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Lian Albright used her bright red mitten to wipe the frost that was forming on the inside of the window of her small coupe before burrowing deeper into her black wool coat.  “So what do you think?”

“I think he’s hot.”  Mindy yawned but kept her eyes on the man down the road heading into his apartment building.

Lian couldn’t help but smile at her counterpart’s comment.  They’d been watching Jonas Cole for the past week.  Most of Mindy’s comments were about Jonas’s appearance, rather than why they were following him.  Lian had to admit he was indeed hot, though she would use the adjectives rugged and handsome to describe him.  And sexy.  Very sexy.  She had his profile and several surveillance photos.  He was six feet even.  His hair was so dark it looked black.  That feature, she knew, he got from his mother.  The height would be his father.  He was an interesting mix of his parents.  He had chiseled cheekbones and a square jaw, though under his five o’clock shadow it was hard to see it in the fading daylight.  That was his father.  His nose and mouth were also from his father.  But his eyes, with just their hint of an almond shape, and the deep, deep brown color, were from his mother.

Lian just hoped that when he was finally confronted, he would have the temperament of his mother.

Mindy made a note on her tablet.  “I have to say, for a guy who looks like that, it’s really sad that his social life is as pathetic as yours is.  It’s just not natural.”

“For him or me?”  Lian took a snap with her surveillance camera.  Mindy had it right.  So far, he had done nothing more exciting than go to work and make a stop at the grocery store.  They hadn’t seen him with anyone that raised red flags.  He commuted alone, he ate lunch alone, on the rare occasions he left his office during the day, and he went home alone.

“Him.  I’ve given up hope for you.”  Mindy tugged her bright blue coat tighter around her neck.  Her bright blonde curls framed her pixie-like face.

Lian had heard this lecture before, so she didn’t ask again.  Mindy was only twenty-six, but she’d done some hard living in those years.  Last year, Mindy had decided she needed to get married and start a family, so she was constantly on the lookout for a suitable candidate.  It seemed Mindy had her eye on the man they were watching, which, as far as Lian was concerned, was a bad idea.  As for Lian, dating was low on her priority list.

Lian zoomed in with the camera she held and took another photo.  She certainly wouldn’t mind breaking her pattern if the man looked like Jonas.  She supposed that made her a bit shallow, but she had found herself immediately attracted to his image the first time she’d pulled up a picture of him on the internet.  In person, he was even better looking.  She had casually walked past him on the sidewalk the day before while he was heading towards his office building, trying to get a better look at him.  On the off chance he remembered her passing him, she had a valid excuse for being near the building.

Startled out of her reverie, Lian set her camera aside.  For a moment she thought Jonas’s eyes had met hers across the distance from where she was parked down the road from his apartment building.  But he went inside without a backward glance.  Lian let out the breath she held.  Tailing an FBI agent could be dangerous work.  She didn’t want to imagine his reaction if he caught them.

Lian pulled the red cap that matched her mittens further down on her head.  It was freezing, and the car was only a few degrees warmer than the air outside.  Her nose was probably pink, and her face was going numb.  She imagined her cheeks and lips were also the same bright pink shade as her nose.  Shivering, she flicked her long French braid behind her back and settled back against the seat.  It was easier to keep her waist-length platinum-blonde hair, several shades lighter than Mindy’s, in a braid when she worked.

Mindy’s quivering voice reflected how cold she was in the quiet of the car.  “I think we can call it a night.  If he sticks to his pattern, he’s going to stay inside until he leaves for work tomorrow.  I say we head back to the hotel.  I need a hot bath to soak the chill from my bones.”

Lian started the car, hoping the heat would kick in quickly.  They had been sitting outside his apartment for the last two hours.  The pair had been tailing him for the past week, but earlier today she had managed to lose him.  He’d taken his car to lunch, but at some point, she had lost him in the busy afternoon traffic, and he had not returned to work.  Lian wished she knew where he’d gone.  Had he met with someone?  Was he involved with his brother, Bo?  Was his brother in the U.S.?  She found herself desperately hoping the answer to her questions was no.

When they arrived back at their hotel, Mindy went straight to her room.  By the time Lian had gone across the street to grab dinner and got back to her room, she had no doubt Mindy was already in the tub and had been for the past twenty minutes.  Shrugging off her coat, Lian sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her laptop from where she had stashed it in the dresser drawer.  She pulled up the file she was keeping on Jonas Cole.

