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TIMELINE OF RELEVANT EVENTS OF CHINESE HISTORY









	1765–1027 BCE


	   

	Shang Dynasty (earliest known)






	770–481 BCE


	   

	Spring and Autumn Period






	551–479 BCE

	   

	Confucius lives






	535 BCE

	   

	Origin of the eunuch system






	481–221 BCE

	   

	Warring States Period and emergence of Legalism






	200 BCE

	   

	Chinese first drill for oil






	221 BCE

	   

	Qin Shi unifies the warring states into China and becomes First Emperor






	210 BCE

	   

	Qin Shi dies; terra-cotta army is completed and interred with First Emperor in Imperial tomb mound






	146 BCE–67 CE

	   

	Eunuch system expands into a political force






	89 BCE

	   

	Sima Qian completes Records of the Historian (Shiji)







	202 CE–1912 CE

	   

	Dynastic rule of China flourishes






	1912 CE

	   

	Last emperor is forced from throne; dynastic rule ends; eunuch system is abolished; Republic of China is formed






	1949 CE

	   

	Communist Revolution; People’s Republic of China is formed






	1974 CE

	   

	Terra-cotta army is rediscovered






	1976 CE

	   

	Mao Zedong dies












PROLOGUE



NORTHERN AREAS, PAKISTAN
FRIDAY, MAY 18
8:10 AM


A BULLET ZIPPED PAST COTTON MALONE. HE DOVE TO THE rocky ground and sought what cover the sparse poplars offered. Cassiopeia Vitt did the same and they belly-crawled across sharp gravel, finding a boulder large enough to provide the two of them protection.


More shots came their way.


“This is getting serious,” Cassiopeia said.


“You think?”


Their trek had, so far, been uneventful. The greatest congregation of towering peaks on the planet surrounded them. The roof of the world, two thousand miles from Beijing, in the extreme southwestern corner of China’s Xinjiang Autonomous Region—or the Northern Areas of Pakistan, depending on whom you asked—smack up against a hotly disputed border.


Which explained the soldiers.


“They’re not Chinese,” she said. “I caught a glimpse. Definitely Pakistanis.”


Jagged, snowy summits as high as twenty thousand feet shielded glaciers, patches of green-black forest, and lush valleys. The Himalaya, Karakoum, Hindu Kush, and Pamir ranges all merged here. This was the land of black wolves and blue poppies, ibex and snow leopards. Where fairies congregated, Malone recalled one ancient observer noting. Possibly even the inspiration behind James Hilton’s Shangri-la. A paradise for trekkers, climbers, rafters, and skiers. Unfortunately, India and Pakistan both claimed sovereignty, China retained possession, and all three governments had fought over the desolate region for decades.


“They seem to know where we’re headed,” she said.


“That thought occurred to me, too.” So he had to add, “I told you he was trouble.”


They were dressed in leather jackets, jeans, and boots. Though they were more than eight thousand feet above sea level, the air was surprisingly mild. Maybe sixty degrees, he estimated. Luckily, both of them carried Chinese semi-automatic weapons and a few spare magazines.


“We have to go that way.” He pointed behind them. “And those soldiers are close enough to do some damage.”


He searched his eidetic brain for what they needed. Yesterday, he’d studied the local geography and noted that this slice of earth, which wasn’t much larger than New Jersey, was once called Hunza, a princely state for over nine hundred years, whose independence finally evaporated in the 1970s. The fair-skinned and light-eyed locals claimed to be descendants of soldiers in Alexander the Great’s army, from when Greeks invaded two millennia ago. Who knew? The land had remained isolated for centuries, until the 1980s, when the Karakoram Highway passed through and connected China to Pakistan.


“We have to trust that he’ll handle it,” she finally said.


“That was your call, not mine. You go first. I’ll cover.”


He gripped the Chinese double-action pistol. Not a bad weapon. Fifteen rounds, fairly accurate. Cassiopeia prepared herself, too. He liked that about her—ready for any situation. They made a good team, and this striking Spanish Arab definitely intrigued him.


She scampered off toward a stand of junipers.


He aimed the pistol across the boulder and readied himself to react at the slightest movement. To his right, in the tomb-like illumination that filtered through the spring foliage, he caught the glimmer of a rifle barrel being aimed around a tree trunk.


He fired.


The barrel disappeared.


He decided to use the moment and followed Cassiopeia, keeping the boulder between himself and their pursuers.


He reached her and they both raced forward, using more trees as cover.


Sharp bursts of rifle fire echoed. Bullets pinged around them.


The trail twisted out of the trees and rose in a steep but climbable slope, held to a rocky bluff by retaining walls of loose boulders. Not much cover here, but they had no choice. Beyond the trail, he spied canyons so deep and sheer that light could enter only at high noon. A gorge dropped away to their right, and they ran along its edge. Bright sun blazed on the far side, dulled by black mountain slate. A hundred feet below water rushed and tumbled, gray with sand, tossing foamy spray high into the air.


They clambered up the steep embankment.


He spotted the bridge.


Exactly where they’d been told.


Not much of a span, just shaky poles wedged upright between boulders on each end, horizontal timbers fastened on top, connected by thick hemp. A footwalk of boards dangled over the river.


Cassiopeia reached the top of the trail. “We have to cross.”


He didn’t like that prospect, but she was right. Their destination was on the far side.


Gunfire echoed in the distance and he glanced behind them.


No soldiers.


Which bothered him.


“Maybe he’s leading them away,” she said.


His distrust made him defensive, but there was no time to analyze the situation. He stuffed the gun into his pocket. Cassiopeia did the same, then stepped onto the bridge.


He followed.


The boards vibrated from the rush of water below. He estimated less than a hundred feet to the other side, but they’d be suspended in open air with zero cover, moving from shadows to sunlight. Another trail could be seen on the far side, leading across loose gravel into more trees. He spotted a figure, maybe fifteen feet high, carved in the rock face beyond the trail—a Buddhist image, just as they’d been told.


Cassiopeia turned back toward him, Eastern eyes peering from her Western face. “This bridge has seen better days.”


“I hope it has at least one more left.”


She gripped the twisted ropes that held the span aloft.


He tightened his fingers around the coarse strands, too, then decided, “I’ll go first.”


“And the reason for that?”


“I’m heavier. If they hold me, they’ll hold you.”


“Since I can’t argue with that logic”—she stepped aside—“be my guest.”


He assumed the lead, his feet attuned to the steady vibrations.


No sign of any pursuers.


He decided a brisk pace would be better, not giving the boards time to react. Cassiopeia followed.


A new sound rose over the rushing water.


Deep bass tones. Far off, but growing louder.


Thump. Thump. Thump.


