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      Blood was congealing behind his teeth. Teeth that now resembled tiny, broken tombstones. He parted his swollen lips, and a long string of red mucus dripped toward the concrete floor. His head sagged painfully toward his naked chest.

      The ropes cut into his wrists, keeping him suspended above the floor where the tips of his toes barely reached. It was dark in the small room. For now.

      Quiet too.

      The man was Jonathan Nance. Five days before, he had entered North Korea for the third time in under a year. This time, as he had the previous two visits, Nance had arrived under the name of William Powell, with a cover of a freelance journalist. This trip, he had been treated with the same respect as before. When he had stepped off the airplane at Pyongyang International Airport, he had been escorted to a small, windowless room, where he was questioned about his intent for his visit and where he planned on staying each night. It was a typical course of action for the five to six thousand Westerners who visited the closed country every year. After the questioning, he was assigned a liaison from the tourism bureau. Nance knew well enough that the liaison was not the DPRK’s way of showing hospitality, although it was always presented in such terms. No, the liaison was a diplomatic babysitter, there to ensure that North Korea’s Western guest did not take any unapproved pictures or visit an area of the country that may not reflect the full glory and wisdom of the Supreme Leader. The country had a GDP per capita of less than $1,000 per year, and Pyongyang went to great lengths to keep anything less than its architectural and artistic glories away from Western eyes.

      Nance’s mission had been simple enough. Defectors who had fled the country over the last couple of years spoke of an underground leader who lived on the outskirts of Pyongyang in Kangnam County. Nance’s mission was to shake his liaison and then secure a clandestine meeting with the underground leader who had inside information on the inner workings of the Mansudae Assembly Hall, the seat of the Supreme People’s Assembly.

      But that had not happened. Yesterday morning, just before his alarm went off, Nance had been woken by a series of furious knocks at his hotel room door on the twentieth floor of the Yanggakdo Hotel. They hadn’t let up until he had opened the door, groggy from sleep and still wearing his boxers. He was immediately arrested by a barking lieutenant. His bags had been taken, his room torn apart and searched. Then he had been brought here, wherever here was. Probably the basement beneath the Ministry of State Security.

      He heard a key in the lock, and when the door opened, bright, white light from the hallway streamed in, forcing him to squint his swollen eyes. A short, middle-aged man in uniform walked in. He had dark hair, cut short, and heavily slanted eyes. His English accent was surprisingly good, nearly masking a native North Korean intonation.

      He removed his forage cap and tucked it under his arm. He addressed his prisoner. “I am Lieutenant Commander Lee Kwan. I have listened to you answer our questions. You have not yet been honest with us.”

      As Nance replied, pain radiated across his mouth. “Like I’ve said, I’m a journalist, here to...” He paused. The swelling was making it difficult to enunciate his words. “Here to document the glories of your beautiful country.”

      “Yes. So you’ve said. Who do you work for, Mr. Nance?”

      “I’ve told you all a hundred times.” He winced. “I’m a freelancer. That means I’m a—”

      “I know the meaning of freelancer, Mr. Nance. That may be your skin.” He leaned in and poked Nance on the shoulder. “But that is not your substance.” Kwan raised his chin and looked coldly at the broken man before him. “You work for the Central Intelligence Agency of the United States government.”

      “No—”

      “I know this, Mr. Nance. There is no sense in denying it. It would be better for you if you were truthful. Better for us all.”

      Nance swallowed back more clotted blood in an effort to coat a dry throat. “Fine. Think what you want. If you won’t believe me, there’s nothing more I can say.”

      “Then you will be executed.”

      Nance huffed. “You…can’t do that.”

      His interrogator smiled. A forced, plastic smile. “Are you a citizen of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Then as a citizen of the United States, you will know that the DPRK has no diplomatic relations with your country. With you, we may do as we please.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Now. I will give you one more opportunity to tell me the truth. Who are you?”

      What Nance would never admit was that Lieutenant Commander Kwan was right. Nance was entering his seventh year with the CIA. His head slumped back down, and he looked at the floor. How had the North Koreans discovered the truth of his identity? North Korea was a surveillance state through and through. They dissected every foreigner who visited the country.  His cover was well established: the Agency had even published several non-critical articles in the Times under Nance’s nom de guerre, William Powell. He had a website with his curriculum vitae and several videos hosted on YouTube where he discussed his love for the beauty of North Korea.

      His cover had been secure. Very few people outside of the Deputy Director himself had even known about it. And those few people Nance trusted implicitly. They were not moles; they were not traitors to this cause. He was sure of it. But then, how was he discovered?

      “Then let us not play games any longer, Mr. Nance.” Kwan removed his handgun from a holster on his belt. He racked the slide and pointed it at Nance’s face. “You have been found guilty of crimes against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. You have been found guilty of conspiracy against the Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un. Your punishment...is death.”

      Nance had been trained to withstand interrogation. And he had held up well enough over what he imagined were a couple of days now since his arrest. He hadn’t given in, hadn’t pleaded for them to stop. And he had given them nothing. But now, as he stared down the barrel of a gun about to go off in his face, he felt a heavy weight of sadness for his little boy. He didn’t know what time of day it was, so he didn’t know what time it was back in Virginia. But his son was probably at kindergarten right now, or sleeping peacefully in his bed. Fresh tears stung his eyes as he considered that Marcia would have to raise Tommy alone. “Please,” he said quietly. “Please.”

      When Lieutenant Commander Kwan pulled the trigger, the shot reverberated across the concrete walls of the small room, echoing and re-echoing like demonic laughter. Jonathan Nance’s head snapped back before rolling unnaturally back toward his chest.

      Kwan returned his gun to the leather holster at his side. He took a final look at the man he had just killed and left the room wearing a proud smirk.
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      The crew chief lowered the rear ramp as soon as the wheels of the MH-47G Chinook came to rest on the tarmac. The chopper’s wash stirred Ellie O’Conner’s ponytail as she ducked and scurried across the tarmac, her pack across her back, her Mk 248 Mod 1 sniper rifle in hand. Behind her, the chopper’s Turboshaft engines shifted into a whine as the pilot shut them down. Ellie walked into the airplane hangar and headed toward the far end where a door led to TEAM 99’s private compound, a three-story concrete structure at the U.S. Army Garrison at Benelux in Brussels. The location was strategic. Brussels was not only the home of NATO headquarters but also provided ready access to locations in Europe, Africa, and the Middle East.

      “Pascal!” Ellie heard her agent designation echo across the airplane hangar—the only name by which she had been addressed these last four years. Captain Michael Harris stood at a metal door at the far end, his boot propping it open. “Mortimer wants to see you. Now.”

      She nodded at the captain as she went through the doorway. “Welcome back,” he said. She walked down the cinder block hallway, turned left, and took a set of stairs to the second floor. Her boot heels echoed on the concrete floor as she took the hallway all the way to where it terminated on an open door. She knocked on the door frame.

      “Come,” was the brisk reply.

      Virgil, one of the seven members of her team, was sitting in a chair in front of their boss’s desk. He held the title as the largest, most muscular member of the team. His legs were as stout as tree trunks and his complexion as smooth as butter, and he had plump cheeks that filled out a round face. He was wearing tan cargo shorts and a black T-shirt. His light brown hair was buzzed close to his scalp in a Marine-style cut. Ellie smiled a hello, unshouldered her pack, and set it on the floor. She pressed her weapon into it.

      Mortimer extended a hand toward the empty chair next to Virgil. She settled into it. Virgil gave her a once over and smirked. Her brown cargo pants were filthy with mud, and her hair and neck were caked with the stuff. She had changed shirts on the trip here. Virgil shriveled his nose. “Were you crawling through sewers?”

      “Jungle,” was her stunted reply. Mortimer was known for meetings that got right to the point. Ellie was anxious to get this over with. She wanted a hot shower.

      The office was scantily furnished. A couple of swivel chairs, a gray military-issue desk, and a short metal bookcase half-filled with books on the history of warfare and twentieth-century geopolitics. Large windows covered in radio frequency emanation film looked out over the runway. On one concrete wall was a framed American flag.

      Ellie’s pear-shaped boss was clicking away on his keyboard. A narrow set of bifocals were perched on the end of his broad nose. Even with his wide frame, his face did not carry any of the added weight. He was dressed in a navy blue pinstripe suit and a mellow green tie. Even within the privacy of the compound, Mortimer always wore a suit.

      He stopped typing and snatched his glasses off his face, leaned back in his chair, and addressed Ellie. “Using the information you provided, the Brazilian Air Force has just completed flyovers on the target site. All that remains of the mercenaries and their operation is ash and coal. Good job, Pascal.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The entire team knew each other on a code name basis only, all of them named after authors in classical literature. Ellie was Pascal, the other female on the team, Faraday. Their team leader was Voltaire, and the final four were Cicero, Virgil, Dante, and Darwin. Their team’s director, Mortimer, was named after the famed philosopher who edited the Great Books of the Western World. It was against protocol for the seven team members to discuss their backgrounds, families, or even their true identities. The reason for this was simple: in the event any of them were captured on a mission and interrogated—even tortured—they had nothing to give up, no information that could lead to anyone gaining knowledge of TEAM 99’s existence.

      “How are you?” he asked. “You look tired.” Mortimer’s question had nothing to do with personal concern. It was his subtle way of reminding her to keep her head in the game, regardless of how she felt.

      “Fine, sir.” Truth be told, she was tired. She had just spent the last two weeks slogging through a Brazilian jungle, pulling reconnaissance on a radical neo-communist sect responsible for terrorist attacks in Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Phoenix. But the exhaustion was nothing that a couple of green smoothies and a full day of rest couldn’t fix. Provided she was even given a full day of rest. And seeing that she was sitting here in front of Mortimer, with Virgil beside her, she was betting that her odds weren’t so good.

      Their director picked at the corner of a blue file folder and removed it from the desktop. He extended it across the desk to his number two operative, then grabbed another and held it out to Virgil. Mortimer, who had held positions at the Pentagon, the NSA, and the CIA, was TEAM 99’s primary source of information relating to their missions. It was a rarity that an officer from Langley would come out and brief them in person. “You both will be leaving the day after tomorrow. Destination is China.”

      China. It had been nearly two years since Ellie had been sent there.

      “Elimination,” he continued, speaking in his usual clipped manner. “Langley has confirmed that the target is leading a high-level hacking effort targeting U.S. federal infrastructure. Some of which has been successful, leading to the loss of at least three undercover Americans abroad. Dozens of others have been exposed.”

      Neither operative opened their file. They kept their eyes on their boss. Everyone on the team had learned to do so early on. The file was to be read after Mortimer dismissed you, not before. Here, he would provide the bird’s-eye view, and the file would color in the details. “Captain Harris will brief you at 0700 tomorrow morning. You’ll be going in on Danish passports as photographers for National Geographic.”

      Ellie heard Virgil give an audible sigh. Of the seven members of the team, Virgil struggled the most with working up a proper accent of any kind. He could pull off a proper English or Canadian accent with great effort. She’d heard him try for an Irish turn of phrase once before, and it came out sounding like a drunk leprechaun that may have spent time in Paris.  And that was being generous. Thankfully, they were going to China, not Dublin, so a drunk French leprechaun should be enough for a Chinese customs official.

