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Prologue


September 27th 2020


When the black limo pulls up to the eighty-five-story luxury hotel, Fu grabs his black leather briefcase and climbs out of the back seat. As he walks toward the door, the doorman greets him cheerfully, but Fu ignores the man and pushes through the thick crowd gathered in the lobby. He nods at the front desk clerk and steps into the elevator. As he presses the button for the top floor, he pulls out his cell phone and checks the time. Suddenly, a message appears.


The message reads, Be careful, Fu. Xi’s bullshit anti-corruption program just brought down four of our allies in the CCP. They’re heading off to a labor camp right now. You’re the only man we have in the Politburo. Make sure you don’t piss Xi off too much. We can’t afford to lose you, too.


Son of a bitch. That cocksucker is trying to take over all of China for himself. That fucking dictator needs to be removed from power before it’s too late.


Fu slides the phone back into his pocket. When the doors open, he walks down a hallway to a massive penthouse. His hands are shaking. Shit, he called this meeting out of the blue. What if I’m next?



He walks past the bed and through a doorway into a boardroom with a long table set beside a row of windows overlooking Shanghai. Three chairs line one side, three the other, and one sits at the head of the table. He steps up to one of the windows and looks out at the bustling city. He watches the ships moving up and down the Huangpu River as the sky opens up. A flash of lightning and crack of thunder shake the building and rattle his nerves. He spots a helicopter in the distance flying toward the tower, and a tremor of anxiety ripples through him. He’s going to be here in just a few moments. What the fuck am I going to do? What am I going to say?



His hand aches from the death grip on his briefcase. After another deep breath, he takes a seat in one of the three chairs closest to the door. As he sits, he places the briefcase in front of him and opens it. Take a deep breath and calm down. You’ve got this, Fu. This is just another bullshit meeting. Just breathe.


As he wipes the sweat from his brow, another man walks in and sits down across from him. The man pulls several papers from his briefcase and spreads them out in front of him.

Fu says, “Hello, Zhung. How are you today?”

Zhung sighs. “I’m fine. How are you?”


“I’m doing well today,” Fu replies, loosening his damp collar. I just need to breathe. I need to act normal. Do I have all of my reports?



He flips through his stack of papers. Oh, thank God. I’ve got everything I need.


Another man enters and takes a seat beside Zhung. As he pulls papers from his briefcase, Zhung brightens.

“Hey, Luo. It’s so good to see you, my friend.”

Luo smiles. “Yes, same here. God, I can’t wait until this meeting is over. My wife is making a special dinner for our anniversary tonight.”

“Happy anniversary. I hope you enjoy every moment of it,” Fu says.

“Yeah, thanks,” Luo mumbles.


Fu wipes the sweat from his palms. Shit, he won’t even look at me. He never talks to me much anyway. But what if he already knows I’m on the chopping block?


Zhung leans in slightly. “So, what’s the wife making for dinner?”

As Luo describes the meal, Fu quietly shuffles through his papers, struggling to keep it together.

Three more men enter the room and take their seats. As they organize their documents, Fu sets his now-empty briefcase on the floor. The others begin chatting among themselves, but Fu stares down at the table, trying to calm his nerves.

Xi Jinping walks in and takes his place at the head of the table. He sets a file down and looks around.

“Welcome, everyone. Let’s get this meeting started, shall we? We’ll begin with the Premier of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China. Mr. Lai, please give your report.”

Zhung straightens in his seat.

“Mr. General Secretary, the economy is doing very well. Our Gross Domestic Product rose by fifteen percent this quarter, and our sales in the US market have increased tenfold. We have many construction projects underway across China, and the Belt and Road Initiative is progressing smoothly. Soon, we’ll have a new highway along the old Silk Road connecting China to Europe. Our negotiations with Brazil to build a naval base on their coast are going well. The deal with the Garcia Cartel in Mexico is also proving to be quite lucrative. We’ve also received a payment from the US toward their debt.”

Xi Jinping leans forward. “Thank you for your report, Mr. Lai. It’s good to hear some good news. Next, let’s hear from the Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress. Mr. Dejiang, please give your report.”

Hu nods. “Mr. General Secretary, everything is going according to plan, and I believe all of your proposed legislation will pass and be enacted into law at the next meeting.”

“Thank you for your report, Mr. Dejiang. Next, let’s hear from the other chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress. Mr. Jiang, please give your report.”

Luo straightens his notes. “Mr. General Secretary, everything is going well in the Chinese Communist Party, and our extermination of the Uyghurs is progressing reasonably well, though we’re struggling with the large numbers. I’m not sure we can eradicate them all this year. It may take a few years.”

Xi exhales sharply. “Let’s make sure we don’t have a repeat of the Falun Gong. We need these people purged immediately before they become a serious threat to national security.”

“Yes, Mr. General Secretary. I’m on it, sir.”

“Good. Now let’s hear from the top-ranked secretary of the Central Secretariat of the Communist Party of China. Mr. Hu, please give your report.”

Fu takes a deep breath, loosens his collar further, and clears his throat. He can feel eyes on him from all sides. He swallows hard and meets Xi Jinping’s gaze for a split second—his heart skips. It pounds against his ribs as he fights to collect his thoughts. He draws in another breath and holds it for just a moment.

“Mr. General Secretary, everything is going well. We have new bills drafted, and the recently enacted legislation is being written up and distributed to law enforcement. I don’t really have much to report, sir.”

Xi shrugs. “That’s good. No news is always good news. But tell me something, Fu. How is Mr. Zemin doing?”

“Sir, he seems to be doing well.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping he was close to death. When that old bastard dies, everything will be so much easier. I don’t understand why you sided with him, though. I offered you everything, but you turned me down time and time again. Why?”

“Sir, Mr. Zemin has been my mentor, and I trust him with my life. I also believe we need to avoid becoming a dictatorship led by only one man.”

The General Secretary laughs as the other men glare at Fu. He glances around the table, eyes narrowing as he sees them staring daggers.

“I don’t understand your reformist attitude. Jiang Zemin never believed in reform. In fact, if he were in my position, he’d try to become the very dictator you want to prevent.”

“With all due respect, sir, can we continue with the meeting?”

Xi shrugs. “Fine. Lastly, can we hear from the Secretary of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection? Mr. Xuegang, please give your report.”

