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The Story

 

Played like a pawn…

 

Fresh off an operation that sent shockwaves across Europe, CIS covert operative Carrie O’Connor is dispatched down under. Her assignment is to identify the meddling of a foreign power in Australia’s internal affairs that could wreak havoc on their democracy.

 

Working with untested partners with dubious motives, Carrie discovers the extent of the political interference reaches higher than anyone had expected. With her efforts thwarted at every step by shadowy figures, she’s uncertain who she can trust and has to question even her closest allies.

 

Tested as never before, Carrie must infiltrate the powerful network pulling the strings. She’s taken on the CIA, terrorists, and her own past, but she has never come across something as powerful as this… What will she need to do to stop this deadly interference from spreading beyond the continent and across the globe?
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Chapter One

 

 

Cremorne Point

Sydney, Australia

 

“We can’t wait any longer.” Megan Walker cocked her HK VP9 pistol and stepped out of the black Hyundai sedan.

“We still don’t have the authorization—”

“If we wait any longer, they’ll kill him,” she whispered in a firm voice. She squinted at Lucas, her partner with the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, or ASIO. “You saw them enter the house five minutes ago. Why do you think they came at this ungodly hour of the night?”

“But our boss—”

“Let me worry about it, alright?”

Lucas Anderson shrugged and nodded.

Megan drew a deep breath, and the night’s cool air filled her lungs. She screwed the sound suppressor to the pistol’s muzzle and zipped the front of her gray windbreaker. She looked at the house they had been surveilling for the last hour. It was a two-story redbrick building on Cremorne Road. The two Asian men had arrived in a white Mitsubishi SUV and had parked illegally in front of the garage doors of the apartment building next to the house. Megan had positioned her vehicle across the intersection about fifty meters away. She and Lucas were able to observe everything, but were also set for a quick chase, if it became necessary.

She returned her eyes to Lucas, who had readied his pistol. “Here’s the plan,” she said in a low but clear voice, brushing back the brown bangs that reached her eyebrows, above her aqua-blue eyes. “I’ll take the front. They’re most likely to come out that way. Easier and faster.”

Lucas’s face was still twisted in a frown. He hesitated for a moment, then said, “Okay.”

“Don’t fire unless it’s necessary, but if you have to, shoot to kill.”

“I’ve got it,” he said in a slightly annoyed tone.

“I’m serious. These could be professional assassins.”

“I’ve done this before. I know what to do.”

Megan’s eyes caught the faint light of the corner streetlamp and sparked. She smiled at Lucas. “Let’s do it well.” She tipped her head toward the house. “Follow me.”

She darted across the street, keeping the pistol close to her thigh. None of the lights in the apartment complex or the nearby houses were on. They hadn’t seen anyone walking or driving by in the past thirty minutes, except the white Mitsubishi. That wasn’t unusual since it was almost three in the morning.

Megan reached the sidewalk and walked along the house’s decorative stone wall and the shrubs at the edge of the lawn. She looked through the shrubs and saw a dim light coming from the front window. It flickered for just a moment and disappeared. Flashlight, she thought.

She stepped onto the lawn and gestured to Lucas to keep walking to the right. When he disappeared around the corner, Megan advanced toward the main entrance. She had barely reached the five steps leading up to the white glass-and-metal door when a bullet pierced the door and whizzed overhead.

Instinctively, she rolled onto the grassy lawn, then crawled to the left, alongside the stone veranda. Gunshots rang from inside the house and the back.

She peered over one of the stones as another round shattered a flowerpot inches away from her head. A spray of dirt struck her face while flowerpot slivers rained over her head.

The main entrance door was thrown open, and two gunmen burst out.

Megan fired a couple of rounds, tagging one of them through the shoulder. He almost dropped his pistol, but was able to recover and aimed it at Megan.

She fell behind the corner of the house as the man fired a long burst. His rounds struck the brick on the other side of the wall. Small fragments flew around her, but none hit her face.

There was a moment of tense silence, but Megan didn’t look around the corner. Next came heavy rushing footsteps that faded. Then a car engine roared to life as the Mitsubishi’s headlights were switched on.

Megan stepped cautiously around the wall and shouted, “Lucas, hey, Lucas. Where are you?”

“I’m here,” he replied from the other side of the house. “Got clipped in my leg.”

“What?”

“Yeah, but I’ll be okay. Don’t let them get away…”

She got to the veranda just as the Mitsubishi SUV zipped away.

“You sure?” she asked Lucas. She couldn’t see him in the dark.

“Yes, yes, go already…”

Megan nodded. “I won’t let them escape.”

