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			Advance Praise for Operation Deathblow

			“This novel works on so many levels. It’s a gripping page turner with spellbinding plots that will keep you reading deep into the night. But it also is informative about the real world of espionage, international intrigue, bioterrorism, and geopolitics. In addition, is so well written and insightful in development of the main characters in the novel. John Fitzgerald writes like a mixture of F. Scott Fitzgerald and Tom Clancy.”

			—Stanford Erickson, novelist, non-fiction author, forty-five year journalist, and member of the National Press Club covering US presidents, Congress, international trade, and economics

			“The embedded warning in this spy world thriller, Operation Deathblow, exposes the ongoing clash for world dominance between China and the United States. Heed the prescient lessons learned from the worldwide pandemic that spread from China’s Wuhan Institute and killed more than seven million people. This is a chilling, silent, insider story that is rarely told of the unimaginable terror between the world’s superpowers.”

			—Michael Gaffney, photojournalist, photographer, and author of The Champ: My Year with Muhammad Ali

			“Fitzgerald has produced a captivating, propulsive thriller. Must-read.”

			—John J. Waters, author of the postwar novel River City One

			“A timely and sometimes terrifying page-turner. Fitzgerald meets Follett in the pages of this political thriller. The gripping twists and turns of the storytelling collide with the realism of our present-day turbulent times. A must read for the coming year!”

			—Dean M. DeLuke, author of the thriller novel Shedrow
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			Tiananmen Square

			Beijing, China

			June 3, 1989

			With this slaughter, China’s communist government has uncloaked itself before the world.

			—Claudia Rosett

			Wall Street Journal

		

	
		
			The Summer of 2019

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			June 30, 2019

			Yalu River
North Korea/China border
3:49 p.m.

			“Stand by.” The voice was calm, camouflaging the danger lurking ahead.

			A mysterious CIA operative, a thin scar on his cheekbone evidence of his history as a warrior, sat in the forward cockpit of a two-man submarine. The sub was hidden in the tender garage of a gleaming high-tech vessel bearing the flag of the People’s Republic of China. The veteran operative responded to the steady voice emanating from the US Seventh Fleet Command Center: “Roger. Standing by.”

			He turned and raised a thumbs-up to his copilot, Mike Harvey. Harvey had met the operative only three days earlier, just hours after being briefed on the top secret mission. Like most people involved in this clandestine operation, Harvey knew him only by his call sign, “the Hawk.” Harvey acknowledged the stand-by command and immediately pushed a silver ignition button triggering unique, translucent clamshell canopies. They slowly rose and slid to the rear, covering the pilots, much like fighter jets on aircraft carriers before takeoff.

			As soon as his dashboard indicated that the canopies were sealed, Harvey pressed an amber button that released the sub from the tethers that held it in place. Water rapidly filled the tender garage that housed the sub under its mother ship, the Ambrosia IX superyacht.

			This was no ordinary sub. And no ordinary yacht.

			The sub being submerged in the tender garage was one of a kind—a prototype—and the property of the CIA. The Ambrosia IX was one of a kind too, an enormous luxury superyacht with a helicopter on the top-deck landing pad and a garage for two submersibles underneath. As rising waters swallowed the sub below deck, the Chinese Hong Kong billionaire Eddie Tsai, owner of this lustrous 213-foot vessel, entertained friends on the main deck as they cruised closer to the port city of Dandong, the largest Chinese city bordering North Korea. No sound or vibration from the activity below reached the main deck.

			The voice from the radio squawked again: “Base to Hawk: green light. Repeat: green light. Over.” The digital clock on the dash pulsated 15:49. “Green light” signaled the start of the mission. Harvey reacted immediately, pressing the sub’s ignition button, and pushing levers full forward on the console. The electric submarine whirred silently into action.

			The tender bay garage door opened fully as the sub launched from underneath the mother ship. It lunged forward solely on vertical thrust that kept its launch undetectable from the surface. It dove in a whisper as it began its short perilous trek down the Yalu River.

			As the sub descended, the Hawk radioed back, “Dragonfly is operational. Repeat. Dragonfly is operational. Time check: 1549 hours. Over.”

			The voice from the radio from the United States Seventh Fleet Command Center, headquartered in Yokosuka, Japan, signed off with: “Roger. 1549 hours. Repeat. 1549 hours. Good luck, Dragonfly. Godspeed. Radio silence. Out.”

			The Hawk and Harvey synchronized their watches. The water was murky. Visibility was poor. As they slowly and silently reached a depth of 1.6 meters, Harvey pushed the sub to a cruising speed of four knots. At that speed, he knew they would reach their destination in fifteen minutes.

			***

			Above the surface, some 1,493 miles south of the sub’s location, US President Robert F. Emmett took the first step over the line of the 38th Parallel, known throughout the world simply as the DMZ, or the demilitarized zone. He appeared from Freedom House on the South Korean side and walked on gravel between two boxy blue huts to the demarcation line and stopped. He waited for the leader of North Korea, Kim Sung Jin, to come down the path to meet him at this historic line. As the photographers from North Korea caught every movement of their leader in a frenzied chaos, Kim Sung Jin strolled down the path with his bodyguards and translator. At 3:49 in the afternoon, the leader of North Korea reached the line and immediately extended his hand to the president of the United States. The whirring, clicking sound of cameras peaked as the two leaders shook hands. It was the first time a sitting US president had ever entered North Korea.