Mao straightens. “Sir, we are actively investigating multiple party members for suspected corruption.” He glances pointedly at Fu.

“That is sad news, but we cannot ignore corruption in the party. We must weed out the corrupt members; they are a cancer to society.”

“With all due respect, sir, your anti-corruption campaign is a sham and everybody sees through it. Why are none of your cronies being investigated? They’re the most corrupt people in the party.”

“I assure you, all of my trusted comrades are not corrupt. We have our vision for the future, and we will see it come to fruition. Now, before we all leave, I will give you my report.”

Xi opens his file and pulls out several documents.

“The world has been quite tumultuous lately. The sudden death of Vladimir Putin and the creation of the Soviet Federation have shocked the world. And, of course, the world is also watching the Soviet Federation as it struggles in its conquest of Ukraine. The West is funneling weapons and ammunition into the country and making things very difficult for our Soviet neighbors to the north. Ukraine is quickly becoming a proxy war between the Soviets and NATO.

“I also have reports that the Soviets are constructing a major highway from Moscow across Russia to the Gulf of Anadyr. When I meet the new Soviet leader, I want to negotiate a deal to connect their highway to our Belt and Road Initiative. Mr. Lai, I want you to draft a plan for a new highway connecting Beijing to theirs. I want it ready to present when I visit him.”

Zhung nods. “Yes, Mr. General Secretary. I will have it ready as soon as I can, sir.”

Xi Jinping leans back in his chair. “Looking at what’s happening in Ukraine, I’m not sure we could take Taiwan as quickly as we’d like. I’m starting to believe it would turn into a long, drawn-out war of attrition, especially if the United States gets involved. While they’re currently preoccupied in Iran, I believe that if we made our move, they’d reallocate all available forces to counter us.

“We need to keep preparing for our inevitable invasion, but we must wait for the right time. I also see potential opportunities in Africa. There’s a conflict brewing between Egypt and Ethiopia over water rights to the Nile. Maybe we could build something to ease tensions between them and make a decent profit. But that’s all I have for today.

“You’re all dismissed. Have a good night, and a happy seventh wedding anniversary, Luo. I hope you and your wife have a memorable day.”

“Thank you, Mr. General Secretary.”

As Xi Jinping walks down the hall toward the helipad, the rest of the men head to the elevator. Fu steps into a corner as the others pile in. They chat casually while he remains silent. As the elevator begins its descent, Fu pulls out his cellphone and starts browsing social media.

Coverage of the American election dominates the feed as Frank Fickentooper and Donald Trump are neck and neck in the race for the presidency. He scrolls past footage from the war in Ukraine and pauses on a brief clip of a Soviet T-90 main battle tank being destroyed by a Ukrainian T-72 MBT.

He continues scrolling until he finds an American campaign ad with Chinese subtitles. The screen shows Frank Fickentooper standing at a podium as a narrator speaks.

“President Donald Trump is the worst president in American history. He is a racist supported by the KKK and only serves the interests of big business. But Senator Frank Fickentooper is here for the common man and woman. When Frank takes office in January, he will take the helm away from that racist. A vote for Frank is a vote for a better tomorrow and a better world for everyone. This ad was paid for by the Elect Frank Fickentooper campaign.”

When the elevator doors open, the men walk out into the lobby. Fu follows, stepping into the night just as his phone vibrates. He checks the message.

Jiang Zemin is in the hospital. Doctors are saying it's a massive heart attack.

He freezes for a moment, then climbs into the back seat of the waiting black limo.

“Take me to the hospital.”

Shit. Did Xi do this? Is he trying to assassinate Mr. Zemin?

When he arrives, he walks through the doors and up to the receptionist.

“I’m here to see Jiang Zemin.”

The nurse types the name into her computer. “He’s in room two-fifteen, but the doctors don’t want him to have any visitors yet. You can wait in the lobby if you like.”

Fu takes a seat and pulls out his cell phone. As he scrolls through social media, a doctor approaches.

“Are you close to Jiang Zemin?”

“Yes, he’s my mentor.”

“I have some bad news. Mr. Zemin has had a massive heart attack, and he has stage four lung cancer. He’s stable for now, but I’m not sure how much time he has left. He’s conscious, and you can see him. But keep it brief.”

“Thank you, doctor.”

The doctor leads him down the hall to Jiang Zemin’s room.

As Fu steps inside, he speaks softly. “Mr. Zemin, how are you feeling?”

“I feel like shit, and it’s hard to breathe. I’ve had a bad cough for a while, but it’s gotten worse. The doctor said I don’t have much time left, so I’ve already chosen my replacement in the faction. His name is Aiguo Xaoting, and I want you to work with him to build the future we all desire.”

Fu’s eyes widen. “Mr. Zemin, I thought I was going to be the next faction leader.”

“While it’s true that you’re a very promising candidate, you lack the killer instinct and the hunger for power. Aiguo is already making moves. He secured the position as head of the 610 Office.”

“I’m in the Politburo. I’m closer to the top and I outrank him.”

“You’ve held your position for nearly ten years, and what have you done with it? What moves have you made?”

Fu hesitates. “You’ve been my mentor, Mr. Zemin, and I respect everything you’ve done. But I wanted to be General Secretary.”

“Listen to me, Fu. Aiguo is going to be the General Secretary, with or without your help. I want you two to work together. Please. This is a dying man’s wish.”

Fu exhales slowly. “Okay, Mr. Zemin. When do I meet Aiguo?”

“I’ve asked him to come see me today. After my death, I want you two to meet and move forward together.”

“Yes, Mr. Zemin. As you wish, sir. Thank you for taking me on as your protégé.”

He turns and walks out of the room.


Chapter 1:

The Future Party Leader


September 28th, 2020


Aiguo walks into the hospital room, and Jiang pushes himself upright in the bed.

“Aiguo, I’m glad you could make it on such short notice. I had a heart attack last night, and I think it’s finally time to find someone to take my place as head of the Shanghai Clique. You control the 610 Office, and our faction holds majority control over the police force. I think it’s time we transition from the Jiang Faction to the Aiguo Faction. I wanted to take Xi’s place myself and run this country again as General Secretary, but I guess that’s not part of my destiny.