He was forty-one, nine years older than she was.  He was the adopted son of Abby and Henry Cole.  His birth certificate said he had been born in Chicago, though Lian knew that wasn’t the case.  And he had not been born Jonas Cole.  He had been born Jiao Lee in a private hospital in Hong Kong.  He had been given a different name by the state of Illinois when he’d gone into foster care when no documentation on who he was could be found, or how he’d come to the U.S.  The young boy could tell the caseworker his first name, but not his last, nor where he’d come from.  But the boy spoke English and didn’t look Chinese, so the caseworker decided that Jiao became Jonas and gave him a proper American surname to make it all legal.  When he had been adopted, he had legally changed his name to Cole instead of the impersonal name chosen by the overworked caseworker.

Her file on him also told her that he had grown up in a government-run home, one for children who had been deemed unadoptable.  He had run away from that home at age ten.  He had been missing for the next four years, deemed just another statistic.  But he had eventually resurfaced at fourteen and had been adopted two years later.  It had taken the Cole family that long to get the state’s permission to adopt him.  It had not been an easy task, given young Jonas’s social services record had recorded several illegal activities he had been involved in as a child as young as six, hence the reason he hadn’t been adopted.  Prospective families hadn’t wanted to adopt the home’s troublemaker.  The older kids had used him to steal, lie, and do whatever else they could think of.  Lian wished she could say otherwise, but it was not outside her knowledge that children of any age could be used and manipulated, especially when they were desperately seeking acceptance and someone to care for and about them.

Lian kicked off her shoes and climbed under the covers.  She pulled her laptop closer.  It was time to get closer to him.  Time to see if she could uncover his secrets.  Everyone had them, some innocent and some sinister.  Everything in her screamed that he was innocent.  But she’d been wrong before.  And just because he was a lead FBI agent with the counterintelligence division didn’t mean he hadn’t turned against his country, or that his job there wasn’t an elaborate ruse to get him access to some of the government’s most powerful secrets.

It had only taken a small favor to get her assigned to his team.  She was being hired on as a contract linguist.  She would be on the FBI payroll, but not a member of the FBI.  She’d done similar assignments over the years for the FBI, and one memorable assignment with the CIA.  Mostly she worked for American businesses that had relations with businesses in China.  Before that, she’d been an interpreter for hospitals in her youth.

A few years back, she had tried to get a more permanent position with the FBI.  Americans who could fluently speak Mandarin and who knew the culture and local dialects were not easy to find, though competition for actual language analyst positions was tough in the FBI, where jobs were not easy to secure.  She’d applied but had not been offered the job.  Contractor positions were more easily obtained, as this one had been.  Getting on Jonas Cole’s team had been a bit trickier.

Her phone beeped, and she grabbed it off the nightstand.  Her phone was as secure as it could be, but she still felt uncomfortable.  She responded to the cryptic message with one of her own.  She was operating without government sanction, and she felt like she was doing a trapeze act without a net.  But she had made a promise, and she intended to keep it.

*  *  *
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Jonas Cole watched impatiently as the recruits settled in.  Though he had mostly settled into his new job as a supervisory special agent of a counterintelligence unit, he still got itchy feet when he had to deal with newbies.  On top of that, he was used to seeing a bit more action.  Counterintelligence was mostly done with computers these days.  He had some skill in that area, but he was by no means a hacker.  The twenty-two-year-old kid sitting at the station across from him, with pimples still decorating his skin, likely had more skills than he did.

His superiors wanted him in this role because of the many years he spent in the field and the instincts he’d honed over the years.  Whether listening to a conversation through an amplifier across the street from his quarry or listening to him from thousands of miles away, the results were the same.  His former boss called him a human lie detector.  And with the injury he’d sustained two years ago, his superiors had pulled him out of the field and promoted him.  Not that Jonas could blame them.  But at only thirty-nine, Jonas had not been ready for a desk job.  But at forty-one, that was where he now found himself, and he still hadn’t completely adjusted.