			Between the leaders of the two countries, only one knew it was an act, deliberately staged to divert attention from the silent underwater drama taking place almost fifteen hundred miles away in a desperate bid to save the world.

		

	
		
			Just Weeks Earlier

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
[image: ]Juémì—Top Secret

			June 13, 2019

			People’s Republic of China

			Ministry of State Security (MSS)

			Beijing, China

			11:00 a.m.

			“It’s happening,” Ding Lei announced on the secure phone line from a makeshift hospital hidden inside a mountain in North Korea.

			Tan Jiayi, chief of the Intelligence Bureau of the Joint Staff, and minister of state security of the People’s Republic of China, sat straight up in his plush leather desk chair. He swiveled to look out at the capital city of China. It was sweltering hot in the early days of summer in Beijing. The smog hung heavy as the clock ticked closer to midday, creating a strange halo effect in its center illuminating the Forbidden City. “I’m listening,” Tan Jiayi replied as he lit a cigarette. He showed no emotion. Not yet.

			“Within the last two hours,” Ding Lei explained, “Sixty percent of Beta X expired. Cause of death: myocardial infarction. Alpha X remains stable.”

			“You can confirm every death is cause specific?” Tan Jiayi asked intently.

			“Cause specific,” Ding Lei confirmed.

			“That’s six hundred deaths in two hours. All by cardiac arrest. I can’t fathom even six hundred rats caught in traps simultaneously. It must be a horrible scene,” Tan Jiayi exclaimed.

			Ding Lei was aware of both the scale and grimness of the death toll, but the way Tan Jiayi just expressed it jolted him. Ding Lei was the chief medical officer overseeing the experiments and human trials for the People’s Republic of China in a secret location in North Korea. He knew that the success of these experiments necessitated these deaths and firmly believed they were in the best interests of China. As he knew Tan Jiayi did, as well.

			“It’s a controlled environment. And it’s just as we predicted,” Ding Lei said with surprising ruthlessness. “The bodies will be disposed of tonight.”

			Tan Jiayi took a deep drag on his cigarette as he contemplated this news. It had been more than ten years since this top secret mission code-named Operation Deathblow began. It was far behind schedule. China’s Standing Committee was losing patience with the program’s cost overruns and multiple deadline extensions. In fact, a decade of massive spending without results had begun to provoke cries for an end to the program, even by some of its most ardent supporters. The military brass privy to the experiment had been trying to kill it for years, believing it to be a fantasy of scientists within the Communist Party. It was a major competitor for funding against their own pet projects. Yet now that the primary stages of the mission were finally showing success, this was all about to change. The gravity of what would come next gripped his very sense of being.

			“Any symptoms prior?” Tan Jiayi continued his line of questioning.

			“None of consequence,” Ding Lei responded clinically. “All were over fifty-five years of age.”

			“That is interesting. The remaining forty percent?” Tan Jiayi asked solemnly, “Any signs, any symptoms apparent?”

			“None,” Ding Lei replied. “But the rapidity of this morning’s events bodes well. Age was always considered an underlying factor in our calculations. What is happening fits the corridor of chance in our original estimates. The older ones, just as expected, were the first to die.”

			“And the others?” Tan Jiayi asked.

			“The rest will expire sporadically based on age and underlying health risks, but all will meet the same fate soon. The doomsday vaccine is a complete success. Our projections are now reliable. The remaining forty percent will all expire within twelve months.”

			“Such confidence,” Tan Jiayi replied. Perplexed, he asked, “Why did the older ones die all at once? And how can you be so certain of the time frame for the rest?”

			“Based on evidence,” Ding Lei said. “Perhaps I should provide you the science that explains why this is so significant.” His voice carried a note of enthusiasm.

			“Please do,” Tan Jiayi replied. Noting Ding Lei’s zest, he added, “But remember I am not a scientist. Summarize.”

			“I will do my best,” Ding Lei answered. “As you know, we created the coronavirus in the Wuhan lab almost ten years ago. We immediately began research to create a vaccine against it to protect our comrades and another vaccine, a variant, to be used as a doomsday vaccine against our enemies. Five years later, we successfully concluded the testing of both vaccines in animal studies at the Wuhan lab and moved to human trials here in North Korea, for security reasons.”

			“I know this,” Tan Jiayi declared impatiently.

			Ding Lei tried to quicken his pace. “Based on that success, we began human trials with one thousand test subjects in each control group consecutively: one group code-named Alpha X and the other Beta X. In both trials, we based the experiments within two age cohorts: fifty-five and over and another under fifty-five. We inoculated both groups with the two different vaccines created at the Wuhan Institute of Virology on the same day almost five years ago.”

			“Please,” Tan Jiayi interrupted again. “Get to the point.”