“I’ve known you a long time. If your father were still here, he’d be proud of you. When you took over the 610 Office, there were many who hated you. But over the past few months, you’ve proven yourself more than capable.”

“Thank you, Mr. Zemin.”

“Please, call me Jiang. I don’t have much time left. I want you to take my place. You’ve earned my respect. Your father was a good friend of mine many years ago, and I’ve instructed all my supporters to vote you into my position once I’m gone. When you take over, promise me something: dethrone Xi Jinping and lead China to greatness.”

“I swear to you that once I take power, I will retake Taiwan and bring America to its knees.”

“Before I die, I want you to wipe out the last of the Uyghurs and crack down on as many of Xi’s allies as you can. I want the entire Xi Clan eliminated. Do me this favor, Aiguo.”

Jiang coughs violently and sinks back into the bed.

“Don’t worry, Jiang. I’ll take care of everything.”

Aiguo turns and walks out, heading straight to his limo and then to 610 Office headquarters.

As he steps into the building, a secretary greets him.

“There’s a man waiting for you in your office. He said it was important.”

“Thank you, Liu. Did he say who he was?”

“No, but he looks American. Black suit, black tie.”

“I see. Thank you again. Hold all my calls.”

Aiguo heads upstairs. As he enters his office, the man inside looks up.

“I have something I need to discuss with you. Take a seat.”

Aiguo smirks. “This is my office. If anything, you should be sitting on this side. That’s my chair.”

“Forget about that. I have an offer you might want to consider. My organization knows about your genocide and the so-called detention camps in the mountains. It must be expensive to cremate all those people. I need people for a special project, and I would be willing to pay both you and your government to take a percentage of those people off your hands.”

Aiguo leans back in the chair. “Why come to me? Isn’t that a question for the General Secretary?”

The man smirks. “We already have an agreement with Mr. Jinping. You handle logistics for this program, and we want a separate deal with you. I’m sure those in charge want greater results than you are currently producing. The sheer volume of people you’re trying to process is straining your network. We can ease that strain by taking some of the load off your system. More people disappear, your facilities don’t get choked, and you look better to your superiors while helping us with our agenda.”

Aiguo studies him. “Why do you want these people? Do you want to rescue them?”

“No. Rescue isn’t the word I would use. We have a special program that could benefit all of humanity. I can’t disclose much, but we will pay you very well.”

Aiguo’s jaw tightens. “I can’t risk letting them escape. They must all be destroyed.”

“Don’t worry, most of the people I take won’t survive. If it helps, I can fly you out to one of our facilities and show you exactly what happens, but you must keep it strictly confidential.”

“When can you take me?”

“Right now. I have a helicopter waiting on the rooftop helipad.”

“Fine. Take me there, and I will consider your offer.”

As they walk toward the stairwell, Aiguo remarks, “Your Chinese is surprisingly fluent for a Westerner.”

“In my line of work, it pays to be multilingual. I speak fifteen languages, and I have business across the globe.”

On the rooftop, as they climb into the helicopter, Mr. Black produces a hood and holds it out. “Unfortunately, you’ll need to put this over your head before we lift off. We can’t risk the facility’s location falling into the wrong hands.”

◆◆◆

Three Hours Later

The helicopter lands, and as Aiguo reaches for the hood, Mr. Black stops him. “No. Keep the hood on for one moment.”

The helipad begins to sink into the ground, three loud engines humming as it descends into an underground facility. When the platform reaches the bottom, Mr. Black says, “Go ahead and take off the hood.”


Aiguo pulls it off and blinks against the stark light. The walls around him are painted blue and white, smooth concrete glinting under fluorescent lamps. He glances up the elevator shaft and catches a glimpse of the massive blast-proof doors sealing above them. Holy shit. I’ve never seen a facility like this. It must have taken at least a decade or two to build.


He studies the massive steel tracks guiding the platform and the interlocking gears beside them.

Mr. Black gestures around. “A real marvel of engineering, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Aiguo says, still staring. “This must have taken years to build.”

“The Soviet Union built it back in the sixties. We took it over in the eighties,” Mr. Black says. “But this is just one of our many facilities scattered across the globe. Follow me. I’ll take you inside.”

They approach a set of blue-painted steel double doors. A red light flashes above as Mr. Black presses a button, activating a thumbprint scanner. He places his thumb on the glass, then leans toward the intercom. “I’m here with a special guest today.”

The red light switches to green, a loud buzz echoing through the corridor as the doors creak open. Two armed guards emerge, dressed in gas masks and hazmat suits.

“It smells like a hospital in here,” Aiguo says.

“Yes,” Mr. Black replies. “We keep the lab sanitary at all times.”

“I’m curious. Why are there armed guards here?”

“Just pretend they don’t exist. They aren’t here.”

They move on to another set of double doors guarded by a small security post. One of the guards opens the doors, and Mr. Black nods. “Bring Mr. Blue out to us. I want him to meet our guest.”

As they wait, Aiguo glances around. Signs hang from the ceiling, printed in four languages: Russian, English, German, and Chinese.

After a moment, another man steps out, wearing a black suit, blue tie, blue gloves, and a blue surgical mask. His tone is sharp. “This is an unexpected visit, Mr. Black. What brings you to this corner of the globe today?” He glances at Aiguo. “Who the hell is this?”

“This is a special occasion,” Mr. Black says evenly. “If this tour goes well, this man will supply you with plenty of new test subjects.”

Mr. Blue pauses. “We can’t show him the whole facility, but I’ll allow him to see three areas from the surveillance room. We can show him one of the testing areas, a holding area, and the incinerator.”

As he leads them down the hallway, he glances at Aiguo. “What do you know about this place?”

“Nothing.”


“This facility is one of many scattered across the world,” Mr. Blue explains. “They’re doing vital research and developing new medical advancements. A decade from now, some of our breakthroughs might actually help people. Here, we’re not restricted by any pesky rules or regulations. I can’t tell you about our soon-to-be-completed projects, but I can show you something that will blow your mind.”


They turn down another corridor, passing several scientists in white lab coats. Doors line the hallway, each marked with clipboards hanging beside them. At the end of the hall, they turn right and step through a set of double doors into a large, nearly empty room. A small table sits near the back wall, beneath a massive TV screen. A terminal is positioned next to it, and a stack of folding chairs leans against the cream-colored wall.