The people assigned to his new project were an interesting lot.  His superiors hadn’t deemed his current quarry as significantly dangerous or important enough to get a full team working on the case.  Jonas had a feeling about their quarry, so his boss had allowed him to gather a small but inexperienced team.  His superiors had learned to trust his instincts, but budgets were tight and resources were hard to get.

The kid was a student; one was a lower-level agent hoping to get promoted and gain experience in counterintelligence, and one was simply a contractor on a short-term assignment.  He potentially had a Chinese arms dealer supplying weapons to gangs and other assorted riffraff.  The man had started with supplying gangs but was now upping the ante.  Jonas was worried he was supplying munitions to potential terrorists, but he didn’t have much proof; the man was not yet a great interest to the FBI, so he hadn’t gotten seasoned agents assigned to the case.  He also had hours of audio that needed to be interpreted, and miles of financial documents in Chinese to run through the computer system to decode if Jonas was to find out where he was operating.

He pulled the files of the team members up on his tablet as they patiently waited for him to get started.  He pulled up the kid first.  He was twenty-two, maybe a hundred thirty pounds, six foot two, and so skinny he looked like a good breeze would blow him over.  His sandy blond hair was ruthlessly combed back, probably in an attempt to tame the curls that were popping up all over his head.  He wore a tan blazer, a white button-up shirt, and navy slacks.  Jonas thought of it as the uniform of students.  He’d seen a few of them in his day.

Jonas took a step in front of the kid.  “Donaldson, Andrew.  Says here you’re an accounting and finance student.  Just one month shy of graduating with your master’s.  Passed all of the tests with high scores.  Very impressive for a man your age.”

“Thank you, sir.  I was honored to have been chosen for the Honors Internship Program.  I’m looking forward to helping in any way I can.”

Jonas nodded and went to the next.  He didn’t know the agent personally, but the man had come recommended.  He wore the uniform of an FBI agent.  The black slacks, black jacket, and plain blue shirt wouldn’t stand out in a crowd.  His dark brown hair was cut short.  He was just shy of six feet, probably a hundred seventy pounds, fit and muscular.

Jonas took a step so he stood directly before the man.  “Special Agent Rhodes, Matthew.  Says you came from our Forensic Accounting division.  Why counterintelligence?”

Agent Rhodes got to his feet.  “I passed all the necessary exams and want to move into counterintelligence.  I think my skills can be applied to this job, sir.”

Jonas nodded at the vague answer.  The man was sweating bullets and looked so nervous Jonas didn’t have the heart to press him.  He then took a step over to look at the striking blonde watching him with a smile on her face.  Her bright blue eyes held his.

This one wasn’t so easy to assess.  She wore a wool skirt that skimmed her knees, black tights in deference to the cold outside, knee-high brown leather boots, and a sweater that accentuated her small waist and high breasts.  She had her almost waist-length hair pulled back in an elaborate braid.  She wore minimal makeup but knew how to enhance her natural beauty.  Her file said she was five foot six, but the boots would add some height, as he was sure was her intention.  She weighed around one-twenty and appeared to be fit.

Eyes on hers, he spoke.  “Albright, Lian.  Contract linguist.  And what brings you to this assignment?”

“I speak fluent Mandarin and Cantonese, and I need money.”  Lian kept her tone bored, as she wanted to project the guise of just another linguist looking for work.

What she didn’t want was for him to get too curious about her and start digging into her past.  Her file with the FBI was slim.  She had the necessary requirements to work as a contractor, and as far as the FBI was concerned, that’s all there was to her.  The time she spent with the CIA was classified and not mentioned in her FBI file.  And the time she’d spent in China this past year was also classified.  Her counterfeit records showed her working at a university in Maryland during that time, but for a man in counterintelligence, it wouldn’t be hard to rip that cover story to shreds.

Jonas studied her face.  Her accent, which spoke of her years spent in China, was incongruent in the face of a woman of obvious European descent.  The face itself was not stunning.  Her mouth was a little too big, as were her eyes.  But the sparkle in her eyes and her low, sexy voice were enough to get his attention.  Her almost white hair was braided down her back in an intricate weave.  Her features were distinctive, as was that hair.  Something about her was nagging at him.  He thought he had seen her somewhere before, but her file said she was new to the Virginia area, and he didn’t recognize her name.

