press. And you will defend me when dirty lies and propaganda try to sully my name and reputation. Are you up for the challenge, my friend?”

			Cheng had agreed immediately and unequivocally, without giving the gravity or true meaning of Li’s words much thought. That version of Cheng had been hungry for power and opportunity. He’d had eyes on the foreign affairs minister position for over a decade and had worked tirelessly to prove and endear himself to the Chinese president. He’d obediently and aggressively tried to demonstrate his skill and willingness to implement Li’s political vision at every opportunity. And for this tireless effort, obedience, and loyalty, he had been rewarded.

			But recently, he had doubts that had begun to plague him.

			No, “doubts” was too strong a word. Second thoughts…he was having second thoughts.

			After all, words matter.

			Diplomacy was a profession defined by words—both spoken and unspoken. He’d witnessed the power of words firsthand over the past two years, as other nations’ foreign policy was both made and unmade by the power of his words. As foreign minister he spoke for China. He spoke for the Party. He spoke for President Li. But speaking for the latter, unfortunately, had proven to be more challenging and precarious than he’d ever imagined.

			President Li was a difficult man to please.

			Pulling his roller suitcase behind him, Cheng stepped out of the lobby and under the covered porte cochere, where his driver and car were waiting. The black Hongqi H9 luxury sedan sat idling at the curb just ahead, waiting to deliver him to the airport for his trip to Laos to represent China at the upcoming East Asia Summit. This would be his fifth time attending the EAS, his second as foreign minister. The eighteen-nation convention was held annually to dialogue about political, environmental, and economic topics related to the stability and prosperity of East Asia. The original membership had only included East Asian countries, but the United States and Russian Federation had muscled their way into the mix in 2011 with dramatic effect. This summit would be no different than the last, Cheng presumed, with the U.S. contingent exerting their influence at every turn to challenge China’s hegemony in setting the agenda and controlling regional policy.

			Cheng paused momentarily beside the car to make sure he was seen, but the driver did not get out to load Cheng’s bag and open the door, as was the normal practice. Instead, the trunk popped open while the driver remained in the driver’s seat, not turning to even look at Cheng. Annoyed, Cheng rolled his suitcase to the rear of the vehicle, placed it in the trunk himself, and shut the lid. He then walked to the rear passenger-side door and let himself into the vehicle. Once he was settled into his seat, he looked toward the driver, who had yet to greet him, and that’s when he noticed this H9 was not like the regular fleet of black cars that served the upper echelon of China’s government ministries. This one had a tinted-glass divider between the passenger and driver compartments like one would find in a fancy limousine.

			Or a police car, said the voice in his head.

			Without a word from the driver, the H9 pulled away from Chaoyang Park Plaza and glided into Beijing traffic. Cheng was about to knock on the glass divider and tell the man to lower it, when his mobile phone chimed with a text message. He retrieved it from his pocket and glanced at the screen. The sender was his wife. She’d forwarded a hyperlink with no accompanying message. Normally, he would have ignored something like this, but his wife was a good partner. She understood the stress and difficulties of his job, and she had always supported him without complaint. She knew her place, and long ago had ceased calling or texting him during working hours, only contacting him with urgent matters that she was not equipped to deal with herself. Because this was out of character, he clicked on the link.

			A web page opened on his mobile browser for the Global Times—China’s international propaganda and daily tabloid newspaper. The headline article read “Foreign Minister under Investigation for Corruption and Infidelity,” and was accompanied by the most unflattering picture of Cheng imaginable—a picture that was digitally altered. In the photograph, he was sitting at a lavish dinner table with his arm around a Caucasian woman’s shoulders. His expensive suit looked disheveled and his eyes bloodshot—as if from a night of drinking. But worst of all was his laughing expression, which somehow looked maniacal and pathetic at the same time.

			A wave of heat flushed his cheeks so hot that his head suddenly felt like it was mounted atop a stovepipe. The picture was an expertly constructed deepfake—his visage grafted onto another man’s body. He knew this with absolute confidence because he’d never seen the woman in the picture before in his life, nor had he sat at that table. As foreign minister, he only drank alcohol in a ceremonial capacity, and he never, ever let himself get intoxicated. In his profession, drunkenness was an occupational hazard. The outrage he felt barely eclipsed the second- and third-place emotions of shock and humiliation. He’d been completely blindsided by this political assassination piece. And make no mistake, that’s exactly what it was…a journalistic kill shot.

			“I’m going to have your head on a platter, Guo,” Cheng growled, calling out the paper’s editor in chief by name. “How did you do it without me catching wind first?”

			Then, as if someone had just poured a bucket of ice water down the stovepipe, his neck and chest went suddenly tight and cold with realization. The reason it had happened without warning was because the hit job had been sanctioned. Guo wouldn’t authorize a story such as this in a vacuum; that’s not how the Global Times operated. The paper was an instrument of the Party. To run this smear campaign, Guo would have had Li’s blessing first.

			Or be operating on his orders…

			Cheng had never experienced the medical phenomenon known as hyperventilation, but felt pretty sure he was experiencing it now, as his breaths came in small, rapid, unproductive gasps. He felt the mobile phone slip from his grip and fall into the footwell. Panic overwhelmed him, and he lowered his head between his knees in primal reflex to try to catch his breath and stave off the wave of vertigo.

			This is it…I’m out…Oh shit, God help me, I’m out. But why?

			His mind went back to the warning his close friend Qin Hâiyû had given him about speaking his mind too freely about controversial things. Perhaps Qin had been right?

			His phone chimed from the floor.

			Head still between his knees, he glanced at the screen. It was another text from his wife. A three-word message that simply said: Is this true?

			“It’s not true,” he muttered in between gasps. “It’s not true…”

			While he stared at it, the screen on the phone flickered once, then went black.

			A moment later, the car braked to a hard stop. Both rear doors opened simultaneously and two men in black suits, neither of whom he recognized, got in, the one on Cheng’s side shoving him forcefully toward the middle.

			“What’s going on? Who are you?” he said, the adrenaline dump magically restoring Cheng’s breath and some measure of mental clarity.

