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Prologue

Qiu Tian was identified and recruited for training at the age of six. Demonstrating exceptional aptitude, she was specially enlisted at nine years old, and subsequently assigned to live and study in a rotating series of strategically important countries under the direction of the Second Department of the General Staff – at that time known as “Department Two.” There, she learned local languages and cultures, familiarized herself with the environment and society, and underwent systematic, comprehensive training, as well as extremely rigorous drills. Simultaneously, she executed special, highly sensitive overseas missions for Department Two, accumulating extensive real-world combat experience abroad.

Due to her long-term solo operations overseas, Qiu Tian became a prime target for adversary intelligence agencies in multiple countries. The risks she faced grew with each passing day. To ensure her safety, Department Two decided to recall her to China for permanent residence, while continuing to deploy her on single-person, secret, and highly sensitive overseas operations. At the age of twenty-one, Qiu Tian returned to China as instructed by Department Two and was assigned a cover identity, residing in the city of Beidu.

As time passed, Qiu Tian inevitably came into public view, and within Department Two, more and more people began to learn her identity and the details of her secret overseas missions.

Qiu Tian’s identity and missions were classified at the highest level. As “Department Two” was restructured into “Bureau Two,” and the few remaining individuals who knew her past gradually retired, her life before the age of twenty-one became sealed away. Aside from Qiu Tian herself, no currently serving personnel in the General Staff Bureau Two are aware of her life, training, or completed missions during those twelve years, from age nine to twenty-one. Only the thirty-plus military merit citations secretly awarded to her can attest to those turbulent years.

The Miss Qiu Series recounts Qiu Tian’s primary experiences after her return to China. Her past remains largely unknown, and will only be revealed as related classified archives are gradually declassified.

Stopwatch is the fourth installment in the Miss Qiu series. It demands navigating the peaks and valleys of life, the turbulence of a career, and the shifting tides of political landscapes, all while confronting opponents who are seasoned, cunning, and concealing their true capabilities. On this unique and clandestine battlefield, visible dangers and unseen weapons converge, and only the most loyal soldiers can remain standing, only the strongest will can endure until the very end.

Chapter 1: Stopwatch

The night was heavy, and looking down from the airplane window, the lights of Quanzhou sprawled like a poem: “Countless homes ablaze around the city, a galaxy reflected in the water.” [Note: The poem is from Bai Juyi (白居易), a renowned Tang dynasty poet. It’s from his poem《江楼夕望招客》 (Evening View from River Tower, Inviting Guests).]

The aircraft began its descent. Qiu Tian moved her head from the window and leaned back against Xia Xiaoyu’s shoulder, gently closing her eyes.

Happiness and joy were never late in coming, but the Little New Year in the south always arrived a day after it did in the north. Having just celebrated the Little New Year in the north, Qiu Tian and Xia Xiaoyu flew to Quanzhou on this same day to spend a brief time with her mother, who was wintering and recuperating there, staying until the twenty-seventh of the twelfth lunar month.

Li Changchun had arrived two days prior, having taken leave to visit family. He would spend the Spring Festival with Qiu Qingli before returning to the Bureau Two Training Center after the seventh day of the new year.

Although the trip was ostensibly a family visit to Quanzhou, Qiu Tian also had an assignment to complete along the way. On the twenty-eighth of the twelfth lunar month, Xia Xiaoyu would return to Beidu, while Qiu Tian would travel to Guangzhou to meet with Director Xiang Wenyu of Bureau Two’s South China Division and Political Commissar Zhang Zhengxin. At that time, Qiu Tian would deliver a classified mission to the South China Division.

When Director Xiang Wenyu saw Qiu Tian, he couldn’t quite conceal his surprise. Director Hao had given Director Xiang a heads-up, mentioning that the incoming Deputy Director from Guangzhou was young. However, Xiang hadn’t fully grasped the implications of the word “young.” The General Staff’s Bureau Two was a Theater-level unit; a deputy director should, at the very least, hold the rank of Lieutenant General. He hadn’t expected the Deputy Director to be so young—he hadn’t encountered, or even heard of, a Lieutenant General in her early thirties. Qiu Tian was dressed in civilian clothes, and Director Xiang couldn’t gauge her career through any visible decorations. It was their first meeting, and asking about a new leader’s background so directly felt impolite and lacking in composure. His curiosity, therefore, remained unspoken.