Each of them grabs a chair and sits. Aiguo stares up at the huge 95-inch screen.

Mr. Blue takes a seat at the terminal and switches on the main monitor while powering off the twelve smaller screens mounted on the right wall.

The big screen flickers to life, revealing a hospital room. All the monitoring devices are positioned to face the camera. A man is strapped to the bed. His heart monitor shows an elevated rate, his blood pressure is dangerously high, and his oxygen level is low. A nurse walks into the room carrying a small box.

Mr. Blue mutes the audio. “She’s about to discuss a few things with the test subject that you aren’t cleared to hear.”

Aiguo leans forward. “Where did he come from? Is he a volunteer?”

Mr. Blue picks up a chart. “This man is from Phoenix, Arizona, and no, he’s not a volunteer. He overdosed on heroin three weeks ago. He was homeless and had no friends or family. Our organization saved his life and brought him here for this experiment. No one will miss him, and if he dies, no one will care. He’s still suffering from withdrawal symptoms, but that doesn’t really matter.”

“You say experiment,” Aiguo says slowly, “but what is this experiment?”

Mr. Blue looks up. “What do you know about nanotechnology?”

Aiguo pauses to think. “I know it’s been around for a few years, and it has a lot of potential.”

“Nanotechnology is a very important tool for the future. The public believes it’s still relatively new, but it’s been around since the mid-eighties. We try to keep the public about ten years behind us technologically. When we release something for public testing, we’ve already tested and nearly perfected it. We’ve mapped out a plan to use nanotechnology to replace the immune system and regulate the human body. Right now, we’re in the final stages of mapping every cell in the body. Once we’ve identified them all, we can teach the nanobots to manage and protect each one.”

Shocked, Aiguo stares at the screen. “That seems like a lot of cells. How can you track them all?”

“We use video, X-ray, micro sonar, and chemical scanners to analyze each individual cell. Once we understand the composition of a cell, we catalog it for future reference. We’ve already scanned and cataloged many people. We’ve identified body types, blood types, races, and age groups. The AI that controls the nanobots compiles all the data to create a complete map of the body. Anything out of place is flagged immediately. One day, it’ll be able to destroy those threats: cancer, disease, even fat cells. We’re still a bit away from that, but we’re deep into the scanning phase now. Watch as this man is injected with millions of nanobots.” He turns the volume back on.

On the screen, a nurse injects the serum into the man’s arm. Seconds later, his heart rate spikes and he clenches his fists. His body begins to shake violently, and he cries out in pain. A progress bar appears in the bottom right corner, rising quickly from zero to twenty-five percent. White foam seeps from the corner of his mouth as the convulsions intensify. At eighty-five percent, his heart rate surges to four hundred beats per minute. At ninety-five, it nears five hundred. Then, the man goes into a full epileptic seizure, and the foam pours from his mouth.

As the bar hits one hundred percent, the heart monitor flatlines. His body goes limp.

The nurse waits a beat and states, “Patient one-three-two is now deceased.”

Mr. Blue examines the data. “This time, we got more usable data than last time, but the scanning phase still destroys the liver, heart, kidneys, and brain. We can’t extract anything useful from those organs. At this point, we’ve successfully mapped most of the body. We’re developing a new, safer scanning system, but it’ll be a few more months before it’s ready for testing. Developing tech at this scale is much harder than working with regular-sized equipment.”

Aiguo takes a breath. “That seems like a horrible way to die. At least at our death camps, we euthanize the Uyghurs humanely.”

Mr. Blue laughs. “Why does that matter? You’re killing people needlessly. These people sacrifice their lives for the betterment of humanity.”

Mr. Black adds, “In thirty years, when this stuff is mainstream and nobody gets sick anymore, you’ll be thanking these people for giving up their lives for the greater good.”

Mr. Blue presses a button, and the screen switches to a holding cell filled with thirty people. “This is where we keep the test subjects while they wait for their experiments. There’s not much more to say here, so follow me down to the crematorium.”

They leave the room and head down the hall to an elevator. When they reach the bottom floor, they walk to a massive room lined with hatches along the left wall. Workers wheel corpses down a hallway from another set of elevators. As they push the bodies into the hatches, the stench of burning flesh rolls through the air.

“This is the crematorium,” Mr. Blue says, “but it also powers the entire facility. We’ve installed a special system. As we cremate the bodies, the smoke rises into a turbine. The turbine separates the carbon from the smoke as it spins, generating electricity. With a steady supply of bodies, we have an unlimited power source.”


Aiguo watches the endless stream of corpses moving through the hall. It’s amazing how efficient this whole operation is. I wish we could get our facilities this efficient.


A man approaches Mr. Blue and whispers something in his ear. Mr. Blue nods slightly.

“Please excuse me. I have a pressing matter to attend to. I hope you’ve enjoyed the tour.”

As Mr. Blue walks away, Mr. Black steps forward and hands Aiguo a dossier.

“This might help you bring down Xi Jinping.”

Aiguo blinks, stunned. “Thank you, but why help me?”

“If you can take Xi’s place as leader, with your help, we can get this technology ready much faster. Xi won’t play ball with us, and he’s a thorn in our side. If you help us, we can help you in many ways. I’ll take you back to the 610 Office, and I want you to think about our offer.”

When they return to the helicopter, Aiguo pulls the hood back over his head, and the helipad rises to the surface. After the three-hour flight back, he walks into his office, sets the dossier on his desk, and heads home for the night.


Chapter 2:

A Boring Day


September 29th


Tang sits in the police car, music playing softly beside his partner, Wu. He watches cars pass by, tracking each one with the speed gun. As he stretches his neck, he glances around at the parking lot filled with cars and trucks.

Wu leans over, turns the music down, and sighs. “This is so boring. Why did we get stuck on traffic duty?”

Tang looks over at her. “I don’t mind it. It’s a relaxing day. The sun’s out, and the sky’s blue.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t want relaxing. I’m not some little old woman. I crave excitement. When I came to Beijing, I expected to see some crazy shit, like drug busts and gunfights.”

Tang laughs. “That stuff doesn’t happen very often. I think you watch too many movies. How long have we been partners now?”

Wu rolls her eyes. “I know, I know. In the past six months, no gunfights. But we did get a few domestic calls that were exciting.”