      “Exfiltration,” Mortimer continued, “will be mediated through a local source. It will take several sprints to get you out which means you’ll be in-country post-mission longer than usual. But make it work. The termination site will be over two hundred kilometers inland, which means we are relying on domestic assets to equip you and get you safely back out of the country. I cannot emphasize enough that this must be clean. Get in, drop the target, and follow your directive to exfil to a T.”

      Both of Mortimer’s operatives acknowledged their director in unison before he dismissed them. Ellie picked up her pack and weapon and, at Mortimer’s request, shut the door behind them. She and Virgil walked down the hallway in tandem. He tapped the folder with the back of a finger. “Since I’m a slow reader, I’m off to make sense of all this.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Always enjoy going into the field with you, Pascal. Good to have you back.”

      “Thanks, Virgil. Work on your accent while you’re at it.”

      He sighed and turned down another hall, heading for his quarters.

      Ellie went up another flight of stairs and cut down a narrow corridor. Arriving at a metal door, she scanned her badge. Once the light on the security pad blinked orange, she placed her thumb on the small screen. It read her print, and the light switched to green, gave a double beep, and the door latch clicked back. She entered a small room where steel cabinets with welded mesh doors lined the walls. Ellie stepped to the far end and scanned her thumb again. The door popped opened, and Ellie slid her rifle into the rack.

      She had spent her last hour on the Chinook cleaning her rifle. It was now ready for the next mission, whatever and wherever that happened to be. It wouldn’t be China. They wouldn’t be able to bring anything into the country with them. She shut the door. The mechanical lock groaned shut, and a metallic click and a small green light at the top of the door told her that all was secure.

      She walked to the other end of the room and set her duffle bag on a stainless steel table and began removing the contents: dirty clothes, night-vision goggles, ammunition, three grenades, three cartridges, a tactical knife, a Beretta with four magazines. She placed the weapons in another cage above the table and secured the door. Someone would come for all this later. They would remove, wash, and clean the rest of the contents and repack them for the next mission.

      Taking the blue folder with her, she exited the room and made her way back down to the communal room on the second floor. The expansive room was an open floor plan and, like the rest of the building, formed entirely of unpainted concrete. A pool table and a ping pong table sat on the far side, several leather couches surrounded a flat screen TV, and an eating area sat near the kitchen. Ellie went to the sink and washed her hands before drying them and grabbing a clean glass from the cabinet and filling it with water.

      Faraday was at the table, fork and knife in hand, working at a steak. She smiled when she saw Ellie. “Hey, you’re back.” Cicero was on the couch, his back to her, watching reruns of 24. He swiveled and turned around. His brows lifted when he saw what was tucked beneath her arm. “You got a blue folder already?” He looked her over. The mud was still caked to her boots and pants. “Have you even showered yet?”

      “Nope.”

      Cicero sighed. “I haven’t been out in two weeks. You believe that? There’s only so much range practice you can get in and Xbox to play before you start to get bored.”

      Faraday spoke around a mouthful of food and jabbed her fork toward him. “That’s because they’re about to let you go,” she said. “I heard Mortimer talking the other day about bringing our personal standards up.”

      Cicero rolled his eyes and turned back toward the television.

      “She might have a point,” Ellie said. “You’re probably doing penance for leaving your sat phone on that back street in Cairo.”

      “I didn’t hear it fall!” he said. “Good grief.”

      Ellie winked at Faraday. “I’ll see you guys later.” She held up the folder. “I need to wrap my head around this.”

      “And a shower!” Cicero called after her. “I don’t know where you went, but you smell like a rotten forest.”

      “Jungle,” she called out as she left the room. Her personal quarters were at the far end of the hall, her window overlooking the woods just behind the airport. This compound had been her home for the past four years. These people, her extended family. She loved living with them, fighting with them. She would die for them. And every time she went out, she wondered if she would die with them.

      Ellie walked in and shut the door behind her. She walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower, then went back to her small desk that sat against the wall opposite her bed. She pulled the chair out, sat down, and opened the folder. It was labeled 18 Dragons.

      She started reading.
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      Xu Chuanfu motioned for his driver to turn the air conditioning up before looking out his window onto the Huangpu River as they crossed over the bridge and into the Pudong District of Shanghai. He leaned his head back onto the rear seat’s leather headrest and closed his eyes. He was tired. He felt a heaviness in his chest that he hadn’t felt since this time last year. For the fifth year in a row, the second week in August did not allow him much sleep. Countless people had told him that each year it would get easier, but as yet he had not found that to be the case. The grief, the longing continued to stir up a dull pain deep within him.

      Tomorrow was the anniversary of his wife’s death. Song had given him thirty-five years of marriage before she had been taken quickly and mercilessly by lung cancer. To Xu, it did not feel like five years. As she lay dying, she had told him to remarry, that she didn’t want him to be lonely. But Xu had no interest in remarrying. There were nights when the loneliness hovered over him and felt like a cold, sodden blanket laying across him, nearly smothering him. But the thousands of memories she left him with were always enough to make it until morning. Song would be the only wife he would have. He had no desire to replace or supplement her friendship.

      The blacked out Range Rover in front of them turned left onto Dongchang Road, and his driver followed closely. Another Range Rover tailed behind them. Until seven months before, Xu had had no need for a personal security detail. But the attempt on his life had changed that. He had been giving a speech at the University of Peking, his Alma Mater, speaking to a crowd of students gathered in Centennial Hall. The theme of the speech centered on the dance of capitalism and communism in a global economy. But while he made his concluding remarks, a student in the balcony produced a handgun and began shooting toward the stage. A 9mm round had grazed Xu’s temple, leaving a scar that would never fully go away. Another round hit a faculty member in the face, killing her instantly; another caught the University's vice president in the knee.

      Brave students near the shooter had overcome him, stripped him of his weapon, and subdued him until security could break through the crowd and carry him off. A subsequent investigation had revealed that the shooter had not acted alone. He and three other students had conspired to assassinate Xu. His old views on Communist Party doctrine and his aged adherence to Marxist ideology were repressive and would only inhibit the philosophical and political freedom they had discovered during their excursions in the West.

      Two of the students had been sent to prison, the other two executed.

      Now, eight former members of the People’s Liberation Army special forces were tasked with keeping Xu safe, his own private detail.

      His cream-colored Mercedes-Maybach, a model which took its luxurious cues from the Bentley Mulsanne and Rolls-Royce Phantom, pulled up to the curb in front of the Jin Mao Tower, an eighty-eight-floor landmark skyscraper in the heart of the business district. Recognizing his car and accompanying entourage, the valets set traffic cones behind and in front of the vehicles. Xu opened his eyes and looked at his watch. They were five minutes early.

      He picked up the paper from the seat beside him. He flipped it open. The Shanghai Daily Times featured a lead article which covered the United States’ decision to impose a fresh round of import taxes on hundreds of Chinese goods. Xu’s upper lip curled unconsciously as he scanned the article. The tariffs, to be imposed immediately, were the opposing power’s response to China’s theft of American intellectual property. Cyber intrusions which, the U.S. claimed, had originated in China. China, Xu knew, would respond with tariffs of their own. It was a minor, temporary setback.

      And it was worth however the Americans decided to retaliate.

      As Xu finished scanning the article, he felt a certain amount of pride in his role. They were getting to the Western superpower, and that, he believed, was good. The democracy the United States espoused and the rise of the individual over the collective was repulsive.

      As the founder and president of Tonayo Corporation, Xu enjoyed a personal net worth of over thirteen billion dollars. Over the last twenty years, Tonayo had grown into one of the largest mobile phone manufacturers in the world. He had been openly criticized for wrapping his bleeding-heart communism in a veneer of capitalism. Xu scoffed at such assertions. Even Marx himself had seen capitalism as a possible road to socialism before finally leading to the crowning glories of communism.

      It was true. Xu had indeed done well riding China’s open markets to the heights of capitalistic success. Still, his belief in the old ideals and the Marxist tenets of his youth were unwavering. His loyalties lay first to the Party, to the State, and he opposed any who would try to undermine its agenda.

      He was twenty-four when Chairman Mao died in 1976, and he could clearly remember the thick cloud of mourning that hung over the country that Mao had taken through the Cultural Revolution. He still had his original copy of the Little Red Book, the book that so stirred his mind and hardened the principles of the Communist Party deep within him. Even now, he could recite the Chairman with ease:

      

      The Chinese Communist Party is the core of leadership of the whole Chinese people. Without this core, the cause of socialism cannot be victorious.

      

      The enemy will not perish of himself. Neither will the Chinese reactionaries nor the aggressive forces of U.S. imperialism in China step down from the stage of history of their accord.

      

      Every Communist must grasp, “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”

      

      If Mao were alive today, Xu thought, perhaps he may have amended the last quote to include “a keyboard” or “a network.” Great inroads were being made into the cyber networks and infrastructures of Western powers, thereby depositing more power into the hands of the Chinese Communist Party. Xu sat proudly at the top of that endeavor, quietly sponsoring and equipping organizations who worked tirelessly to crack into the networks of U.S.-owned multinational corporations and U.S. government agencies.

      Following Mao Zedong’s death, Deng Xiaoping’s political recovery intended to lead China toward a grand expansion goal: developing the national economy, increasing production and productivity, and raising the living standards of the population. It worked, and now that China had become a superpower of its own, it was influencing global issues and had a voice in shaping international agendas and governance patterns.

      Xu, like many in the Party, envisioned a world where communism was enthroned. But the greatest threat to this vision was the United States. The Western superpower would never wane on its commitment to the juvenile ideas of democracy—ideas which shunned a collectivist culture and saw the realization of individualism as its highest achievement.

      But China would, in the end, have hegemony.

      He looked at his watch again. His daughter, as busy as she was with her career on the seventy-fifth story of the Jin Mao Tower, was never late to an appointment with her father.

      It had been five years since Song had died. Each year, on the anniversary of her death, he and his daughter set time aside for the two of them to honor her memory. The days leading up to this one were always difficult, so he busied himself more than usual this week, staying longer at the office and paying visits to his companies throughout the province.

      The door nearest the curb opened, and a lady with long black hair slipped into the reclining seat across from her father. She wore a navy blue business suit and black heels. She leaned across the center seat and kissed him on the cheek. “Hello, Father.”

      A series of thumps came from behind them as a valet loaded her luggage into the trunk. When he was finished, he stepped away from the vehicle, and the Range Rover in front of them pulled away, their driver following closely behind as they merged back into mid-morning traffic.

      “Hello, Liu. Thank you for coming,” Xu said. “It means a great deal to me. I know how busy you are.”

      “Of course. This is important. She was important.”

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “She was.”

      Xu looked out the window as he spoke. “I used to think that this would become easier. But each year I am only reminded of those things your mother continues to miss.” He looked back to his daughter, the blooming flower of his youth. “She would have been proud of you, Liu.”

      She huffed lightly and put on a thin smile. “She would not have understood me.”

      “No. You are right. She had too much of the old ways within her to understand your path. But she would have been pleased with the woman you have become.” He reached across and took her hand. He squeezed it. “You know I am.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      He squeezed her hand again and let it go. “How was your morning?” he asked.