After a brief exchange of pleasantries, Qiu Tian got straight to the point.

Intelligence personnel from Bureau Two in the United States had relayed important information: the U.S. Department of Defense had acquired complete and detailed information on the Rocket Force’s deployments in Guangdong and Guangxi provinces. The intelligence obtained was so granular it extended down to the location and personnel rosters of company-level units. The source of the leak was a Pentagon asset embedded within the Chinese military. Currently, all they knew about this asset was their codename: “Stopwatch.” They possessed no other information—not even their gender.

The mission for the South China Division was to investigate personnel within the Southern Theater, identifying potential suspects. Bureau Two would simultaneously investigate individuals at higher levels, striving to identify the “Stopwatch” as quickly as possible.

Having assigned the task, the South China Division reported a case they had recently taken on and sought Qiu Tian’s guidance on how to proceed.

Shanghai Ciji Health Group specializes in health checkups and third-party medical testing, operating checkup and medical testing centers in over forty major cities across the country.

The owner of Shanghai Ciji, Jia Jici, is a well-known entrepreneur and philanthropist. All units under the “Ciji” banner implement a special charitable policy nationwide: free health checkups for low-income groups every Wednesday and Saturday from 7 PM to 10 PM, free checkups for the first 200 local residents who book appointments through the website or mobile app every Sunday, and all-day free service for public security officers, military personnel, and their dependents. This policy has earned the Ciji Group a strong reputation for social responsibility.

Two months ago, a theft occurred in the “Xiuzhong Building,” a commercial office building in Guangzhou. The building’s property management reported the incident to the police, who quickly apprehended one of the thieves. He implicated his accomplice and detailed the theft, including stealing over 300,000 yuan in cash, two laptops, and other items from an office within the “Guangzhou Ciji Health Checkup and Medical Testing Center” on the fourth floor. However, “Ciji” did not report the incident. Moreover, during the police’s follow-up investigation of the theft, Ciji informed the police that they had not been robbed.

Several days later, the thief’s accomplice was found severely beaten and dumped on the side of the road, brought to the hospital by a kind passerby who alerted the authorities. When questioned by the police, the thief initially refused to disclose the details of the assault, only revealing it during interrogation about the theft.

The thief was named Qi Liang. He and his already-arrested accomplice were university classmates, both with backgrounds in engineering. Ultimately, their laziness and desire for easy money led them to what they considered a shortcut in life. They specialized in burglarizing office buildings, stealing small, high-value electronic devices to resell to buyers connected to online retailers. If they happened to grab some cash during a robbery, they considered it a bonus. Many of the victimized companies considered the losses minor, found reporting to the police too troublesome, and either remained silent or simply complained to building management. The pair’s criminal activity went largely unnoticed, allowing them to operate with increasing confidence.

After his accomplice was arrested, Qi Liang hastily rented a new apartment and went into hiding. The police couldn’t find him, but he was abducted by four unfamiliar men and taken to a dilapidated factory. They demanded him to return the two laptops and a mobile hard drive he’d stolen from “Ciji.”

After a brutal beating, Qi Liang confessed everything, revealing the contact at the online retailer who purchased the stolen goods. But his tormentors beat him again, telling him as they dumped him on the side of the road that the 300,000 yuan he’d stolen from Ciji would cover the silence and his medical bills. If Qi Liang talked out of turn, or if they couldn’t recover the laptop and hard drive, the money would instead be used to buy him a grave

Qi Liang held back one piece of information. He hadn’t sold the hard drive, but had hidden it. He told the police the hard drive contained a massive amount of personal information and corresponding “hypoxia nucleic acid” records—essentially DNA sequencing and genomic data—covering a vast number of individuals. He’d planned to sell the personal information, intending to make many times more money than he would have by simply selling the hard drive.