Tang yawns and scans the street. Traffic flows steadily as people move in and out of the shops lining both sides. He watches a couple carry baskets of laundry into a laundromat, while a group of teenagers heads into a small restaurant. The scent of BBQ drifts in from a food cart at the end of the lot.

Wu grins. “Yeah, I’m getting hungry too.”

Tang sets the radar gun down. “Let’s grab some lunch. I’m starving.”


As they walk up to the cart, the line stretches halfway across the parking lot. People collect their food and head back to their cars as the sun beats down. A cool breeze carries the smell of fried youtiao and grilled meat. Tang stretches his arms.


Wu narrows her eyes at a man approaching the front of the line. He walks right past everyone and cuts in.

Someone shouts, “Hey, asshole! The end of the line is back there!”

The man snaps back, “Fuck you! I’m hungry!”

The other man lunges and punches him in the nose. As the two start to brawl, the crowd scatters and circles around them.

Tang and Wu rush in.

“Beijing Police! Break it up!” Tang shouts.

Wu grabs one of the men, struggling to hold him back while Tang restrains the other.

The man huffs. “It’s not fair. I’ve been in line for thirty fucking minutes and that prick cuts in front of me.”

The other man fires back. “Fuck you! I don’t have the whole fucking day to stand in line! I’m hungry, and I gotta get back to work! I only get thirty minutes for lunch!”

The first man shouts, “I’m having a shit day and I don’t give a fuck about your bullshit problems, so fuck off!”

Suddenly, the other man elbows Wu in the face. She stumbles back, then raises her taser and fires. He screams as electricity surges through him, a stream of urine running down his leg as his body convulses. When she shuts it off, he drops to the ground. She cuffs him without a word.

Tang sighs. “I’m sorry, sir, but I have to take you in with him. Put your hands behind your back.”

As Tang cuffs the other man, he mutters, “This is fucking bullshit. This day just gets worse. I got fired this morning. My girlfriend left me. That asshole cuts in front of me, and now I’m getting arrested. Just fucking great.”

The man on the ground growls, “This is ridiculous. He assaulted me, so why am I going to jail? I need to get back to work. I don’t want to get fired like this degenerate.”

“Fuck you! You piece of shit motherfucker!” the other man screams. “Thanks to you, my day is completely fucked!”

“That’s enough!” Tang yells. “Both of you shut the fuck up!”

The two officers shove the men into the back of the police car. As they continue yelling at each other, the car rocks slightly.

Wu wipes her face. “Is my nose broken? It hurts like hell.”

Tang steps closer and meets her hazel eyes for a moment. She blushes.

“What do you think? Is it bad?”

He smiles. “You look beautiful today. Your nose is a little black and blue, but it’s not broken.”

She smirks. “You like what you see, don’t you?”

“I’m glad I got such a beautiful partner. Are we still on for dinner after work?”

The men in the back thrash around, yelling. The car shakes.

Wu laughs. “Absolutely. Let’s get these two assholes back to the station.”

Tang glances at the food cart. “What about lunch?”

She grins. “If you really want something to eat, I can give you something a little later.”

He grins back. “Oh, that’s my favorite.”

They hop in the car. The men in the back are still bickering.

Wu turns her head. “Both of you shut the fuck up.”

They drive back to the station, process the arrests, and finish the paperwork. At the end of their shift, they meet up at her apartment.


Chapter 3:

610 Office


September 30th


As Aiguo sits at his desk, he opens the case-file tracking app on his computer. He scans the active cases and assigns his ten tactical teams to ten different files.

Using the risk filter, he finds the top ten most dangerous cases. He spots two suspected militant Uyghurs and mobilizes two teams to capture them. He identifies several members of a street gang and sends another team to detain them. After sorting the highest-risk files, he checks the national firewall and finds several people voicing negative opinions of the Chinese Communist Party, so he tracks their locations and dispatches teams. He reviews the collected communications data and assigns the remaining teams accordingly.

Then he sips his tea and leans back. He yawns and looks out the window at the neighboring skyscrapers, taking in the blue sky and the few clouds drifting past. A helicopter flies by as he stretches in his chair.

An email arrives from a 610 Office detective. Opening it, he reads: “Mr. Xaoting, since our responsibilities have been expanded beyond Falun Gong, we are grossly overwhelmed. In order for us to operate efficiently, we request that you bring on more detectives. There are too many potential threats to the CCP for us to assess properly. The thirty of us have gotten together to send you this email. To reiterate, we formally request that you hire more detectives to help. We cannot keep up. There are still so many Uyghurs to hunt down, and Falun Gong is still lurking around every corner. Keeping track of protesters and anti-government citizens is just too much for us to handle. Respectfully, The 610 Office Detectives.”


Aiguo sighs. You aren’t the only ones feeling overwhelmed. The strike teams are struggling, too. I wish I could bring more agents on, but that bastard General Secretary has my hands tied.


He thinks for a moment, then types a reply: Thank you for your concerns. I will send them up the ladder, and hopefully, the higher-ups can bring on more help. He hits send.

A while later, the first team reaches its target, and Aiguo streams the body-cam footage. He clicks Officer 01 on Team One. The tactical team surrounds the building, and Officer 01 presses the Motion Sensor Imaging Device against the walls. The MSID scans the house, and the officer peers into each room for movement. He finds three people: two in bed and one sitting on a couch.

When Officer 01 gives the signal, the team breaches both the front and back doors. Aiguo switches the feed to Officer 04 in the lead. Officer 04 rushes through the doorway, levels his rifle at the woman on the couch, and yells, “Don’t move!”

The other officers sweep into the next room. In one bedroom, a man jumps out of bed and runs for the window. But Officer 06 puts three rounds in his back, and he drops dead.

Aiguo grabs a package of cookies from his desk drawer and dunks one in his coffee as he watches Officer 06 kill the man. He smiles while switching between feeds.

Officers 02 and 04 storm the other bedroom and rip the blanket off the naked woman. She screams; Officer 04 snaps, “Shut the fuck up and don’t move!”

When the naked woman comes into view, Aiguo sits up in his chair and grins as he takes a screenshot. He sips his coffee and stretches.