			The man on his left pulled a candy bar–sized white plastic cylinder from his suit coat pocket. Gripping it in one hand, the man jammed the bottom end of the tube into Cheng’s thigh and pressed a button with his thumb. Cheng felt the needle from the auto-injector punch through his suit pants and puncture his flesh. A sharp burn followed as the delivery system injected him with whatever drug these men had been ordered to dose him with.

			Wide-eyed with fear, Cheng met the eyes of the man holding the injector.

			“Why?” he heard himself ask as his eyelids began to close.

			The enforcer in the black suit answered, his hard, cold words echoing from very far away: “President Li thanks you for your service, Minister Cheng,” the man said with a malevolent smile. “But your service is no longer needed…”

		

	
		
			Part I

			
				“All war is deception.”

				—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

			

		

	
		
			1

			The Ryan family home

			Overlooking the Chesapeake Bay

			Maryland

			2011 local time

			Jack Ryan ground his teeth as he looked at the carnage inflicted on his Atlantic fleet. If only he could unleash a salvo instead of having to fire one damn shot at a time, then he might have a chance.

			So much destruction. So much red…

			If he didn’t get a hit soon, the battle would be lost.

			“C8,” he said with certitude, looking up from the board at his daughter Katie, who sat opposite him at the dining room table.

			She glanced down at her grid. “Miss.”

			“Seriously?” he said, tilting his head down to look at her over the top of the pair of reading glasses perched on his nose. “Check again.”

			“I don’t need to check again, Dad, it’s not rocket science. C8 is definitely a miss,” she said with a grin. “My turn…J1.”

			He shoved his glasses back up on his nose and looked down at the gray plastic grid, where his fleet sat arranged in what he’d felt certain to be an unbeatable naval configuration. Boy, how wrong he’d been. He picked up a little red peg, stuck it into the last remaining hole at the stern of the little plastic ship, and said, “You sunk my battleship.”

			“Woot, woot. USS Missouri heading to the bottom of the sea,” she said, pumping her hands in the air overhead. “That makes four down and one to go. The only ship you have left is your submarine.”

			He narrowed his eyes playfully at her. “A submarine is all I’ll need to finish you off. Fear the Blackfish.”

			“Nuh-uh, no way. My sub is the Washington. I called dibs when we started. You gotta pick a different boat. Yours can be the Indiana.”

			“Hello? Commander in chief, here,” he said, raising his right hand and pointing his index finger at the crown of his head. “Last time I checked, that means I am, literally, in charge of the U.S. fleet. So, if I want to designate my flagship as the Blackfish, then there’s nothing you can do about it, Lieutenant Commander.”

			“Sorry, Dennis,” she said, wistfully looking down at her little gray submarine and referencing the real-life XO of the USS Washington. “I got outranked, which means you’re the enemy now.”

			This wasn’t the first time he’d heard his daughter mention Dennis Knepper, who she’d met while riding in the elite Virginia-class fast-attack sub during a near-fatal standoff against the rogue Russian submarine Belgorod a few months ago. Jack’s Spidey sense told him there might be a budding connection between them, but he’d not heard any mention of them dating. Of course, the Washington had remained on station long after his daughter’s return from the crisis in the Atlantic, so at best they’d be working on a long-distance thing. He made a mental note to ask Cathy about it. Katie and her mom were thick as thieves when it came to relationship gossip. But in the event his wife decided to be tight-lipped on the matter, as commander in chief he was privileged to know the USS Washington’s location at any given time…so keeping tabs on this potential suitor was not going to be a problem.

			“What’s that conniving look for?” she said, shaking him from his rumination.

			“Oh, I was just thinking about how this game is nothing like naval warfare in real life. If only it could be so simple.”

			“If it was this simple, we wouldn’t need any ship captains, or even sailors for that matter. I, for one, am glad that real life isn’t controlled by a couple of callous, detached puppet masters sitting behind computer screens in the shadows. The strength of our military has always been rooted in leading from the front. It started with General Washington’s tent in the Revolutionary War, and the tradition has carried on ever since.”

			He stared at her a moment and, feeling an upswelling of great pride, said, “In case I haven’t told you lately, Katie, I love you. And I’m very proud of you. You’re a fine naval officer, and one hell of an intelligence analyst.”

			Her cheeks went a little rosy at the comment. “Ahhh, thanks, Dad…But if you think flattery is going to save your fleet, then you’ve grossly misjudged your adversary.”

			They both chuckled at this and played the rest of the game out. He did manage to dispatch her aircraft carrier, but as expected, she showed him no quarter and soon found and sunk his submarine, ending their epic, father-daughter game of Battleship.

			“Two out of three?” she asked as they both went to work pulling the white pegs out of the grid and depositing them in the molded containers on the sides of their iconic gray plastic clamshell game boards.

			“Heck yes,” he said, and momentarily stopped pulling pegs to refill their wineglasses.

			“You know, sometimes I still can’t believe you’re the President of the United States. It’s strange—almost like this is some fantasy we’re making up and everyone else in the world is just going along with it. Do you ever feel that way?”

			“All the time,” he said with a self-deprecating smile.

			“How do you make that feeling go away?”

			“By trying to ground myself in the institution of the office.”

			“You mean like when you’re sitting at the Resolute desk in the Oval?”

			He nodded. “Yes, the physicality helps, but it’s more the people running the government and military who I interact with every day who make it real. I see it in their eyes. Hear it in their words. Feel it from their presence. Everybody is looking to me with…expectation. Presidential expectation. They’re counting on me to lead, and that makes it real. It’s not a fantasy for them, I can tell you that.”

			“I’ve always wondered what that must feel like. I don’t know how you do it, Dad. I would wilt under that kind of pressure.”

			“No, you wouldn’t,” he said with a confident shake of his head. “I’ve seen you under pressure, and wilting is not in your DNA.”

			“Thanks, but I don’t know about that. Let’s just say I’m glad that I’m not the Ryan in charge of representing the nation and making decisions that will affect the lives of millions. No thank you. I’ll take my little office at ONI and a stack of reports to analyze and leave leading the country to you.”