She bolted across the lawn, then jumped through the bushes and onto the sidewalk. Lights were on in some of the houses and apartments, and the police would be arriving shortly. She looked to her left at the SUV growing smaller in the distance, then sprinted to the Hyundai.

Megan started the car and gunned the engine. The Hyundai tore across the street, going after the SUV, which had an advantage of about a hundred meters.

Megan kept her foot on the gas and glanced at her HK pistol. She’d need to get much closer for an accurate hit.

The gunmen didn’t seem to have that problem.

Bullets struck the front of the sedan, lifting up sparks. Megan swerved to the left and the right, trying to make herself a harder target. A couple of rounds pierced the windshield, but they were on the passenger side. Good thing Lucas isn’t with me.

She aimed her pistol and fired through the windshield. She doubted she’d be able to hit the target, but a wave of suppressing fire was better than nothing.

The SUV zipped up the street, then turned right on Sirius Street.

Megan was going too fast, but she didn’t want to lose the target.

She stepped on the brakes before she came to the turn, but it wasn’t enough. The Hyundai slid along the wet asphalt, fishtailed a bit, and hit a yellow SUV parked along the side. Megan was thrown against the door, but the seatbelt kept her in her seat. A little whiplash never killed anyone…

The SUV was perhaps thirty meters ahead. Megan squeezed off a quick burst until she heard the disappointing hollow click of an empty chamber. She slowed down, so she could reload as the SUV slid down the hill and turned left on Milson Road.

Once the HK pistol was locked and loaded, Megan flattened the gas pedal. She was more careful this time when she rounded the curve, then shifted gears and kept her foot on the gas. Gaining on the SUV, she aimed her pistol again. Before she could tap the trigger, a volley of bullets peppered the windshield. One of the rounds whizzed right over her head. 

Megan clenched her teeth, more annoyed than scared by the close call. She pushed hard on the cracked windshield with the muzzle of her pistol until the windshield fell to the side. She could now see better and aim more accurately.

As they came to a straight stretch of the road, she slowed down and aimed her pistol. She drew a deep breath and exhaled half of it. Then she held her breath and fired single rounds. They shattered the SUV’s back window, but the vehicle didn’t slow down.

There was no return gunfire.

Megan wasn’t sure if her rounds had hit the armed man, or if he was waiting for a more opportune moment. She shrugged, and her eyes flashed with hope. Whatever it is, I’ll end it now.

Her car picked up speed, but the SUV’s driver had also accelerated. Both vehicles barreled down the street, which began to curve. Megan eased off the gas ever so slightly, staying behind the SUV. She fired a three-round burst. Sparks came from the rear and the side of the Mitsubishi SUV, but the driver kept going.

Megan stomped on the gas, trying to gain on the SUV as they came to another turn.

The driver swung into the other lane, cutting her off. Megan had to slam on the brakes to avoid crashing into the SUV. She tried to swerve around it, but the driver switched lanes again.

A couple of rounds struck the side of the Hyundai.

Megan lowered her head as she tried to catch up to the SUV, but its driver was faster. He was still about ten meters ahead of her.

The street turned to the right as they neared the open waters of Sydney Harbour. 

Megan aimed her pistol and let off a long volley.

Her bullets finally found their mark. They shattered the driver’s window and struck him in the head. He lost control of the SUV, which ramped the curb at a very high speed and headed straight for a metal bench. At the last moment, it veered off to the right and plowed through the metal barrier alongside the harbor.

Megan hit the brakes and came to an abrupt stop near the bench. She ran toward the twisted barrier and looked at the SUV, which had fallen into the waters a few meters below. Megan peered into the dark, but didn’t see the driver or the passenger.

A moment later, the SUV exploded, turning into a gigantic fireball. Tall orange flames shot up along with metal, glass, and plastic pieces. Megan stepped back and away from the barrier, unharmed by the fragments falling down around her. She shook her head as she gazed at the bright lights of Sydney’s skyscrapers across the harbor. Oh, why did it have to go this way?

She sighed and cursed aloud, then her phone rang. She returned her pistol to her shoulder holster and glanced at the phone. It was Lucas. “Yes, Megan here. Is he alive?”

“No, Ling is dead.”

Megan cursed again. Her eyes turned into small slits, and her forehead puckered. “How did they kill him?”

“They made it look like he hanged himself.”

Her fingers clenched tight against the phone. “We should have gone in sooner. Perhaps we could have stopped this.” Her voice carried the unmistakable tone of guilt.

“Or maybe our boss should have given the order,” Lucas’s voice had taken on a tense tone. “He’s the only one to blame, if anyone is to blame.”