He whipped his head to the right and caught the first glimpse of a shadow on a rock wall, maybe a mile away, where the gorge they were negotiating met another running perpendicular.


At the halfway point it seemed the bridge was holding, though the moldy boards gave like a sponge. His palms loosely gripped the rough hemp, ready to apply a death lock if the bottom fell out beneath him.


The distant shadow grew in size, then was replaced with the distinct shape of an AH-l Cobra attack helicopter.


American-made, but this was no salvation.


Pakistan operated them, too, provided by Washington to help a supposed ally with the war on terrorism.


The Cobra powered straight toward them. Twin-bladed, dual-engined, it carried 20mm guns, anti-tank missiles, and aerial rockets. Fast as a bumblebee, and equally maneuverable.


“That’s not here to help,” he heard Cassiopeia say.


He agreed, but there was no need to voice that he’d been right all along. They’d been herded to this spot, for this precise purpose.


Damn that son of a bitch—


The Cobra started firing.


A steady procession of pops sent 20mm rounds their way.


He dove belly-first to the bridge boards and rolled, staring past his feet as Cassiopeia did the same. The Cobra roared toward them, its turboshafts sucking through the dry, limpid air. Rounds found the bridge, ripping wood and rope with a savage fury.


Another burst arrived.


Concentrated on the ten feet between him and Cassiopeia.


He spied fury in her eyes and watched as she found her gun, came to her knees and fired at the copter’s canopy. But he knew that armor plating and an aircraft moving at more than 170 miles an hour reduced the chances of causing damage to zero.


“Get the hell down,” he yelled.


Another burst of cannon fire annihilated the bridge between him and Cassiopeia. One moment the wood-and-rope construction existed, the next it was gone in a cloud of debris.


He sprang to his feet and realized the entire span was about to collapse. He could not go back, so he ran ahead, the final twenty feet, clinging to the ropes as the bridge dropped away.


The Cobra flew past, toward the opposite end of the gorge.


He held tight to the ropes and, as the bridge divided, each half swinging back toward opposite sides of the gorge, he flew through the air.


He slammed into rock, rebounded, then settled.


He did not give himself time to be terrified. Slowly, he pulled himself upward, scaling the remaining few feet to the top. Rushing water and the thump of chopper blades filled his ears. He focused across the gorge, searching for Cassiopeia, hoping she’d managed to make it up to the other side.


His heart sank when he saw her clinging with both hands to the other half of the bridge as it dangled against the sheer cliff face. He wanted to help her, but there was nothing he could do. She was a hundred feet away. Only air between them.


The Cobra executed a tight turn within the gorge, arching upward, then began another run their way.


“Can you climb?” he screamed over the noise.


Her head shook.


“Do it,” he yelled.


She craned her neck his way. “Get out of here.”


“Not without you.”


The Cobra was less than a mile away. Its cannon would start firing any second.


“Climb,” he screamed.


One hand reached up.


Then she fell fifty feet into the rushing river.


How deep it flowed he did not know, but the boulders that protruded along its path did not offer him any solace.


She disappeared into the churning water, which had to be nearly freezing, considering its source was mountain snow.


He waited for her to surface. Somewhere.


But she never did.


He stared down at the roaring gray gush, which carried silt and rock along with a swish of foam in a formidable current. He wanted to leap after her, but realized that was impossible. He wouldn’t survive the fall, either.


He stood and watched, disbelieving.


After all they’d been through the past three days.


Cassiopeia Vitt was gone.





PART ONE
Three Days Earlier









ONE



COPENHAGEN, DENMARK
TUESDAY, MAY 15
12:40 PM


COTTON MALONE TYPED THE WEB ADDRESS WITH TREMBLING fingers. Like a phone that rings in the middle of the night, nothing about an anonymous message was ever good.


The note had arrived two hours ago, while he’d been out of his bookshop on an errand, but the employee who’d accepted the unmarked envelope forgot to give it to him until a few minutes ago.


“The woman didn’t say it was urgent,” she said in her defense.


“What woman?”


“Chinese lady, dressed in a gorgeous Burberry skirt. She said to give it only to you.”


“She used my name?”


“Twice.”


Inside had been a folded sheet of gray vellum upon which was printed a Web address with a dot-org suffix. He’d immediately climbed the four flights of stairs to his apartment above the bookshop and found his laptop.


He finished typing and waited while the screen blackened, then a new image appeared. A video display console indicated that a live feed was about to engage.


The communications link established.


A body appeared, lying on its back, arms above the head, ankles and wrists bound tight to what looked like a sheet of plywood. The person was angled so that the head was slightly beneath the feet. A towel wrapped the face, but it was clear the bound form was a woman.


“Mr. Malone.” The voice was electronically altered, disguising every attribute of pitch and tone. “We’ve been waiting. Not in much of a hurry, are you? I have something for you to see.”


A hooded figure appeared on the screen, holding a plastic bucket. He watched as water was poured onto the towel that wrapped the bound woman’s face. Her body writhed as she struggled with her restraints.


He knew what was happening.


The liquid penetrated the towel and flowed unrestricted into her mouth and nose. At first a few gulps of air could be stolen—the throat constricted, inhaling little of the water—but that could be maintained only for a few seconds. Then the body’s natural gag reflex would kick in and all control would be lost. The head was angled downward so gravity could prolong the agony. It was like drowning without ever being submerged.


The man stopped pouring.


The woman continued to struggle with her restraints.


The technique dated back to the Inquisition. Highly favored since it left no marks, its main drawback was harshness—so intense that the victim would immediately admit to anything. Malone had actually experienced it once, years ago, while training to become a Magellan Billet agent. All recruits had to take their turn as part of survival school. His agony had been amplified by his dislike of confinement. The bondage, combined with the soaked towel, had created an unbearable claustrophobia. He recalled the public debate a few years ago as to whether waterboarding was torture.


Damn right it was.


“Here’s the purpose of my contact,” the voice said.


The camera zoomed tight on the towel wrapping the woman’s face. A hand entered the frame and wrenched the soaked cloth away, revealing Cassiopeia Vitt.


“Oh, no,” Malone muttered.


Darts of fear pierced his skin. A light-headedness overtook him.


This can’t be happening.


No.


She blinked water from her eyes, spit more from her mouth, and gained her breath. “Don’t give them a damn thing, Cotton. Nothing.”


The soaked towel was slapped back across her face.


“That would not be smart,” the computerized voice said. “Certainly not for her.”


“Can you hear me?” he said into the laptop’s microphone.


“Of course.”


“Is this necessary?”


“For you? I believe so. You’re a man to be respected. Former Justice Department agent. Highly trained.”


“I’m a bookseller.”