The police investigation revealed that the stolen goods buyer at the online retailer had disappeared. After excavating the location Qi Liang indicated, they recovered the hard drive and discovered that the “hypoxia nucleic acid” should be correctly referred to DNA sequencing and genomic data. The records contained detailed personal information on a vast number of individuals, including a large number of active military personnel and their families. The police reported the situation to the military’s security department.

“Director Xiang, where is Jia Jici currently?” Qiu Tian asked.

“He returned from the United States a couple of days ago and went straight to Guangzhou before heading back to Shanghai. According to the latest intelligence, he plans to spend the Spring Festival at his hometown in Wuhan, Hubei Province. We don’t have any information on his movements beyond that, nor has he booked any plane or train tickets.”

Qiu Tian nodded, addressing Director Xiang and Political Commissar Zhang. “Here’s how we’ll proceed. First, please coordinate with the South China Division and the Guangzhou police. This case involves active military personnel and their families, so Bureau Two will take the lead. Second, it’s already the twenty-eighth of the twelfth lunar month; let’s hold off on taking action against ‘Ciji’ for now. The South China Division should immediately monitor Jia Jici himself, and we’ll arrest him when the unified operation is launched. Third, I’ll arrange a nationwide coordinated operation at 11:30 PM on New Year’s Eve to raid Ciji’s facilities across the country and apprehend core personnel. Fourth, the South China Division will oversee the implementation of this unified operation, be responsible for investigating the case, and all evidence and suspects from other regions will be transferred to them for final reporting to the Bureau. Fifth, the South China Division is the first to know about this assignment, so maintain strict confidentiality.”

Director Xiang hesitated for a moment, then voiced his concerns. “Shouldn’t we conduct a more thorough investigation before taking action? This is a nationwide operation, and Ciji is a well-known company. I’m worried that if we’re wrong...”

“We’re already reacting to events that have already unfolded. The enemy moved first, and we’re playing catch-up. We can only make up for lost time by acting swiftly. Let’s secure the people and evidence first, and then we can conduct a deeper investigation more easily.” Seeing Qiu Tian’s resolute stance, Director Xiang, though still harboring reservations, didn’t press the matter further.

Seeing Qiu Tian arrive in Guangzhou alone, in civilian clothes, Political Commissar Zhang Zhengxin asked with concern, “Deputy Director Qiu, I see you haven’t brought a security detail or a secretary, and you’re dressed in plain clothes. It’s the end of the year, and security is a little more lax than usual. Would you like us to assign two officers from the South China Division to escort you back?”

“Thank you, Political Commissar. This trip is a combination of visiting family and a business trip, so I intentionally didn’t bring my secretary. I requested the Bureau not be assigned a security detail—I’m used to traveling alone. It’s almost New Year’s, so please don’t trouble your colleagues to escort me.”

“A thousand families laugh, the sound lingers late; trouble and woe seep in from beyond.” [Note: The above two lines are from the poem “New Year’s Eve” by Huang Jingren (黃景仁) of the Qing Dynasty.]

During the Spring Festival, Bureau Two leaders were on duty. Deputy Director Ma Xiao was on duty on New Year’s Eve, Director Hao on the first day of the New Year. Qiu Tian had already visited her mother before the New Year, so she wouldn’t be visiting her mother on the second day. She was therefore assigned duty on the second day of the New Year.

Shortly after 1:00 AM on New Year’s Eve, Director Hao called.

“Director, Happy New Year! I’m wishing you well for the New Year!”

“Happy New Year to you! Happy New Year! Qiu Tian, where are you?”

“Xia Xiaoyu and I just left his parents’ home and we are on our way back to Wutong Street.”

“Perfect. Come to the Bureau immediately, and go directly to Conference Room 3 in the Internal Security Division. I’ve already dispatched a driver to pick you up on Wutong Street, so don’t drive yourself. Bring a weapon, classified as a Level Three operation.”

Seeing that everyone had arrived, Deputy Director Ma Xiao, who was on duty, began to brief the situation. A dam at a reservoir in a certain area of Guizhou province had been destroyed with explosives shortly after 11:00 PM on New Year’s Eve. The dam’s collapse caused flooding that submerged eight counties and two cities downstream, resulting in over 230 confirmed deaths. Vast areas of farmland and homes were inundated, and nearby military units had rushed to the scene to provide rescue efforts. The full extent of the damage was still being assessed. Almost simultaneously with the explosion, a flood of information appeared on the internet, the vast majority accusing the Chinese government of using festive displays to cover up the suffering of its people.