			Your time will come, daughter, he thought, but did not say. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life, it’s that Fate laughs at any man who thinks he has a choice over which battles he’ll have to fight.

			Thankfully, for the moment, the seas were calm and the sailing smooth. In the months since the Belgorod incident, calamity had taken a sabbatical and the world had been granted a reprieve from global conflict, pandemics, terrorism, and natural disaster. He knew, of course, that this reprieve would be temporary—that the maligned forces of evil and entropy were already conspiring to unleash their next plot to bring chaos and death to the world. But tonight, the Ryan family was safe, and he would savor every second of this opportunity to sip wine and play Battleship with his daughter. Sure, he could be working. His presidential to-do list was a mile long and his inbox flooded with messages and briefs waiting to be read.

			But the work could wait until tomorrow.

			That was something else he’d learned over the years.

			When a moment like this presented itself, sit back and enjoy it. Which was exactly what he intended to do.

		

	
		
			2

			Xinhuamen Gate

			Main entrance to the Zhongnanhai government compound

			174 Chang’an Avenue

			Beijing, China

			0740 local time

			Defense Minister Qin Hâiyû crossed his legs in the comfortable leather seat of the black Hongqi H9 luxury sedan, his index finger tapping on the center armrest. It was a bad habit he’d picked up to dissipate nervous energy, all the way back to his junior officer days in the PLA Navy. Even when he’d commanded the Luyang III–class destroyer Guiyang almost a decade ago, his left index finger would tap out its little cadence on the armrest of his captain’s chair in the bridge. Back then, he’d thought the burden of commanding a warship was the pinnacle of pressure.

			Oh, what I wouldn’t give to return to those simpler days…

			As a ship captain, the pitfalls of command were clear and identifiable. Running aground, collision at sea, personnel problems, failing to achieve or execute mission parameters…and so on. In those days, he’d spent his time worrying about the people beneath him. Negligence, lapses in judgment, or mistakes borne from inexperience or poor communication—these were the problems that plagued commanding officers. Such things ended careers—but rarely lives. But this job, with its secret agendas and knives behind backs, was a viper’s game and filled him with anxiety the likes of which he’d never thought possible.

			Not anxiety…paranoia.

			“A few more moments, Minister Qin,” the driver said, looking at him in the rearview, interpreting his tension as concern for being late. “The traffic around the complex is heavier than usual.”

			“Thank you, Da,” he said.

			His thoughts went to Cheng Kai and the dubious fate of the minister of foreign affairs.

			I warned him that his arrogance would be his downfall…but did he listen? No, he did not.

			The last time Qin had visited privately with his friend, Cheng’s family had been on vacation in Singapore, which had given the two men a rare opportunity to speak frankly and unencumbered. Cheng, who only drank in private, had imbibed heavily that night. As the two men got drunk, the conversation had shifted to President Li’s growing desire to “reintegrate” Taiwan into China. Plumbed by alcohol, Cheng had let his true feelings be known on the matter:

			“Li is a fool if he thinks the Americans will do nothing. General Su thought that a few years ago. President Ryan crushed those plans.

			“We risk everything to gain little. Ten years ago, it made sense. But today, there is nothing that little island can do that we cannot. This is about Li’s ego. Nothing more.”

			Unfortunately, the recent reelection of the troublemaking president of Taiwan had provided a megaphone for independence rhetoric on the global stage. And predictably, it had only amplified the almost manic obsession President Li harbored to reintegrate the island, even if that reintegration required military force. Devising a comprehensive military plan for reunification of the belligerent island had been Qin’s professional charter since day one of his appointment as commander of the PLA Navy. Cheng believed it was Qin’s plan that had prompted Li to select Qin as the replacement for Defense Minister Zhao Fu. Zhao Fu’s “retirement” had been swift and sudden and taken almost everyone by surprise.

			But not Cheng.

			“Zhao agreed with me. Now is not the time for reunification,” Cheng had said. “We were working behind the scenes to build a coalition so we would have strength in numbers when confronting Li about the danger and hubris of his plan, but now Zhao is gone…”

			In the aftermath, the inner circle understood—although never discussed—that Zhao had been eliminated. Qin did not have history with his predecessor like he did with Cheng. Zhao had been Qin’s boss, on paper, since Qin had been the head of the PLA Navy at the time, but Qin had personally interacted with him very little. And, frankly, Qin had not wanted to. Zhao had been a pompous ass. His disappearance, and later his announced retirement, had opened the position that Qin now filled.

			Qin had been elated at the time.

			If only I knew then what I know now…

			Qin glanced at his watch. Plenty of time to make the meeting in Conference Room Number One in Zhongnanhai North. The very fact that such a meeting had been called on short notice, and at such an early hour, was cause enough for concern. Perhaps he would learn something of Cheng Kai’s disappearance. Maybe the foreign minister had been the victim of some foreign plot and it had not been his reckless mouth that had led to his disappearance.

			And then I would have much less to fear myself.

			It was known that he and Cheng were friends and socialized often.

			Could this connection be enough to spark Qin’s own fall from favor?

			For Qin, what had happened to Cheng felt like déjà vu. Just like Zhao, Cheng had been disappeared by President Li Jian Jun’s secret police. Otherwise, there would have been immediate and frank discussions about the foreign minister’s supposed corruption and infidelity. There would have been arguments about his fate and whether damage control was necessary. But none of that had happened. They’d had two cabinet meetings since Cheng’s disappearance, and no mention of him had occurred, not even with the glaring diplomatic fallout at the East Asia Summit.

			No, there was no mistake. Cheng Kai was gone.

			Qin had warned him not to voice opposition to Li’s designs on Taiwan, and now he was gone.