The voice chuckled. “Don’t insult my intelligence, or risk her life any further. I want you to clearly understand what’s at stake.”


“And you need to understand that I can kill you.”


“By then, Ms. Vitt will be dead. So let’s stop with the bravado. I want what she gave you.”


He saw Cassiopeia renew her struggle against the restraints, her head whipping from side to side beneath the towel.


“Give him nothing, Cotton. I mean it. I gave that to you for safekeeping. Don’t give it up.”


More water was poured. Her protests stopped as she fought to breathe.


“Bring the item to Tivoli Gardens, at two PM, just outside the Chinese pagoda. You’ll be contacted. If you don’t show—” The voice paused. “—I think you can imagine the consequences.”


The connection was severed.


He sat back in the chair.


He hadn’t seen Cassiopeia in more than a month. Hadn’t spoken to her for two weeks. She’d said that she was headed out on a trip but, characteristically, offered no details. Their relationship was hardly one at all. Just an attraction that they both tacitly acknowledged. Strangely, Henrik Thorvaldsen’s death had drawn them closer, and they’d spent a lot of time together in the weeks after their friend’s funeral.


She was tough, smart, and gutsy.


But waterboarding?


He doubted if she’d ever experienced anything like that.


Seeing her on the screen tore at his gut. He suddenly realized that if anything happened to this woman his life would never be the same.


He had to find her.


But there was a problem.


She’d obviously been forced to do whatever was necessary in order to survive. This time, however, she may have bitten off more than she could ever chew.


She’d left nothing with him for safekeeping.


He had no clue what she, or her captor, was talking about.





TWO



CHONGQING, CHINA
8:00 PM


KARL TANG ASSUMED AN EXPRESSION THAT CONVEYED NOT the slightest hint of what he was thinking. After nearly three decades of practice, he’d mastered the art.


“And why have you come this time?” the doctor asked him. She was an iron-faced, stiff-bodied woman with straight black hair, cut short in a proletarian style.


“Your anger toward me has not waned?”


“I have no hostility, Minister. You made it quite clear during your last visit that you are in charge, regardless of the fact that this is my facility.”


He ignored her insulting tone. “And how is our patient?”


The First Infectious Disease Hospital, located just outside Chongqing, cared for nearly two thousand people afflicted with either tuberculosis or hepatitis. It was one of eight facilities scattered throughout the country, each a forbidding complex of gray brick surrounded by green fences, places where the contagious could be safely quarantined. But the security these hospitals enjoyed also made them ideal for the housing of any sick prisoners from the Chinese penal system.


Like Jin Zhao, who’d suffered a brain hemorrhage ten months ago.


“He’s lying in his bed, as he’s done since the first day he was brought here,” the doctor said. “He clings to life. The damage is enormous. But—again, per your order—no treatment has been administered.”


He knew she hated his usurpation of her authority. Gone were Mao’s obedient “barefoot doctors,” who, according to the official myth, had willingly lived among the masses and dutifully cared for the sick. And though she was the hospital’s chief administrator, Tang was the national minister of science and technology, a member of the Central Committee, first vice premier of the Chinese Communist Party, and first vice president of the People’s Republic of China—second in power only to the president and premier himself.


“As I made clear last time, Doctor,” he said, “that was not my order, but the directive of the Central Committee, to which I, and you, owe absolute allegiance.”


He voiced the words for the benefit of not only the foolish woman but also the three members of his staff and two captains from the People’s Liberation Army who stood behind him. Each military man wore a crisp green uniform with the red star of the motherland emblazoned on his cap. One of them was surely an informant—reporting most likely to more than one benefactor—so he wanted any account to speak glowingly of him.


“Take us to the patient,” he calmly commanded.


They walked down halls lined with lettuce-green plaster, cracked and lumpy, lighted by weak fluorescent fixtures. The floor was clean but yellowed from endless moppings. Nurses, their faces hidden by surgical masks, tended to patients clad in striped blue-and-white pajamas, some wearing brown robes, looking much like prisoners.


They entered another ward through a set of swinging metal doors. The room beyond was spacious, enough for a dozen or more patients, yet only one lay in a single bed beneath dingy white sheets.


The air stank.


“I see you left the linen alone,” he said.


“You did order me to do so.”


Another mark in his favor for the informant to report. Jin Zhao had been arrested ten months ago, but had suffered a hemorrhage during questioning. He was subsequently charged with treason and espionage, tried in a Beijing court, and convicted, all in absentia since he’d remained here, in a coma.


“He is just as you left him,” the doctor said.


Beijing lay nearly a thousand kilometers to the east and he supposed that distance bolstered this woman’s nerve. You may rob the Three Armies of their commander in chief, but you cannot deprive the humblest peasant of his opinion. More of Confucius’ nonsense. Actually the government could, and this insolent bitch should heed that fact.


He motioned and one of the uniforms led her across the room.


He approached the bed.


The man lying prostrate was in his mid-sixties, his dirty hair long and unkempt, his emaciated frame and sunken cheeks reminiscent of those of a corpse. Bruises splotched his face and chest, while intravenous lines snaked from both arms. A ventilator fed air in and out of his lungs.


“Jin Zhao, you have been found guilty of treason against the People’s Republic of China. You were afforded a trial, from which you lodged an appeal. I regret to inform you that the Supreme People’s Court has approved your execution and denied your appeal.”


“He can’t hear a word you’re saying,” the doctor said from across the room.


He kept his eyes down on the bed. “Perhaps not, but the words must be spoken.” He turned and faced her. “It is the law, and he is entitled to proper process.”


“You tried him without him even being there,” she blurted out. “You never heard a word he had to say.”


“His representative was afforded the opportunity to present evidence.”


The doctor shook her head in disgust, her face pale with hate. “Do you hear yourself? The representative never had the opportunity to even speak with Zhao. What evidence could possibly have been presented?”


He couldn’t decide if the informant’s eyes and ears belonged to one of his staff or one of the army captains. Hard to know anything for sure anymore. All he knew was that his report to the Central Committee would not be the only retelling, so he decided to make clear, “Are you sure? Not once has Zhao communicated anything?”


“He was beaten senseless. His brain is destroyed. He will never awaken from the coma. We keep him alive simply because you—no, excuse me, the Central Committee—ordered it.”


He caught the disgust in the woman’s eyes, something else he’d seen more and more of lately. Especially from women. Nearly the entire hospital staff—doctors and nurses—were women. They’d made great strides since Mao’s Revolution, yet Tang still adhered to the adage his father had taught him. A man does not talk about affairs inside the home, and a woman does not talk about affairs outside.