			“So,” Ding Lei replied deferentially now carefully choosing his words, “Alpha X was injected with a vaccine proven to work with over a ninety-six-percent efficacy rate in animal studies against the coronavirus created in the Wuhan lab. Beta X was injected with a synthetic vaccine variant, proven to work with a similar efficacy rate in animal studies, but to the opposite effect. Over time, those subjects amassed an accumulation of small metal-like particles causing a catastrophic event leading to hemodynamic deterioration and sudden spontaneous death.”

			“Over time? Meaning?” Tan Jiayi asked.

			“The older animals died spontaneously after one year while the younger ones died sporadically over a two-year period depending on underlying conditions.”

			“I see,” said Tan Jiayi. “And your conclusions?”

			“I can now report with absolute certainty: The human trials have mirrored our success in the animal trials in the lab. In fact, we have created in Alpha X a vaccine against the novel coronavirus that is as effective as the polio vaccine and is now conclusive. We can officially close this part of the study down.” He waited for a reaction from Tan Jiayi. When none was given, he moved on.

			“As for Beta X, the spontaneous deaths occurred in the fifty-five-and-over cohort first, as expected, but over a much longer period of years in correlation to the animal studies in Wuhan. This was anticipated understanding the expected lifespan differences between animals and humans. But I know this also was reason for consternation to nonscientists on the Standing Committee. However, the results indicate that patience has won out.”

			“Has it?” Tan Jiayi asked. “How do you know the remaining cohorts in Beta X will die? And how can you predict within twelve months?”

			“Excuse me if I get too technical,” Ding Lei said penitently. “Our estimates for deaths and the calculations for projecting deaths—specifically the time periods involved—are based on scientific evidence in these human trials. The vaccine variant we used in the human trials in North Korea was far more potent than what we used on animals in the lab. What the evidence tells us is significant. It takes several years for minuscule synthetic materials to amass and cause a catastrophic event leading to myocardial infarction in humans. Sudden death. It is caused by decreased or complete cessation of blood flow to a portion of the myocardium. It triggers a cytokine storm in pulmonary tissues through hyperactivation of the immune system and the uncontrolled release of cytokines. Our studies now prove this cytokine storm will occur in human subjects mirroring the animals in the study, adjusted for biological inference. This allows for any margin of error, guaranteeing the remaining cohorts will expire in a twelve-month cycle, if not sooner.”

			“I see,” Tan Jiayi said.

			Ding Lei, sensing some misunderstanding, said hastily, “Let me sum up for clarity.”

			“Please, I do not have all day,” Tan Jiayi demanded.

			“Alpha X. Study is complete. The vaccine is approved for manufacture,” Ding Lei began. “Beta X. Study is near completion. The doomsday vaccine is a success. It mirrors a successful vaccine against the coronavirus yet is designed to trigger an adverse reaction resulting in myocardial infarction after lying dormant for five years.”

			“This news is good, very good,” Tan Jiayi said, apparently now fully grasping the magnitude of what Ding Lei had just presented. “However, the delays in original projections have created major concerns in the party.” He lowered his voice and Ding Lei knew Tan Jiayi was going to choose his next words carefully.

			“Ding Lei, you have done well, but your work is not finished,” Tan Jiayi said. “Can you provide an official estimate for when the final sequence will occur?”

			Ding Lei knew he had already given him that information. This was the way politics played out in China. He was being recorded so Tan Jiayi would not be held responsible for any delay.

			Knowing his comments were on the record, he carefully summarized:

			“The project is near completion. A complete success. The subjects of Beta X will die out within the next twelve months.”

			“You are absolutely positive about that time frame?” Tan Jiayi posed it not so much as a question but as a firm commitment.

			“With absolute certainty,” Ding Lei replied assertively, fully understanding the consequences of this deadline.

			“Good. Keep me top line.” Tan Jiayi hung up and stamped out the butt of his cigarette.

			He stood up from his impressive antique mahogany desk and walked to the window, but not before picking up an ornate gold locket that stood out on his matching credenza because it was the only thing on his credenza. His desk was also relatively bare, except for a single file he was working on along with a phone and an oversized brass ashtray, already quite full at midday. He looked out over the distance to the Palace Museum in The Forbidden City. He pulled out his gold-plated cigarette case that had the insignia of the elite Oriental Sword embedded in it, opened it, and lit another cigarette. He took a deep draw, then exhaled the smoke slowly as he opened the locket.

			Tan Jiayi had taken the position as chief of state security three years ago. He was the youngest intelligence officer to rise to the most senior position in the most secret organization in China and perhaps the world. At forty-three years old, he was keenly aware and supportive of Operation Deathblow, a speculative component of the great strategy to defeat the West. Yet this single phone call had triggered his first emotional response to the awesome responsibility that these events would bear on him personally. He knew that in weeks, he would become a central figure in changing the world.

			He whispered something to the photo in the locket before he closed it, then turned, walked back to his credenza, and put it down. He bent over the credenza with both hands holding the edges as if to support his weight and abruptly stood straight, almost as if steadying himself for battle. He headed to a safe built into his office wall, behind a framed painting of Mao Zedong, chairman and founder of the People’s Republic of China. It was the only painting on the blank walls of a spacious office, the only hint of personality other than his antique desk and credenza in an otherwise colorless office. He put his thumbprint on a square by the painting. It triggered the opening of a false wall, exposing the hidden safe. He took out a file titled:

			绝密Juémì—Top Secret. Operation Deathblow.