Megan shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. Perhaps we can find something useful in the house…”

“I’m checking. So far, there’s his phone and his passport.”

“Chinese passport?”

“No.”

“Ling had dual citizenship?”

“If this isn’t fake, then Ling was also Canadian.”

“What? How can that be?”

“Not sure, but I have the passport in my hand. It has his photo and was issued six months ago.”

Megan pressed her lips together, unsure of what to say. She felt a flush creeping up her face. If Ling was a Canadian citizen, this complicated things. Her agency would have to involve their Commonwealth ally. But maybe this isn’t that bad. I’ve worked with the Canadian Intelligence Service before. They can be hotheads, but they get the job done.

She grinned, realizing that her own colleagues had called her a “hothead” on more than one occasion. Megan shrugged. You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do. Perhaps the CIS will send in Justin Hall. I haven’t worked with him in a while. Or maybe they’ll send someone new, who has a softer, more diplomatic approach.

Megan shrugged again, and her whole face lit up. Whoever it is, we’ll find out why the Chinese are nosing into our politics…
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​Chapter Two

 

 

The Forbidden Palace

Dongjiaomin Alley

Beijing, China

 

Yan Zixin grinned at the irony as he glanced at the restaurant’s name written in bright blue lights on a black background. It was supposed to be a palace, but it looked more like a shack. Zixin sighed and ran his hands through his thinning hair. He paced in front of the door, unsure if he should cross over the threshold. I shouldn’t be here. This shouldn’t have happened.

He drew a deep breath. The evening was cold, but the air was thick with smog, like most of the city of twenty-two million, and with the smell of onion, garlic, and a blend of spices. Zixin shook his head. I have to deal with this Sydney mess. Now is as good a time as ever.

He pushed open the brown wooden door and entered the dimly lit restaurant. Zixin knew his boss, Director Zhang Quan, was sitting at a booth near the back, by the last window, which was his favorite spot. The hole-in-the-wall eatery was a few blocks south of the headquarters of the Ministry of State Security, the feared Chinese intelligence agency, and was owned by one of Quan’s nephews. It was a very safe and secure place, where the director and Zixin, who was a spymaster in the MSS’s Second Bureau, responsible for overseas operations, could have discussions off the record.

Zixin skirted the front tables, but made no eye contact with any of the handful of patrons sitting around the tables. When he saw Quan, he nodded slowly at the director, who was dressed in his dark blue suit, crisp white shirt, and powder blue and white polka dot tie. The director returned the nod, a small head gesture that was barely noticeable. Zixin slid into the booth and said, “Director, how is it going?”

“How do you think?” Quan’s small brown eyes narrowed. His voice was barely above a whisper, but ice-cold, sending shivers down Zixin’s spine. He had rarely seen the director foaming at the mouth. Quan put his hands together, planting his arms on the white tablecloth. “The Sydney fiasco has the potential of hanging us both.” He ran his bony hand with long fingers across his neck as if his words weren’t clear enough.

Zixin wondered if the director was exaggerating, but kept that thought to himself. Perhaps he knows something I don’t. “Have the Australians discovered anything?”

“No, but they don’t have to. They have suspicions, and that’s enough.” He waved a dismissive hand that bumped against the porcelain teapot set in the middle of the table.

A young waiter appeared tableside, and Quan stopped talking. He gave the waiter a curious glance, as if wondering what he was doing there, then he looked at Zixin. “What do you want?”

It sounded more like an order than a simple question. Zixin shrugged and said, “Tea’s fine. Green tea.”

The waiter bowed and disappeared.

Quan peered at Zixin’s square-jawed face and determined eyes. The director said, “We know the Aussies are smart. They’ll put two and two together.”

“How will that be?” Zixin leaned closer to Quan. The spymaster’s eyes glinted with suspicion, and his brows snapped together. He rubbed his chin, which bore the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow. “The team made sure his death was made to look like a suicide.”

Quan nodded. “The keyword is ‘like.’ Like a suicide. Our ambassador has seen the police report. The pictures are clear: Your men botched the job.”

Zixin chewed on his bottom lip. He suppressed the first response that popped into his mind because he didn’t want to disrespect his boss. Besides, Quan did have a point: It wasn’t the cleanest job. True, they had been pressed for time, but they were professionals. And then they were killed. Yes, that was the ultimate failure in an assignment. Zixin gave his boss a half-nod and said, “Suicides are a tricky business, especially hangings. No two are alike. The reports, they’re just one person’s opinion.”