This insignificant doctor, employed at a minor state-run hospital, was incapable of understanding the enormity of his challenge. Beijing ruled a land that stretched five thousand kilometers east to west and more than three thousand north to south. Much was uninhabitable mountains and desert, some of the most desolate regions in the world, only 10% of the country arable. Nearly one and a half billion people—more than America, Russia, and Europe combined. But only 60,000,000 were members of the Chinese Communist Party—less than 3% of the total. The doctor was a Party member, and had been for more than a decade. He’d checked. No way she could have risen to such a high managerial position otherwise. Only Party-membered, Han Chinese achieved such status. Hans were a huge majority of the population, the remaining small percentage spread across fifty-six minorities. The doctor’s father was a prominent official in the local provincial government, a loyal Party member who’d participated in the 1949 Revolution and personally known both Mao and Deng Xiaoping.


Still, Tang needed to make clear, “Jin Zhao owed his loyalty to the People’s government. He decided to aid our enemies—”


“What could a sixty-three-year-old geochemist have done to harm the People’s government? Tell me, Minister. I want to know. What could he possibly do to us now?”


He checked his watch. A helicopter was waiting to fly him north.


“He was no spy,” she said. “No traitor. What did he really do, Minister? What justifies beating a man until his brain bleeds?”


He had not the time to debate what had already been decided. The informant would seal this woman’s fate. In a month she’d receive a transfer—despite her father’s privileges—most likely sent thousands of kilometers west to the outer reaches, where problems were hidden away.


He turned toward the other uniform and motioned.


The captain removed his holstered sidearm, approached the bed, and fired one shot through Jin Zhao’s forehead.


The body lurched, then went still.


The respirator continued to force air into dead lungs.


“Sentence has been carried out,” Tang declared. “Duly witnessed by representatives of the People’s government, the military … and this facility’s chief administrator.”


He indicated that it was time to leave. The mess would be the doctor’s to clean up.


He walked toward the doors.


“You just shot a helpless man,” the doctor screamed. “Is this what our government has become?”


“You should be grateful,” he said.


“For what?”


“That the government does not debit this facility’s operating budget for the cost of the bullet.”


And he left.





THREE



COPENHAGEN
1:20 PM


MALONE LEFT HIS BOOKSHOP AND STEPPED OUT INTO HØJBRO Plads. The afternoon sky was cloudless, the Danish air comfortable. The Strøget—a chain of traffic-free streets, most lined with shops, cafés, restaurants, and museums—surged with commerce.


He’d solved the problem of what to bring by simply grabbing the first book off one of the shelves and stuffing it into an envelope. Cassiopeia had apparently opted to buy herself time by involving him. Not a bad play, except the ruse could only be stretched so far. He wished he knew what she was doing. Since last Christmas, between them, there’d been visits, a few meals here and there, phone calls, and e-mails. Most dealing with Thorvaldsen’s death, which seemed to have hurt them both. He still couldn’t believe his best friend was gone. Every day he expected the cagey old Dane to walk into the bookstore, ready for some lively conversation. He still harbored a deep regret that his friend had died thinking he’d been betrayed.


“You did what you had to in Paris,” Cassiopeia told him. “I would have done the same.”


“Henrik didn’t see it that way.”


“He wasn’t perfect, Cotton. He sent himself into a spiral. He wasn’t thinking and wouldn’t listen. There was more at stake there than just his revenge. You had no choice.”


“I let him down.”


She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Tell you what. If I’m ever in big trouble, let me down the same way.”


He kept walking, hearing her words in his head.


Now it was happening again.


He left the Strøget and crossed a boulevard clogged with the gleaming metal of cars, buses, and bicycles. He hustled through the Rådhuspladsen, another of Copenhagen’s many public squares, this one stretching out before the city’s town hall. He spotted the bronze trumpeters atop, soundlessly blowing their ancient lurs. Above them stood the copper statue of Bishop Absalon who, in 1167, expanded a tiny fishing village into a walled fortress.


On the plaza’s far side, beyond another traffic-choked boulevard, he spotted Tivoli.


He gripped the envelope in one hand, his Magellan Billet–issued Beretta tucked beneath a jacket. He’d retrieved the weapon from under his bed, where it stayed inside a knapsack with other reminders of his former life.


“I think you’re a little nervous,” Cassiopeia said to him.


They stood outside his bookshop in chilly March weather. She was right. He was nervous. “I’m not much of a romantic.”


“Really? I wouldn’t have known. Lucky for you, I am.”


She looked great. Tall, lean, skin the color of pale mahogany. Thick auburn hair brushed her shoulders, framing a striking face highlighted by thin brows and firm cheeks.


“Don’t beat yourself up, Cotton.”


Interesting that she’d known he was actually thinking about Thorvaldsen.


“You’re a good man. Henrik knew that.”


“I was two minutes too late.”


“And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”


She was right.


But he still could not shake the feeling.


He’d seen Cassiopeia both at her best and when circumstances had stripped her of all confidence—when she was vulnerable, prone to mistakes, emotional. Luckily, he’d been there to compensate, as she’d been for him when the roles reversed. She was an amazing blend of femininity and strength, but everyone, even she, occasionally stepped too far.


A vision of Cassiopeia tied to plywood, a towel over her face, flashed through his mind.


Why her?


Why not him?


KARL TANG STEPPED ONTO THE HELICOPTER AND SETTLED HIMSELF in the rear compartment. His business in Chongqing was at an end.


He hated the place.


Thirty million people consumed every square meter of the hills surrounding the confluence of the Jialing and Yangtze rivers. Under Mongol, Han, and Manchu rule it had been the empire’s center. A hundred years ago it became a wartime capital during the Japanese invasion. Now it was a mix of old and new—mosques, Daoist temples, Christian churches, communist landmarks—a hot, humid, wretched place where skyscrapers broke the horizon.


The chopper rose into a carbon-laced fog and vectored toward the northwest.


He’d dismissed his aides and the captains.


No spies would come on this part of the journey.


This he must do himself.


MALONE PAID HIS ADMISSION AND ENTERED TIVOLI. PART amusement park, part cultural icon, the treed and flowered wonderland had entertained Danes since 1843. A national treasure, where old-style Ferris wheels, pantomime theaters, and a pirate ship blended with more modern gravity-defying rides. Even the Germans had spared it during World War II. Malone liked visiting—easy to see how it inspired both Walt Disney and Hans Christian Andersen.


He fled the main entrance and followed a flora-bordered central avenue. Bulb gardens, roses, lilacs, as well as hundreds of lime, chestnut, cherry, and evergreen trees grew in an ingenious plan that, to him, always seemed bigger than a mere twenty-one acres. Scents of popcorn and cotton candy wafted in the air, along with the sounds of a Vienna waltz and big-band tunes. He knew that Tivoli’s creator had justified the excess by advising Denmark’s Christian VIII that when the people are amusing themselves, they do not think about politics.