      “Busy. Always busy.” Using two skilled thumbs, she tapped out a text message on her phone and sent it. She slipped the device into her purse and leaned her head back.

      “I am hungry,” she said. “Have you eaten?”

      “No. Tell me what you want, and I will make sure it’s on the airplane before we arrive at the airport.” She told him, and he pressed a button on the console that rang his private secretary. He translated the order of stir-fried razor shell with douchi.

      They would be at the airport in thirty minutes. From there it would be a short flight on his private Falcon 50 jet to a remote airstrip in Tonglu, in Zhejiang province, two hundred and fifty kilometers to the southwest.
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      Golden rays of early morning sunlight stretched down the wide dirt street, slowly forcing the evening chill from the air. Zhang Wei squinted into the brightness and smiled as he saw Mrs. Zhū shuffling down the street. He could set his watch to her. Each morning she appeared at exactly seven-thirty and purchased half a jackfruit and two figs. She returned each afternoon to select fresh vegetables for dinner. Her small head was wrapped in a colorful silk scarf, and a skirt drifted around her ankles.

      Zhang’s fruit stall was one of several along the road, offering a wide variety of items including chestnuts, sweet potatoes, durian fruits, kiwis, rambutan, and bayberries. An opening led into a small concrete room with a high ceiling where an oscillating fan trembled as it circulated the humid air. He kept the most vibrant and healthy fruits displayed outside the shop, intended to lead shoppers inside where they would find more fruits and buckets of grain.

      Mrs. Zhū drew up and squinted at Zhang through her thick glasses. “Good morning, Zhang.”

      He smiled at his favorite customer. “Good morning, Mrs. Zhū. How did you sleep last night?”

      She shook her head. “Less and less. Even the tea does not help anymore.” She started picking through the small pile of jackfruit and selected one, then moved to the figs and picked out two. She shuffled over to the stand’s owner and dropped the change into his palm. As she did every morning, she looked up at him and winked. “Make sure to save it.”

      He replied with his usual chuckle. “Yes, Mrs. Zhū.” Several months ago, the old lady had gotten in her head that twenty-seven-year-old Zhang needed a wife. So, each morning she tipped him with the understanding that he would save up for a proper engagement ring.

      “When I was a young lady, we did not have engagement rings,” she would remind him. “But these days, I think if you had a nice ring, you could catch a nice girl.”

      At this rate, he estimated he would have enough for a ring within the next twenty-three years. Still, he appreciated her kindness.

      “Goodbye, you handsome man.”

      “I will see you this afternoon, Mrs. Zhū.” Zhang turned his attention to another customer, a large man, his eyes more deeply slanted than the locals, his high nose tilted as he eyed the array of fruit. He wore a fanny pack and had wide searching eyes, those of a tourist. A plastic visor was pulled low across his forehead. Zhang sized him up as hailing from the southern regions of China.

      “Good morning,” he said. “What are you looking for today?”

      The man leaned down toward the colorful rambutan, squinted at it, and sniffed. He stood erect. “One kilogram of rambutan, please.”

      Zhang nodded and grabbed a small paper bag. He reached out and took a handful of the bright, hairy fruit. He dropped them into the metal scoop of his scale and then added another handful. He removed two fruits and the needle behind the glass read just under the customer’s requested weight.

      “A couple of kiwis as well,” he heard the man say behind him. And then, “The hot springs...they are still hot in April?”

      Momentarily, Zhang’s eyes widened, but he remained as he was and bagged up the items. “Yes. The springs are hot all year long. Especially those in the bamboo groves.”

      “Bamboo groves,” the man repeated. “I have not seen any around here in some time. Not with all the recent construction.”

      Zhang’s heart was now beating behind his sternum like a hammer. Outwardly, he remained calm. He turned, leaned over, and picked out a couple of kiwis. He handed them and the bag to the man. He told him the cost. The man nodded and unzipped his fanny pack. He produced a bill of folded paper currency. “I do not require any change,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Zhang said. “I do hope you enjoy the springs.”

      The man made his way down the street, disappearing down an alley. Zhang moved to the rear of the deep stall. He unfolded the money and found the additional piece of paper. He slid it into a pocket and walked back to the front and put the money into his small wooden cash box.

      He walked out into the street and began moving small crates of fruits back inside.

      Sung Ling, the older lady whose poultry stand was next to his, lifted her chin and called out to him. “Zhang, what are you doing? It is early yet. We just opened.”

      He paused and held up his cell phone. “My mother called. My grandmother is sick. I must go see her.”

      He walked over to Sung Ling and extended the key to the shop. “I will be gone four or five days.” She took the key and nodded. Neither had any help or assistance with their small businesses. So when the other fell sick or found themselves needing to leave unexpectedly, the other would cover their business as best they could. “I’ve set the fruit back inside, so you won’t have to do it later this morning. The nuts should be fine where they are until closing.”

      “That is fine. I will manage, Zhang Wei.” She paused, took note of the tightness in his face. “You look worried. Is she very sick?”

      “I do not know.”

      Five minutes later, Zhang was walking briskly down the street, heading for home to retrieve the keys hidden securely beneath the baseboard behind his bed.

      It was a cool, quiet morning, but he discovered that his throat was now dry and his palms sweaty.
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      Xu and Liu stepped out onto the tarmac beneath a steel gray sky. The air was cooler here than it had been in Shanghai. “It will storm tonight,” Xu said. “But it should be clear by the morning.”

      A Mercedes-Benz G-Class SUV was waiting for them. Xu opened the door to the back seat for his daughter and shut it once she was in. He went around to the other side, and someone from his security detail opened his door.

      Another Mercedes was in front of them, carrying the rest of the security detail. Both vehicles put the airstrip behind them and took Changsheng Road out of the city. At the edge of the city, the vehicles slowed and turned onto a narrow, bumpy dirt road. They entered a thick forest, crossing over creeks and rivers, and winding through the mountains for half an hour until they finally arrived at the base of a steep hill. A gate blocked the entrance to a private road that led up the hill, lush with a thick, green carpet of grass that had been recently mowed. One of the guards stepped out of the front SUV and unlocked the gate. He pulled it open and waved the two-car convoy on. After they cleared the entrance, the guard shut the gate and stood in front of it with his hands crossed in front of him, keeping watch.

      Up the hill, the dirt road transitioned into tightly set stone and led around a cluster of bamboo to the front of a small cottage. In ancient Chinese fashion, the corners of the roof gently swept toward the sky, and two granite pillars stood at the threshold of the door. The interior of the cottage was just over one hundred square meters. It had a tiny kitchen, a bedroom for the cook, a corner room that functioned as a shrine to Song, and two more small bedrooms, one for Liu and one for her father.

      The Mercedes came to a stop, and they stepped out. Liu lifted her arms up and stretched as she breathed in the fresh air of the mountains, a welcome reprieve from the smog-choked atmosphere of Shanghai. She turned and took in the view. The pockets of mist hung between the contours of the foothills like wisps of cotton, and miles and miles of green mountains and hills stretched as far as the eye could see. Noticeably absent were any cell phone towers in the distance, or the bulbous top of a water tower tank, or the distant hum of an airplane engine. Out here, it was just them. It was peaceful and calm and had a way of easing your muscles and clearing a weary mind.

      It was here that Xu had proposed to Song thirty-eight years ago. A year later, Liu was born. She had always known that she was one of the lucky ones. At the time, her father had been a junior officer in the People’s Liberation Army, working its Third Department as a counterintelligence operative. China’s one-child policy had just been enacted and, rather than aborting a daughter, Xu had given up his dream for a son to give his wife the daughter she had always wanted. Liu knew that her father had never regretted the decision. But she was also aware that somewhere, deep within him, he wished that he had a son to carry on his name.

      Liu walked around to her father’s side of the SUV. He was standing quietly, looking over the rest of the small plot that moved further up the gentle slope of the hill. There was a terrace laden with thick blooms of wisteria, and a small fountain trickled into a garden pond stocked with orange and black speckled carp. Between the terrace and pond, rising against a thick backdrop of bamboo, was a red granite pillar a meter-and-a-half high. Several lines of engraved text were embossed in gold. Xu had commissioned the pillar as a memorial for his late wife.

      When morning dawned, father and daughter would walk out to it, hand-in-hand, and pay their respects.
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      The sun was beginning to set when Ellie and Virgil left TEAM 99’s compound and drove off the Army garrison. They drove from Brussels to Frankfurt, where they assumed their new identities and boarded a Lufthansa flight to China, arriving at Shanghai Pudong International Airport eleven hours later. They disembarked, and after passing through customs with no incident, Ellie grabbed their luggage at baggage claim while Virgil went the opposite way down the terminal and rented a black Nissan Sylphy under the name of one Simon Cowen. After taking possession of the keys, Virgil made his way to the parking terminal and found the Nissan in its marked spot. He pulled out of the garage and brought it curbside where Ellie was standing next to two hard shell photography cases and a large duffle bag. He got out and helped her load them into the back. Once they were in the car, Ellie set her backpack at her feet and removed two pairs of gloves. She donned a pair and handed the other to Virgil. He pulled away from the terminal, negotiating taxis, Didi Chuxings—China’s version of Uber, and passengers scurrying across the road towing luggage and corralling small children.

      Virgil took the exit ramp out of the airport and merged onto Shenjiahu Expressway. Within minutes, they were crawling along, oozing through congested traffic that forced them to keep their speed under five miles-per-hour for the better part of the next two hours. The traffic began to clear as rush hour came to a close. They finally reached the outskirts of China’s largest city and continued a course toward the city of Hangzhou.

      They didn’t speak; conversation during an operation was to be kept to a minimum. What little talk Virgil and Ellie did engage in was strictly related to their opinion of the scenery, which, as they continued their drive further into the rural areas of Zhejiang Province, Ellie regarded as breathtaking. Before them, the Jinggang Mountains rose high out of the earth, a vibrant green carpet of trees, swooping up into the sky and curving back toward the earth in a tapered descent like the backs of dinosaurs. A heavy fog accompanied the encroaching darkness as they continued their drive southwest and further into the country’s interior.

      Mortimer had been right. The exfiltration plan was not ideal. Being this far inside the bowels of the country meant that they had to rely on several steps—and additional assets—to get them out. Should they be intercepted, should they be arrested and questioned by the authorities, their false identities would not hold up. Especially not once they had fulfilled their mission, once their target was dead. Once word of the assassination got out, once the authorities were alerted, all foreigners traveling anywhere in the region would be detained. Ellie and Virgil would have to put their lives into the hands of someone who was not on their small team, someone they did not personally know. As a result, they were both anxious to get the mission completed and behind them.

      They drove on, passing through the city of Hangzhou and over the Qiantang River before they finally caught a glimpse of the lights of Fuyang twinkling through the mist in the valley far below. With each mile they put behind them, Ellie could feel a solemn weight press down on her. She knew that Virgil felt it too. They all did, for that matter, whenever a mission like this was handed down. They were expert assassins. But they had not yet become machines. Ellie never allowed herself to become emotionally involved in the mission. She couldn’t. The mission demanded a singular commitment, regardless of how you felt about it. But that didn’t mean that taking another life suddenly became trivial. Tonight, they were driving through a scattered chain of smaller cities. Tomorrow, they would leave the country with a body behind them. Such realities never did stop poking around on the fringes of the conscience.

