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CHAPTER ONE





TRAFFIC. MEETINGS. TRAFFIC. Rinse. Repeat. Luke Stevens repeated to himself as he sat in his silver Mazda MX-5 backed up on route 95 east of Baltimore in the August heat.





Washed out. Sitting at his desk at home later that evening, Luke tried to work online but threw in the towel at nine p.m. Retreating to the kitchen, he put the dishes now dry on the rack away in the cupboard, warmed up a can of split pea soup in the microwave, and returned to his desk with a steaming bowl in hand. Between soothing spoonfuls of soup, he pulled up an online dating app.


Scrolling through potential candidates in the Baltimore metro area, he read: Abigail Ling – Chinese medical student, former Olympic gymnast, long shiny black hair, eyes the size of a harvest moon only darker, 25. Why does a fashionable gymnast take a name like Abigail and need to look online for a date? Then, Luke noticed that she was online and connected with her in the chat.





“Hi, I’m Luke. I love your online profile. What’s special about studying in Baltimore?” 





“Hey, Luke, call me Abi. Good question—the harbor reminds me of summers along Bohai Bay with my family. What about you—Why Baltimore? Why economics?”





Wow. That was quick. It’s like she read my profile and waited for me to connect.


“Baltimore? Like you, I love the harbor and the ships. They remind me of my time at the Naval Academy and later service at sea. Unfortunately for the Navy, I discovered a passion for economics at the academy and finished a graduate degree in economics during my spare time in the service. When my time was up, I began working as a analyst and developed a fascination for building financial models. So why did you take up studying medicine?”





“After my grandmother died from breast cancer three years ago, I devoted my life to helping people. One thing led to another and here I am.”





Luke fidgeted with his spoon, stirring his soup and thinking about his own grandfather. He responded: “That’s tough. It sounds like you were close to your grandmother. Was she a doctor?”





“Yes. My grandmother was a pediatrician who loved working with kids. We were very close. ”





Luke paused to consider what to say next and finished up the last couple spoonfuls of soup.





Abi jumped in: “I hate to break this up but I have an exam in the morning. Would you like to get together in person tomorrow evening? Tomorrow is Friday so I can take some time off and sleep in on Saturday.”





What? Most women chatted several times online before considering a date. Abi must be super self-confident. 


“Sure. What kind of food do you like?” Luke responded.





“Let’s meet in front of the aquarium at eight p.m. and figure it out from there. My life is so programmed that I try to be more spontaneous when I am free to choose.”





“Great! See you then—I will be the guy with the Santa hat. You have my cell number if things get too spontaneous. ;=)”





“Okay Santa. Look for Sailor Moon, the Japanese cartoon heroine.”





Luke hung up intrigued that he had a date to look forward to. He washed his soup bowl and spoon, and placed them in the cupboard. Then, the phone rang.





“Hello, mom? How was your week?” Luke heard a Turkish game show theme song playing in the background.





“Fine dear, I just got off the phone with a colleague. We have been working through an audit together from an agency in the Department of Defense.” Sarah responded.





“I thought that you were taking some time off. It’s August. Why aren’t you taking a vacation?” Luke asked.





“You know that I love to be at home—why aren’t you taking one yourself?”





“Being single, I have been appointed the designated adult while everyone else takes their family to the beach. The good news is that I have a date tomorrow evening.” 





“Is this someone that I should know?”





“Nope. First date. Wish me luck.”




§





Luke pulled into the city parking garage at 7:30 p.m. Friday evening. I can’t believe that I found a parking place on the first floor. He put on his Santa hat and walked downhill to the dock area by the Baltimore Aquarium. Although he sweated in the August humidity, a cool breeze from the harbor blew in his face. As he walked, he heard tire rumble behind him. When he turned to look, he noticed a white van, which picked up speed and drove off.





As Luke drew closer to the aquarium, he checked his watch and noticed he had arrived early. Nevertheless, across East Pratt Street a petite woman dressed with red boots, a deep blue skirt touching the tops of the boots, and a white blouse with a red bow that matched the boots waved at him. Behind her stood a sign for the National Aquarium. She crossed the street, ran up and kissed him on the cheek.





“Abi? You warned me about the Sailor Moon outfit. You look great! Did you wait long? I thought that I was early.”





“Not long. I came early to walk around the harbor.”





“So where does your spontaneity take you this evening?”





Abi took his hand and said; “Let’s walk up Charles Street until we find something inviting.”





“Okay. Lead on. Let me know what invites.”





Luke walked with Abi on his arm eastward up the street to Charles Street. Once on Charles, the sunset silhouetted the buildings and illuminated the storefront windows across the street on their right. Groups of college students and young couples walked down the hill, dogged occasionally by pre-teen bikers speeding around oblivious to the traffic.





Luke felt at ease with Abi. Her self-assuredness and warmth disarmed him completely. He expected an attractive and fashionable woman to demand center stage, but not Abi. He felt no need to play the entertainer, be defensive, or chose words carefully. Mom would love this girl; Dad would approve.





“Abi. Can I ask you a personal question?”





“Sure. What’s on your mind?





“Why does a former Olympic gymnast need to use an online dating service?”





Abi pointed to a coffee shop across the street: “Let’s talk about it over a cup of a coffee.” 





She tugged his right hand with so much strength as they crossed the street that his body whipped to the left. As this happened, he noticed two short, thin men with crew cuts, black ties, and green-tan suits standing across the street and looking at them. Abi dragged Luke a few more steps to the shop, opened the door, and ushered him up to the counter.





“What can I get you?” The barista asked as Luke studied the wall menu. “The muffins are . . .” A shocked look flashed across the barista’s face. 