He was familiar with the Chinese pagoda. Within a leafy bower it stood four stories tall and faced a lake. More than a hundred years old, its Asiatic image adorned nearly every brochure that advertised Tivoli.


A cadre of young boys, smartly dressed in red jackets, bandoliers, and bushy bearskin hats marched down an adjacent lane. The Garden Guard, Tivoli’s marching band. People lined the route and watched the parade. All of the attractions were unusually crowded, given it was a Tuesday in May, the summer season beginning only last week.


He caught sight of the pagoda, three vertical repetitions of its base in diminishing proportions, each story with a projecting roofline and upturned eaves. People streamed in and out of the pagoda’s ground-floor restaurant. More revelers occupied benches beneath the trees.


Just before 2 PM.


He was on time.


Wandering ducks from the lake mingled with the crowd, showing little fear. He could not say the same about himself. His nerves were alert, his mind thinking like the Justice Department agent he’d been for twelve risky years. The idea had been to retire early and flee the danger, becoming a Danish bookseller, but the past two years had been anything but quiet.


Think. Pay attention.


The computerized voice had said that once he was here he’d be contacted. Apparently, Cassiopeia’s captors knew exactly what he looked like.


“Mr. Malone.”


He turned.


A woman, her thin face more long than round, stood beside him. Her black hair hung straight, and long-lashed brown eyes added a mysterious quality. Truth be known, he had a weakness for Oriental beauty. She was smartly dressed in clothes cut to flatter her contours, which included a Burberry skirt wrapping her tiny waist.


“I came for the package,” she said.


He motioned with the envelope he held. “This?”


She nodded.


She was in her late twenties, casual in her movements, seemingly unconcerned about the situation. His suspicions were rapidly being confirmed.


“Care to stay and have a late lunch?” he asked.


She smiled. “Another time.”


“Sounds promising. How would I find you?”


“I know where your bookshop is.”


He grinned. “How stupid of me.”


She pointed at the envelope. “I need to be leaving.”


He handed her the package.


“Maybe I’ll drop by your shop again,” she said, adding a smile.


“You do that.”


He watched as she sauntered off, merging with the crowd, walking leisurely, not a care in the world.


TANG CLOSED HIS EYES AND ALLOWED THE DRONE OF THE HELICOPTER’S turbine to calm his nerves.


He checked his watch.


9:05 PM here meant 2:05 PM in Antwerp.


So much was happening. His entire future was being determined by a collision of circumstances, all of which had to be tightly controlled.


At least the problem of Jin Zhao had been resolved.


All was finally assuming its assigned place. Thirty years of dedication about to be rewarded. Every threat had either been eliminated or contained.


Only Ni Yong remained.





FOUR



ANTWERP, BELGIUM
2:05 PM


NI YONG SETTLED INTO THE BLACK LACQUERED CHAIR, A QING period reproduction. He was familiar with the elegant lines and beautiful curves, this one an excellent example of pre–18th century Chinese craftsmanship, the quality and accuracy of its joinery so precise that nails and glue were unnecessary.


His austere-looking host rested in a cane armchair, his face longer than most Chinese, eyes rounder, forehead high, the sparse hair slightly curled. Pau Wen wore a jade-colored silk jacket and white trousers.


“Your home is elegant,” Ni said in their native language.


Pau nodded at the compliment, accepting the praise with the humility expected of a man nearing seventy. Too young to have been with Mao in 1949 when the People’s Revolution swept Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalists onto Taiwan, Ni knew that Pau’s role grew during the 1960s and remained important even after Mao died in 1976.


Then, ten years later, Pau left China.


Ending up here, in Belgium of all places.


“I wanted my residence,” Pau said, “to remind me of home.”


The house, located a few kilometers outside Antwerp, appeared on the exterior to be a simple structure of high gray walls, with multi-tiered roofs, flaring eaves, and two towers that incorporated all the fundamental elements—enclosure, symmetry, hierarchy—of traditional Chinese architecture. The inside was bright, airy, and reflected the colors and styles of classic décor, though all the modern conveniences—air-conditioning, central heat, a security system, satellite television—were present.


Ni was familiar with the design.


A siheyuan.


The ultimate symbol of Chinese wealth—a multifamily residence with a central courtyard enclosed by four buildings, usually embellished with a garden and deck. Once the homes of nobles, now they were affordable only to Chinese military, Party hierarchy, or the abominable new rich.


“This,” Ni said, “reminds me of a residence I visited recently in the northeast, owned by a local mayor. We found two hundred and fifty gold bars hidden inside. Quite a feat for a man who barely made a few thousand yuan a year. Of course, being the mayor, he controlled the local economy, which the area’s business owners, and foreign investors, apparently recognized. I arrested him.”


“Then you executed him. Quickly, I’m sure.”


He realized Pau would be familiar with the Chinese judicial system.


“Tell me, Minister, what brings you to Europe, and to me?”


Ni headed the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection of the Communist Party of China. Directly under the National Congress, on the same level as the all-powerful Central Committee, he was charged with rooting out corruption and malfeasance.


“You are not an official I would want as an enemy,” Pau said. “I have been told that you are the most feared man in China.”


He’d heard that label, too.


“Others say you may also be the most honest man in China.”


He’d heard that description, as well. “And you, Pau Wen, are still one of our citizens. You never relinquished those rights.”


“I am proud of my Chinese heritage.”


“I’ve come to reclaim some of that heritage.”


They sat in a drawing room that opened toward an inner courtyard dotted with flowering trees. Bees flitted from one fragrant bloom to another, their buzzes and the fountain’s gurgle the only disturbances. Glass doors and silk curtains separated them from an adjacent study.


“Apparently,” Ni said, “when you left the homeland, you decided that some of our artifacts would come with you.”


Pau laughed. “Do you have any idea what it was like when Mao was alive? Tell me, Minister, in your exalted position, as keeper of the Party’s conscience, do you have any conception of our history?”


“At the moment, only your thievery concerns me.”


“I have been gone from China nearly three decades. Why is my thievery only now becoming important?”


He’d been warned about Pau Wen, a trained historian, skillful orator, and master at turning adversity into advantage. Both Mao and Deng Xiaoping had made use of his talents.


“Your crime has only recently come to my attention.”


“An anonymous informant?”


He nodded. “We are fortunate to have them.”


“And you make it so easy. You even have a website. All they do is forward an e-mail, with no name or address, loaded with accusations. Tell me, are there any repercussions for filing a false report?”


He wasn’t going to fall into that trap. “On the walk in from the front gate I noticed a pottery horse from the Han dynasty. A bronze chime bell from the Zhou period. A Tang dynasty figurine. All originals, stolen by you.”