Once the two survivors are handcuffed and carried out, Aiguo checks the other teams. Team Two has arrived and is preparing to attack. He clicks Officer 07’s feed and watches live.

Aiguo opens a small bag of potato chips as Officer 07 uses the MSID to scan the building. Three people hide behind doors with weapons. Officer 07 relays the information, Officer 09 places a breaching charge on the front door, Officer 11 on the back door, and Officer 12 on the wall of an empty room. They take position and blow the charges. Before the dust clears, they surge in with thermal optics. Officer 07 rushes through the front door and puts two rounds in a man’s head before he can react. The others move in, and Officer 10 kills a man in the back of the house. Officer 08 tackles a woman, rips the 3D-printed submachine gun from her hands, pins her to the ground, and Officer 09 cuffs her. As they drag her to the trucks, she kicks and screams.

Aiguo tosses his empty chip bag into the trash, opens another small bag, and bites into it. He switches to the next team and sips his coffee. As he leans back, a secretary rushes in. “Protesters have gathered in Hong Kong again and are causing a lot of commotion. The police force is asking for your assistance.”

Aiguo sighs. “Are the local police in place already?”

The woman nods. “Yes, but they’ve asked for our help. There are an overwhelming number of protesters.”

“Put all the moderators on alert and have some of them focus on the Hong Kong area. Once we identify the leaders, we can strike. I’m going home for the day in a few minutes.”


Chapter 4:

Another day at Work


October 1st


As Tang and Wu walk into the police station with their coffees, they pass rows of cubicles, each with an officer typing away at a computer. People move through the halls, and officers escort handcuffed suspects toward booking. Suddenly, the commissioner opens his office door and calls them in.

Inside the large office, he closes the blinds. “Close the door behind you.”

Once the door shuts, he walks to his desk, sits, and gestures to the chairs. “Both of you, take a seat.”

They sit. The commissioner stares at them for a moment, shifting his gaze between the two.

“I have reason to believe that you two are in a relationship. Is that true?”

Tang answers without hesitation. “Yes, sir, we love each other.”

“As I’m sure you both know, the department frowns on these kinds of relationships. In fact, they’re strictly prohibited. Do you know why?”

Wu looks down at the desk. “It can cloud our judgment in difficult situations, sir.”

“That’s correct. Ordinarily, I’d split you up, but I can’t do that right now. Not with our current staffing issues. Can you both do your jobs to the best of your abilities? If I see any sign that you can’t, I’ll transfer you to different departments. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” they say in unison.

“I want you out on patrol today. We’re sending half our force to Hong Kong to help with the riots, so we need every available officer on the streets. Now get out of my office.”

As they walk to the patrol car, Tang says, “I was a little worried at first. I thought we might get fired.”

Wu smiles. “I knew we couldn’t keep it a secret forever. Well, I hope we have another good day. After work, your place or mine?”

Tang grins. “How about my place tonight after dinner?”

They climb into the car and roll out of the parking garage.

As they patrol through Beijing, Wu glances over. “What do you think about the riots in Hong Kong?”

Tang shrugs. “I don’t really care. Hong Kong’s way down south. Doesn’t really affect me.”

Wu rubs her jaw. “What do you mean? Every precinct across China is sending half their police force down there, so now we are short-handed.”

Tang chuckles. “That’s no big deal. We work in one of the safest cities in the country. We’ll be fine even if we’re short-staffed.”

A call crackles over the radio about a bank robbery. Tang flips on the siren and rushes to the bank. Another police car pulls up at the same time, and all four officers bolt from their vehicles with guns drawn.

As Tang moves to the door, he sees three men inside holding pistols. He bursts through and yells, “Beijing Police! Drop your weapons!”

One man grabs a hostage while another dives for cover. The third draws his pistol, and Wu fires six rounds into him. The shooter collapses, and the other two scream, “No! You bastards killed Cho!”

Wu and the other officers circle to get an angle on the man behind cover. “Leave the hostage alone and lower your weapon. Nobody needs to get hurt,” Tang calls.

The man behind cover drops his pistol and raises his hands. “That’s it, Xin. I’m out. I don’t want to fucking die.”

Two officers move in to cuff him. The remaining man shouts, “Don’t be a fucking pussy, Jin! I swear, if any of you come near me, I will blow her fucking brains out!”

“Just give up, man. It’s over,” Jin says.

“Fuck no! I’m not going to jail. Those pricks will have to kill me, but I’m not dying alone! I’ll take this bitch with me!” Xin screams.

The girl pleads, “Please don’t let him kill me.”

Xin puts the pistol to her temple and edges toward the door. Tang lines up a shot at the man’s head and waits. “Please put the gun down. Nobody needs to get hurt,” Wu says.

Xin turns the pistol on Wu. Tang fires. Blood sprays across the girl’s face as Xin drops to the floor.

“Why, Xin? It didn’t have to be like this. Now both of you are dead and I’m all alone,” Jin mutters.

The surviving man is led to the squad car as the other officers secure the scene, and Tang radios it in.

Back at the car, another call comes through for domestic abuse. Tang and Wu hurry to the apartment complex. They hear screaming before they reach the door. Tang knocks, and it flies open. A man shouts, “We don’t need you here. Who the fuck called you?”

Tang stands firm. “Someone is concerned that you might hurt this woman.”

“Well, they’d better mind their own fucking business!”

Wu raises a hand. “Please calm down, sir.”

“Why don’t you two fuck off and go catch the real criminals?”

A woman steps into view with a black eye and a bloody nose. She wipes at her face and says, “Everything is fine here, officers.”

Tang eyes her injuries but keeps his voice level. “I can’t arrest you for anything, but I can give you a ticket for disturbing the peace.”

As she writes it up, the man shouts, “This is fucking bullshit!”

She hands him the ticket, and he snatches it before slamming the door.

Wu shakes her head. “I wish there was something we could do.”

Tang sighs. “If she doesn’t file charges, there isn’t anything we can do. We can’t help someone who doesn’t want to be helped.”

After a few more calls, the two head back to the station, fill out the paperwork, and then drive to her place for the night.


Chapter 5:

Protesters


October 1st


When Aiguo walks into the office, the secretary looks up. “We just got new intel on the protesters and rioters from last night. The file is on your desk.”

“Thank you. I’ll take a look.”