			“You worry too much, Hâiyû. I am a respected man whose voice matters…”

			Qin chased away the memory from their last evening together and glanced out the window. As Da circled the black sedan around Taiye Lake, Qin saw the Hanyuan Temple, situated on the Yingtai Island in the “Southern Sea,” the southern part of the ancient, man-made lake. That lake, and the one to the north, separated by a sliver of land now the site of the rebuilt Qínzhèng Diàn Hall, had been constructed in 1421 from the basic outline of the complex emerging during the Ming dynasty. It had been the de facto center of government since the Empress Dowager Cixi and, later, Prince Regent Chun had built residences there instead of inside the Forbidden City. Zhongnanhai had been the center of government ever since, first as the Republic of China under Yuan Shikai as the Beiyang government and later as the People’s Republic under Mao Tse-tung. Most of the “real” government business occurred on the north side of the complex, on the lake known as the Northern Sea, where the Party chair and other government complexes now sat. The southern area was for show and entertaining visitors more than anything.

			So much history.

			Da maneuvered right, around the shore of the Northern Sea, slowing at an additional checkpoint, where they were quickly waved through, the uniformed guard snapping a sharp salute to the darkened windows, behind which Qin sat, tapping his left index finger on the armrest.

			They were nearly there. Qin slipped his phone from his suit pocket and dialed his wife.

			“Is everything well, Hâiyû?” she asked, subtle urgency and concern in her voice. “We are at the airport and about to board.”

			“Yes, yes, all is well,” he said, a hint of a smile forming at the sound of her voice. “I simply miss you already. You and the girls.”

			He could almost see her relaxing at this. “We understand, my love. Your work is very important. Do you know if you will still be able to meet us?”

			They had been planning this family vacation to the Maldives for months. They had a wonderful suite waiting at the Four Seasons Resort and a week to enjoy one another, but the call last night for this meeting had put a brake on the plans. Not knowing what might be happening, he’d insisted she take their daughters and go anyway, that he could meet them there. No reason for everyone to miss out because of his work commitments. His teenage girls would be living at home for only a short time more. Soon, his precious twin girls would graduate and be busy with their own lives.

			“I very much hope so, Caiji,” he said. “I am arriving at my meeting now and will let you know as soon as I can. I simply wanted to say I love you before you board your plane.”

			“We love you, too, xīn gān,” Caiji said, sounding reassured.

			Qin ended the call as the car arrived at the front of the headquarters for the State Council. His driver parked and then hustled around to open the door for him. Qin disliked the pampering, but it would be a sign of weakness to be seen here, of all places, opening his own door, and in any case, his young driver seemed to relish the opportunity to serve in such a way.

			“Would you like me to wait for you, sir?” Da asked.

			“Yes,” he said, and the young man bowed. Normally he would send Da to have a coffee or something, but he had no idea how long this meeting might take. It was not unusual for Li to assemble everyone and share something that might have easily been sent in an unclassified email. The record for the shortest unscheduled meeting in conference room one was three and a half minutes.

			Moments later he crossed the expansive room that served as a foyer of sorts, but had truly been transformed into a museum of artifacts dating back to the Ming dynasty, and entered through the floor-to-ceiling wooden doors into the room where State Council business was discussed. The seats around the expansive conference table were filled, with most of the attendees coming from offices within the complex. The deputy secretary general gave Qin a solemn nod, while Secretary General Xu Chao didn’t even look up. There were no military officers present, which was not unusual, but their presence always served to make Qin feel less like a political impostor.

			Each place at the table was marked by a leather binder, which many of the assembled were already perusing. In addition to the binder, everyone had a cup and saucer for hot tea.

			All places save one.

			The seat normally occupied by Cheng Kai had no folder and no tea service setting…

			“We are assembled?” said President Li Jian Jun as he entered from the door to Qin’s left.

			Clearly, Li had been waiting to make his entrance only once Qin arrived, though a glance at the clock on the far wall validated that Qin had arrived a full six minutes early. Qin quickly took his seat and opened the leather folder as Li stopped behind his own chair, but remained standing. Qin fought the sudden urge to glance again at the empty seat. He stared a moment at the intimately familiar document inside the folder—a document he had prepared—then looked up, hoping the shock he felt was not evident on his face.

			
				Operation Sea Serpent: Reunification of Taiwan

			

			Now I know why Cheng is not here, and why I will never see my friend again…

			“Gentlemen,” Li began, “we are quite fortunate that our current minister of national defense, Admiral Qin Hâiyû, is not only an expert on naval and marine operations but is the architect of the plan you see in front of you. This is a plan that has been in evolution, has in fact evolved as often as the changing winds of the South China Sea, as the threats to our sovereign claim have evolved—as has the threat to our security. Minister Qin, in the interest of brevity, give us a five-minute overview of this battle plan.”

			“Of course, Mr. President,” Qin said.

			He rose, and in general terms outlined the plan in the nearly one-hundred-page document in the folder. He did not need to glance through the pages, of course. The operation was like a child of his own, one that had started as a flirtation, then became a wish, and over the last two years had grown into something he was quite proud of. But it was a theoretical plan only, born of the intersection of mandates from his superiors and the intellectual curiosity of a man who’d dedicated his life to naval warfare. It was a war game—one that he had, in his mind, waged time and time again into something that now was an operational plan that he believed to be not only possible but almost guaranteed to be successful.

			If one measured success as simply the achievement of an objective.

			Taking Taiwan was like taking a hill in a war zone—given enough resources and the desire to succeed, any stronghold could be taken. But stratagems rarely contemplated the aftermath. There was risk in the having, not only in the taking. Nowhere was this more true than in the reunification of Taiwan by force. Could China take Taiwan? Yes, of course. Could they hold it? Almost certainly. Would there be other costs to the People’s Republic of China?

			Without a doubt…

			Such was the conversation he’d had with Cheng, the last time he’d seen him alive. It had been Cheng’s intention to speak his mind to the president.

			It had been Qin’s advice that he hold his tongue.

			He felt his eyes tick over to the empty seat and hoped the look went unnoticed.

			“It is a brilliant plan, and one that you can see is absolutely achievable,” President Li said when he’d finished, and Qin gave a humble bow.

			There were murmurs around the table.

			“Who has questions for our minister of defense?” Li posed, finally pulling out his own, much taller chair and taking a seat, crossing his legs at the ankle, and pouring some tea from the pot beside his cup.