Public Security and Armed Police forces had apprehended five suspects near the scene and were being transported to Bureau Two via military aircraft. The incident was provisionally classified as a malicious act of terrorism, and Bureau Two was tasked with urgently interrogating the suspects to identify the perpetrators and those orchestrating the attack.

Director Hao, his expression grave, glanced at Director Guan Dongtian. Seeing Director Guan wave his hand in acknowledgement, Director Hao began assigning tasks. “Qiu Tian will lead the intensive interrogation, quickly breaking through the defenses of one or two suspects. Ouyang, you ‘Three Great Titans’ will swiftly take down the remaining suspects based on the results of the interrogation.” He then turned to the Political Commissar. “Political Commissar?”

“Carrying out a terrorist attack on New Year’s Eve, simultaneously waging a war of public opinion online...it’s malicious intent, extremely heinous. This has already alarmed the Central authorities and the Central Military Commission. We must act quickly, decisively, while also being mindful of the potential repercussions.” The Political Commissar stated his position.

“Let’s all prepare separately. Begin as soon as the suspects are delivered here,” Director Hao ordered.

Qiu Tian circled the line of five suspects twice before stopping in front of two with foreign faces. She scanned them both, then asked in English, “What language do you speak?”

Receiving no answer, Qiu Tian pointed to the more imposing of the two. “Let’s assume you speak English, then we’ll start with you. What’s your name?”

When he remained silent, Qiu Tian seemed to be talking to herself. “Then you’re ‘John.’ Pleased to meet you, John.”

The heating had been turned off in the dissection room. “John,” handcuffed and lying on the stainless-steel autopsy table, cautiously scanned his surroundings. The room’s stark, white lights were glaring and cold, the stainless-steel furniture and various surgical instruments radiating a chill. The scent of chemical reagents offered no comfort, and the stainless-steel table beneath him was perhaps the coldest “bed” he’d ever lain on. The cold seeped through his exposed skin, pressed against the metal, and chilled him to the bone.

Someone had already wheeled in a cart loaded with the equipment Qiu Tian needed and pushed it into the dissection room. She sized up “John,” then lifted a vise from the cart, placing it on the autopsy table and adjusting its position. She positioned his right ankle in the vise and began to slowly tighten the handle. A faint, grating sound of metal on metal filled the room as the vise clamped down on his anklebone.

Qiu Tian suddenly exerted force, rapidly rotating the vise’s handle. A searing pain shot from his ankle to his forehead, and “John” let out a cry, straining every muscle in his body as he sat up. Qiu Tian raised her hand and struck him sharply on the throat. “John” crashed back onto the autopsy table, groaning in agony.

“So, you’re a creature capable of making sound. I suppose we can still try to communicate,” Qiu Tian said, using another vise to clamp his left ankle. Lying on the autopsy table, “John” didn’t feel particularly acute pain in his left foot. He guessed that his interrogator merely intended to use a heavy object to secure his leg, without intending to do anything further to his ankle.

Qiu Tian repeatedly carried sandbags from the equipment cart, stacking them neatly on “John’s” chest. Then, she turned on the faucet connected to the hose used for rinsing the autopsy table, testing the temperature of the clear water flowing from the nozzle. She began to pour water onto the sandbags. The cold water streamed down the outer walls of the bags, soaking “John’s” exposed upper body, then running down the tabletop to his feet. The stainless-steel surface of the autopsy table conducted the bone-chilling cold to his back, waist, and legs, while the water itself playfully drained away through the table’s outlet.

The sandbags gradually became saturated, the thirsty sand inside greedily absorbing the water, growing heavier and heavier, and finally transferring that weight to “John’s” chest, causing him to feel increasingly suffocated.