			He took the file to his desk and sat down, laying the file unopened before him. He stared at it, feeling the weight that the telephone report had given it. He pressed the intercom button on his desk phone. His secretary answered immediately:

			“Yes,” she said.

			“No interruptions.”

			From his tone of voice, his secretary, Liu Wenwen, understood the importance of his request. “Yes, Chief,” she replied.

			He released the button on his intercom to disconnect, opened the file, stamped out his cigarette long with ash, and just as quickly lit another. He stared down at the title: Operation Deathblow. He had not initiated it. He had not planned it. He had inherited it, and it was now coming to fruition under his watch. He felt an adrenaline rush. This would cement his power.

			Operation Deathblow had begun ten years earlier in 2009. It had been in development for almost seven years before he took his leadership position in state security in 2016. It was a clandestine op designed to create and use a deadly virus as a weapon of war against the West. But because of its complexity, it fueled skepticism among several members of the Standing Committee, primarily because of its secrecy, high costs, long timetable, and outsized risks for it to succeed. Yet it was an op that fit the long-term planning and patient ambitions of the People’s Republic of China in its goal of world domination.

			Only the seven members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, which included the president of the Chinese Communist Party, were privy to the top secret Operation Deathblow mission. Two generals of the People’s Liberation Army and the chief and deputy chief of the Ministry of State Security were the only other people outside of the Politburo Standing Committee who had any knowledge of Operation Deathblow. For good reason: secrecy of this mission was paramount.

			As a clandestine operation, it fell under the jurisdiction of Tan Jiayi. As head of state security, he was a powerful figure in China’s ruling class in the Communist Party. This was no accident. He was groomed for this job, a princeling, the son of the former director of the State Science and Technology Commission and a Politburo member. He had had a front-row seat from an early age to watch history unfold in China and understand the strategy and inner workings of the Chinese government.

			His father was highly respected for his intellect and scholarship within the Communist Party in China. Tan Jiayi listened in frequently at dinner parties hosted by his father for some of the most influential members of the party at the very beginnings of China’s rise to power. He listened to wise men discuss visions for a new China, a China to dominate on the world stage. He marveled at their debates on how China, this isolated nation of nearly one billion people in his youth, roads clogged with bicycles instead of automobiles, with the majority in abject poverty, would someday rise to become the most powerful nation in the world.

			Even in his youth, Tan Jiayi did not see these men and their vision of China as a foolish dream. He believed in them, and he believed in destiny. More than that, these men who shaped the Communist Party in China at the time had a grand strategy based on historical foundations. Patience was their credo, rooted in the wisdom of a country with a history dating back to 2100 BC.

			He also believed in fate. America had reached out to the Chinese in the 1970s. As a Communist country, China knew America wasn’t reaching out to the East for purely economic reasons. US Cold War strategies against the Soviet Union made it a necessity. America knew China was under the gun by the Soviet Union. Factions in the Chinese Politburo and national security, fearful of both the US and Russia, understood that their modernization plans could succeed only with America’s help. Or as its leader at the time said: “We can be communists, but we don’t need to be poor communists.” China cautiously welcomed America’s open hand.

			The Chinese studied the Cold War strategies of the Soviet Union and the United States. They found America had great patience with countries with opposing ideology unless they posed a military threat. The Soviet Union buildup of arms not only posed a threat, but it also made the Soviets America’s number one enemy. China feared America’s might and knew not to threaten the United States.

			By 1978, the Chinese Communist Party began promoting a new form of economic ideology that tore open its closed, centrally controlled economy and exposed it to market forces. A nation closed off from the world for more than two decades was now open for business. China adopted industrialization policies to take maximum advantage of America’s expansion into China. The party made an educated bet that rapid expansion would produce a new benevolence toward China on the part of the United States. The policies were designed to leverage that goodwill into access to America’s vast assets.

			In 1979, his father signed agreements with the US government to expand access of Chinese students to America’s universities. In the first five years of his father’s program, some nineteen thousand Chinese students received degrees from American universities, mainly in the physical sciences, health sciences, and microbiology. It was part of the comprehensive strategy to modernize China rapidly using America’s resources wisely. By implanting Chinese spies in academia, scientific and medical institutions, and the biotech industry in the US, China would be able over time to learn, copy, steal, manipulate, and eventually weaponize American advances in science. Spying was a necessary element, but America was not necessarily the enemy. Yet.

			As part of its evolving grand strategy, China knew it would need to hide Chinese capabilities as they developed quickly. It also needed to build its military to keep up with the country’s economic growth, yet not so much that it would attract the attention of the US military.

			Three major events that began in 1989 with the Tiananmen Square massacre, followed by America’s First Gulf War in 1990 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 influenced Tan Jiayi’s early view of the West. These events also unnerved China, enough so that America emerged as its number one threat.

			But his country was still far from being a major power at that time.