      They continued on, riding past expansive tea and rice fields as they passed through Fuyang, Changkouzhen, and Jiangnanzhen before arriving in Tonglu, located on the banks of the Fuchin River in the center of Zhejiang Province. The city was home to half a million inhabitants, whose lives had been recently enriched by upgraded manufacturing plants that provided jobs paying larger sums of money than the locals had ever previously known.

      Virgil drove through the city, putting white and gray skyscrapers behind them before finally turning onto Yinchung Road and taking it to the outskirts of the city. In the distance, the white and yellow glow of the city gave way to a curtain of darkness that their eyesight could not penetrate. It was the Daqi Mountains, protected by strict regulations against development and urban expansion. The mountain range and its precipitous hills extended thirty miles into the distance, absent of any cities and only a few ancient and scattered towns that were no larger than a few hundred inhabitants.

      It was just after ten in the evening when they arrived at the motel. Virgil slowed the car and turned into a parking lot beneath a yellow backlit sign advertising the name of the establishment. Neither operative could read Mandarin, but they had been told to look for a metal statue in the form of a large orange crane. It was hard to miss. It stood twenty feet tall and both its wings were outstretched, the span of which was double its height. Ostentatious, to say the least. The motel was average and at first glance trended toward run-down. It reminded Ellie of a neglected Motel 6 back in the United States: there were two floors, the doors to the rooms faced the street, and from behind drawn curtains came the flickering blue and white glow of televisions on the other side. A metal railing ran the length of the top balcony. The only thing out of the ordinary was the giant crane that looked like it had escaped from a prehistoric zoo and had landed in the wrong spot and era.

      Virgil parked in an open spot near the entrance where, a few doors down, a man was standing outside his room puffing on a cigarette. He eyed the Westerners with a vague interest before flicking what was left of his cigarette onto the pavement and returning to his room.

      As soon as his door was shut, Ellie reached into the backpack and withdrew a microfiber cloth. She handed it to Virgil, and he used it to wipe down any prints he might have left behind before he put on his gloves. When he was finished, he released the trunk latch and got out, removed his gloves, and then walked over to the office and went inside. Ellie watched through the window as Virgil approached the counter and spoke with the attendant, an elderly lady that squinted at him through thick coke-bottle glasses. He handed her the required cash, signed a paper she slid in front of him, and after receiving the room key, he returned to the car. Ellie grabbed the backpack and took it with her as she got out and walked to the rear of the vehicle. She lifted out two cases. Virgil took the duffle bag, shut the trunk, and they walked down the walkway past several doors before arriving at room 109, the room at the farthest end of the building, nearest to the street. He unlocked the door and held it open for Ellie before entering after her.

      They moved efficiently. Ellie flipped the latches on one of the camera cases and opened the lid. She removed a Sony A7III camera and the accompanying Zeiss Batis 85mm lens. She slipped each item into its own felt-lined canvas bag and put both of them in the backpack.

      Virgil did the same with his camera case, withdrawing a Canon EOS R and a Canon 24-70mm lens. He shut the case and set it on the bed. Next, he unzipped the duffle bag and removed several items of forest green clothing. He tossed Ellie her bundle. They changed quickly, shedding their jeans and shirts and donning waterproof cargo pants, hiking boots, and thermal long-sleeve shirts that would help to mitigate against the chill of the evening mountain air. Then they shrugged into polyester softshell jackets and draped waterproof ponchos over their shoulders.

      Finally, they wiped down the cases one last time and shouldered their backpacks. Virgil left the keys to the car and the empty luggage on the bed. They would not be coming back here. Another unknown asset would retrieve what they left inside the room and the car out front.

      They looked soberly at each other, both ready for the task in front of them. Virgil stepped up to Ellie and gave her a firm, brotherly hug. It was one of the things that endeared him to everyone on his team. He did it each time before stepping into the field; it didn’t matter who was with him. It was his silent way of saying good luck, that he had your back, and let’s go get the job done.

      Ellie returned the gesture, and with a final clap on the back, Virgil released her, gave her a wink, and headed for the door. She followed him out.

      The warm air was cooling quickly as a storm drifted onto the mainland from the East China Sea two hundred miles to the east. Their pre-op intelligence had informed them, with a high degree of confidence, that the storm would end well before morning. In the event that it did not, the operation was to be called off and the target granted another few weeks or months of life before another operation could be planned. As it was, their window was small. Their target hardly ever left the city. Intelligence did not know when they would have another chance. Either way, they had a long, wet night ahead.

      They turned away from the building and into the shadows behind it. The motel sat on the edge of Daquishan National Forest Park, and the American operatives quickly drifted into the tree line and disappeared altogether.
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      Chen Woo stood in the recessed shadows of the small garden pavilion and looked up into the night sky, where here, away from the city, thousands of stars cast their light upon the earth. The air was cool here in the mountains, not cold this time of year.

      The quiet stillness of the outdoors made him miss the military. He missed sleeping on the ground, training in the dirt, navigating uneven and unfamiliar terrain. But the money was in private security. And after sixteen years with the People’s Liberation Army, six of them with its Special Operations Forces, he left the military behind him and was hired on as the chief of Xu’s security detail. It was a job he took with all the gravity it demanded. Heading up the security detail for one of China’s richest and certainly one of its most powerful men was no light matter.

      Even now, being half a dozen miles from the nearest town and twenty miles from the closest city, his team was alert—their eyes sharp, their ears attentive. Over the last week, they had refreshed their familiarity with the local terrain, studying maps and looking at pictures. Their employer’s firm commitment to Communism was known by all, hidden from no one. This made him a target for radicals and ideologues who had drunk too deeply of the capitalistic poison offered by the West. Xu was a great threat to these misguided individualists because he spent a great deal of money to spread propaganda of the old ways. He commissioned biographies on the Great Leader, Mao Tse Tung, and sponsored parades to honor his legacy; he was a strong supporter of the Chinese apparatus that maintained strict control over the Internet, even purchasing companies that lent censorship technology to the State. These actions brought him great respect among those who ran Zhongnanhai, the central headquarters for the Communist Party of China, but a disdainful eye was cast on him by those who saw him as impeding capitalist progress and true democracy.

      Chen knew quite well that there was almost certainly no chance that an attack on Xu’s life would be attempted here in the mountains. Additionally, Xu’s schedule was kept under tight guard. The risks were higher as they moved about in the city, as they drove down the freeway or sat idle at a stoplight, or when Xu was speaking to a group, as before, or when he was at home in bed. Nevertheless, the work demanded that the security team go about their work under the perpetual assumption of an imminent threat. Other than the cook—a small ancient of a lady from Tonglu—and the four additional men on Chen’s security detail, the only two souls for miles were Xu and Liu. A quiet shuffle came from behind Chen. He turned and saw a shadowed silhouette standing in the entrance. He smiled as he walked toward it.

      “Is your father asleep?” he whispered.

      “Yes. He shut his light off ten minutes ago,” Liu said. She reached a hand up and set the flat of her hand against the side of his cheek. “You would think I was a silly teenage girl sneaking around like this. I missed you today.”

      He leaned down and allowed his lips to hover over hers. Then he kissed her deeply. She returned the kiss, and when she finally drew back, her heart was racing and her neck hot.

      Chen stroked her hair. “When will you tell him?” he asked.

      “On the airplane back to Shanghai. Tomorrow morning is about my mother, not you and me. I do not want us to overshadow my mother’s memory.”

      “Are you sure I should not speak to him before you do? It seems the right thing to do.”

      “No.” Her tone was decisive. “We’ve discussed this. If he doesn’t hear it from me first, he will feel betrayed. He won’t understand why I did not speak to him of our relationship. He sees you as his head of security, not someone I am madly in love with.” She rose up on her toes and kissed him again. He rested his hands on her hips and drew her to him. When they finally broke away, Chen took her by the hand and led her to a bench. Wisteria hovered above their heads and filled the space with its scent.

      “Your father,” Chen said, “has asked for me to add another team to his security detail. Has he told you this?”

      She frowned. “No, he has not. Why would he do that?”

      “I have received word that he may be the target of a planned attack.”

      “What?”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Mostly they are rumors. But we don’t want to take any chances. He has asked that I bring the new team out here so he can speak with them himself in private, away from everyone else.”

      She looked away into the darkness. Her father was a great leader on his own terms. He knew how to endear people to him. If he was bringing on an additional security detail, then it was no surprise that he was bringing them out here. When he hired Chen and his team, he had invited the four of them to his Shanghai estate for a drink, spending half an hour getting to know them personally. He asked them questions about themselves—their interests, their families, and their backgrounds. If her father requested Chen to bring the additional security team out here, it was because he wanted them to endear himself to them as well. “He loves this country,” she finally said, and then added, “His commitment to the old ideals is commendable.”

      “And you?” Chen asked. “What do you love?”

      She swung her face back to him. She leaned in and placed her head on his shoulder.  “You, Chen Woo. I love you.” She stood up. “I will see you in the morning. And I will tell father that I am deeply in love with you on the airplane tomorrow.” She looked around, the darkness wrapping them, dark clouds blocking out any light from the quarter moon. “Make sure to protect father from all the bad people out here who wish to harm him.”

      He chuckled. “There is always a threat—wherever we are. That’s how we must operate. You know this.”

      “Goodnight, my father’s protector.”

      “Goodnight, my Liu.” She stepped from the pavilion and quietly made her way back down the path that led to the cottage.

      Chen remained in the darkness, keeping watch.
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      At the same time Liu was giving Chen a final goodnight kiss and returning to the cottage, Virgil and Ellie were an hour into their hike. Laurels, pines, and tung oil trees grew close together, and it made the going slow. The forest floor was coated with pine needles and tall, luscious ferns, the tips of their leaves tall enough to drift into the operatives’ faces. Soon after they entered the woods, they located a dirt path and followed it for several kilometers through Daqishan National Forest Park until it terminated at the base of a granite cliff.

      They had a map of the terrain, should they need it. But it was marked with neither their first nor second destination. The map was only to help them identify where they were in the unlikely event that they became disoriented. Should they be stopped by park authorities, the cameras would serve to buttress their identities as photographers. The unmarked map would belie their true destination.

      Back in Brussels, they had committed the entire trip to memory–the route they would drive from the airport to Tonglu, the directions to the hotel, and the path they would take through the mountains. The cliff, then, was not an obstacle as much as it served to mark their progress and assist them in taking the next leg of their hike.

      They moved east, following the base of the cliff for three hundred meters until it began to taper back into the mountain and soon disappeared altogether. The terrain began a slope downward, gentle at first until it descended into a steep grade that slowed their progress and forced them to grab onto the roots of trees and bushes to prevent an all-out tumble. Still, they moved with skilled ease until they reached a gorge at the bottom of the hill where they heard the muffled roar of a waterfall in the distance. They moved carefully through the dark gorge as the clouds above them began to flash with heat lightning.