“That’s honest enough.  All three of you have been assigned to help track down a man simply known as Kang.  He’s anywhere between thirty and forty years old.  He used to operate out of Hong Kong but has made his way to the U.S.  His last known address was a mansion in Beverly Hills.  He likes to make money, and he likes to spend it.  We’re hoping to track him through his finances.  Ms. Albright, you’re assigned to sift through the statements and use the system to translate the most important ones first.  Your next task will be to listen to some recordings and interpret those.”

“What about us, sir?”  Agent Rhodes interrupted.

Jonas gritted his teeth.  “We have some of his records from American and Swiss bank accounts, along with some of his Chinese account records translated for you to start with.  You’ll get the rest after Ms. Albright processes them.”

“Yes, sir.”  Rhodes fell silent once again.

Lian watched as the other two team members turned in their chairs and got to work on the files in front of them.  The assignment was easy enough, for which she was grateful.  It would be hard to deliver good work on a difficult assignment while keeping her eyes and ears on Jonas.

“Is there a problem, Ms. Albright?”  Jonas took a seat at the station next to her.

“No.  I like to get a feel first.  Would you mind answering some questions?”  Lian gave Jonas her most professional smile.

“Depends.  You have clearance, but some things are beyond your clearance level.”  Jonas scooted closer in his chair and tapped a few keys to bring up her screens.

“Just tell me no if I get past my level.  What is your interest in this guy?  I would think running guns to gangs would be more at the local level in Los Angeles.”

“It might if he weren’t smuggling those weapons in from Hong Kong.  And if he weren’t selling those guns all over the country.  I have reason to suspect that he has ties to some notorious triads.”

Lian nodded.  “Organized?”

“Highly.”

Lian nodded again.  There were generally two types of triads.  Some were loosely organized, mostly operating as small groups but without much power.  The other type was highly organized.  They controlled most of the crime in local markets and often had police protection, though not legally.

“Our guy Kang likes to think of himself as part of a secret society, like in the early days of the Chinese triads in the eighteenth century.  Rumors are that he spent a fortune when he arrived in the U.S. decorating his home with ancient Chinese art and antiquities.  I have a feeling he ticked off the wrong people and fled Hong Kong, leaving his possessions behind.  He’s found himself quite a lucrative business here in the West.”  Jonas tapped a few keys and pulled up some files.

Lian grabbed the mouse and enlarged some of the files.  “So you have a low-level ex-triad member living the American dream.”

“That about sums it up.  Local authorities haven’t been able to pin anything on him.  There were also a couple of homicides I’m sure he had a hand in.  I’m hoping some of the recordings might reveal either his involvement or those who were.  The homicides crossed state lines, but I haven’t played the federal jurisdiction card yet.  The two local police captains have been keeping me apprised of their progress.”

“Which I’m guessing isn’t much.”  Lian pulled up the file with a picture of Kang.  It was grainy, and unfortunately, it wasn’t good enough for accurate identification.  All it gave was an impression of hair color, which was dark brown given his Chinese heritage, and an idea of how tall.  She took a closer look and saw a ring on the man’s hand.  The close-up of the ring was fuzzy but identifiable.

“I haven’t had a chance yet to identify the symbol on his ring.  That’s another thing I need you for.”  Jonas saw where her attention had drifted.

“It implies he is an enforcer for the triad he is a part of.  Puts him one step above your general triad members, but not so far up he’s in line to be the next dragon head.”

“Dragon head?”  Jonas looked closer at the ring.

“Leader.  I take it you don’t speak or read Chinese.”

“No.  The cases I worked on in the major crime unit were domestic.  The work I’ve done so far in counterintelligence has also been domestic.  Kang’s name kept popping up on a case I was working on.”

Lian opened a browser and did a rudimentary search.  “This is the symbol on his ring.  It’s simply Chinese for ‘red pole’ or, in English, enforcer.  Our guy is very literal and probably likes people to know he is not to be reckoned with.  He would have been one of many, but he was probably the most ambitious of the group.”

Jonas was impressed.  “Is this your first assignment with the FBI?”

Figuring the truth was her best bet, since she was sure he’d read and memorized her file, she shook her head.  “No.  I’ve worked a few cases with the FBI over the years.  It pays well, and I get to do my duty as an American.”

“But you weren’t born here.”  Jonas had read the files on all three.  Lian had been born in China.  Beijing to be specific.