Qiu Tian rotated the handle of the vise, and unbearable pain shot from “John’s” left ankle to his entire body. He felt his ankle begin to heat up, but this heat didn’t bring warmth—instead, it created a burning, itching sensation, as if countless tiny insects were crawling from his ankle.

Soon, his right ankle felt the same way. Struggling to breathe, overwhelmed by suffocation and despair, he couldn’t even muster the ability to scream. He could only barely maintain his breathing, the sharp pain in his feet temporarily keeping him conscious.

That beautiful, delicate face reappeared before “John’s” eyes, but his vision was blurred with tears.

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me, John?” Qiu Tian asked.

“John’s” upper body was pressed by the cold, wet weight of the sandbags, restricting his chest and making it difficult to breathe. But he still managed to force out a voice, speaking with defiant determination. “Fuck the bloody you!”

“I admire your positive attitude toward life, to still have such a vivid imagination at a time like this.” With that, Qiu Tian disappeared from “John’s” sight. Lying flat on the autopsy table, “John” could only see the harsh light from the overhead lamp. His shins were sending intense emergency signals to his brain—the result of Qiu Tian tapping them with a surgical hammer.

“John” wished his legs would simply break, even if it meant losing both of them. At least the pain would be over. But her strikes were perfectly calibrated, delivered with a unique rhythm that caught him off guard with each blow. He couldn’t endure it for long and abandoned his resistance.

“Gilbert. My name is Gilbert. Special Air Service, British Royal Air Force.” Gilbert could only speak in a weak voice, but it was clear enough in the quiet dissection room.

“Hello, Mr. Gilbert!” Qiu Tian greeted him absently, her attention still focused on the task at hand. She didn’t interrupt the ongoing conversation. “May I ask your full name, Mr. Gilbert?”

“Harry. Harry Gilbert.”

“Harry, may I call you Harry? What’s your comrade’s name?”

“We call him Frank. I don’t know if that’s his real name. He’s with MI6.”

“Are there any other names I should know, Harry?” Qiu Tian asked, continuing to methodically tap with the surgical hammer.

“Sean Greenwald, Special Air Service, British Royal Air Force. But I don’t know where he is. We separated after the explosion. There were three of us total, the rest were Chinese nationals.”

Qiu Tian finally stopped her percussive exploration of Harry Gilbert’s shins and reappeared in his line of sight, beginning to engage him in a focused conversation.

Director Ouyang Zhong had been observing Qiu Tian’s interrogation through the monitor, said with a touch of admiration, “The speed is incredible. She’s mastered the timing and control of both the psychological and physical aspects of the interrogation perfectly!” He then asked, “Director Hao, if you don’t mind me asking one simple question, where did Deputy Director Qiu learn these techniques? Is there a chance we could receive similar training?”

“Ouyang, you’re asking two questions,” Director Hao replied, without directly addressing the query.

Guan Dongtian, however, patted Ouyang Zhong on the shoulder with a smile. “Ouyang, let me put you through these methods. If you can withstand it, you’ll likely be even better than Qiu Tian.”

“Director, you’re teasing me again. Who could endure that?”

“I’m not joking. You’re an expert interrogator, without a doubt. Every member of Bureau Two’s ‘Three Great Titans’ earned their reputation. But when it comes to torture, Qiu Tian didn’t learn it. During her training, she personally endured all kinds of extreme methods, and she withstood them all. That’s why she’s an expert in resisting torture, and simultaneously, an expert in administering it.”

Based on Gilbert’s testimony, Director Hao ordered the “Three Great Titans” to lead separate interrogation teams for the remaining four suspects. Within hours, all four had confessed to their crimes and revealed the identities of other fugitives. Bureau Two immediately launched a manhunt, apprehending a total of nine individuals, including Sean Greenwald.

Despite China publicly releasing the evidence, Britain predictably denied any involvement in organizing or carrying out terrorist attacks within Chinese territory. They even denied that Harry Gilbert, Sean Greenwald, and Francis Essex – also known as Frank, the British MI6 operative – were British citizens, while simultaneously demanding that China uphold humanitarian principles, treat the three men with respect, and release them unconditionally.

China consequently decided to implement reciprocal retaliatory measures against Britain.