      Where the gorge began to slope up again, they entered the forest and continued moving east, this time climbing up a steep slope for a hundred meters before the ground leveled back off. They arrived at their first stop ten minutes later. Among the trees, three boulders stood out sharply from the earth, rising nearly fifteen feet into the air like the remains of some prehistoric religious site. Virgil brought out his flashlight, already fitted with a red lens to buffer the effects of the light. Hunching over, he walked the perimeter of the boulders until he found a small “X” scratched into the base of the rock near the ground. A green fern grew just to the left of the mark. Virgil dropped to his knees and wrapped his hands around the broad, crenulated fronds of the fern and yanked up. It gave way easily, its roots tearing from the soft dirt and dripping thick clods of earth to the ground.

      Virgil set the plant aside. Ellie had already removed her pack and withdrawn a trenching shovel from her bag. She unfolded it and handed it to Virgil. He used it to remove the dirt from the shallow hole. Two minutes later, he set the shovel aside, reached into the hole, and heaved up. A large black duffel bag ascended, and he set it at Ellie’s feet. She squatted down and unzipped it, made a quick inventory of its contents after Virgil scooted over to it and shined the light inside. It was all there. She nodded at him, and they dropped their backpacks into the hole. They were less than a kilometer from their second and final destination, and their brief cover as photographers was no longer needed. Virgil folded the shovel and tossed it into the hole and then used his foot to scrape the dirt back in. He replaced the fern and patted the surrounding dirt before scattering a fresh layer of dead foliage and standing back up. Ellie picked up the duffle bag and slung it across her shoulder. Virgil indicated for Ellie to let him carry the new bag, but she smiled and shook her head. He shrugged and then turned off the light. He continued leading the way through the forest. They hadn’t gone ten paces when a loud crack rattled in the sky above them and rumbled across the mountains. The rain started immediately—thick drops coming in angry, blinding sheets that, even beneath the thick cover of the trees, narrowed visibility to just a few feet. They flipped up the hoods of their ponchos, and the rain sluiced off them and whipped into their faces as they hunched over and pressed on.

      They moved slowly against Mother Nature’s onslaught, trying to keep their bearings as they focused on putting one foot in front of the other, careful that the soles of their boots would not slip on a patch of mud or a wet rock. They soon arrived at a small clearing that served to reorient them to their precise location. The clearing was a perfect circle, twenty meters across. In their pre-op briefing, the operatives had been informed that the spot had been where a local man had achieved enlightenment after a lifetime of following Gautama Buddha’s middle way. There were no markers, no sign to designate the event. But locally it was regarded as sacred ground and maintained by locals from Shenzhen, the nearest mountain town that lay five miles to the west. Flashes of lightning illuminated their surroundings as Ellie and Virgil made their way around the empty ground. Soon they arrived at the base of a steep, craggy hill laden with rocks and smaller laurels.

      They began their ascent. It was slow going, and with each step, they were forced to stab the toes of their boots into the soft, muddy soil to maintain their footing while trying to avoid smashing their toes on protruding rocks. They grabbed at tree roots and bush branches to steady themselves on a grade that steepened the higher they went.

      It took them over ten minutes to arrive at the top—a wide, flat bluff filled with a cluster of bamboo and tall, wild grasses. Ellie shrugged off the duffle bag and placed it into the relative cover of the bamboo, then she and Virgil moved to the west side of the vegetation that helped to block some of the rain as it streamed down from the east. They took a seat in the grass. Their breathing was heavy from the labored climb, and it took several minutes for them to regain an easy pulse.

      The rain let up twenty minutes later, easing back until it ceased altogether, leaving the landscape dripping with thick drops of fresh water. The operatives came to their feet and returned to the bamboo, picked up the bag, and wove through thick stalks that rose above their heads another five meters. They slowly worked their way to the other side of the bluff. Virgil unzipped the bag and felt around for his night vision field glasses. He set them to his eyes and adjusted them, then reviewed the valley before them. When he was finished, he handed them to Ellie. They were on the edge of a cliff that overlooked the easternmost valley of the Dani Mountains. Before them, nearly a half mile out, sat a small hill with a tiny cottage. A road led down to the foot of the hill where, at the bottom, just off the road, a gate was shut. Ellie could make out the image of someone standing in front of the gate. A guard.

      When she brought the glasses down, Virgil had already spread out a thick canvas tarp over the grass. It would shield them from the moisture on the ground.

      Ellie brought out the rifles.
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      The morning dawned in brilliant spectacle. As the sun peeked up over the mountains, its rays caught the tiny droplets of water covering the grass and the trees, infusing them with light so that the entire valley seemed to sparkle like millions of tiny diamonds. Birds were singing happily, and squirrels and rabbits were bounding through the woods.

      Liu stood in her small bedroom and looked at herself in the mirror. She ran her hands down the silk fabric of the light blue hanfu—the traditional dress worn by Liu’s descendants centuries, even millennia, earlier. The hanfu was a narrow-cuffed, knee-length tunic tied with a wide sash and was accompanied by a narrow, ankle-length skirt. The heavy fabric was hemmed on the edges with a wide strip of golden silk. This particular one had been handed down to her from her grandmother via her mother. It had been in the family since its creation over three hundred years ago and was only worn during the most special of occasions.

      This was one such occasion.

      Liu thought of all the strong and dedicated women in her past who had worn this very dress. Part of her wished that the old fashions had never gone away. She opened the door to her room and walked down the short hallway to the kitchen. Her father was standing at the back door waiting for her. Liu was struck by how handsome he was. His eyes were lively and sharp, his features surprisingly stark. He wore a silver chángshān—a traditional tunic—and his feet were clad in matching loafers.

      “My daughter,” he said. “You look beautiful. So much like your mother.”

      “Thank you, Father.” She stepped to him and placed the palm of her hand on his chest. She smiled. “Come, let us go honor her.”

      Xu lifted the crook of his arm to her. She slipped her hand into it, and he opened the back door to the gardens.

      He led her across the threshold.
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      The rifle’s suppressed barrel poked through the tall grasses like a nosy snake. Virgil lay prone behind the gun on the lip of the cliff, peering through the Leupold Mark IV scope mounted to it. The weapons system was a QBU-88, chambered in a 5.56x45mm. Virgil disliked the weapon, as it was more of a marksman’s rifle when compared to more modern weapons systems like the Barrett M82 and the McMillan TAC-50.

      But it was the weapon mandated for this mission. The QBU-88 was a Chinese rifle, used by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. TEAM 99’s operatives had been instructed to leave their weapons behind once their engagement was complete. When their gear was recovered, the Chinese government would not be able to identify the weapons system as one preferred by Western powers. One of their people would be dead for leading spying efforts on the U.S. The political message would be clear. But the U.S. government did not wish to leave behind any empirical evidence that might point back to a Western power being responsible for the hit.

      Virgil hadn’t proved the rifle but had spent the last two days firing the same model at the range on the team’s compound. After the rain cleared and they took some time to rest and eat, Virgil carefully cleaned the gun and reassembled it.

      Ellie lay prone next to her teammate, her head a couple of feet behind his, peering through a spotting scope mounted to a small tripod. The scope was an M151 and boasted 12-40x magnification with a 60mm objective lens diameter.

      The thick pregnant clouds that brought last night’s deluge had moved on quickly, and an hour before sunrise, the stars appeared by the thousands. As sunlight spread across the valley, it quickly burned off a dense fog, giving the Americans a view worthy of a travel brochure. Before them was a wide, open valley of green forest, and in the distance, yellow light glinted brightly off the serpentine path of the Fuchin River.

      But they were not here for the view. The front face of an open, grassy hillside lay half a kilometer below them. A small cottage was nestled halfway up with a fountain and a terrace sitting behind it. From their position on the top of the ridge, Ellie took an assessment of who was on the hillside.

      “I’ve got four on recon,” she whispered.

      “Concur,” Virgil replied. The men wore dark suits and sunglasses. They were alert, prepared, clearly well-trained, taking their jobs seriously. At the base of the hill, there was a closed gate, and another security guard stood in front of it, his hands clasped in front of him.

      Ellie paused. So did Virgil. They both heard it at the same time: the sound of a distant vehicle, its motor growling and its tires rumbling along a wet road. The muffled sounds grew louder as the vehicle took a sharp turn and broke into the open. It was a black Range Rover. It slowed as it approached the private property below them and turned into the drive, stopping just before the gate. The guard at the front entrance stepped up and spoke to the driver through the window. He seemed at ease, as though he had been expecting them. Ellie continued watching through the scope as he spoke. The driver nodded and rolled his window back up. Then he turned off the engine. The guard returned to his post in front of the gate. No one got out of the vehicle.

      “What’s your take?” Virgil asked.

      The visitors hadn’t been sent away. “Just that they’ve been told to wait.” She couldn’t see through the dark tinted windows to get a count of who was inside. She checked her watch. They had fifteen minutes.

      Using the rangefinder, Ellie read off the true ballistic range to Virgil, which factored in the distance to the target while considering the measure of angle. 535 yards. Virgil repeated it back and dialed in his reticle accordingly.

      For TEAM 99, it was unusual for a mission of this kind to be conducted by more than one operative. They were not on a battlefield, so there was no concern for someone firing back and no chance that someone would sneak up from behind. Still, Mortimer had sent two of his agents to guarantee the chances for success. Their position was not optimal. It was humid, and a light, fishtailing crosswind ran over the valley. More importantly, they would be firing from a high angle. The cottage lay below them, a half kilometer away, at a forty-eight-degree angle. They would get one shot, and one shot only. There would be no room for error. If they missed, their target would go into hiding and increase security to such a degree that termination would become impossible.

      Ellie, as the more experienced shooter, would be the spotter—gathering the distance and humidity reading, making the wind call, and giving Virgil a compensated aim point. Virgil, as the junior shooter, would be on the gun. Ellie’s assistance would provide the greatest opportunity for a successful shot.

      Up here, the wind was reading three miles per hour at Virgil’s eight o’clock. He consulted his ballistic calculator and made the necessary adjustments. The wind would be different at several points along the bullet’s trajectory, but there was nothing they could do to mitigate against that.

      After checking and rechecking their readings and making final adjustments, they waited.

      Virgil spoke softly. They were high enough and far enough away, so they didn’t need to worry about being heard. Still, Ellie almost had to strain to hear. “You know,” he said, “from the time I was a little boy, my mom said I should be a lawyer. I could argue my way out of anything.” It was quiet for a few moments, and two sparrowhawks flew into their field of vision, drifting on the wind and turning east toward the river beyond. “It’s times like this I wish I would have listened to her,” he said.

      Ellie offered no reply. Still, she felt the same.

      The back door to the cottage opened, and Xu and Liu Chuanfu stepped outside. They wore the traditional dress of their ancestors and walked hand in hand through the gardens, past the terrace and the fountains. They stopped at the red granite pillar.

      “This sucks,” Virgil whispered.

      Ellie didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. The truth hung in the air between them like a hot breeze across a garbage dump. There were times when an order was given, and you wished in vain that it had been given to someone else on the team, or that it had never been given at all. Virgil’s brief assessment of this mission spoke for both of them.