“You read my file, so you know I was born in Beijing.  My parents were missionaries.  It was only sheer luck that had my parents in Beijing when I was born.  They were on the verge of being deported and were working on renewing their paperwork to stay in China.  They were also meeting with friends.  I came early, or I would have been born in the village where I spent most of my childhood.”

Jonas scooted back to his desk.  He had an unprecedented urge to touch.  Normally when he worked, he was all business.  Something about Ms. Lian Albright had his fingers itching.  He got back to business.  “Any more questions?”

“No.  Knowing his level in the triad might help.  He’s most likely working with someone his level back in Hong Kong, or with someone higher up trying to get even higher.  I think you’ll learn a lot once Andrew and Agent Rhodes start tracing his money.”

“Focus on that then.  And when you get cross-eyed running the software program to translate them, the recordings are already in a file on your desktop.”  Jonas rose and walked to the center of the room.

The trio turned and looked at him.  Donaldson looked excited. Agent Rhodes was poorly concealing his.  And Lian Albright looked at him with big blue eyes that held secrets.
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Chapter Two
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“Well, well.  If it isn’t the chink wannabe.”  Agent Trevor White entered the gym where Lian was finishing up her run on the treadmill.  Figured she’d run into him.  It had probably been too much to hope she wouldn’t.  She’d heard he had been let go from his last assignment and was back in Virginia.  She had hoped the FBI leaders would realize the guy was a useless slug and fire him, but no such luck.

Agent White was under six feet, had brown hair, and a nondescript face.  Nothing about him stood out.  She hadn’t seen him since she had worked with him almost two years ago, and he now sported a bit of weight around his midsection, probably from spending time at a desk.  

“Agent White.  Glad to see you survived your last assignment.”  Lian gritted her teeth and didn’t react to his incredibly ignorant, racist comment.  She wasn’t sure if Agent White was a racist or just a jerk.  Probably both.  Lian kept her pace, barely breathing hard.

Agent White scowled at her.  She had witnessed his screw-up and had reported it to his superiors.  He had been reassigned after serving a one month suspension.  And because of her, he had not gotten the promotion he’d been hoping for.  “Heard you got another contractor gig.  Just can’t cut it as a real FBI agent.”

Lian increased her pace.  She knew he would stand there and goad her all day if she let him get to her.  He had a couple of his buddies behind him.  White always liked to put on a show.

Agent White took a step towards her.  “Hear you’ve been working at a college.  Quite the comedown.”

Lian stopped the treadmill and stepped off.  She took a step to go around him.  She took a step back when he crowded her.  She subtly shifted her weight to her back leg.  “Back off.”

“Or what?  You got me suspended with your little stunt.  It’s payback time.”

Jonas, who had been watching the byplay from the doorway, yanked Agent White by his t-shirt and threw him to the mat.  “Take one more step towards her and you’ll be eating your teeth.”

Lian came and stood next to Jonas, the fire in her eyes directed at the agent who was scowling at her.

“Do you want to press charges?”  Jonas handed Lian a nearby towel.

“He didn’t touch me.  Just being his usual self.  A class A jerk.”  Lian wrapped the towel around her neck, blotting the sweat that had formed on her chest.

Jonas directed his comment to Agent White.  “Get out.  And I had better not see you near Ms. Albright again.  I’ve about had it with you and your attitude.”

Agent White picked himself up from the mat, muttered some expletives under his breath, waved to his cronies, and left.

“Thanks.  Agent White and I go way back.  I worked with him on my first assignment with the FBI.  I also worked with him on my last.”

“You testified in a hearing against him.”

“Guess that was in my file, too.”  Lian walked to the nearby fridge and pulled out a bottle of water.  She tossed one to Jonas, who caught it one-handed.

“Agent White requested a transfer to counterintelligence last year.  I vetoed it.  I’m not exactly high on his list, either.  But I outrank him, so there’s little he can do about it.”

“Probably comes in handy.  He hates your guts but keeps his mouth shut.  Wouldn’t mind having that power myself.”  Lian took a large swallow.

“He could be brought up for improper conduct, especially given what he called you.”  Jonas dropped onto a nearby weight bench.

Lian scowled at the doorway Agent White had exited.  “He’s a real peach, but it’s his word against mine.  His buddies will swear he never said a word to me.”