Quan lifted an eyebrow as he scrutinized Zixin’s face. “That might be true, but the ASIO will very likely determine this was a homicide. They’ll be following the leads, those two useless goons, and whatever our man Ling left behind. There’s a real possibility that the entire operation can be exposed.”

“The whole thing?”

“Yes. Ling was on the way out, but we needed to get rid of him before he caused any trouble. Two other candidates are replacing him. They have even better chances of infiltrating Australia’s parliament. We can’t allow that to also be compromised.”

Another shiver went through Zixin’s body. He now realized the gravity of the situation. He also understood why Quan had insisted they hold the meeting at the Forbidden Palace rather than at his office at the MSS headquarters. He thought Quan was exaggerating when he said that the Sydney fiasco could hang them, being purposefully dramatic. But Zixin understood that the greatest danger didn’t come from the ASIO or another Australian law enforcement authority. No, the real threat to their careers and their lives came from their own masters within the MSS and the top leaders of the ruling Communist Party.

Quan continued, “This can never be tied to you, or me. Otherwise, we’re both dead and buried.”

Zixin opened his mouth, but the waiter appeared with a bronze tray. He set a porcelain teapot and a cup in front of Zixin, then bowed and left.

The spymaster began to pour the tea, but his hand started to tremble. He tried to steady it, hoping the director hadn’t noticed.

If he did, he must have decided to ignore it because Quan said, “I’m sending you to Sydney. You’ll need to erase all traces of our agency’s involvement. This is our last chance, and your last warning.”

Zixin flinched as if Quan’s words had slapped him across the face. Is he trying to put the blame on me? If I fail, he’s going down with me. Then a thought darkened his mind, and the frown across his face deepened. Quan might throw me to the wolves to save himself. He can spin this to save his own skin. Zixin looked at the director’s grinning face, noticing something malicious dancing at the corners of his thin, drooping lips. The spymaster couldn’t help but think of it as a reptilian smirk.

Zixin drew a deep breath. He steeled his nerves and offered the director a big smile. He lifted his teacup to his mouth and took a sip. “Hmmm, this is very good.” Then he locked eyes with Quan and said in a firm voice, “I’ll take care of it, sir.”

The director studied Zixin’s deep-set brown eyes. “It’s not as easy as you might think…”

“I don’t think it’s easy, but also it’s not something that should paralyze us with fear.”

Quan gave the spymaster a sideways glance. “Perhaps you’re not understanding the gravity of the situation. Let me give you a new piece of intel: The ASIO have requested the involvement of the CIS, the Canadian Intelligence Service, because Ling had Canadian citizenship.”

Zixin’s broad nose crinkled, and he stifled the self-satisfied smirk that wanted to form on his face. He had objected to employing an agent with dual citizenship exactly because of such factors. But Quan had dismissed those objections. It was necessary for the agent to move freely within Canada as well as most of the world for the other parts of their operation. Now Zixin could only hope that the director had learned his lesson.

Quan continued, “So, the CIS has dispatched an operative.” His hand slid across his chest as he reached into his jacket pocket. He brought out a black flash drive and slid it discreetly across the table. “Carrie O’Connor. The operative’s name.”

Zixin looked at the flash drive, then sipped his tea. “Will she be a problem?”

“Depends on if you underestimate her. We’ve had dealings with O’Connor before. She’s as fierce as they come. She’ll burn down half of Sydney to get to the bottom of this.”

“I will be extremely careful.” He wanted to say that the Canadian had met her match, but he didn’t want to come across as overconfident in front of the director.

The truth was, Zixin had the training and the experience needed to face off against a united front of Australian and Canadian operatives. He had served with the MSS in London, Moscow, and Dallas over the last five of his thirteen years with the agency. He was a great marksman, a smooth-talker, and the ultimate gray man, who could hide in plain view. If anyone had a chance to succeed in this operation, it was Zixin.

“Good, very good.” Quan’s mouth curved into a smile. “I want you to shut this down quietly. Discretion is of the utmost importance.”

“Blackmail?” Zixin winked and gestured with his hand.

“Yes, and bribes, and wrap this up neatly. No loose ends.”

“Understood.”

The smile stretched across Quan’s wrinkled face. “Good. With a bit of luck, you’ll make all their efforts useless. O’Connor will find nothing and go home defeated and in shame…”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

 

Carrie O’Connor held her breath and swung her head to the left. She wondered if she had been made, because the man who she had been following on foot for the last half an hour was looking straight at her. Carrie pretended to be talking on the phone, then she stopped and ran her hand through a few scarves laid over a table on the sidewalk. The vendor stepped up to Carrie, but she dismissed him with a shrug. She glanced to the left and discreetly turned her head to the right. The man was still there, but he wasn’t looking in her direction.