			“That we can defeat the traitorous ROC forces of Taiwan is not in doubt, I should think,” Secretary General Xu said, looking at Qin with a critical eye. “But surely this plan takes into account an inevitable American response, Minister Qin?”

			“It does,” Qin admitted, unwilling to look over at Li for fear his eyes would betray how deep this concern was. “After war-gaming this scenario out many times, it is our conclusion that American and NATO forces, but certainly the American fleet, would move assets into the area as a show of force—”

			“Sabre-rattling, nothing more,” Li interrupted, sipping his tea. “Minister Qin is the expert on military operations, but it is my job to estimate the will of our enemies. The Americans are weary of war. After two decades of war against terrorism, the American people have no appetite for more military conflict. Look at their willingness to give up Crimea to our Russian friends, rather than actually using the power they seem willing to project. President Ryan is a worthy opponent, but he rules at the whim of his people and they will never support military action that would risk war with a nation as mighty as ours.”

			The secretary general now gave Qin a softer look.

			“Is it your estimate that the Americans would give up Taiwan without firing a shot of their own?”

			“Possibly,” Qin said, couching his words, the empty seat across from him shouting its warning. “But there is danger in even a limited engagement. We would expect a very short-term conflict with United States naval forces within the South China Sea, if only due to the inherent dangers of escalation when our forces operate in very close proximity. However, as our president has said, we do not believe that the Americans would risk an all-out war. The strength of this plan is the speed with which it unfolds. By the time the Americans arrive at the decision point of if and how to intervene, the Taiwan islands would all be in the hands of our forces. Thus, intervention means an offensive attack against China, which we do not believe the Americans would have the stomach for.”

			But this says nothing of the enormous geopolitical pressure they could exert if they had the sympathy of the world. It could be a catastrophic blow politically and, more immediately paralyzing, economically.

			As he’d discussed with Kai, it was a mistake to underestimate the will of the Americans if blood had been spilled. They had a country song in the States that painted the Americans as a big dog who bit if you rattled his cage.

			This, he believed, was a true metaphor.

			The secretary general leaned back and studied him.

			“So, we would expect no direct resistance from the American forces,” Xu pressed.

			Qin chose his words carefully. While this was all just a theoretical war-gaming plan, it was best to not fill this room with too much confidence in the plan, lest it become a reality. By the same hand, he saw what could happen when you went against the view of the president, evidenced by that damn empty chair.

			“It is very possible that, while the attack on the island would be bloody indeed, no shots with the Americans would be directly exchanged. Our absolute worst-case scenario would be very brief military conflict at sea in the region, possibly resulting in damage to the American fleet.”

			“Damage?” the secretary general pressed.

			Qin clenched his jaw, but there was no hiding it. Hell, the BDEs, or battle damage estimates, were in the damn document if they chose to read the whole thing.

			“At the extreme, there could be the loss of an American naval vessel,” Qin said. In fact, the BDE estimated this to be a real possibility and that, in fact, the most likely loss would be an American aircraft carrier. But there was no need for him to press this point and upset President Li. No need, because the assembled leaders would read it for themselves. It was all clearly outlined in the extensive and sobering battle damage estimates in the paper they each had in front of them.

			Let the numbers speak for themselves…As many as two to five thousand Americans could perish.

			Secretary Xu’s eyes widened a moment, but then he got the reaction under control before glancing at the president and giving him a nod.

			“I see,” he said.

			“And that is an absolute worst-case estimate,” Li said with a smile.

			“You are to be congratulated, Minister Qin,” the deputy secretary general said with a bow of his head and a sympathetic look. “It sounds like your operational plan is a tremendous tool to have in our toolbox.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Deputy Secretary,” Qin said.

			“Or perhaps more,” President Li said, leaning in and placing his teacup on the table. Qin felt his pulse pounding in his temple. “Operation Sea Serpent is a large-scale naval and Marine landing-force exercise taking place in just two weeks. This is an exercise planned for some time, and one that has been leaked intentionally to the American intelligence apparatus.”

			“Why?” the deputy secretary asked, then blushed at the misstep of interrupting the president. For Li’s part, he ignored the overstep and instead smiled at the deputy secretary. “I am glad you asked,” he said. “For the better part of two years, we have harassed the American Navy and conducted frequent, large-scale, and aggressive exercises. The result has been that the United States Navy has become numb to such prodding, and therefore has become complacent. Despite our leaking information about Sea Serpent, we have seen no increase in naval activity or hints about what they like to call ‘force projection.’ Sea Serpent, it would seem, will go ahead unchallenged by the Americans.”

			Qin felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach.

			“Minister Qin, can you provide for us what type of Marine and naval presence would need to participate in this exercise, this Operation Sea Serpent, were it to be modified into the execution of the real Operation Sea Serpent—the operation you created to defeat the Taiwan forces and reunify Taiwan to the homeland? I would like to see a summary of this as soon as possible.”

			“Of course, Mr. President,” Qin said, bowing and then returning to his seat.

			“Are you suggesting that we intend to invade Taiwan in two weeks?” Xu asked gently.

			“I am suggesting that, eventually, the timing will be such that we can reclaim the island of Taiwan and reunite the patriots living there with the homeland. We can reclaim our rights to the strategic position of the island in the South China Sea. We can reclaim our rights to the rich minerals available and the technology production that competes now with our own. Taiwan has always been a part of China. I want us to be prepared for that opportunity, whenever it might come along.”

			“I will provide you with my assessment as soon as possible, Mr. President,” Qin said.

			“Tomorrow,” Li said, reaching again for his tea. “You were made minister because you bring extreme value and experience to this position, which has been lacking. I assume you can brief us on these details by tomorrow morning, say…ten o’clock?”

			“Of course,” Qin said, but his mind went to the Chinese 055-class destroyer Lhasa, operating this very moment in the northern part of the Strait of Taiwan. A brilliant and deadly modern warship.

			“It will be my honor, Mr. President,” Qin said.

			“Wonderful,” Li said, and was on his feet already. “Then we are adjourned until tomorrow at ten a.m.”

