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Chapter 1: Arrival

The Amsterdam to Chengdu flight, ML847, was delayed by 32 minutes before finally landing safely.

Liu Jinwen carried a black backpack and wheeled her suitcase, following the other passengers towards the exit. It was peak arrival time, and passengers from four different international flights were gradually converging at the immigration channel, forming long queues.

Immigration officials were present to guide the flow of people and maintain order, but the line moved at a snail’s pace. After 17 minutes, Liu Jinwen finally reached counter number 8.

“Where are you coming from?” The immigration officer asked in a neutral tone, without looking up.

“Amsterdam, the Netherlands,” Liu Jinwen replied politely.

“Look at the camera.” The officer still didn’t look at Liu Jinwen.

Liu Jinwen obligingly adjusted her head, her eyes facing the camera mounted on the immigration counter. She didn’t know what was behind the azure lens, but she assumed someone was looking at her through it. Only then did the officer raise his head, comparing the passenger in front of him to the photograph on her passport, and glancing at the screen of the computer in front of him. He handed the passport back to Liu Jinwen.

“You can pass through.”

The arrivals hall was extremely crowded, and Liu Jinwen felt a little out of place. She had been living in Paris for a long time, which was also a large European city, densely populated. But compared to Chengdu Airport, Paris felt like a small town, at least in terms of population density.

Liu Jinwen quickened her pace. She had already booked a flight from Chengdu to Beijing, and luckily the delay of ML847 wasn’t significant, or she might have missed her connecting flight and disrupted her carefully laid itinerary.

Beijing Airport was even more crowded. Liu Jinwen quickly exited the arrivals hall. Instead of taking a taxi, she boarded the airport express bus to Jianguomen, then transferred to the subway to reach North 5th Ring Road, where the Admin Department had arranged accommodation for her. If everything went smoothly, she would only be staying there temporarily.

On her first day reporting for duty, the Bureau had already scheduled her itinerary. Xiao Hua, the assistant to the bureau director, met Liu Jinwen at the security checkpoint and led her to a small conference room.

Liu Jinwen was a member of the Ministry of State Security’s International Intelligence Bureau, stationed in Europe, with her long-term residence in Paris. Because her single-point-of-contact in France had been unexpectedly exposed, the International Intelligence Bureau had urgently arranged for her extraction to return home. Over the next few days, Liu Jinwen would debrief the International Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of State Security and undergo internal vetting, after which she would be re-assigned accordingly, the duration of the vetting was currently unknown.

The vetting process lasted ten days, followed by a period of waiting for the conclusion – indefinite waiting, which was the most agonizing part. During the waiting period, Liu Jinwen was free to go out, but she knew that her every move and utterance was under the surveillance of the Ministry of State Security. To minimize trouble for herself and avoid causing unnecessary problems for others, Liu Jinwen kept a low profile, stayed home most of the time, and patiently awaited the results of the vetting.

Two weeks later, Jiang, the director of the International Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of State Security, spoke with Liu Jinwen personally, acknowledging her achievements during her time working abroad and informing her that the Ministry had decided to assign her to long-term domestic work. She would be transferred to the Beidu City State Security Bureau and appointed as Deputy Section Chief of Section 4 of the Counter Espionage Reconnaissance Department, or known as Department 6 to the public. She was to report to Department 6 in Beidu City within one week.

Being assigned to work in an unfamiliar city after the vetting was entirely within Liu Jinwen’s expectations, but being appointed Deputy Section Chief was completely unexpected. For Liu Jinwen, this appointment was both an affirmation and reward for her past work, and a source of expectation and encouragement for her future endeavors.

The Beidu City State Security Bureau had received orders from the Ministry and had made arrangements for Liu Jinwen’s work. The assignment to the Counter Espionage Reconnaissance Department of the Beidu City State Security Bureau was at the behest of the Ministry of State Security. Department 6 assigned her to Section 4, and also arranged an apartment near the office as temporary accommodation. Within a three-month period, Liu Jinwen would have ample time to find suitable private accommodation.