“How would you know that?”


“You were the overseer of a number of museums and collections, an easy matter for you to appropriate whatever you may have desired.”


Pau rose. “Might I show you something, Minister?”


Why not? He wanted to see more of the house.


He followed the older man out into the courtyard, which triggered memories of his own family’s ancestral home in Sichuan, a province of jade-green hills and well-tended fields. For 700 years Nis had lived there, within a copse of bamboo that outlined fertile rice paddies. There’d been a courtyard in that house, too. One difference, though. It wasn’t bricks, but pounded earth that had paved that space.


“Do you live here alone?” Ni asked.


So large a house would demand constant care, and everything appeared immaculate. Yet he’d seen or heard no one.


“More of that investigator in you. Asking questions?”


“It seems a simple inquiry.”


Pau smiled. “My life is one of self-imposed solitude.”


Not really an answer, but he’d not expected one.


They wove a path around potted shrubs and dwarf yews and approached a tall black door, with a red disk, at the courtyard’s opposite side. Beyond lay a spacious hall, supported by massive pillars that stood beneath green-colored fretwork. One wall displayed bookshelves, another hung scrolls of Chinese script. Soft light permeated window papers. He noticed the careful woodwork, the silk hangings, curio cabinets, hardwood tables, the objects displayed as if in a museum.


“My collection,” Pau said.


Ni stared at the trove.


“It is true, Minister. You saw valuable objects of art when you entered my home. Those are precious. But this is the real treasure.” Pau motioned and they walked farther into the room. “Here, for example. A glazed pottery model. Han dynasty, 210 BCE.”


He studied the sculpture, fashioned out of a lime-colored stone. The figure of a man turned a crank handle for what looked like a rotary mill.


“It shows something quite remarkable,” Pau said. “Grain was poured into an open receptacle on top and the mill winnowed what was inside, separating the husks and stalk. This type of machine was not known in Europe until nearly two thousand years later, when Dutch sailors imported it from China.”


Another pedestal displayed a ceramic figure on horseback, with a stirrup lying beside. Pau caught his interest.


“That’s a Tang dynasty piece. 6th to 7th century CE. Notice the warrior on the horse. His feet are in stirrups. China developed the stirrup centuries ago, though it did not make it to Europe until their Middle Ages. The concept of a medieval knight, on horseback, armed with lance and shield, would not have been possible but for the Chinese stirrup.”


He gazed around at the artifacts, maybe a hundred or more.


“I collected these from village to village,” Pau said, “grave to grave. Many came from imperial tombs located in the 1970s. And you’re right, I did have my choice from museums and private collections.”


Pau pointed to a water clock that he said was from 113 BCE. A sundial, gun barrels, porcelain, astronomical etchings, each invention evidence of Chinese ingenuity. One curious item caught Ni’s attention—a small ladle balanced on a smooth bronze plate upon which he noticed engravings.


“The compass,” Pau said. “Conceived by the Chinese 2,500 years ago. The ladle is carved from magnetic lodestone and always comes to rest facing south. While Western man was barely capable of existing, the Chinese learned how to navigate with this device.”


“All of this belongs to the People’s Republic,” Ni said.


“To the contrary. I saved this from the People’s Republic.”


He was tiring of the game. “Say what you mean, old man.”


“During our glorious Cultural Revolution I once watched as a 2,000-year-old corpse, discovered in perfect condition at Changsha, was tossed by soldiers into the sun to rot, while peasants threw stones at it. That was the fate of millions of our cultural objects. Imagine the scientific and historical information lost from such foolishness.”


He cautioned himself not to listen too closely to Pau’s talk. As he’d taught his subordinates, good investigators never allowed themselves to be swayed by an interrogee.


His host motioned to a wooden and brass abacus. “That is 1,500 years old, used in a bank or an office as a calculator. The West had no idea of such a device until many centuries later. The decimal system, the zero, negative numbers, fractions, the value of pi. These concepts—everything in this room—all were first conceived by the Chinese.”


“How do you know this?” Ni asked.


“It’s our history. Unfortunately, our glorious emperors and Mao’s People’s Revolution rewrote the past to suit their needs. We Chinese have little idea from where we came, or what we accomplished.”


“And you know?”


“Look over there, Minister.”


He saw what looked like a printer’s plate, characters ready to be inked on paper.


“Movable type was invented in China in 1045 CE, long before Gutenberg duplicated the feat in Germany. We also developed paper before the West. The seismograph, the parachute, the rudder, masts and sailing, all of these first came from China.” Pau swept his arms out, encompassing the room. “This is our heritage.”


Ni clung to the truth. “You are still a thief.”


Pau shook his head. “Minister, my thievery is not what brings you here. I’ve been honest with you. So tell me, why have you come?”


Abruptness was another known Pau trait, used to command a conversation by controlling its direction. Since Ni was tired of the banter, he glanced around, hoping to spot the artifact. As described, it stood about three centimeters tall and five centimeters long, combining a dragon’s head on a tiger’s body with the wings of a phoenix. Crafted of bronze, it had been found in a 3rd century BCE tomb.


“Where is the dragon lamp?”


A curious look spread across Pau’s wrinkled face. “She asked the same thing.”


Not the answer he expected. “She?”


“A woman. Spanish, with a touch of Moroccan, I believe. Quite the beauty. But impatient, like you.”


“Who?”


“Cassiopeia Vitt.”


Now he wanted to know, “And what did you tell her?”


“I showed her the lamp.” Pau pointed at a table toward the far end of the hall. “It sat right there. Quite precious. I found it in a tomb, from the time of the First Emperor. Discovered in … 1978, I believe. I brought the lamp, and all these items, with me when I left China in 1987.”


“Where is the lamp now?”


“Miss Vitt wanted to purchase it. She offered an impressive price, and I was tempted, but said no.”


He waited for an answer.


“She produced a gun and stole it from me. I had no choice. I am but an old man, living here alone.”


That he doubted. “A wealthy old man.”


Pau smiled. “Life has been kind to me. Has it to you, Minister?”


“When was she here?” he asked.


“Two days past.”


He needed to find this woman. “Did she say anything about herself?”


Pau shook his head. “Just pointed her gun, took the lamp, and left.”


A disturbing and unexpected development. But not insurmountable. She could be found.


“You came all this way for that lamp?” Pau asked. “Tell me, does it relate to your coming political war with Minister Karl Tang?”


The question threw him. Pau had been gone from China a long time. What was happening internally was no state secret, but neither was it common knowledge—not yet, anyway. So he asked, “What do you know of that?”


“I am not ignorant,” Pau said in nearly a whisper. “You came because you knew Tang wanted that lamp.”