The Shanghai Ciji Health Group case had been concluded. According to the testimony of Jia Jici, the owner of Ciji Health Group, the company had illegally collected vast amounts of personal information and biological samples from Chinese citizens – particularly active military personnel and law enforcement officers – through its nationwide network of clinics. They had been conducting illegal DNA sequencing and periodically providing the data to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. Ciji was also, at the behest of the U.S., planning to establish dental clinics nationwide, intending to use them as a cover for secretly injecting active military personnel with reagents to interfere with and recombine their genes under the guise of public health services.

Seeing Director Xiang Wenyu, looking pleased with himself, personally deliver the case results to Bureau Two, Director Hao called him over.

“Wenyu, how did it go? The South China Division’s first independent investigation of a nationwide case – you must be feeling good about it. It’s written all over your face!”

“Yes, Director. Deputy Director Qiu certainly has a knack for motivation. Assigning such a large case to the South China Division for independent investigation had everyone working themselves to the bone, but not a single person complained. They feel valued and are incredibly energized. Now, my team is running around looking for more cases, they can’t get enough!”

“Looks like morale has improved?”

“Director, morale in the South China Division was already high, but it’s exceptionally high now!”

“You always know what to say, silver-tongued! I think this arrangement is excellent. The Bureau is already short-staffed, so this is a win-win.”

“Director, I heard that the personnel from the South China Division involved in the case will be collectively awarded Third-Class Merits?” Director Xiang asked, lowering his voice.

“You’re remarkably well-informed! It seems you haven’t had a minute to spare since arriving in Beijing. What else have you heard? Let me in on the gossip.”

Xiang Wenyu feigned mystery, leaning close to Director Hao’s ear and whispering, “I heard Deputy Director Qiu is the daughter of the retired Director Qiu. Is that true?”

“It is. However, we at Bureau Two have never relied on connections; it’s all about merit. Let me tell you something. Deputy Director Qiu was specially recruited into the military at the age of nine and has served for 24 years now—two years less than you, I presume?”

Director Xiang thought for a moment. “That’s right. I’m nearing fifty, and I’ve only been in the military for 27 years.”

“She wasn’t given any preferential treatment. To put it in old terms, Deputy Director Qiu comes from a military family, and she’s earned her stripes fighting real battles with real weapons since the day she enlisted. She’s a warrior.”

“That explains why she doesn’t even bring a security detail. A tiger cub from a military family, a young hero—I’m impressed.”

“Wenyu, I’m telling you all this so you know the truth, regardless of what rumors are circulating. You must fully cooperate with her on all matters. Don’t let her age fool you; look at her years of service. She’s not someone to be trifled with.”

“Yes, Director! I guarantee full cooperation.”

Director Hao remembered something else. “By the way, Wenyu, is there any progress on the ‘Stopwatch’ case?”

“The pool of suspicious individuals within the Southern Theater has been narrowed down to two. I’ve already briefed Deputy Director Qiu on the details.”

Zhang Weiheng was sitting at a window seat in the coffee shop, reading a book. The cafe was small, with only six tables, all occupied.

For over three years, as long as he wasn’t working overtime, Zhang Weiheng would come here every Saturday afternoon at four o’clock.

Zhang Weiheng couldn’t recall how he’d first stumbled upon this unassuming cafe. Perhaps it was simply chance, as there were so many coincidences in life that defied scientific calculation. He’d overheard customers chatting and learned that the owner, a woman, had ventured from Qinghai to Shenzhen and then Guangzhou, opening this small cafe and running the business herself.

He’d sat at the same window seat on his first visit. He enjoyed sitting quietly by the window in the afternoon sun, watching the milky fog swirl and rise in his coffee cup, slowly drifting upwards before dissipating in the warm sunlight—or perhaps being melted by its intensity. He liked to sit quietly by the window, observing the hurried pedestrians on the small street, studying their expressions and gestures, speculating about their pasts, and predicting their futures. He enjoyed sitting quietly by the window, watching the owner bustle about, admiring her every movement, savoring her smiles and frowns, and using the time to read a few pages of his book, avoiding too much eye contact with her fiery yet gentle gaze.
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