The Beidu City State Security Bureau’s Counter Espionage Reconnaissance Department managed a one-bedroom apartment as Liu Jinwen’s temporary accommodation. This was what Liu Jinwen had requested. Living alone, she didn’t want a large apartment. Although the bureau covered the expenses, she felt it was unnecessary, at least to save time in cleaning and tidying up. The apartment complex was not only close to the office but also on a subway line, which was very important for convenient daily life.

With everything prepared, Qiao Changfeng, Chief of Section 4 of Department 6, specially arranged for a driver to pick up the newly appointed Deputy Section Chief from Beijing.

On Saturday afternoon, Gao Shifu, a driver from Section 6, arrived at Liu Jinwen’s temporary residence in Beijing to pick up her. After arriving in Beidu City, Gao Shifu drove her directly to the apartment arranged for her by the Department. After Gao Shifu left, Liu Jinwen, like anyone who had just moved into a new home, walked around the unit to familiarize herself with the rooms, furniture, and facilities. Then she went to the kitchen, rummaged through the cabinets, and found some tea of an unknown vintage, which she placed in a teacup.

Liu Jinwen placed an electric kettle, filled with water, very close to the power strip, the spout directly above it. She powered on the electric kettle then returned to the bedroom to start organizing her luggage. The water in the kitchen boiled, and because the kettle was overfilled, some of the boiling water splashed onto the power strip, instantly causing a short circuit and cutting off the power to the entire apartment.

“Gao Shifu, are you home yet?” Liu Jinwen called the driver for help.

“Deputy Section Chief Liu, I’m almost there, just arrived at my residential complex. Do you need something? Did you forget something in the car? I’ll bring it to you right away.”

“Everything’s here. Gao Shifu, I’m really sorry, I’ve encountered a small problem. I don’t know how to fix it, and I don’t know anyone here. I had to call you for help.”

“No problem, Deputy Section Chief Liu, you are always welcome. What can I do to help?”

“I was boiling water when the power suddenly went out. I don’t know what’s wrong, and I don’t know if I can fix it or how. Can you please come to take a look?”

“A small matter, a small matter. Deputy Section Chief Liu, just wait for me at home, I’ll be there shortly. Don’t touch any of the appliances, it just so happens I know a bit about electrical work, I’ll take a look when I get there, I can usually fix minor problems.”

“Thank you so much, Gao Shifu! I just arrived in Beidu City, and I don’t know anyone here. I really don’t know what I would do without your help!”

As she hung up the phone, Liu Jinwen glanced at her watch. It would take Gao Shifu about 30 minutes to get back here, so she decided to use those 30 minutes to thoroughly check every corner of the apartment.

It was clean in the hallway, bathroom, or bedroom, but she discovered something unusual in the living room. A hidden camera was installed inside the television, positioned at the lower edge of the screen bezel, almost seamlessly integrated with the infrared remote control receiver. She continued to check the kitchen, but found nothing amiss.

Before Liu Jinwen arrived in Beidu City, her home had already been pre-equipped with surveillance devices. This apartment was property of Beidu State Security Bureau, and currently, only staff from the State Security Bureau knew she was living here, so it was safe to assume that everything had been set up in advance by the Bureau, although she had no way of knowing which department or individual was responsible. From Section 4 to the Counter Espionage Reconnaissance Department, and even to the Ministry of State Security, it was possible, after all, she had been urgently extracted back home because of the exposure of her single-point-of-contact in France, and the vetting process was over, but the vetting would never truly end.

She couldn’t say that the Ministry of  State Security didn’t trust her, only that the Ministry didn’t trust anyone, including herself. She decided to act as if she knew nothing, and observe how things unfolded. She would only be staying in this apartment for a maximum of three months, and she would see what the situation was like after she moved.

Qiao Changfeng, 51 years old, was a typical middle-aged man when walking down the street – not slick, but certainly not someone you’d immediately like. He was very friendly to the newly assigned Deputy Section Chief, first exchanging pleasantries with Liu Jinwen, then introducing her to the colleagues in Section 4, and accompanying her to meet the section chiefs of several other departments, as well as the director and deputy director of the Counter Espionage Reconnaissance Department. He even took her to the Bureau’s HR Department to report in, and finally to meet the deputy bureau director, bureau director, and political commissar. By the time they returned to the section, it was lunchtime, and he arranged for Liu Jinwen to be taken to the cafeteria to familiarize herself with the facilities, acting like an older brother guiding the way.