			Strategies were employed to train the Chinese students in America as spies and plant them after graduation in leading biotech firms and universities. Recruiting spies from America’s Defense Department, think tanks, and media was also an integral part of the overall strategy. China was now at war with America. It just did not want America to know it.

			As a princeling, Tan Jiayi received his master’s degree in engineering at MIT. In his final year in 2001, he watched television coverage of the deadliest terrorist attack on America from his apartment in Boston. The resulting nationalist fervor in America and the awesome military power unleashed following the attack molded his own growing hawkish tendencies toward the United States. He watched as America’s war in Afghanistan metastasized into an occupation and a new war in Iraq. The unbridled use of covert and military power heightened his fear of America’s military.

			At the same time, China was experiencing a modern miracle at home. Once a third-world country, China was now becoming a worldwide leader in manufacturing. American businesses couldn’t resist the markets that a billion new customers could offer. But it was at a dinner one night, just before the collapse of the US stock market in 2008, that his hawkish tendencies shifted to action.

			An American CEO visiting Beijing remarked at dinner how impressed he was by China’s fast rise from third-world status. He laughed and called the Chinese Communist Party “cowboy capitalists on steroids” in his Texan drawl. It was a remark that deeply offended Tan Jiayi, though he kept his displeasure hidden. Yet it was a remark that he would frequently refer to in several speeches before the Politburo in the months to come.

			It was no coincidence that the events on Wall Street and the beginning of the Great Recession shortly after that dinner in 2008 triggered China’s rush to speed up its goal of global domination. Tan Jiayi remembered sitting with his father at an emergency closed-door session of the republic’s Standing Committee in December 2009.

			It was at this meeting that China defined America as a culture in rapid decline, which necessitated a change in the republic’s grand strategy. Instead of being patient and fearing the US military, the republic would capitalize on America’s weaknesses to guide China’s swift rise to power.

			The session identified a cultural war in America, triggered by the corporate welfare that was a response to the stunning economic collapse. The Great Recession would also affect the US military by degrading its power. China had a growing sense that America was imploding from within. Its leaders saw not only that American capitalism was now on trial, but that America’s elite media and institutions were promoting an America fatally flawed by systemic racism and white privilege. China believed its one-party meritocracy offered a successful alternative model to replace democratic capitalism. If ever there was a time for China’s rise, it was now.

			Tan Jiayi’s own rise to power was complete.

			He was highly educated, had served with distinction in Special Forces in the People’s Liberation Army, and was savvy in diplomatic relations with the highest members of the Politburo. Outside of the chairman and president of the People’s Republic of China, Lin Chong Ming, he was considered as one, if not the only, most powerful, and influential man in China.

			Tan Jiayi knew firsthand from his education at MIT and from his network of spies within the biotech industry that scientific research could lead to a deadly virus that could be used as a weapon of mass destruction. This was a major objective of Operation Deathblow, but not the most critical. Because if the scientists in China succeeded, could they also produce a vaccine to protect its own comrades before the virus was unleashed in the West? As Tan Jiayi read the report, he saw this was no longer experimental. It was happening.

			But Operation Deathblow had one more key strategic and deadly component. Could Chinese scientists also produce a vaccine that would appear to protect against the virus, but over years become a time bomb? That, too, was no longer experimental.

			This report, Operation Deathblow, detailed the steps to take once the virus was ready and the vaccines manufactured for its Chinese comrades. He delved into the top secret report in front of him, never anticipating that this operation was the single most powerful chess piece that would make China the leader of the entire world—without ever firing a shot.

			It took him two hours to read the report in its entirety. When he finished, his ashtray was overflowing. He pushed the intercom button again.

			“Call Zhou Zhonghe at our embassy in Washington. Tell him to meet me immediately.”

			“Is there anything else, Tan Jiayi?” His secretary, Liu Wenwen, noticed her boss’s urgent tone. While she was young, she had surprisingly sharp instincts and respected her boss.

			“Perhaps a fresh pot?” His reference was to coffee. Coffee was not a favorite of most Chinese, but he had acquired a taste for it—or perhaps an addiction to it—during his days at MIT.

			“Of course,” his secretary answered. “You have several messages. Would you like them now?”

			“Bring them with you,” he replied. “Then no interruptions for the rest of the day.”

			“Yes, Chief Tan Jiayi.”

			Tan Jiayi walked back over to the window. He stared out over the city. He realized, at this moment, he was the most powerful man in the world.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			June 14, 2019

			Near Nassau, Bahamas

			Sunrise, 6:20 a.m.

			He stood at the cockpit of his sailboat watching the sun explode on the unusually calm blue ocean before him. Daybreak cast his tall shadow on still waters that were beginning to gently heave to the breath of a tropical breeze on the outer edges of the Bermuda Triangle. The shadow exposed the silhouette of broad shoulders of a man in command of a fickle and unpredictable sea.

			He had been sailing for the past three days under mostly clear skies. But thunderstorms rolled in and out briefly yesterday afternoon, and wind gusts warnings had been issued, so he was on a course back to port. However, the stars came out last night and weather reports this morning improved dramatically, forecasting clear skies continuing for the next forty-eight hours. He checked his autopilot using his real-time position, speed and direction of travel using his GPS and chart path. He was now twenty nautical miles from his destination, Cable Beach in Nassau, the Bahamas. He decided to adjust his course to stay out at sea longer now that the weather was beckoning him to sail on.