“Hold it right there.” Luke turned around to see a uniformed police officer drawing his gun as the same two men he had seen across the street burst through the door brandishing pistols. Choo. One of them shot the police officer. The officer doubled over but as he fell to the floor he returned fire—Psiss—and hit the man. The other attacker froze, fixated on the officer. 





Luke stepped up, grabbed the man’s pistol by the barrel, snapped it loose from his hand, and whipped him across the face. The man fell to the floor. Chee—a shot rang out, hitting Luke in the back. Luke turned to see a woman in green tan suit holding a pistol in one hand and a syringe in the other. Luke returned fire—choo, choo—and she fell to the floor.





Still holding the pistol, Luke saw the man he disarmed struggling to get up. He looked up at Luke, who had the drop on him, then took what looked like hard candy out of his shirt pocket and popped it into his mouth. Then, he fell back to the floor with white foam oozing from his mouth. 





Luke felt uneasy on his feet. Seeing the threat had passed, he shoved the pistol into his pants and stumbled a couple of feet to straight-arm himself on the back of a chair. 





“Luke! Luke!” Abi screamed, rushed over, and tried to hold him up.





His knees weakened. Luke saw a white van pull up in front of the shop. He slumped hitting his face hard on the back of the chair, slid to the floor, and passed out.










CHAPTER TWO





IN MCLEAN, VIRGINIA, Phil Stevens laced up his Adidas Countrys for a Saturday run, after the August haze and humidity briefly lifted following a morning shower. Reality seemed illusive after Sarah took off last year. Why did she object vehemently to being a pastor’s wife after so many years? Her role in the church and her career as a accountant seemed compatible and the congregation loved her. 





Clearing his head, he walked to the curb and began jogging. One, two, three, four; one, two, three, four . . . He passed several neighbor’s homes. As the grade leveled off and rose again, he heard footsteps behind him.





“Hey Luke, wait up.”





Phil looked over his shoulder to see a fit, young woman with her blond hair streaming over her shoulders as she ran to catch up.





“Natalie, I want to thank you for confusing me with Luke again. You keep forgetting that he runs with the blue Naval Academy tee shirt. Mine is green!” Phil teased.





“Fooled me again, Phil.” Natalie laughed.





“Other than the tee shirt, how do you tell us apart?”





Natalie stopped, turned, and looked Phil in the eye with a blank expression, as if caught with an unexpected need to think. She blinked, then said: “Not by looks, but by attitude—you are the serious one; Luke is more fun. I think that is why my mother keeps reminding me that you are single now—she always says that I am not serious enough about life and always look for love in the wrong places. Do you think I should start attending church again?”





“It’s never too late to attend for the right reasons!”





“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You should date my mother! Catch you later.” Natalie turned right at the corner as Phil turned left.




§





Head down and lost in his thoughts, Phil jogged down a small hill and up the other side. One, two, three, four; one, two, three, four . . . Lord, why have you brought me to this time and this place? Life was simpler when Luke was growing up. Sarah was never the same after Luke left for the Academy.





As Phil reached the top of the next hill, a police cruiser drove past him up to the next street corner, turned on its flashers, and blocked the street. The commotion startled him to look up, but before he could gather his thoughts a white van pulled up next to him. The side door opened up and a man in a suit called out: “Phil Stevens?”





Phil stopped. He turned to the man, who displayed credentials identifying him as a Fairfax County police officer: “Yes. How can I help?”





“Step in please.”





Phil stepped into the van. The inside of the van was uniquely outfitted with two buckets seats facing backwards and two facing forward, suggesting a mobile meeting space. The officer retreated to the right-most seat facing forward. Another man sat opposite him, leaving the two seats next to the door open.





“Make yourself comfortable and close the door.” The officer instructs, as he waved to the driver. The driver began moving slowly down the street, while remaining in the neighborhood. “Mr. Smith here is from the CIA. We have bad news for you and a request.”





Struggling to catch his breath, Phil asked: “News? What news?”





Mr. Smith introduced himself: “Phil. My name is Tom Smith.” Phil shook Smith’s outstretched hand. “North Korean terrorists attacked and killed your son, Luke, last night in Baltimore. He fought back and killed them before expiring from his wounds. In doing this, he prevented the abduction of the daughter of the Premier of China and avoided an embarrassing international incident.”





“What? You must be mistaken. My son is a government financial engineer, not a Navy Seal. He finished his active duty service last year.”





“Mr. Stevens, this is no joke. Your son gave his life for his country. He is a national hero.”





“Give me a minute.” Phil leaned his face in his hands. Seconds passed. He noticed that his face was sweaty and he wiped his face as he gathered his composure. “You mentioned a request—what request?”





“The public thinks that Luke remains on life support as a patient at Johns Hopkins University Hospital. His death is a closely guarded secret. Because you look just like him, we would like you to masquerade as your son to lead the terrorists to believe that he is still alive.”





“Let me get this straight—you want me to pretend to be Luke? Even if it that were believable, how am I supposed to keep my composure in the middle of such a masquerade? Why should I accept such a gamble?”





“We believe that your son’s date, the Premier’s daughter Ling Xiu, is still in danger. If you and Ling Xiu can continue the relationship, perhaps the terrorists can be lured out into the open a second time where we can capture them alive. The only potential survivor of the last attempt committed suicide taking a potassium cyanide capsule to evade capture.”





“Oh my God. You want me to serve as bait to flush out suicidal terrorists? You are absolutely nuts. Stop the car. I want out.” The van stopped and Phil hopped out. 





“Wait a second.” Tom called out. As Phil stood beside the van, Tom handed him a business card. “I know that this is a lot to process, if you change your mind in the next few hours, call me.”
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