Liu Jinwen certainly saved herself a lot of trouble with Qiao Changfeng taking care of everything on her first day. However, shortly after lunch, Qiao Changfeng assigned her a case – to lead the formation of Special Task Force, STF-6029, and investigate it. He said that working on the case would allow her to quickly familiarize herself with the work.

Qiao Changfeng’s arrangement made sense. Many things could only be learned through practice, and the reality often differed from initial expectations, whether the task seemed simple or difficult. New colleagues, even those with years of experience, needed to first familiarize themselves with the internal workings to successfully carry out their work, and the best and fastest way to do that was to jump right in.

There was another reason why Section Chief Qiao Changfeng assigned Liu Jinwen, who had just started working that day, to be in charge of this case. The case was based on intelligence received from the International Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of State Security. The leak involved files and data from a project being developed at the 602 Institute – a project on passive ultra-high-sensitivity underwater object measurement and identification. Liu Jinwen had been working at the International Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of State Security before coming to Beidu City, so she would be well-positioned to communicate and coordinate with the bureau if necessary during the investigation. However, this wasn’t a particularly strong justification, as Liu Jinwen had been stationed abroad for a long time, and the number of colleagues at the bureau who knew her – and whom she knew – could be counted on one hand. Nevertheless, being able to immediately dive into work still made Liu Jinwen feel happy.

The 602 Institute was originally established with security in mind. Its location was chosen to be in Dayangzhuang, in the southern part of Beidu City, which was sparsely populated at the time, practically in the suburbs. As the city of Beidu City, a municipality adjacent to the capital, continued to develop and expand, Dayangzhuang was incorporated into the urban area, becoming part of the Nanxia District along with several neighboring villages.

Not only the area surrounding the 602 Institute, but the entire Dayangzhuang region, was transformed into a jungle of concrete and steel. The Dayangzhuang area was also renamed Feiyang Street, and the Feiyang Street Office and Feiyang Street Police Station were subsequently established. The community’s infrastructure and amenities were continuously improved, presenting a vibrant and thriving scene, making it hard to imagine that this was once the rice cultivation area of Beidu City.

As the Feiyang Street area rapidly developed, the aged buildings of the 602 Institute stood out as mismatched and out of place. There was little interest in learning about them, and many cutting-edge research results originated from these historically dilapidated buildings.

However, due to its increasingly increasing real estate price, the 602 Institute became a thorn in the side of some real estate developers. Finally, with the coordination of Beidu municipal government, the 602 Institute was relocated to a new site in the western suburbs two years ago. In fact, the land had already been auctioned off before the institute had officially moved. The day after the 602 Institute moved out, the entire site was demolished to make way for a super commercial and recreation center.

The relocation was a good thing for the 602 Institute – it was removed from the noise and chaos of the city, and replaced with new, modernized office and laboratory buildings, as well as state-of-the-art equipment and new facilities. These new investments were beneficial for maximizing output, of course, but they were also expensive. The land swap compensation was insufficient, so Beidu City provided a special research fund, and the Ministry of Science and Technology approved an additional special appropriation, which successfully enabled the institute’s relocation and upgrade.

The institute director, Doctor Li, clearly wasn’t interested in the leak or the State Security Bureau. He simply showed up to shake hands with the State Security Bureau officials to demonstrate his high regard for the incident, and then handed everything over to the security department.

Xu Kai, the head of the security department, joined the 602 Institute’s security section after retiring from the military at the age of 24, and has worked at the institute for another 24 years. The security section had been upgraded to a security department, and Xu Kai had been promoted from a section member to a department head.

Xu Kai immediately arranged for an internal investigation of the institute and provided the Beidu City State Security Bureau’s Section 4 with the personal information of all 47 researchers and staff involved in Project HTR85 – the passive ultra-high-sensitivity underwater object measurement and identification project.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Written by .

- Xianyu .