			Qin rose, as they all did, and watched him go, tasting bile in the back of his throat.

			President Li couldn’t possibly be considering this for real. President Ryan would never fail to respond to threats against his people. Qin’s worst-case BDE showed the loss of multiple aircraft, damage to several American vessels, and the potential loss of an American aircraft carrier from the Seventh Fleet in the ensuing naval showdown.

			More than five thousand American lives.

			Qin had no doubt that the Americans, most especially with President Ryan at the helm, would indeed go to war over such a loss.

			The impact to China would be immeasurable and would set back their geopolitical and economic gains by decades.

			Surely someone, tomorrow perhaps, would say something.

			He glanced again at the empty chair where his friend once sat.

			What am I prepared to do for my country and my family?

			Mind reeling, he followed the others out of the conference room and headed across the foyer.

			The artifacts of the warrior nation they had once been, a warrior nation many would argue fell from its own hubris, called out to him as he walked, shouting warnings.

			How could he agree to be the instrument of such a fall?
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			Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI)

			National Maritime Intelligence Center (NMIC)

			4251 Suitland Road, Washington, D.C.

			0847 local time

			Katie Ryan’s new office at ONI looked as Spartan as the day she’d moved in two months ago. She’d fully intended on tastefully decorating the space and making it her own, but like so many things in her life that she’d fully intended on doing, it hadn’t happened. At present, her office had only two decorations. The first was a framed 8×10-inch photo of the Ryan family together at Christmas from three years ago, which was the last time they’d all been together in the same place at the same time. The second was an orchid that had arrived just after she’d moved in with a personal note from retired CIA officer Matthew Reilly.

			Reilly had been hugely instrumental in helping her crack the Belgorod case—if you could call it that—and she credited the sentimental spook with helping her understand and outwit the rogue Russian submarine commander behind the plot. The handwritten note, which she’d kept, had simply read:

			
				Thank you for helping me find peace.

				I can finally sleep at night.

				M. R.

			

			The orchid, a yellow-petaled phalaenopsis, aka moth orchid, had been in bloom when it arrived—with six flowers on one stem and five on the other. She’d watched a YouTube video on how to care for orchids and was following the guidance to the letter. Josie, as she’d instantly decided to name the plant for some reason, was starting to lose her blooms now, but Katie had been assured this was normal and that with proper care it would rebloom up to several times a year. According to Reilly, the key was not overwatering and he recommended putting an ice cube in the pot every other day instead of watering as usual. Katie had been doing just that, religiously, with what appeared to be success. At least, she’d not killed the thing yet. Katie found herself looking at the little plant often and felt like Josie’s adopted mom now.

			The rest of her mementos from the glorified cube she worked out of before her promotion and transfer to the Brooks Center at ONI sat in a box in the corner. After “her” success during the operations to find and stop the madman at the helm of the Belgorod—something she suspected was little more than her being in the right place at the right time—Katie had worried her next billet would be to take on more responsibility at SWORD. While she felt like she’d made contributions working at the Submarine Warfare Operations Research Division, she was not a submariner or an undersea warfare expert. But, like all Ryans, she prided herself on rising to meet challenges rather than finding excuses to shirk them. She would swim a mile in whatever fins the Navy needed her to wear and not complain.

			That’s when fate threw her a curveball she didn’t see coming. The director of naval intelligence, or “little DNI” as the insiders called the three-star in charge of all the Navy’s intelligence programs, to differentiate him from the director of national intelligence, moved Captain Ferguson from the Nimitz Warfare Analysis Center over to lead the Brooks Center—the office at ONI involved in processing human and signals intelligence pertaining to global maritime threats. When Ferguson had offered to take her with him, she’d said yes.

			Brooks was definitely her jam.

			And now she had an office appropriate for a lieutenant commander. She hadn’t particularly minded working in a cube, but multiple times a day she’d found herself wishing for a door so she could shut out the din and think clearly. Ironically, now that she had a door, she couldn’t stand having it closed. On the few occasions that she had shut it, she’d felt so disconnected from the energy of the building and her peers that she’d gotten up and propped it open.

			Humans are strange creatures.

			She tapped her trackpad to wake up her computer, logged in, and checked messages.

			The first one made her smile broadly. It was from the low-side email account of one Dennis Knepper, naval officer, submariner, and current XO of the USS Washington, known to her crew as the Blackfish.

			
				Hi. Wanted to say happy day in advance. I know you’ll be celebrating two weeks from today. I’ll be raising a glass with you!

				DK

			

			She chuckled, and did her own “decryption” of the “coded” message. Ever since they’d shared a dinner in Spain, Dennis had messaged whenever he could, which was infrequently at best for a submarine officer. They’d decided they would celebrate his return to Norfolk at the end of the deployment and she’d told him she was looking forward to that day.

			His message was pretty clear.

			The Blackfish would be home two weeks from today and, apparently, he had not gotten cold feet about a real date.

			
				That will be a happy day indeed! Looking forward to it very much.

				KR

			

			Next, she scanned the classified and unclassified intelligence feeds, stopping when a non-update entry caught her eye:

			
				Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Cheng Kai whereabouts remain unknown. Last observed fifteen days ago before Cheng failed to appear at the East Asia Summit in Laos…

			

			Intrigued, she clicked to expand the entry:

			
				China’s Foreign Affairs Ministry did not release a statement. When addressing reporters at the summit, the deputy minister who attended in Cheng’s stead stated that Cheng’s absence was due to unspecified health problems. However, the Global Times ran a piece the same day claiming that Cheng was under investigation for corruption and infidelity.

				Cheng’s first two years in the five-year post have been characterized by DOS as an escalation rather than a departure from his predecessor’s practices. Cheng’s more aggressive “wolf warrior” style of diplomacy was believed to be favored by President Li. Lack of details as to Cheng’s whereabouts has fueled speculation of an unexpected falling-out with President Li or Chinese Communist Party leadership that may have arisen over recent rhetoric concerning Taiwanese reunification and maritime policies governing naval activity in the South China Sea.