He opens the file and finds dossiers for six people, all Hong Kong natives. He completes the paperwork and orders the police to arrest them and bring them to Beijing. Then he pulls the dossier Mr. Black handed him and, when he opens it, his face goes pale. The file shows a young teenage woman. She’s having an affair with Xi Jinping and could be the best way to get to him. Aiguo leans back in his chair, considers his options for a long moment, then locks the file in his desk drawer.

The phone rings. Aiguo answers, and a voice from cyber reports, “Bad news. We traced multiple IP addresses disseminating illegal propaganda to a warehouse in Beijing, and we also tracked several hackers to North America.”

“I see. I’ll get a team to raid the warehouse, but we need to reassess the national firewall.”

Several hours later, the Hong Kong protesters arrive in Beijing, and authorities drag them into interrogation rooms. Aiguo hurries to one and steps inside. The man is strapped to a chair, barely conscious, his face black and blue with bruises. Aiguo sets a dossier in front of him and takes the seat opposite.

“Welcome to mainland China,” Aiguo says.

“Fuck you,” the man spits.

Aiguo wipes the spit away with a handkerchief, scowling. “That was very unwise of you and uncivilized.”

He picks up the file. “I see your name is Qan Lao, you’re twenty-three, a student at the University of Hong Kong, and your parents are struggling to pay for your education. My sources say you were one of the leaders of last night’s protest. So tell me, why were you protesting instead of studying?”

“Fuck you.”

“That isn’t very nice, Mr. Lao. Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?”

“Fuck China and fuck the CCP.”

Aiguo exhales. “I’ll ask you nicely one more time. Who are the people you caused all this unnecessary trouble with? If you give me their names, nothing bad will happen, I promise.”

“Hong Kong will never join China, and I won’t give up my comrades. We will liberate Hong Kong. It’s the revolution of our time!”

Aiguo leans forward. “It would be a real shame if your parents disappeared tonight. They wouldn’t be able to pay for your education anymore, and your little sister could be sold into slavery. If you give me the names I want, then your sister won’t be turned into a cheap whore for the rest of her miserable days.”

Qan explodes. “Fuck you! I swear to God if you touch my family, I will fucking kill you!”

Aiguo smiles slowly. “I would love to see you try, Mr. Lao. From where I am sitting, you look absolutely helpless. I will ask you one more time, and I suggest you think very carefully about your answer.”

Tears stream down Qan’s face. “I can’t do that. Our lives aren’t worth the lives of the many Hong Kong citizens. I won’t betray my people.”

Aiguo sighs. “I tried to help you. I really did. But your crimes are too heinous to simply forgive and forget. Your family will suffer and your sister will be a whore for the rest of her miserable life. That poor thirteen-year-old girl is going to have a very long and absolutely miserable existence. Every time she gets fucked; she will curse your name.”

Qan screams and sobs. “Please stop! I can’t take it anymore! Just shut the fuck up!”

Aiguo rises to leave. “The saddest thing is that your family’s sacrifice will be for nothing. You will break after we torture you. I hope you said goodbye to your family because you will never see them again.”

As Aiguo walks out of the interrogation room he says, “Track down the boy’s family and kill them all.”

An officer next to the door straightens. “Yes, sir.”


Chapter 6:

A deal with the devil


October 2nd


As Aiguo eats his lunch in his office, a middle-aged White man in a black suit and red tie walks in. He closes the door behind him.

“Hello, Mr. Xaoting, it’s nice to meet you.”

Aiguo looks up. “Can I help you with something?”

The man takes a seat. “My name is Mr. Jackson. I believe you met my colleague, Mr. Black, the other day. Our organization has a vested interest in you. It appears Mr. Zemin doesn’t have a strong successor yet, but when we last spoke, he said he had faith in you as a replacement. When I last spoke to Xi Jinping, he refused to follow our instructions, and it seems he intends to purge our organization entirely from China. We can’t allow that to happen.”

“I didn’t realize Mr. Zemin had ties to your organization. How long have you been in China?”

“Our organization has had its hands in China for a few centuries, but we never held much influence. We made a deal with Mr. Zemin many years ago and have been good partners ever since. Unfortunately, Xi Jinping has gone mad with power. It’s imperative we dethrone him immediately. I’m here to offer you the same deal we offered your mentor.”

Aiguo rubs his chin. “What kind of deal is that?”

Mr. Jackson smiles. “We have a vision for the world, and we’ve worked tirelessly to bring it to life. We help world leaders stay in power. In exchange, they agree to implement our ideal way of life. Xi Jinping cherry-picked what he wanted and built a police state meant only to secure his rule. If you agree to partner with us, we’ll help you rise to power. You’ll have access to everything we control.”

Aiguo leans back in his chair. “I don’t know. What exactly is this grand vision for the future?”

“A society where everyone can live a happy, prosperous life. No war, no suffering.”

“That isn’t very specific, and it sounds pretty idealistic.”

Mr. Jackson sighs. “Just focus on the important part. We can make you the next General Secretary. Do we have an agreement?”

Aiguo pauses. “Can I speak to Mr. Zemin first?”

“Absolutely. I’ll drive you there.”

Aiguo finishes the last bite of his lunch and follows Mr. Jackson out to a black SUV. As the vehicle speeds down the road, his mind races.

When they reach the hospital, Aiguo steps inside while Mr. Jackson waits in the hall. He walks quietly into the dimly lit room and approaches the hospital bed. Jiang removes his oxygen mask briefly.

“Hello, Aiguo. It’s so nice to see you.”

“Hello, Mr. Zemin. Are you doing well?”

“No. I think I’m dying.” He takes a breath from the oxygen mask.

“I had a visitor named Mr. Jackson today. Do you know him?”

Jiang nods slowly. “I see. So they finally contacted you. They must know I don’t have much time left.” He breathes deeply through the mask, then coughs several times. “I’ve been an unofficial member of their organization since I was a young man. Their vision for the future is... beautiful. They want to reduce the number of nations in the world to a manageable few and cut down the human population enough so everyone can live comfortably. When I last spoke to them, I gave them your name, Aiguo.”

He coughs again and draws a breathe from the mask.

“I had no idea this organization existed. Should I join them?”