			Adjustments made, he was sailing on autopilot again. He went down to the galley and poured two mugs of fresh Jamaican Blue Mountain Coffee and headed back up toward the front deck.

			Leigh McClure was sunbathing on the bow. She was slowly succumbing to sleep, which had escaped them until now. Passion had kept them company throughout the night under a million stars. She drifted off in affectionate thoughts of the very first time she met Scott.

			But as the boat swayed, this romantic flashback began to fade into something she didn’t quite understand.

			Until she felt his touch.

			“Are you awake yet?” Scott Walsh asked as he gently touched her face with the back of his hand and sat down beside her.

			“What do you mean ‘awake’ yet?” a sleepy Leigh answered teasingly as she opened her eyes. “You kept me up all night.”

			Scott laughed. “Don’t blame me,” he said as he handed her a mug of coffee and stared at her stunning near-naked body, “Your kiss stirs the moonlight.”

			She blushed and sat up, smoothing her unruly hair with her hands, then accepted the coffee. She sipped it, her strawberry blonde locks swaying in the tropical breeze. Then she grabbed him by his neck and kissed him passionately. Minutes went by before he broke the embrace that was taking them further.

			“Maybe we should go below,” he said with a wink and glanced out at the horizon. “You know they’re out there watching us?”

			Leigh sat straight up, covered her bare shoulders with a blanket, and peered across the water. She wrapped her mug with both hands and took another slow sip, glanced back at Scott, and teased, “So what? They’re always watching,” she said softly. “But they are watching over us. That’s a distinction worth noting.”

			“Duly noted,” Scott replied. “But going below is always an option?” he asked mischievously.

			“And a good one, I agree,” Leigh replied naughtily. “What a beautiful morning. It’s glorious,” she said sipping more coffee. “And this coffee is grand. Let’s sit out here a while.”

			He sat beside her on the deck, gently leaning into her, “If you say so, sleepyhead.”

			She looked at him, put her hand on the side of his face, and asked, “Me, sleepyhead?” She laughed. “Do you remember the time you fell asleep at the helm?”

			“That was years ago,” Scott laughed. “It was your fault, anyway.”

			“Hardly,” she said, smiling at him, “You almost killed the both of us.”

			“As I recall,” Scott replied, “you were the one who panicked.”

			“All I remember,” Leigh continued, “was that I woke up with both of us being tossed mercilessly from the sailboat as it tipped over. And the boat crashed into you when it finally flipped, and you were cut and bleeding from your leg. I was panicking because I knew there were sharks in that area.”

			“Well, that was a small boat,” Scott said timidly. Imitating a Bahamian’s Creole accent, he added, “That was before I know how to sail, mon. But nothing to worry about in this bad boy,” tapping the deck of his new toy, a Beneteau 57 sailing yacht that an experienced sailor could navigate alone.

			Leigh laughed. There was a silence as they stared longingly into each other’s eyes.

			“Do you ever wish we could go back to that time?” she asked.

			They had so much history together. They met early in their careers, both in their mid-twenties, highly trained operatives in the service of the United States. Scott, a first lieutenant in Special Forces and Leigh as a rookie CIA field agent in the Middle East. They were teamed up in Operation Aerosol, to find and retrieve stolen Ebola virus cultures from a terrorist cell in the Middle East that could be weaponized by a rogue nation. After a successful mission, the chemistry between them ignited a night they would both remember forever. Scott was single at the time, and Leigh had lost her husband in a tragic airline hijacking just years earlier. However, they would be separated the next day. Years passed before they saw each other again. Not until 9/11, when they were fatefully reunited as Leigh recruited Scott as America’s first and only ghost assassin for the CIA in America’s war on terror. They were widow and widower by then, and the chemistry between them could not be denied even in the face of teaming up again in an op of impossible odds. Over time, they learned how to love again. Scott now was no longer in active service of the United States, and their relationship seemed secure.

			Now, before he could answer her question, her phone rang. They could hear it clearly, ringing where she’d left it in the cockpit in the center of the boat. Scott looked at her, saddened.

			“I’ll get it,” he said. She just nodded as he went to retrieve it. It had finally stopped ringing when he handed it to her. She pushed the redial to her protective agent on duty, Greg Brown.

			“Good morning, director,” Greg said to CIA Director Leigh McClure. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

			“What’s up, Greg?” Leigh asked.

			“They want us to get you back to Langley,” Greg replied. “ASAP.”

			“How much time do I have?”

			“We’re in the chopper now, ma’am,” Greg answered. “Five minutes out.”

			She held her cell phone to her chest, looked at Scott, and pointed to the helicopter on the horizon. “Darling, I’ve got to go.” Then she pulled the phone back up and told Greg, “I see you. I’ll be ready.” Then she hung up.

			Scott kissed her on the cheek as she jumped up and scurried below deck to get her gear.

			Five minutes later, the chopper dropped a hi-line. She was lifted and gone.