				Cheng’s duties have been taken over by the deputy foreign minister, Lu Jing. It is rumored that Cheng’s predecessor, Yang Xi, who has been serving as leader of the CCP’s Foreign Affairs Commission, will return to run the Ministry. Yang held the foreign minister role from 2016 to 2021.

			

			Katie leaned back in her task chair and spun around in a circle, thinking…

			During her tenure at SWORD she’d closely monitored the Chinese submarine community, but it had not been her charter to track East Asian geopolitics beyond their relevance to the western Pacific theater of maritime operations. That said, a good analyst doesn’t stick her head in the sand when it comes to news and current events. Katie was no ostrich. She liked having her finger on the pulse of world events. This was not the first time she’d heard of someone “disappearing” from the upper echelon of the Chinese political machine.

			“Oh, I see how it works,” said the familiar voice of her enlisted intelligence specialist, IS2 Pettigrew, from her open office doorway. “They give you an office, and then you get to pretend you’re riding a merry-go-round all day. Must be nice.”

			Using her foot, she abruptly stopped her spinning chair so she was facing him. Pettigrew, who insisted that everyone call him “Bubba,” laughed and shook his head, clearly enjoying himself at her expense. She smiled back as she tried to think of a clever comeback, because smack talk—not nuclear power or jet fuel—was the stuff that powered the U.S. Navy.

			“That’s right,” she said. “And you should know that if you’re going to interrupt my ride, you better come bearing a funnel cake, or a snow cone, or some other tasty treat to get yourself back on my good side, because your southern charm and goofy face isn’t going to cut it.”

			At this, they both chuckled, and she waved him into her office.

			He took a couple of steps past the threshold and stopped.

			“What’s on your mind?” she asked, gesturing to the chair opposite her desk.

			“I’m not here to talk shop, ma’am,” he said, remaining standing. “I was wondering if it would be all right if I left early this afternoon. Cindy booked one of them 3D ultrasound things and I’d like to go. They say we’ll be able to see what the little man looks like. I figured that was probably a good idea…That way, if he looks like me, we can start the paperwork for a return or an exchange at the hospital.”

			The last bit got her laughing so hard she choked on her saliva.

			“You gonna be all right there, boss? I ain’t never seen your face turn that shade of red before,” he added, which only made things worse.

			Finally able to breathe after a few gasps, she said, “You made me laugh so hard I choked on my own spit.”

			“Yeah, we Pettigrews tend to have that effect on people.”

			“The answer is yes, you absolutely can punch out early, but only if you promise to text me a picture of the ultrasound screen. I can’t wait to see baby Bubba,” she said.

			“Roger that, but if he’s ugly, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

			“He’s going to be beautiful,” she said, feeling a warm glow just thinking about Bubba holding his soon-to-be-born son.

			“Thank you,” he said and turned to leave.

			“Hold up a second,” she said, stopping him. “I want to get your opinion on something.”

			“Sure, fire away.”

			“What do you know about the mysterious rash of Chinese elites disappearing without warning or explanation?”

			He considered the question a moment, then said, “Well, I’m no China expert, but I don’t think there’s any mystery here that common sense can’t solve.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“They’re Communists, ma’am. It ain’t no different than Russia during the Cold War. In Russia, if you pissed off the wrong person, then the next day the KGB would show up and haul your ass off to the gulag. I think it’s pretty much the same thing with China today. It don’t matter if you’re a billionaire or an admiral, the Party doesn’t tolerate dissension in the ranks.”

			She turned her laptop screen to face him. “They just disappeared the minister of foreign affairs two weeks ago, and they weren’t shy about it, either. It happened the morning before the East Asia Summit in Laos, which is arguably the most important political economic event for China of the year.”

			Pettigrew nodded. “I wonder what he did?”

			“Me too,” she said, her mind churning through what-if scenarios.

			“Oh no…”

			“Oh no, what?”

			“I know that look,” he said.

			“What look?”

			“The look that means you’re not going to let this go until you know what happened to this dude and why. Last time I saw that look I had to fly on a death trap that landed me on an aircraft carrier facing off with the Russian Navy…”

			She smiled at him.

			“Boss, in case you’ve forgotten, we work for the Office of Naval Intelligence, not the State Department. I do not see the word ‘Navy’ or ‘Naval’ anywhere in this man’s title, which means this definitely falls outside our wheelhouse.”

			“I know, but I’m curious.” She turned her computer back so she could see the screen. “It says here: ‘Lack of details as to Cheng’s whereabouts has fueled speculation of an unexpected falling-out with President Li or Communist Party leadership that may have arisen over recent rhetoric concerning Taiwanese reunification and maritime policies governing naval activity in the South China Sea’…Did you catch that last bit? ‘Maritime policies’ and ‘naval activity.’ So, I have to disagree with you, Bubba. Cheng’s disappearance could very much be related to something that pertains to this office.”

			“They have people who are paid to look into this, ma’am. Those people are called case officers, and they work at the CIA.”

			She stared at him blankly.

			“You’re going to pull on this thread anyway, ain’t ya?” he said.

			“Yep.” She waved goodbye to him with just her fingers. “Have fun at the ultrasound.”

			Shaking his head, he turned to leave.

			“And don’t forget to send me a screenshot of the baby,” she called after him. “That’s an order, Bubba.”

		

	
		
			4

			Qin Home

			Chaoyang Park District

			Beijing, China

			1755 local time

			Qin paced back and forth in the living room of the home that his family had occupied for only the last sixty-seven days. It was modern and well-appointed and not at all his taste, and while it didn’t yet feel like home, it did feel familial. Perhaps because, despite the work he had to do to prepare for his meeting tomorrow morning, his mind was fixated on his family. Right now, Caiji and their twin daughters, Diedie and Beiye, were enjoying a lovely dinner at the Four Seasons in the Maldives.

			Qin wondered who was in more danger in the coming days.

			Me or them?

			Should he decide to challenge President Li, it would not only be his life in jeopardy. But if he did nothing and the president invaded Taiwan, tens of thousands would pay the price.