Outside of his office, that fact was unknown. Concern now rifled through him. This old man was far better informed than he’d ever assumed. But something else occurred to him. “The woman stole the lamp for Tang?”


Pau shook his head. “She wanted it for herself.”


“So you allowed her to take it?”


“I thought it better than Minister Tang acquiring it. I have anticipated that he might come and, actually, was at a loss as to what to do. This woman solved the problem.”


His mind reeled, assessing the changed situation. Pau Wen stared at him with eyes that had surely borne witness to many things. Ni had come thinking a surprise visit to an elderly, ex-Chinese national would provide an easy opportunity. Obviously, the surprise was not Pau’s.


“You and Minister Tang are the two leading contenders for the presidency and premiership,” Pau said. “The current holder of that office is old, his time draws to a close. Tang or Ni. Everyone will have to choose their side.”


He wanted to know, “Which side are you on?”


“The only one that matters, Minister. China’s.”





FIVE



COPENHAGEN


MALONE FOLLOWED THE CHINESE COURIER, HIS SUSPICIONS confirmed. She knew nothing about what she was sent to retrieve, only to take what he offered. Hell, she’d even flirted with him. He wondered how much she was being paid for this dangerous errand, and was also concerned about how much Cassiopeia’s captor knew. The voice on the laptop had made a point to taunt him about his government experience—yet they’d sent an uninformed amateur.


He kept the courier in sight as she eased her way through the crowd. The route she was taking would lead them out a secondary gate in Tivoli’s northern boundary. He watched as she passed through the exit, crossed the boulevard beyond, and reentered the Strøget.


He stayed a block behind her as she continued her stroll.


They passed several secondhand-book stores, the owners all competitors and friends, and countless outdoor tables for the many eateries, ending at Højbro Plads. She veered right at the Café Norden, which anchored the square’s east edge, and headed toward the steeple of Nikolaj, an old church that now served as a public exhibition hall. She turned along a side street that led away from Nikolaj, toward Magasin du Nord, Scandinavia’s most exclusive department store.


People paraded in the streets, enjoying a collective joviality.


Fifty yards away, cars and buses whizzed back and forth where the Strøget ended.


She turned again.


Away from the department store and the traffic, back toward the canal and the charred ruins of the Museum of Greco-Roman Culture, which still had not been rebuilt from a fire that had destroyed it last year. Cassiopeia Vitt had appeared that night and saved his hide.


Now it was his turn to return the favor.


Fewer people loitered here.


Many of the 18th- and 19th-century structures, their façades long restored, had once been brothels frequented by Copenhagen’s sailors. Apartments, favored by artists and young professionals, dominated today.


The woman disappeared around another corner.


He trotted to where she’d turned, but a trash receptacle blocked the way. He peered around the plastic container and spied a narrow alley closed in by walls of crumbling bricks.


The woman approached a man. He was short, thin, and anxious. She stopped and handed over the envelope. The man ripped it open, then yelled something in Chinese. Malone did not have to hear what was said to understand. Clearly, he knew what was expected, and it damn well wasn’t a book.


He slapped her face.


She was thrown back and struggled to regain both her balance and composure. A hand went to her wounded cheek.


The man reached beneath his jacket.


A gun appeared.


Malone was way ahead of him, already finding his Beretta and calling out, “Hey.”


The man whirled, saw both Malone and the gun and immediately grabbed the woman, jamming the barrel of his weapon into her neck.


“Toss the gun in that trash bucket,” the man yelled in English.


He was deciding whether to risk it, but the terrified look on the woman’s face told him to comply.


He dropped the gun over the container’s edge, which thumped around, signaling that little else lay inside.


“Stay put,” the man said as he backed down the street with his hostage.


He could not allow the trail to end here. This was his only route to Cassiopeia. The man and his captive kept easing toward where the alley connected to another busy street. A constant stirring of people passed back and forth at the intersection.


He stood, fifty feet away, and watched.


Then the man released his grip on the woman and, together, they ran away.


NI ASSESSED PAU WEN, REALIZING THAT HE’D FALLEN DIRECTLY into the trap this clever man had set.


“And what is best for China?”


“Do you know the tale of the crafty fox caught by a hungry tiger?” Pau asked.


He decided to indulge Pau and shook his head.


“The fox protested, saying, ‘You dare not eat me because I am superior to all other animals, and if you eat me you will anger the gods. If you don’t believe me, just follow and see what happens.’ The tiger followed the fox into the woods and all the animals ran away at the first sight of them. The awed tiger, not realizing that he was the cause of their alarm, let the fox go.” Pau went silent for a moment. “Which are you, Minister, the crafty fox or the unwitting tiger?”


“Seems one is a fool, the other a manipulator.”


“Unfortunately, there are no other contenders for control of China,” Pau said. “You and Minister Tang have done a masterful job of eliminating all challengers.”


“So do you say I am the fool or the manipulator?”


“That is not for me to decide.”


“I assure you,” Ni said, “I am no fool. There is corruption throughout our People’s Republic. My duty is to rid us of that disease.”


Which was no small task in a nation where 1% of the population owned 40% of the wealth, much of it built from corruption. City mayors, provincial officials, high-ranking Party members—he’d arrested them all. Bribery, embezzlement, misappropriation, moral decadence, privilege seeking, smuggling, squandering, and outright theft were rampant.


Pau nodded. “The system Mao created was littered with corruption from its inception. How could it not be? When a government is accountable only from the top down, dishonesty becomes insidious.”


“Is that why you fled?”


“No, Minister, I left because I came to detest all that had been done. So many people slaughtered. So much oppression and suffering. China, then and today, is a failure. There is no other way to view it. We are home to sixteen of the world’s twenty most polluted cities, the world leader in sulfur dioxide emissions. Acid rain is destroying our land. We pollute the water with no regard for consequences. We destroy culture, history, our self-respect, with no regard. Local officials are rewarded only for more economic output, not public initiatives. The system itself assures its own destruction.”


Ni cautioned himself that those observations could all be a deception. So he decided to utilize some misdirection of his own. “Why did you allow that woman to steal the lamp?”


Pau appraised him with a glare that made him uncomfortable, akin to his own father’s gaze that he’d once respected.


“That is a question to which you should already know the answer.”


MALONE TIPPED THE TRASH BIN OVER, FOUND HIS GUN, THEN bolted down the alley.


He should have known.


The courier was no victim. Just an accomplice who’d messed up. He came to the alley’s end and rounded the corner.


His two adversaries were a hundred feet ahead, running toward bustling Holmens Kanal, its lanes jammed with speeding vehicles navigating toward Copenhagen’s busiest square.