      As she peered through her own scope, Ellie’s thoughts quickly turned to Jonathan Nance, an undercover CIA agent who had been executed in North Korea and left a wife and young son behind. She thought of the dossier she had read of Tina Davidson, an agent in Libya whose Tripoli apartment was bombed as she was taking a shower, putting her in a coma that she had yet to come out of. She was missing both her legs.

      There were others. All killed as the result of the leaked information. All because of the state-sponsored hacking group known as 18 Dragons. Had this organization not hacked into American servers, had they not shared what they found with foreign governments, then Jonathan Nance might be at home right now playing catch with his son. Tina Davidson would still have her legs.

      And now it was time for 18 Dragons’ leader to pay. It was time for the American Eagle to exact its revenge.

      Virgil slipped his finger around the trigger. Ellie checked the wind reading a final time, which remained, for the moment, constant.

      She took a deep, silent breath, nearly hating her next words. “Send it.”
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      Liu placed the pink flower near the stone. The lotus had been her mother’s favorite; the iconic flower represented that which is outwardly upright. She missed her mother deeply. Her father had taught her to be strong. But it had been her mother who had taught her to be fierce.

      She stood back up and turned to her father. She took his hand in hers and smiled softly. “You honor her by doing this. You are a good man.”

      He offered a brief flash of a smile before letting it dissolve into a look of reflective melancholy.

      Xu looked into his daughter’s eyes. He leaned forward to kiss her but was cut short by the sound of a loud zip cutting through the air as Liu’s head whipped violently to the side and her body flew away from him. She landed in a heap on the grass five feet from him.

      “Liu!” he cried. As he moved toward her, he heard another zip—like a brief, angry wasp’s buzz. Liu’s body jerked unnaturally as another round tore through her torso. Xu ran to his daughter and fell to his knees. “Liu!” He shook her and cried out. His eyes were wide with unbelieving horror. Someone was screaming at him, but it sounded far away, muffled like they were speaking into a pillow. Strong hands suddenly grabbed him and pulled him away from Liu’s lifeless body. He fought them, but they overpowered him and dragged him to the Mercedes, where body armor and bulletproof glass would protect him. Someone got into the driver’s seat and pulled around behind the cover of the cottage.
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        * * *

      

      “Target down,” Ellie said quietly. “Confirm.” On this occasion, there was no adrenaline kick, no jolt of excitement that often came with a successful kill. Today, it would only be a simple acknowledgment that the task had been completed.

      “Confirmed,” Virgil repeated.

      Their directive was complete. The mission, however, was not. They were still on foreign soil. Still two hundred kilometers from their exfil point. They had to move.

      The guards on the hillside had taken cover. Ellie found one through her scope and saw that he was looking in their direction. This ledge was the only place the shots could have originated from. She swiveled the scope toward the front entrance. The guard at the gate had his hand over his ear, listening to a report from an associate up on the hill. Suddenly, he ducked and barked something to the driver of the Range Rover, who immediately threw the vehicle in reverse and backed around a thick cluster of bamboo along the right side of the road.

      Virgil was packing up his rifle as Ellie kept watching. Suddenly, she saw the bamboo tremble where the Range Rover had disappeared and a man’s shadow moving down the hill.

      Ellie sighed. “We’re going to have a tail,” she said.

      Virgil cursed. “How many?”

      She didn’t answer right away. She watched the area until three more shadows went by. They crossed into the cluster of ferns, and when they did, she saw two of them carrying handguns. “Four,” she said. “It looks like the guard stationed at the gate is staying back to watch the entrance. But I can’t see him.” Her heart was racing now, adrenaline pumping, but she remained calm as she considered their next steps. She tossed the spotting scope on the canvas sheet. “Let me have the gun.” Virgil had already unscrewed the bipod. He handed it over. Ellie set one knee in the grass and brought the rifle up. She quickly adjusted the scope and set her finger on the trigger. Fifty meters from where she had last seen the men, she saw a cluster of Katsura tremble. She aimed a couple of meters in front of it and fired off two rounds. There was no more movement. “You ready?” she asked. “They’ve stalled, but we need to go.”

      An operation never went by the book. It always deviated from the plan you were given, from the one you saw playing out in your mind, the one you had prepared for. They were well-trained for situations exactly like this, but that didn’t mean they had to like it.

      Virgil removed two woodland camo balaclavas from the duffle bag. He tossed one to Ellie. They donned them, and he reached back down and drew out two handguns. They were QSW-06s, the standard issue sidearm of the PLA and Chinese police forces. The guns were suppressed and utilized 5.8 X 21mm subsonic rounds fitted into a double-column, double-feed, twenty-round magazine. “Yes,” he said. Ellie fired off several more shots and laid the weapon down. Virgil handed her one of the handguns, and they quickly forced their backs through the bamboo to the opposite side of the ridge. They descended back down the steep, craggy slope of the hill they had ascended not eight hours before.

      It felt unnatural, leaving the rifle behind. But that was their mandate. Their director wanted the weapon to be discovered, along with everything else at the shoot site. The non-Western ordnance would serve to misguide investigators. Ellie and Virgil reentered the tree line and moved as swiftly as they could. The ground was still wet and slippery.

      And they had six kilometers to cover on foot and at least four armed men coming after them.
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      The dirt road was narrow, and Zhang moved the Corolla closer to the shoulder as an approaching van slipped past him and continued down the road. His knuckles were white, his grip on the steering wheel tight—not of safety, but fear.

      This was the farthest assignment he had been given yet. Nearly two hundred kilometers from his fruit stand in Tongxiang City. He had only completed two assignments previous to this, both of them requiring that he drive less than fifty kilometers. The work was simple enough. He was nothing more than a taxi driver. He never knew who his passengers were, and he never asked. That would be against the rules.

      His grandmother was not sick, as he had told Sung Chen. In fact, he had no grandmother. Only a grandfather far away in Guangdong Province. His father’s passing last year had left him alone. And it was his father’s belief in progress and the strange ideas of liberty that had compelled Zhang to this line of work.

      Today he had only one job to do. Just one. A single piece to a very intricate puzzle. But for the plan to work, each piece had to work perfectly. His was certainly no exception.

      His cell was resting in a phone dock on his dashboard, the maps application displaying his circuitous route through the mountains. He slowed and gave it a cursory glance before driving a little farther and turning onto a dirt road that cut a solitary path through the overgrown forest. Up the road, he saw a small red sign nailed to the trunk of a dawn redwood. He slowed and squinted through the windshield. The wooden sign was painted with small white lettering that read in Mandarin, Nature Preserve.

      Zhang turned at the tree, where another, less-used path curved into the underbrush and stopped suddenly, terminating at a cluster of fruiting wolfberry. He turned off the car and, as instructed, turned off his cell phone and removed the battery and SIM card. He set them in the dash and waited.

      He hated waiting. It was the worst part. At least when you were moving, you felt as though you were in control somehow. But sitting there, idle? It grated on the nerves. Especially when he considered what would happen to him if he were caught. It suddenly felt stuffy inside the Corolla. He flung his door open and stepped into the woods. He ran trembling fingers through his hair. Zhang didn’t smoke, but it was times like these when he thought he might like to take it up. He paced around the car for several minutes before getting back in and continuing his wait.
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      Rogue rocks and pebbles tumbled over the dirt and grass, picking up speed as they flew down the hill like tiny bombs before finally crashing into a tree or a boulder on the way down.

      Ellie and Virgil made slow progress down the slope, both of them thinking that a climbing rope would have served them well. They could have tied it to a tree trunk at the top of the hill and slithered backward to the valley floor below.

      But it was too late to dwell on that. Clutching their handguns, they continued to grab at whatever appeared solid: tree trunks, roots, mature plants, and rocks embedded deeply into the soil. Ellie’s foot had already slipped on a patch of scree, but she had been able to grab a cluster of nearby bamboo to prevent an all-out tumble. The ground was still slick from the rain the night before, and some areas of the muddy slope were no better than a greased water slide.

      They were moving south, and as soon as they reached the bottom, they would need to turn east: the direction the armed men were coming from. There was no way to circumvent this side of the mountain. Ellie knew her rifle shots had slowed them down, but by now they would have realized that the shooter had fled and would have quickened their pace.

      Virgil was just below her, and he hunched as close to the slope as he could; the weight of his large frame provided more for gravity to work with.

      They were twenty meters from the bottom when the mission ripped along the seam, and Ellie experienced the next ten seconds in slow motion. A rock supporting Virgil’s foot gave out, ripping out of the soil and tumbling away like a traitorous ally. He had just let go of his grip on a root and had been rising up when it happened. His foot flipped beneath his ankle, and Ellie saw him grimace, watched as he forced a scream to stay inside his throat. Virgil scrambled to find something to grab onto. But it was too late. He was no longer balanced, his sprained ankle no longer offering the support that he needed. He fell out, away from the slope, and began a precipitous fall that sent him tumbling into rocks, a small boulder, and finally, the trunk of a thick fir tree at the bottom.

      Ellie had already been going as fast as she could. She couldn’t go any faster. But her heart was racing in tandem with her mind as she scrambled to get to Virgil and assess his condition. She finally reached the bottom and hurried over to her teammate. His mouth was bloody, his face scratched to pieces like he had just encountered an angry bear.

      She brought her mouth to his ear. “Your neck?”

      He grimaced and lifted it, turned it side to side. Ellie brought her hand behind his head and lifted him up, propping him up against the tree. She looked up, listened, and scanned through the trees. The men who had evacuated the Range Rover could be upon them at any moment. Thankfully, Virgil was still clutching his gun. “I think…” Virgil said. “I think it’s just my ankle. Maybe a rib.” He tried sitting up and his face contorted. He froze. “Nope. I lied. Definitely a couple ribs.”

      They had no time for her to inquire further. In a situation such as this, they had no extra seconds to play doctor. The injured operative had to be forthright about his or her injuries; the able one had to believe them. Ellie took his right arm and heaved him up. He hobbled on his left foot, his right hovering over the ground. He tried putting weight on it but quickly pulled it back. He shook his head at Ellie.

      Wasting no time, she stabilized her footing and brought his weight onto her. They stayed as low as possible and made their way into the woods like a couple of children in a three-legged race.

      It took only a few steps for Ellie to concur that a couple of Virgil’s ribs were broken. With each step, he held his breath and his body tightened. But there was nothing to be done for it. She knew Virgil felt like someone was pounding his midsection with a hot poker. But they had to keep moving.

      They moved from cover to cover, pausing to listen and watch for movement. A twig snapped to their left, and they saw the branches of a bush shudder. With Virgil’s arm still laid across her shoulders, Ellie brought up her pistol and aimed. She fired a single suppressed round into the foliage. They heard a grunt, and a figure rose up before falling back to the earth. Ellie sent another round into the man’s body to ensure a kill, then she helped Virgil behind the cover of a redwood. She peered around the trunk and watched, listened. There was nothing. She looked to Virgil, who used two fingers to indicate toward the ground. She nodded, and Virgil descended and lay on his belly. With slow, silent movements, he inched forward, using one elbow and both knees as he advanced beneath the cover of ferns and young tallow trees.