Jonas spun the water bottle in his hands.  “I heard him.”

Lian shrugged.  “I’ve been called worse, and in more than one language.  He’s not worth the time or effort.”

“If he bothers you again, I expect you to tell me.”  Jonas rose to look down at her.

“The intimidation routine might work better if you weren’t wearing gym shorts.”  Lian gave him a small smile.

Jonas looked down and gave her a light laugh.  “You may be right.  Are you done working out?”

“No.  I just finished my warmup run.  One of the best things about a job here is that I get to use the facilities.”  Lian set the towel down and took the weight bench next to Jonas.  She selected some light weights.

Jonas watched Lian as she did some arm curls.  She wore a t-shirt instead of the more revealing outfits several of the other female agents in the room wore.  She was also wearing a baggy pair of sweatpants.  He knew he shouldn’t, but he thought she looked adorable with her hair back in a twist, sweat glistening on her brow and upper lip, and the baggy outfit covering up her curves.  And though he couldn’t see her curves, he knew they were there.

“How about you?  You don’t look like you’ve worked up a sweat yet.”  Lian couldn’t help but notice the thick, ropy muscles on his legs and arms, nor could she miss how broad his chest looked in the tight-fitting white t-shirt.

“Waiting for a friend.  We spar on Tuesdays.  Speaking of which.”  Jonas turned to see his friend.

“You’re going to want to watch your back, boss.  White is out there running off at the mouth for all he’s worth.  Seems you made his blacklist.”

Jonas looked at the doorway.  “He’s going to be a problem.”

“Don’t take it personally.  He’s a problem for everyone.”

Jonas looked at the younger man.  “Agent Bartlett, I’d like you to meet Lian Albright.  She’s been temporarily assigned to my team.”

“Lian?”  The agent looked over at the woman on the bench next to Jonas.  “Well, I’ll be.  How are you?”

Lian was lifted into a huge bear hug by the large dark-haired man who stood beside Jonas.  “I’m good, Dex.  Been a while.”

Agent Dex Bartlett set her down, his dark brown eyes looking her over.  “It’s been at least a year, if not longer.  How is your friend?”

Lian patted his cheek.  “Here.”

“Here?  Why is Mindy here?”

“She decided she needed a break.  She’s on vacation, and since I was coming to Virginia, she decided to tag along.  I didn’t know you were reassigned.”

“Yeah.  I got a transfer to Jonas’s team.  When I heard there was an opening, I jumped on board.”

Jonas watched the pair.  “I take it you two know each other.”

Lian glanced over at Jonas.  His tone was strange.  “I helped find a missing Chinese boy, one of several that disappeared in the Chicago area.  FBI coordinated with the local branch of missing and exploited children.  My friend Mindy called me in to help.  Dex here headed up the team and brought me on officially.”

“Yeah, along with White.  Now I know what got him in a twist.  He and Lian went a few rounds.  Did he threaten you?”  Dex automatically made a fist.

Lian put her hand over his fingers.  “No.  He didn’t get that far.  Plus, he’s not an idiot.  He wouldn’t threaten me in front of so many witnesses.  He was just a jerk.”

“And he won’t be again, or he’ll be out.”  Jonas was one of many superiors who were working on getting Agent White tossed out of the FBI.  He had a bad attitude; he didn’t work well with the public, and he spent a lot of time causing trouble, both on and off the job.

“If you wouldn’t mind giving Mindy my number, I’d love to see her while she’s here.”

Lian took pity on him.  “Stop by later today and I’ll give you her cell number.  I’m sure she’d like to see you.”

“Thanks.”  Dex’s eyes lit with anticipation.  Then his eyes lit with a different type of anticipation.  “Ready to go, boss?”

“Yeah.  And get the number after work hours.  Your love life can wait until after work.”

Dex winked at Lian.  “No worries.  If I know you, Lian will still be here when I clock off.  You’re a slave driver.”

Lian tried to concentrate on her workout, but there was no chance of that.  Jonas and Dex had taken to the sparring mat.  Several different people stopped to watch.  The two men were well matched.  Dex was a few years younger and a bit faster, but Jonas wasn’t exactly slow on his feet, and he had more power in his attacks.  Both men pulled their punches, but they fought hard.  Both men were drenched in sweat by the time the match ended.  It was hard to tell which one had won.