			CIA HQ
Ops Planning—inside the Vault
Langley, Virginia
6:15 p.m.

			“This is impressive,” Max Leonhardt told his ops planning team before looking at his watch. They had been assembled in a secure meeting room inside CIA Headquarters, known only as the Vault, for the past six hours. They had just finished devising initial plans for a black op to go inside North Korea.

			“Let’s take a break. Now get out of here and breathe in…” Leonhardt was interrupted mid-sentence by the team humorously finishing his oft-repeated refrain from past planning sessions: “…the negative ions.” Leonhardt’s explanation about the positive benefits of breathing in the negative ions from a nearby waterfall to clear heads in marathon CIA ops planning sessions was legendary. The waterfall was by the Potomac River, a short hike from their office.

			Members of this CIA inner circle likened Max Leonhardt to the fictional character Q in James Bond novels, the mastermind of top secret high-tech field technologies. Leonhardt was a much younger version of Q, and some said he even looked like a blond version of the original James Bond actor Sean Connery. Inside CIA, agents marveled at the spy tools that Leonhardt invented. No doubt, they were so incredible they would make even Q envious. Leonhardt, now deputy director of CIA National Clandestine Services, was as well known for his high-tech “toys” as for his tales about the history of the CIA. The waterfall story was just one. He would tell of how an earlier wave of CIA officers discovered a new way to commute to work every day—not like James Bond in an Aston Martin, nor on a bicycle like Clancy’s Jack Ryan, but by something much more authentic and American: by canoe. They would paddle the currents of the Potomac River from Maryland just to avoid rush hour traffic. Upon arrival, they would cross a narrow footbridge over a waterfall that led to the entrance of CIA Headquarters, never failing to breathe in the positive benefits of the negative ions before starting another day of protecting America.

			Leonhardt looked at his watch. “OK, be back here at 2200 hours. We’ll finalize the details until we get this battened down and prep for our meeting with the director. She’s back in town and will be here at 0700 sharp tomorrow morning. This will be her first briefing on this op. She’ll need this perfect to take to POTUS ASAP.”

			As his team departed, he asked one of the special operations agents, Diane Diehl, to stay behind. When everyone had left the room, he addressed her.

			“I want you to run this op as the case officer,” he said. “It might involve significant time in the Pacific again. Stationed in Japan.”

			“I’m all in,” she replied.

			“Good. I’m going to provide you some info that is highly classified on the agent you’ll be running.”

			“Understood,” she replied.

			He opened the file in front of him and pushed the photo of the special agent, known only to this op team as “the Hawk,” toward her.

			“You know him as a ghost agent for the CIA and as our agent for this op,” Max said. “His real identity can never be revealed. What I can tell you is that he’s a highly decorated Special Forces soldier, Army Ranger with a Silver Star and West Point pedigree. After he left the Army, he had business contacts in South Korea and China before he was recruited by CIA on 9/11. He had to give up his very existence to become CIA’s lone phantom operative. He’s been in an untold number of antiterrorist black ops since then. He’s fearless, calculating, extremely intelligent, and an incredible tactician in the heat of an op. He is America’s most experienced secret agent, but he has been off the grid for three years.”

			“Why?” Diane asked.

			“Good question,” he replied. “Director McClure recruited him and personally ran all his ops. I don’t know why she took him off the active roster, but he’s an operator who ran off the reservation at times. McClure knew how to manage him. Perhaps she felt others might not.”

			Diane gave that some thought. She was an experienced CIA special operations officer recruited by Director McClure six years earlier. Her bio was stellar: a naval officer, Annapolis grad, one of the first woman in the Navy SEAL program. She had served with distinction in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. She had also served in Seventh Fleet HQ in Yokosuka, Japan, and was fluent in Japanese and Mandarin.

			“Why did she change her mind now? Three years is a long time to be out of the field,” Diane astutely observed.

			“She hasn’t, not yet. She won’t be read in until the morning briefing. But this op is a perfect fit with the Hawk as the operator,” Max replied. “She’ll see that immediately.”

			There was no response from Diane. Max sensed she wasn’t buying it.

			“Look Diane,” Max said, “I need someone to run this op that has the steel and flexibility to handle the Hawk. That’s why I selected you. I also know I’m not giving you a lot of background on him, but that’s just the way it is. Still in?”

			This was a mission she knew was critical for the security of the United States.

			“Count me in,” she replied. “Just let the Hawk know I am not a rookie.”

			Max closed his file. “Agreed, I’ll speak to him,” he replied. “Now go get some rest. I’ll see you in a few hours. We are about to go operational.”

			As soon as Diane left, he made a call off the secure star phone on the conference table.

			“Yes,” came the abrupt response on the other end.

			“Scott, this is Max Leonhardt. It’s been a long time. Do you have a minute?”

			Only two people in the world, other than his children, knew that Scott Walsh was alive: Leigh McClure and Max Leonhardt. Scott recognized Max’s voice.

			“I have all the time in the world, old friend,” Walsh replied, surprised to hear from Max after several years, but also noting the sense of urgency in his voice. “But I have a feeling this isn’t a social call.”