			And not just those serving in the PLA, but also the civilians, who could suffer decades of social and economic impact. The global reaction to such a brazen move was impossible to know with certainty. The worst-case scenario would have China follow North Korea into hermit nation status. Its people isolated, impoverished, and miserable because of their leader’s arrogance.

			“What is wrong with me?” he asked aloud of his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window. He allowed himself a slight smile. He’d not been alone with President Li in conference room one this morning. He’d been with a half dozen others, including the secretary general and his deputy, the deputy foreign affairs minister, who unsurprisingly had seemed shaken, and senior policy and military advisors. Yes, he’d been reluctant to share the potential costs of Operation Sea Serpent during his summary, distracted by the glaring absence of Kai, but he didn’t need to, right? Each member of the meeting had a nearly one-hundred-page detailed briefing on the war-gamed operation and each would be poring over it today and tonight in preparation for the meeting tomorrow. Li himself would refresh his memory by reading through it, surely. They would read for themselves the battle damage estimates, but even more, there were pages and pages of follow-up data, brainstorming out the American and global reaction to a military action. Li would see for himself, and if not, others would find a way to help him concede that the risks were too great.

			Qin strode to the dining room table and recovered the leather folder from his briefcase. Then he poured himself a short glass of Kweichow Moutai Baijiu, sat at the table, and opened the folder. He wanted to review the details of the BDEs, but also reassess how conservative his team had been in estimating the post-invasion military response. He knew they had sanitized much of the projected geopolitical fallout, knowing that it was best to stay in their lane and focus on military-specific projections.

			He skimmed through the document, looking for the section titled “Projected Foreign Military Response,” which fell right after the section on estimations of not only the Taiwan ROC troop strengths and assets but willingness to engage. He skimmed the pages, sipping his drink, then got to the end, his mouth dropping open. He set his drink down with a trembling hand and whispered, “Oh my God.”

			This was not the document he had authored.

			The details of the operational plan, from the taking of Kinmen Island to the covert insertion of PLA special operations forces onto Penghu, to the subsequent Marine landing after missile and antiaircraft had been neutralized by the PLA special operators were just as he remembered. Ship placements, aircraft deployments supporting the ground and amphibious invasions, the naval blockade to the north and south—all were as he’d written.

			But the section on BDEs had been heavily edited. Not only were the new casualty numbers grossly below his estimates, but the three scenarios for foreign military engagement had been massively diluted.

			In fact, they were now more of a childish fantasy.

			The worst-case estimate was now written to be damage to an American vessel due to an inadvertent collision at sea. The section on military and geopolitical response had been removed completely.

			But why?

			Because Li intends for Operation Sea Serpent to be an exercise in name only.

			Qin closed the folder and reached for his drink. He drained the glass, then refilled it from the bottle.

			Li’s words from that morning came back to him: “It is my job to estimate the will of our enemies.”

			“You arrogant ass…” he growled.

			Li was flat-out wrong to underestimate the American response and their will to defend Taiwan. Yes, Americans were lazy and entitled. But the one thing, throughout history, that brought Americans together was a common enemy. They had lost three thousand in a terror attack on 9/11, and had as a nation rallied behind a war in two countries that had lasted two decades. What would they do if they lost five thousand sailors in the Pacific when Li invaded Taiwan?

			They would wage war.

			Even against the nation of China, they would send their sons and daughters into battle. And they would wage a political war that would ostracize China from the global community. And they would wage an economic war, which would ravage the Chinese people, whose lives depended completely on world commerce.

			There was no way that Qin could let that happen. The damage to the country he loved was inevitable, but President Li refused to see that. He’d become so fixated on reunification that he believed his legacy depended on it. He was going to make it happen, BDEs be damned.

			He slammed the glass on the table hard enough he was shocked it didn’t shatter. Then he rose and walked over to the adjoining living room to pace in front of the couch.

			The only person with the authority to alter and edit my report is Li himself. Which means he did it to deceive the other ministers and Party leadership. He’s going to force me to lie and validate the erroneous projections.

			Now there would be no paper trail showing that Qin had predicted that much more dire outcomes were possible from a reunification campaign. By altering the report, Li had laid the groundwork to blame Qin for any “unforeseen” disaster or negative outcome. Qin would be the scapegoat, his life’s work ruined.

			But what could he do? He was stuck between two choices that both ended badly. He knew the right thing to do was to stop this war before it began, but the cost to him personally would be swift, severe, and irreversible. Had Kai not tried to talk sense into Li on this very topic? And look what had happened to him.

			But how can I do nothing?

			He dropped onto the low sofa—stately and modern, but not terribly comfortable—and leaned forward, his face in his hands. Qin was a man who loved his country, loved it dearly, and had dedicated his life to service. He had, from the first day he proudly donned his Navy uniform at the Academy, gladly taken on the risk of losing his life for China and its people.

			But was he willing to sacrifice Caiji, Diedie, and Beiye as readily?

			And what would that sacrifice even accomplish?

			“I can’t do nothing,” he mumbled. “I simply can’t let Li plunge us into war, no matter the value of Taiwan.”

			The truth was, he did believe that Taiwan should be part of China, that the Chinese people deserved the security and economic advantages that the island held. He also believed that being part of China was best for their brothers and sisters in Taiwan, whom had fallen prey to the propaganda and false promises of the West. But in the end, the advantages of reintegrating Taiwan did not nearly rise to the risks of military action that would result in the deaths of Chinese on both sides of the conflict.

			I am thinking in circles. What am I to do? There is only one best answer to any problem. How can I serve both my family and China at the same time?

			He sighed and stared out the living room window into the neatly manicured garden out back.

			What if the Americans knew of the plan? What if they knew an invasion was imminent?

			The thought felt filthy in his mind. What he was considering was treason against the nation he loved and had sworn to protect.

			But what if it stopped a war that would destroy China? Is that not noble, even patriotic?

			Still, the risks were incredible. If he were discovered, he would be executed swiftly and publicly. If he stood up to Li and voiced his concern, then he might only be sent to a reeducation camp. Life as they knew it would be over, but not their literal lives, right?

			In his mind, he pictured
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