“Want to go a round?”  Dex dropped onto the bench next to Lian.

“I think I’ll pass today.  I’d hate to take you on when you’re all worn out.  Wouldn’t be a fair fight.”  Lian bumped her shoulder against Dex.

Dex bumped her back.  “Wouldn’t mind seeing you take on Jonas.  Bet you’d get a few good licks in.”

She didn’t say anything.  She couldn’t beat Dex in a fair fight, so she had no illusions when it came to Jonas.  Dex fought her at her level when they sparred in the past, but he was just too big and too muscular for her to take down easily.  “I think I like my head where it’s at.”

“He’s good.  Almost as good as I am.”  Dex gave her a wink and stood.  “I’m going to hit the showers.  I’ll be by later for that number.”

Lian gave him a small salute and turned her eyes back to Jonas, who was showing a younger man a few of the moves he had used on Dex.  Though tempted to spend the rest of the morning watching Jonas, she had a job to do.  He would probably be here at least another half hour.  Then he’d hit the showers.  Lian grabbed her stuff and headed for the showers herself.  She kept her eyes on Jonas as she crossed the room, even when he caught her staring.  She didn’t take her gaze off him until she hit the doors.

Realizing she had probably lost her mind, staring at him the way she had, she quickly headed for the showers.  Now was not the time for her latent hormones to kick into gear.  He might be the sexiest man she’d seen in a long time, but she had a job to do.  And that job might find her turning in evidence against the man.

Lian showered and changed back into her street clothes in record time.  She passed several people she knew, but simply nodded at them.  First stop was Jonas’s office.  As a supervisory agent, he had his own space.  He would probably head straight to where Andrew and Rhodes were working.  They were due in the office within the next half hour.  Lian hoped to beat Jonas back to the room where they were working.  She didn’t need to stay in his office long.  She just needed to put a small tracker on his keyboard.  She knew his office would be swept for bugs, but according to her sources, the sweeps were done off-hours.  She couldn’t know how often his office would be swept, but she planned to get it back before she left today.  She needed his laptop code.  Once she had that, she would find a convenient time to mirror his computer drive and take it back with her.

As she neared his office, she hugged a nearby wall, pulling a dark coat over her clothes and pulling a hat over her hair.  She easily slipped into his office, doing her best to avoid the hall cameras as she went.  There were not many people here at this time of the day.  She had noticed that there was little activity early in the morning.  She quickly planted the device.  She also took the opportunity to do a quick check.  His file cabinets were locked, as was his desk.  He was not the careless type.  There were awards on his walls, as well as pictures of him with other agents.  Looking closely, she saw a picture of him with an ex-president and first lady.  Impressed, she stepped back and slipped from his office.  She smiled when no one was around.

She ditched the coat and hat and slipped behind her desk five minutes before anyone else arrived.

“You’re making us look bad.”  Andrew dropped into his seat and booted up his computer.

“If you’re interested in getting a recommendation, you just need to get here before the boss.”  Lian gave him a friendly smile.  He was earnest and truly interested in learning whatever he could.  He didn’t understand Mandarin, but he had picked up a few keywords and was helping to sort a pile of paper records.

“Then we’re good.”  Andrew quickly turned and got to work.

“Morning.”  Agent Rhodes came in.

Lian and Andrew said good morning back but didn’t linger in conversation.  Rhodes was a bit of a snob.  He felt he was smarter than the two of them because he was an agent, and they weren’t.  He acted like he’d been insulted by being assigned to such a small project, but only when Jonas wasn’t in the room.  Once Jonas arrived, Rhodes would put on his game face.  It annoyed Lian, but she let it go.  She didn’t have the energy to care.  Andrew was so excited to be here; she didn’t know if he even realized that Rhodes was being insulting.

“I have the pile you gave me yesterday.  Should I keep with it?”  Andrew pulled the stack from the locked desk.

“That would be great.  I finished scanning and translating what you gave me yesterday, so I can give that to Rhodes.  Right, Rhodes?”  Lian timed her comment as Jonas walked into the room.

“Certainly.  If you two have a few pages for me, I can look them over.”  Rhodes took the stack.  “Good morning, Agent Cole.”