He saw the two dart left, vanishing around a corner.


He stuffed the gun away and mixed force with polite phrases to bump his way past the crowd.


He came to a traffic-lighted intersection. The Danish Royal Theater stood across the street. To his right, he caught sight of Nyhavn, busy with people enjoying themselves at colorful cafés that stretched the new harbor’s length. His two targets were making their way down a crowded sidewalk, paralleling traffic and a busy bicycle lane, heading toward the Hotel d’Angleterre.


A Volvo eased to the curb just before the hotel’s entrance.


The man and woman crossed the bicycle lane and headed straight for the car’s open rear door.


Two pops, like balloons bursting, and the man was thrown back, his body dropping to the pavement.


Another pop and the woman fell beside him.


Crimson rivulets poured from each body.


Fear spread, a ripple that sent a panic through the afternoon crowd. Three people on bicycles collided with one another, trying to avoid the bodies.


The car sped away.


Tinted windows shielded the occupants as it roared past, then whipped left in a sharp turn. He tried to spot the license plate, but the Volvo disappeared around Kongens Nytorv.


He rushed forward, knelt down, and checked pulses.


Both were dead.


The bicyclists appeared injured.


He stood and yelled in Danish, “Somebody call the police.”


He ran a hand through his hair and heaved a sigh.


The trail to Cassiopeia had just vanished.


He eased himself away from the throng of gawkers, close to the outside tables and windows for the Hotel d’Angleterre’s restaurant. People with shocked faces stood and stared. Dead bodies on the sidewalk were not commonplace in Denmark.


Distant sirens signaled that help was coming.


Which meant he needed to go.


“Mr. Malone,” a voice said, close to his left ear.


He started to turn.


“No. Face ahead.”


The distinctive feel of a gun barrel nestled close to his spine told him to take the man’s advice.


“I need you to walk with me.”


“And if I don’t?” he asked.


“You do not find Cassiopeia Vitt.”





SIX



SHAANXI PROVINCE, CHINA
10:00 PM


KARL TANG STARED OUT ACROSS THE VAST ENCLOSED SPACE. The helicopter ride north, from Chongqing, across the Qin Mountains, had taken nearly two hours. He’d flown from Beijing not only to personally supervise the execution of Jin Zhao but also to deal with two other matters, both of equal importance, the first one here in Shaanxi, China’s cultural cradle. An archaeologist in the Ministry of Science had once told him that if you sank a shovel anywhere in this region, something of China’s 6,000-year-old history would be unearthed.


Before him was the perfect example.


In 1974 peasants digging a well uncovered a vast complex of underground vaults that, he’d been told, would eventually yield 8,000 life-sized terra-cotta soldiers, 130 chariots, and 670 horses, all arrayed in a tightly knit battle formation—a silent army, facing east, each figure forged and erected more than 2,200 years ago. They guarded a complex of underground palaces, designed specifically for the dead, all centered on the imperial tomb of Qin Shi, the man who ended five centuries of disunity and strife, eventually taking for himself the exalted title Shi Huang.


First Emperor.


Where that initial well had been dug now stood the Museum of Qin Dynasty Terra-cotta Warriors and Horses, its centerpiece the exhibition hall spanning more than two hundred meters before him, topped by an impressive glass-paneled arch. Earthen balks divided the excavated scene into eleven latitudinal rows, each paved with ancient bricks. Wooden roofs, once supported by stout timbers and crossbeams, had long ago disappeared. But to bar moisture and preserve the warrior figures beneath, the builders had wisely sheathed the area with woven matting and a layer of clay.


Qin Shi’s eternal army had survived.


Tang stared at the sea of warriors.


Each wore a coarse tunic, belt, puttees, and thonged, square-toed sandals. Eight basic faces had been identified, but no two were exactly alike. Some had tightly closed lips and forward-staring eyes, revealing a character of steadiness and fortitude. Others displayed vigor and confidence. Still others evoked a sense of thoughtfulness, suggesting the wisdom of a veteran. Amazingly, the still poses, repeated innumerable times in a given number of defined postures, actually generated a sense of motion.


Tang had visited before and walked among the archers, soldiers, and horse-drawn chariots, smelling the rich Shaanxi earth, imagining the rhythmic beat of marching feet.


He felt empowered here.


Qin Shi himself had walked this hallowed ground. For 250 years, ending in 221 BCE, seven ruling kingdoms—Qi, Chi, Yar, Zhao, Han, Wei, and Qin—had fought for dominance. Qin Shi ended that conflict, conquering his neighbors and establishing an empire with all authority centered in himself. Eventually, the land itself acquired his name. A perversion of the way Qin would come to be pronounced by foreigners.


Chin.


China.


Tang found it hard not to be impressed by such grand accomplishments, and though Qin Shi had lived long ago, the man’s impact still resonated. He was the first to divide the land into prefectures, each composed of smaller units he named counties. He abolished the feudal system and eliminated aristocratic warlords. Weights, measures, and currencies became standardized. A uniform code of laws was enacted. He built roads, a wall to protect the northern border, and cities. Even more critical, the various and confusing local scripts were replaced with one written alphabet.


But the First Emperor was not perfect.


He enforced severe laws, imposed heavy taxes, and requisitioned people by the thousands for both military and construction services. Millions died under his reign. To begin an enterprise is not easy, but to keep hold of success is even more difficult. Qin Shi’s descendants failed to heed the First Emperor’s lesson, allowing peasant revolts to ferment into widespread rebellion. Within three years of the founder’s death, the empire crumbled.


A new dynasty succeeded.


The Han.


Whose descendants continued to dominate even today.


Tang was a Han, from Hunan province, another hot, humid place in the south, home to revolutionary thinkers, Mao Zedong its most prominent. He’d attended Hunan’s Institute of Technology, then transferred to Beijing’s School of Geology. After graduating, he’d worked as a technician and political instructor on the Geomechanics Survey Team, then served as head engineer and chief of the political section for the Central Geological Bureau. That’s when the Party had first noticed him and he was assigned positions in Gansu province and the Tibet Autonomous Region, gaining a reputation as both a scientist and administrator. Eventually, he returned to Beijing and rose from assistant to director of the general office of the Central Committee. Three years later he was elevated to the Central Committee itself. Now he was first vice premier of the Party, first vice president of the republic, one step away from the tip of the political triangle.


“Minister Tang.”


He turned at the sound of his name.


The museum’s curator approached. He could tell from the man’s clipped stride and polite expression that something was amiss.


Tang stood on the railed walk that encircled Pit 1, fifteen meters above the terra-cotta figures. The 16,000-square-meter exhibit hall was closed for the night, but the overhead lighting in the hangar-like space had been left on, per his earlier instruction.
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