      Crouching, Ellie slid in behind him, her eyes scanning and rescanning the forest around them. They had made it fifty meters when they heard a rustle on their eight o’clock. Ellie slowly lowered her herself into deeper cover and waited. The sound came again, more a scuffle this time.

      A dark-haired man appeared from behind a cluster of wild hydrangea fifteen meters away. He hadn’t seen them, but with his current trajectory, he would soon be upon them. Ellie waited until he had closed half the distance before raising up and squeezing off three rounds. The man fell backward, taking all three bullets in the chest. But just before his eyes closed for a final time, he managed to get off a single shot, the bullet flying high through the tops of the trees. The report would carry for miles and would alert his companions to this location.

      Virgil was already moving forward again, quickly enough for a man with broken ribs and a damaged ankle. They moved silently, working across the forest floor with skilled practice. Virgil suddenly stopped and turned to face Ellie. Pain was inscribed across his features. Using two fingers, he pointed to their nine o’clock. Then with his index finger, he drew out a squiggly line in the air.

      The river.

      It was less than half a mile from their location. It would take them off their planned route, but there was no way they were going to make it six more kilometers with Virgil in his condition. The authorities would have already been notified, and once off the ground, a helicopter in Tonglu could be over them in less than ten minutes.

      Ellie nodded her agreement, and they changed course.

      They soon reached a small clearing full of sunlight, disposed of any trees. A decrepit old shack sat in the center. It looked as though it hadn’t been functional in decades. They would have to skirt around the clearing.

      Ellie led the way, crouching as she kept her hearing tuned into their surroundings. Suddenly, a bullet tore into the tree beside her, sending bits of angry bark into her face. She ducked and slid around to the other side of the tree.

      Behind her, she heard Virgil give a faint grunt. He had turned onto his back and swiveled so his feet were the closest thing to her. She froze. His gun was trained right at her. Another bullet tore into the tree next to her, but she didn’t move, didn’t breathe. She look into Virgil’s eyes just as he squeezed off a round. The gun twitched in his hands, and she heard the bullet whiz just past her cheek. Behind her, she heard a muffled groan and the sound of a man’s body falling to the ground.

      At best, there were only two other men out there. But more could have already come down from the hillside. Ellie had to assume the men had coms. Even if they didn’t, the gunshots were enough to communicate their present location. Virgil raised one finger and used two to point to Ellie’s seven. She waited for Virgil’s signal, and when he blinked twice, she swung out and fired twice. Both rounds caught the man in the face, and he dropped where he stood, disappearing behind a cluster of ferns.

      They had to move faster. After pausing to listen for anyone else, Ellie crouched over and grabbed Virgil’s lower legs. She wrapped her hands around his thick calves and started walking backward toward the river, her eyes roving the woods.

      They made it in five minutes, with no further engagements, heaving great quiet breaths as they slipped into the river and adjusted to the frigid waters. They quickly submerged themselves up to the neck and let the river carry them. Ellie estimated they were moving at eight or nine kilometers an hour. It was ten meters from bank to bank and deep enough so Ellie could not touch the bottom. The water was murky from the runoff from the storm.

      They hadn’t been in the water for three minutes before they heard the rhythmic chop of a helicopter in the distance. Virgil heard it too and looked back to Ellie. They swam to the other bank and continued to swim beneath the cover of gutta-percha trees and the vines of low hanging willows. The river cut a serpentine path through the valley, and as they rode the gentle current, the sound of the helicopter grew louder behind them. They came to a felled tree. Its carcass was half-rotted in the water. They grabbed onto it and held on as the water rushed around them and the helicopter came nearer still. Finally, through the green leaves and the wispy vines that were their cover, they watched as the helicopter rode past, finally turning in a wide arc and heading back toward the west. With great effort, Virgil slipped over the log, and Ellie followed behind as they continued to put more distance between them and their pursuers.

      There would be more soon, they knew. Right now, those first to respond to the assassination had come from Tonglu. But soon, military search teams would be deployed from Hangzhou and Shanghai—all of them highly trained, all of them out for blood.

      The main roads in and out of the region would be closed or blockaded, minimizing any chance for an escape. Their window was closing fast.

      As they rounded the next corner, they saw a sampan up ahead, the traditional flat-bottom boat used by the Chinese for centuries. The boat was tied to an exposed tree root, and an old man stood in it, a fishing line in the water. He wore a conical straw hat and baggy linen pants. Ellie started to duck beneath the surface, but just as her head began to lower, she saw Virgil lift a hand out of the water and wave at the man as they floated by.

      The man’s eyes widened, and he tilted his head as he watched them pass. Not knowing what else to do, he gave a tenuous wave back. Ellie and Virgil were carried around the next bend, and when the old man disappeared from view, Virgil turned toward Ellie. She couldn’t see his face for the balaclava, but she knew that beneath it he was wearing a large grin.

      The next ten minutes saw them quickening their pace as they used their arms to swim. A second helicopter joined the search, flying low over the valley, but it kept its search closer to the assassination point. The American operatives had already put several kilometers between it and them and were quickly moving out of range.

      Five minutes later, after turning yet another bend in the river, Ellie looked up and a surge of relief washed over her. Up on the hillside, on an ancient, man-made ledge carved into the side of the mountain, sat an enormous stone statue of the Buddha. Ellie had come across it in her pre-op planning. She reviewed a mental map in her mind and then gently clapped the water to gain Virgil’s attention. He looked behind him, and Ellie pointed up. He turned his gaze toward the hillside and then back to Ellie. He gave her a thumbs up, and they moved to the other bank. Ellie came out of the water first, and after finding her footing, she leaned down, clasped Virgil’s hands, and helped him out of the water. He grunted from the pain, but there was no time to rest; this was not the time to slow down.

      Ellie took Virgil’s arm once again and wrapped it around her shoulders. She shouldered up under him, took his weight, and they hobbled back into the woods.
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      They were late. By over an hour now. Zhang felt himself getting more nervous by the moment. He had already gotten out of the car four times and paced. Now he leaned against the trunk with his arms crossed and debated whether he should just leave. It grated on the nerves, being out here alone, wondering if at any moment the authorities might suddenly show and arrest him.

      Zhang wasn’t nervous by nature, but he had already picked the skin off both his thumbs and chewed off all his nails. He went back to his open door and slipped back into the driver’s seat. He tapped his hands nervously on the steering wheel, wondering what to do next. He couldn’t remember the directive, how much time had to go by before he was free to leave. How could he have been so stupid? How could he not have remembered something as simple as that?

      He got out of the car again and started to pace. He froze. Standing not six feet in front of him was a figure in camo dressing and a matching balaclava. A gun was trained at his center mass.

      When the figure spoke, it was the voice of a female. She spoke in English.

      “I may be lost,” she said. “Do you know the way to the Enchanted Hill?”

      Zhang had never had a gun pointed at him before. His insides suddenly felt like they were going to just slip out of him. He swallowed hard and tried to recall his verbal script. “You—you are quite far from there. I can...give you a ride there if you like.”

      Ellie replied with the predetermined question. “How much would you charge?”

      “Two hundred yuan.”

      The handgun came down, and she disappeared into the underbrush, leaving Zhang to wonder what he had said wrong. He heard nothing from the woods. No twigs snapping, no rustle of leaves. She had just disappeared again, like a ghost. He ran a nervous hand across his mouth and wondered what to do next.

      The keys were in his pocket. He drew them out, and they rattled in his hands. Should he leave? He didn’t know, and he had no one to ask. He returned the keys to his pocket and ran his fingers through his hair once again. He took in a deep breath and turned to steal a peek through the underbrush. But he didn’t need to. Standing before him now were two people, the lady again and a tall broad man. His arm was wrapped around her from behind, and he was standing on one foot.

      “Let’s go,” she said. Urgency laced her tone.

      Zhang didn’t move. He just stared wide-eyed at them, as if he didn’t hear, as if he didn’t know what to do.

      “Let’s go,” she snapped. “Now.” Then, without waiting for him to respond, she opened the back door and assisted the man in the back seat. Her movements snapped Zhang into motion. He nodded quickly and got back into the front seat. He turned on the car as he shut his door, and the lady came around to his side and got into the seat behind him.

      Zhang’s heart was thumping in the back of his throat as he backed out of the woods and returned to the narrow road he had come in on. The Corolla’s windows were tinted dark, and when he glanced in the rearview mirror, Zhang noticed that the American operatives had removed their balaclavas.

      The woman had blond hair matted to her head, and she was speaking to her teammate, asking him how he was. She was beautiful, and Zhang had to force himself to pull his gaze away.

      The man had large, puffy cheeks but a strong jawline and close-cropped hair. He looked to be in great pain, and the skin on his hands and face was littered with dozens of nicks and scrapes. He laid his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes. Zhang turned his attention back to the narrow dirt road in front of him. It wasn’t long before he came to the main road once again. There was no traffic, and he turned left and slowly accelerated to the speed limit of sixty kilometers an hour.

      Zhang’s palms were sweaty. He knew that if they were pulled over, if the authorities saw any reason to stop the vehicle, that they were done for. But he wouldn’t let that happen. He had been selected for this assignment not only for his commitment to American ideals but also because of his past as a regional courier. Only when he finally tired of it two years ago had he moved north and opened the fruit stand. No one knew the roads of this province better than he. He knew the alleys, the shortcuts, and had familiarized himself this morning with where the road closures and construction was. A voice from the back seat dissolved his thoughts.

      “We were pursued,” the woman said. “They may throw a net. Do you know what that means?”

      “Yes,” Zhang replied. “I know back roads. I know a way around.”

      The woman nodded uncertainly. “All right.” She looked back out her window with focused, determined eyes.
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      The further north they drove, the more Ellie and Virgil felt the tension ease. They were still in the country, and there were still too many pieces to play, too many people to trust to fully relax. But for now, they seemed to have escaped the initial manhunt underway back in the mountains.

      The driver took them across circuitous roads that led around small towns and busy intersections. When they finally came to Majianzhen, he took the Jhinga Expressway north for ten miles before exiting and continuing to take the rural roads back toward Shanghai.

      With each passing minute, Ellie could see the driver’s anxiety wane. His hands relaxed around the wheel, and his shoulders slacked. As they rode down a dirt road flanked by tea plantations, the driver reached over to the front passenger seat and lifted a canvas bag. He held it back to his passengers. Ellie took it and peered inside. There were bottles of water, apples, and dried meat. She nodded her thanks and distributed the contents between her and Virgil.

      They drank and ate in silence, looking out the window at the passing scenery, watching as the air grew thicker with smog with each mile they drew closer to the city.

      When Virgil was done, he tossed his waste into the bag. He looked into the rearview mirror and spoke to the driver. “Why are you doing this?” he asked. “You’re betraying your country.” Ellie shot him a chastening look. Speaking unnecessarily to a domestic asset was against procedure. Especially questions that sought to excavate answers of a personal nature. Virgil gave her a sheepish shrug, then returned his attention to the front, waiting for an answer.

      The car bounced over a rut in the road, and the driver swerved to avoid another one. “My father,” he said, “he was killed at the Tiananmen Square...what is the English?”

      “Protests?” Virgil offered.