“Morning.  I see we’ve made some progress.”  Jonas walked past Rhodes's desk, checking his desk as he went.  The agent had gotten started on the bank files, but there didn’t seem to be anything worth noting on them yet.

Andrew turned eager eyes at Jonas.  “Morning, Agent Cole.  I was helping Lian.  We just have a couple of piles to finish sorting.”

Jonas raised his eyebrow at Andrew.  “Learning Chinese?”

“Yeah.  Lian’s a great teacher.  We were chatting yesterday.  It’s hard to imagine having to learn how to read and write Mandarin.  She made me a cheat sheet in Pinyin and English so I could help identify which documents to start with first.”

Lian saw the question in Jonas’s eyes.  “Pinyin is Chinese letters in the English alphabet.  The cheat sheet will help him recognize both.”

Jonas nodded in approval.  “Good.  There’s probably a lot of duplicates in those piles and documents that won’t be much help.  We’ve not had much luck with the American and Swiss accounts.”

“We’ll get Andrew reading and writing Mandarin in no time.”  She squeezed Andrew’s shoulder and went back to her desk.

Jonas saw the admiration in Andrew’s eyes as he shyly looked at her under his lashes.  The poor kid had a crush.  And the kid had good taste.  “So what are we looking for?”

“I’ll print you a sheet.”  Lian pulled up the document she made for Andrew and printed a copy.  “The ones in bold are the ones I think have the most promise.  There are several mentions of a global trade company out of Hong Kong, but the phone number has a U.S. country code.  Rudimentary search didn’t pull much up on it.  I’m hoping you or Agent Rhodes can dig further into it.  Not sure it’s legit.”

“I’ll see what I can dig up.  I might send this to one of our other agents.”  Jonas looked and noticed a Chinese letter overlay on Lian’s keyboard.

She glanced up at him.  “Habit.  It’s easier to translate this way.  I sometimes confuse my English letters.”

Jonas took the empty seat at the desk nearby.  “Your file said you were fifteen when you came to live in the U.S.  The file didn’t say why.”

“My parents were killed in a boating accident on a remote river.  My parents made my uncle, my dad’s brother, my guardian.  He wasn’t about to live in China, so I was sent to live with him when they were killed.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.  You said they were missionaries?”  Jonas listened as he looked over her cheat sheet.

“Yes.  They were traveling and a monsoon hit late in the season.  They were delivering medical supplies to a small village in desperate need.  They were killed along with a dozen others.”  Lian dropped her hands in her lap.

He heard Lian mutter something, but he was sure it wasn’t in English.  Sorry he had pushed her; he changed the topic.  “Let me see what I can dig up.  Turn the files over to Rhodes as you finish them.”

Lian watched Jonas for a moment, then got back to work.  She pulled on the headset provided for listening to the recordings.  She had been listening to them on and off when her eyes couldn’t focus on the papers before her.  She quickly typed out what she was translating, another reason she was good at her job.  She could type almost as quickly as they spoke.  She paused the recording now and again to clean up the copy and moved on.

Two hours later, she set the headset aside.  She saw Jonas watching her.  She stretched and spoke.  “Anything on your end?”

Jonas looked back at his screen as he spoke.  “Nothing concrete.  But you’re right.  Something is fishy about the Hong Kong trading company.  I’m turning it over.  You?”

“Just boring stuff.  Many of these calls are Kang calling his girlfriends.  Let’s just say he has a lot of them, and the things he told them would make a whore blush.  There were a few routine business calls.  I translated those, too, but nothing stood out.  But you may get lucky, and an analyst might find something.  Right now I don’t have anything to compare the transcripts to.”

“That would be where I come in.  I’ve been watching him for the past year.  Unfortunately, it took that long to get enough evidence to get even this small team investigating him.  I know names and the businesses he deals with.  With your transcripts, I can start piecing it together.”

That answered that question for her.  She would have to be careful.  She had heard a few things on the calls that had made her question what Kang was up to.  Jonas said guns.  But she wondered if there was more to it.  Or maybe she was just seeing patterns where there were none.  She had already sent an encrypted file to her personal email.  She had installed a program that would wipe out the trail, but she knew it wasn’t foolproof.  If the FBI caught her transferring files, she’d have a lot of explaining to do, and the FBI had much more sophisticated tools than she had.
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