She heaved a sigh of relief and followed him at a casual pace. The bazaar wasn’t very busy, and the distance between the two of them was only thirty meters. The man had lowered his head and was staring at his phone. He had been doing that constantly for the last fifteen minutes. He was either receiving directions to where he was going or having a crucial conversation with someone.

Carrie skirted a few vendors, who were arranging their merchandise, then stepped around a group of tourists taking pictures and occupying most of the narrow path between the stalls. Her eyes never left the man, who removed his white baseball cap and scratched his head. She wondered if that was a signal to the female MSS operative he was supposed to meet. 

According to ASIO’s intelligence, Wan Suyin was going to meet the Malay man this morning. He had procured sensitive information from assets and operatives in Australia about the progress of Chinese interference activity in the country and ASIO’s countermeasure efforts. The CIS had a small yet strong presence in the country, so the Canadian operative had been assigned this task. She didn’t have the rendezvous, so she needed to be alert at all times.

The man glanced around, but his eyes didn’t focus on Carrie. She was now about ten meters away and to the man’s right, standing by a stall selling fresh-baked desserts. The tantalizing aroma filled the air, causing Carrie’s mouth to water. She glanced at the rows of ondeh-ondeh, the bite-sized balls made of rice batter and covered by freshly grated coconut flakes she had grown to love over the last two days she had spent in Kuala Lumpur. She wished she could stop and enjoy at least a couple of them. She shrugged. It will have to be another time.

She stopped as she came to a stall selling all kinds of shoes, sandals, and slippers. Six women were swarming around the merchandise, and Carrie had to squeeze her way through them. When she came to the other side, she looked in the direction of the man.

He had disappeared.

Where did he go?

Carrie stepped to the side and looked around.

The man was gone.

She rose on her tiptoes, then spun around, bumping into someone. When she looked up, she froze, and her eyes widened. Carrie glanced into the green eyes of Wan Suyin. “O’Connor, glad to finally meet you.” The MSS agent gave Carrie a look of triumph.

Carrie tried to move back, but Suyin rammed a pistol into Carrie’s side and cocked the weapon, which made a threatening metallic click. “I wouldn’t do that.” She grabbed Carrie by the arm. “This way.” She led her to the right, between the stalls, and down a narrow alleyway.

The CIS operative thought about her options as they passed a couple of closed doors. She could try to overpower Suyin. It was a risky move, as she could tap the trigger at any moment. Carrie doubted she’d do it, since Carrie was worth more to the Chinese operative alive than dead, but she couldn’t exclude the possibility. There was an unspoken professional courtesy among spies like them, but some people didn’t respect those conventions. Carrie wasn’t sure about whether Suyin was one of those people and didn’t want to find out.

Moreover, Carrie had lost track of the man. He hadn’t met Suyin yet, but was he still going to do that? What intelligence was he giving her? What orders was he receiving? Carrie wouldn’t have any answers to those questions if she was wounded during her struggle with Suyin.

So Carrie slumped her shoulders and lowered her head as the Chinese operative shoved her behind the stalls and into a trash-littered alley. The area was walled in, with no one in sight. It was the perfect place for an execution.

The thought crossing her mind sent chills down her spine. She tried to focus on her escape plan and became more conscious of the pistol’s muzzle jammed between her ribs. A white Jeep appeared up ahead, near the mouth of the alley. The rear door opened, and Carrie noticed the Malay man sliding farther inside the vehicle.

Now is my chance, Carrie thought.

Suyin must have noticed Carrie’s body tightening, because she rammed the pistol deeper into Carrie’s side. “Don’t get any ideas or—”

Carrie swung to the side, stepping back. Her left hand grabbed Suyin’s wrist. 

Suyin tapped the trigger.

The bullet tore through Carrie’s brown jacket, but thankfully missed her body. She threw a fist at Suyin’s head, but the move was anticipated. The Chinese woman lowered her head and turned her pistol to Carrie.

The Canadian agent’s fingers were still hooked around Suyin’s wrist, but her grip wasn’t sufficient to stop the MSS agent from firing again. The bullet zipped next to Carrie’s head, ricocheting off the moldy brick wall. Her ear rang with a thousand church bells. “Oh,” she moaned in pain, then elbowed Suyin in the stomach.

The Chinese agent groaned and folded over, but the pistol was still in her right hand. 

Carrie drove her knee into Suyin and pushed her pistol-holding hand against the wall. Her fingers were still wrapped around the pistol’s grip, but the gun was pointing in the other direction, away from Carrie’s body. She delivered a quick hook that connected with Suyin’s head.
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