      “Yes. The protests. He was a graduate student at Peking University. Crushed by a tank. My mother, she had to raise me alone.” He evaded another hole in the dirt road and leaned in closer to the wheel as he focused on the course ahead. “My country,” he continued, “is like no other. I love it deeply. But one need not be a communist to love China. Communism is a new development here. We should not be defined by it or forced to accept it.”

      “So this is retribution for what they did to your father?” Virgil asked.

      “No. But my father wanted to see democracy in the homeland. But his voice, and the voice of many of his friends, was met with violence. My mother, she did not let me forget that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Virgil said. “Thank you for helping us.”

      It was quiet in the car again. Zhang finally left the back roads for good and took the on-ramp for Hukun Expressway into Shanghai.
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      Nearly two hours later, the Corolla turned onto Wuhou Avenue in east Shanghai. Zhang pulled into line behind a dozen other vehicles, entering through the employee entrance. The Port of Shanghai was the world’s busiest container port, moving nearly forty million containers each year. At any given moment, 10,000 ships occupied the port region, importing and exporting three billion dollars’ worth of goods each day.

      The car crawled forward as the vehicles ahead of them presented their credentials and were granted admittance. Zhang rolled down his window as they approached the security checkpoint, where a middle-aged man in a dark blue uniform stood with a pistol in a side holster.

      They waited as the guard received the badge from the driver of the car in front of them and went into the guard house. He returned a minute later, gave the badge back to the driver, and waved them on. Zhang drove forward. The tension was thick inside the Corolla.

      Without speaking, the guard extended a hand. Zhang handed over a piece of paper. Ellie could see that his fingers were trembling. The guard unfolded the paper and then leaned down and peered into the backseat through Zhang’s open window. He locked eyes with Ellie before turning his gaze to Virgil, who simply offered a curt nod.

      The guard stood up and returned his attention to the paper. Then he looked back to Zhang and, saying nothing, returned the paper to him and waved them on. The guard turned his attention to the vehicle behind them, and they entered the complex.

      The port was huge, larger than any the Americans had ever seen. Ellie had been to the Suez Port of Egypt, and Virgil, the year prior, had met with an asset at South America's largest port in Santos, Brazil. But neither of those touched the magnitude and breadth of the Port of Shanghai.

      As they moved forward, Zhang rolled up his window and uttered a cathartic sigh. He followed the main road past a complex of office buildings before turning off into a maze of containers stacked four and five high. He drove for five minutes, navigating containers and oncoming cars, all the while moving farther and farther back into the stacks. He pulled over suddenly before a dark green container and looked in the rearview mirror at his passengers. “Okay,” he said. “This is it. There are no cameras here. You must hurry.”

      Zhang leaned down and pulled up on the latch that released the trunk. He stepped out of the Corolla, and Ellie and Virgil followed, shutting their doors behind them. Zhang removed two black backpacks from the trunk. He handed one to Virgil and one to Ellie before scurrying over to the container and unlatching the door. Ellie helped Virgil over, and by the time they got to Zhang, he already had the door open. The operatives stepped inside. It was dark, the only light coming from the open doorway.

      “There is a light in your bag,” Zhang said. And then, he looked both Americans in the eye. “Good luck.” He started to close the door.

      “Hey,” Virgil said. “Thank you.”

      He nodded absently and shut the door, slapped the handle closed, and locked it. A port official would be by soon enough to check it and seal it.

      Zhang returned to the car, and after taking in another deep breath and exhaling deeply, he quickly performed a three-point turn and drove off, retracing the way he had come in.

      

      Virgil felt around in the bag and withdrew a flashlight. He clicked it on, and the halogen beam illuminated stacks of cardboard boxes on either side of them. Off-brand basketball shoes. They worked their way through the maze until they reached a door near the back. They stepped inside, and Virgil shut the door. A 2x4 beam of wood lay near their feet. Ellie hoisted it and set it into two steel hooks welded to either side of the door. Now it was locked.

      Virgil played the beam near the ceiling where a dull, thin stream of light came through a circular opening the size of a tennis ball. It was their air vent.

      Their living quarters for the next day was eight feet wide and four feet across. Ellie sat down. She knew that this shipping container had not been manufactured for their clandestine escape. It had only been repurposed—often used to smuggle people: desperate parents, trying to give their children a better life, young women willing to sell themselves for a chance to escape grim conditions at home, young men hoping for better work opportunities abroad—all of them deceived and surely coming to painful ends.

      Virgil reached into the bag and brought out three glow sticks. He cracked one of them and tossed it on the floor, returned the others to the bag. A soft blue glow grew brighter as the hydrogen peroxide inside the sticks combined with both the phenyl oxalate ester and the blue dye. Using the flashlight, Virgil searched the rest of the bag’s contents: six Power Bars, two apples, four bottles of water, and two empty plastic containers for urinating.

      Ellie unzipped her pack and produced a face mask, an aluminum cylinder containing twenty liters of oxygen, an accompanying regulator, and a sleeping cannula. Should the vent above become crimped or blocked by another container, they would still be able to breathe.

      If all continued according to the plan, they would be on a ship and out of port in the next six hours. From there it would be nearly a day and a half for the shipping vessel to arrive at the Port of Taiwan, five hundred and fifty miles south.

      Now that they were alone, now that they were finally away from the danger of an imminent pursuit, Ellie spoke. Her words issued from smiling lips. “You know, you should take up rock climbing when we get back. Maybe do a little free soloing.”

      He huffed, and in the dim blue glow, she could see him return the smile. “I deserve that.”

      “Damn right you do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun rose brilliantly into a cloudless sky, waking the city and sending millions of people scattering to work and school. Zhang walked casually down the street to his fruit stand. Yesterday’s events were still fresh in his mind as he opened the door to his stall and began to set the fruit displays outside.

      “Zhang?”

      He turned to see Sung Ling outside of her shop. “You are back already? I thought you said you would be gone for several days?”

      He smiled. “Yes. But my grandmother was not so bad as I was led to believe.”

      “Ah. Good. I am glad to hear that.”

      As Zhang laid out a row of kiwis, he saw two men walking down the street. Their movements were purposeful and confident. The sun was in his eyes, and he stepped to the side to get a better look from a spot of shade.

      His stomach dropped. The men wore the dark green uniforms of the MSS—Ministry of State Security. He felt a cold tingle ride up the back of his neck.

      They stopped in front of him. “Zhang Wei?”

      “Yes?”

      “Come with us.” The men flanked him and grabbed his upper arms.

      “What is this?” he demanded. “Where are you taking me?” Neither man spoke.

      He turned around and looked at Sung Ling. Her features were now molded into a tight contortion of scorn. “You do not have a grandmother,” she said, and then shaking her head, she went back into her shop.

      And in that moment, Zhang understood that Sung Ling was an agent of the State.

      The soldiers forced him down the street to where a black sedan was waiting. One of the back doors was open. His accosters stopped at the curb and quickly forced his hands down behind his back. He felt the coldness of the steel cuffs as they clicked around his wrists. “Get in,” one of them barked. He placed a hand on top of Zhang’s head and forced him down. The door slammed shut behind him, and Zhang turned to see an older gentleman sitting near the opposite door. He wore a dark suit; his hair was dusted with gray. His stern face was carved with deep lines, and his eyes, while piercing, were calm—the eyes of a man who was used to being in control.

      In that moment, beneath that cold gaze, Zhang knew that he would be interrogated until they finally labeled him a hanjian—a traitor to the People’s Republic of China. Lengthy, accusatory conversations lay in wait for him. Perhaps even torture. He would talk; he would tell them what they wanted to know. But he didn’t know anything. Nothing beyond what he did. Who the agents were, where they had come from, and where they were going. He did not know. After the torture, a period of internment lay in wait for him. A day maybe, even a month. Perhaps a year. And when they were done incubating the fear of the State into him, they would place him before a firing squad.

      He had betrayed his country. He had known the risks before he began. But he had no regrets. People needed to be free. Free to make their own decisions without filtering them first through the cold gaze of a nanny state.

      His father had believed that. And he believed it.

      People should be free to choose.

      Free to live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie and Virgil braced themselves as a dockside crane lowered its spreader down and locked onto their container’s locking points. It lifted them into the air, swung them away from the boat, and lowered them onto the dock. Outside, they could hear the muffled sounds of dock workers yelling orders at each other and the whine of lift engines as they grabbed containers and carried them off to their designated area. They didn’t move for over an hour. The Taiwan Strait was a trade superhighway, and while not as busy as Shanghai, it still managed over ten million annual containers that came into Taiwan’s three major ports of Chilung, Kaohsiung.

      Finally, their container was selected by a forklift truck and picked up. They rode for several minutes before the forklift lowered the container and set it down.

      They had already packed everything up. Ellie helped Virgil to his good foot. When they heard a series of incongruent raps on the outside of the container, they opened the narrow door to their small space and made their way to the front.

      On the other side, the hatch clattered back, and the door opened with a whine. Bright light from an afternoon sun spilled in, and Ellie and Virgil squinted against it.

      “Damn, son. What happened to you?”

      Virgil smiled. “She pushed me.”

      “Well, you probably deserved it.” Captain Harris took the backpack from Virgil, shoulder up beneath him, and assisted him out of the container.

      As Ellie’s eyes adjusted to the light, she saw a helicopter beyond them, it rotors beginning to spin. The metal bird sat in an old dirt lot along the water’s edge. They were at the farthest, oldest end of the port, where old buildings now sat neglected, withering away in the hot, salty air.

      The three Americans got into the aircraft and buckled up. Captain Harris questioned Virgil about his physical condition and then slipped on his headset.

      The Sikorsky S-70 helicopter was part of Taiwan’s Air Force fleet. It was scheduled to take them two hundred kilometers over the Philippine Sea where they would rendezvous with the USS Rochester aircraft carrier.

      As the helicopter lifted off, it stirred the dirt and sent a cloud of dust billowing into the water. Ellie felt herself relax as the port grew smaller beneath them and the container that had been their lodging for the last day finally disappeared altogether.

      Their mission was complete.

      The leader of 18 Dragons was dead. Her father, Xu, and his ideological vitriol toward the West was widely known, fully documented within the U.S. intelligence community. But it seemed that he had not gone so far as to attack the United States. It was not he who was responsible for leaking the identities of the U.S. agents.

      So he lived.

      For now.

      Ellie would not have chosen such a mission. It was almost profane: a daughter and her father visiting the grave of her mother. The daughter being executed in front of her father. But such decisions were not up to Ellie.

      Virgil caught her eye and gave her an understanding nod, as if he knew what she was thinking. As if he were thinking the same thing.

      That they were fighting a war.

      And the war wasn’t over.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        Keep an eye out for the second TEAM 99 mission, The Apostate, coming at the end of May 2019, where the team is in Cairo, Egypt, hunting down a formidable terrorist.
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      Ellie O’Conner has her own suspense series, set in her hometown of Pine Island, Florida. You can jump in by clicking the link to Silent Ripple or Broken Stern below.
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      I hope you enjoyed this quick read. If you did, would you be so kind as to leave a brief review on Amazon to let me know? Thanks so much.
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