			“Wish it was,” Max replied. “Where are you right now?”

			“On my boat, sailing outside of the Bahamas. Care to join me?”

			“Would I ever,” Max replied. “But I’ve got a problem I can’t discuss over this line. How close are you to Navy Base Andros?”

			“Andros,” Scott repeated thinking of how far he might be. “If I change course now, several hours give or take,” Scott replied. He immediately thought something had happened to Leigh. His relationship with Leigh was a secret even inside CIA, if that was even possible, but he wasn’t about to blow that secret on an instinct. So, he probed, “Is everything OK? How important is this, Max?”

			“All is good,” Max replied. “Something important just came up and I need your advice. Time is of the essence. And if you’re several hours from Andros, I need to get you to a secure line quicker. Can I bring you in by chopper?”

			“I hear you,” Scott answered. He felt relieved. If something had happened to Leigh, Max would have told him. Max might not know about the intimacy of their relationship, but he knew they were close friends. “I’m alone on my boat. It’s a fifty-eight footer. Can you bring it home?”

			“Copy that. I’ll drop a two-man crew from Andros when we pick you up. We’ll bring her back to Andros. Does that work?”

			“Let’s do it,” Scott replied.

			“Thanks, Scott,” Max answered. “My crew will contact you before they lift off.” Max hung up.

			Scott took a swig of his single malt scotch, indulged in a deep drag of his Cuban cigar, and gazed out to sea. The sun was just beginning to fade on the horizon. He blew several smoke rings and smiled. He had a good feeling his life in a self-imposed exile was about to get interesting again. He downed the last of the scotch in his mug and headed to his stateroom.

			Inside the stateroom, he pulled out a travel bag and threw in enough clothes and accessories for a short trip. Before he closed the bag, he also packed his SIG Sauer P226 and a box of additional ammunition. Then he went to a hidden safe built into the stateroom wall and opened it using the combination. He pulled out a leather portfolio. He opened it and sat on the edge of his bed.

			Inside the portfolio were two pictures. The first was of his late wife, Amy, full of life with his two children, James and Sara, both now grown and living in New York. The background was Washington Square Park in New York City, with the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center eclipsing them. The second picture was of Leigh McClure, her strawberry blonde mane and summer dress rippling in the wind, the mystical city of Istanbul at night in the background. After a few minutes of silent reflection, he closed the portfolio and put it back in the safe. Scott repeated this ritual with the photographs daily.

			As a phantom agent, he could have no past. He was known only as the Hawk inside the CIA. Nor could he allow anything from his Scott Walsh past to identify him in case he was ever captured. He had to protect his country and especially his children. To further mask any possible connection to his past, Scott Walsh was reported among the dead on 9/11. Now this ritual of looking at these hidden photos reminded him of what he once had, of what he had lost. The Twin Towers reminded him why he was willing to give up his identity for his service to his country. His office had been on the seventy-ninth floor in the South Tower of the World Trade Center. He lost fifty-five employees and close friends that fateful day. These two simple photographs were what helped him manage the holes in his heart that would never heal and propel him forward while living in isolation and shadows. The picture of his children behind his late wife, who died as a young mother, gave him purpose for the future. To protect them. The picture of Leigh gave him an opportunity to learn how to love again. Chances at love come at most once in a lifetime. His situation, unique as it was, broke all the laws of nature, including love.

			About twenty minutes later, a US Navy helicopter hovered above his sailboat and two sailors dropped onboard. He gave them a brief orientation of the boat before he grabbed his bag and the hi-line and was hoisted up into the chopper.

			Navy Base Andros

			Atlantic Undersea Test & Evaluation Center (AUTEC)

			About 120 miles southeast of Florida

			Andros Island, Bahamas

			7:21 p.m.

			When the helicopter touched down at Navy Base Andros, Scott was immediately escorted to a secure conference room. Commander Bill Turner, who was in charge of the Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation Center, was waiting for him.

			“Welcome to AUTEC,” he said, extending his hand. “Bill Turner. I understand you are a special operations officer with CIA.”

			Scott shook the commander’s hand.

			“Yes, sir,” Scott replied not identifying himself any further.

			Turner sized him up, then said, “We have a call from Langley waiting for you. Just hit that button on the phone and you will be immediately connected to Max Leonhardt. It’s secure.” Turner turned, left the room and the door closed.

			Scott hit the on button.

			“Scott, thank you for coming,” Leonhardt said. “I needed a secure and encrypted line because what I’m about to tell you is classified.”

			“Understood. Shoot,” Scott replied.

			Two hours later, the call ended. Commander Turner returned and escorted him in a military Jeep to the base’s runway, where he boarded a plane that would take him to the US submarine base in Groton, Connecticut. Turner assured him a crew would dock and secure his sailing yacht at the base until he returned.

			He was the only passenger onboard the Navy Grumman C-37A jet. The flight attendant brought him a double Irish whiskey on the rocks at his request. When she asked if he needed anything else, he waved her off distracted by what Leonhardt had just told him. As the plane ascended, he looked down at the Atlantic, trying to absorb the news.

			Scott Walsh was not the worrying type. But the creases across his forehead deepened.
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