“With their help, you can do what I never could. You need to unite the party under your rule. When you become General Secretary, you can start building our great new world. It might seem frightening at first, but the organization can help with many things. I created the 610 Office to do what they do, but the 610 was never as effective at making people disappear.” He pauses, breathing heavily. “Please join them, Aiguo. I want to look down and see your rise to power. I want you to become a great emperor. I only wish I could be here when you annex Taiwan.”

He breathes from the mask again.

Mr. Jackson enters the room. “Have you decided to help us now, Aiguo?”

“Yes, I’ll do it. What do I need to do?”

“Just wait until one of my associates contacts you.” He turns to the bed. “Mr. Zemin, it has been an honor working with you all these years. I hope you can pass on peacefully and watch our grand vision come to fruition from the world beyond.”

“Thank you for supporting me. I only wish I could be here to see the new world order,” says Jiang.


Chapter 7:

Diner and an Auction


October 2nd


Park Lee grabs his tea from the barista. “Thank you, miss,” he says, then walks out of the tea shop. As he moves down the busy Shanghai street, he dials his wife. Cars zip past, and pedestrians fill the sidewalks. The phone rings as he glances into a small antique shop window. When she finally picks up, he speaks softly.

“I have some bad news, honey. I won’t be home tonight. I have a meeting in Beijing. Kiss our daughter good night for me.”

His wife sighs. “You haven’t been home in three days. What are you doing? I need to see you again. Please come home. I love you.”

“You know how important my job is, darling. Our company is on the verge of a great fiscal quarter before the merger. I need to make sure the sale goes through smoothly. Please understand. I don’t want to go, but I must.”

Park flags down a cab, climbs in, and speaks quietly into the phone. “I’m sorry. I need to go. I love you so much.” He ends the call.

At a red light, Park glances down at his watch. The phone rings. He answers.

“Where the hell are you, Number 4?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Black. I’m running behind schedule. I should be at the warehouse in about five minutes.”

“I need you to be on time. I have important business to attend to, and the whole timetable will be off if I’m late. You’ve done well as my lieutenant over the years, but your time management skills are sorely lacking. If you’re late again, I’ll replace you.”

Park exhales. “I’m sorry, Mr. Black. It won’t happen again, sir.”

When the cab pulls up to the warehouse, Park heads through the front entrance. Mr. Black is waiting in the loading bay.

“It’s about fucking time you got here, Number 4. We need to move the products before nightfall. I’ve sorted everything out for you, so all that’s left is to direct the drivers. I need to get out of here right now. I’m going to be late for my next appointment.”

As Mr. Black walks out, Park grabs the clipboard hanging on the wall next to the office and studies it. Six trucks are ready to depart: two bound for a facility in the Himalayas, one heading to Siberia, and the remaining three en route to a nearby airport, destined for the island.

Park walks along the deserted loading bay and listens to the echo of his footsteps through the building. He moves to the first trailer and checks that it’s sealed. As he tests the lock, a voice cries from inside. Park bangs his fist on the door and snaps, “Shut the fuck up in there!” He grabs his walkie-talkie, gives the signal, and the truck pulls away.

At the next truck, he checks the lock and door. A woman sobs faintly inside. He slams the door. “Quiet down in there!”

He inspects each trailer before sending it off. At the last one, the lock is badly rusted. As he works it, the lock snaps. He throws the door open and faces dozens of women and children stripped naked and tied up inside. They cry and beg as he counts them. He yells, “Everybody shut up and sit still! Don’t make me come in there!”

After he confirms everyone is present, he closes the door, fetches a new lock from the office, relocks it, and sends the truck on its way.

Back at the office, his phone rings. “Boss, we just hit the jackpot. My guys caught a pair of girls who look like supermodels. I haven’t seen anyone this beautiful in a while. Where should I take them?”

“Take them directly to Auction Site Delta. I have an auction scheduled for tonight. If they are as beautiful as you say, they will fetch a high price,” Park says.

He dials another number. “What do you want, Number 4? I’m busy here,” says the voice on the other end of the call.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Hades, but I just got word of a grade A prime going to Auction Site Delta tonight and thought you might be interested.”

“I’ll be there. I need some new stock for the island,” Mr. Hades replies.

When they hang up, Park grabs a cab and heads for the airport.

◆◆◆

Auction Site Delta

2200hrs

As the private plane cuts through thick clouds over the Swiss Alps, the pilot switches off the transponder and drops into a steep descent. A jagged mountain looms ahead. He pulls back the throttle, easing the aircraft into a controlled slowdown.

◆◆◆

Park downs his champagne in one shot and signals the stewardess for another. As the plane descends, he gazes out at the snow-covered mountains, a slow smile spreading across his face as they draw nearer and nearer.

◆◆◆

As the pilot steers toward a mountain, a voice crackles over the radio. “Attention, aircraft. You are on a collision course with a mountain. If you don’t want to die, pull up to a safe altitude.”

“Thank you for the advice,” the pilot replies calmly, “but it’s a good day to die, and I’m ready to go.”

Suddenly, two massive blast doors begin to open. As they part, lights flicker on inside a tunnel, and the same voice over the radio guides him in. The plane descends smoothly and touches down on the hidden runway. As it rolls into the mountain, the blast doors close behind it. The aircraft continues taxiing down the tunnel until it reaches a row of enormous concrete hangars.

◆◆◆

Park steps off the plane and climbs into the back of an SUV. The vehicle rolls past a long row of hangars toward a large, windowless building. As they drive, he glances up at the gray ceiling lined with dozens of fluorescent lights, humming faintly overhead.

When the SUV stops, Park gets out and heads to the front entrance. Two security guards meet him at the door. One of them speaks.

“Sir, the cloud generators are running at full capacity, and the guests will arrive in an hour. Everything is going smoothly. Shall I escort you to the dining area?”

Park nods, and they head down a gray hallway to an elevator. When the doors slide open, the interior glows in rich red and gold. The doors close behind them, and the elevator descends. After several minutes, the doors open onto the dining level.

Faint orchestral music drifts through the air as they approach a set of double doors. When they open, the music swells slightly—calm, elegant, and inviting. Park walks down a red carpet into a massive ballroom filled with tables draped in white linens. Each table is set with polished crystal wine glasses, ornate plates, and silverware encrusted with diamonds and crystal.

The warm, mouthwatering aroma of spaghetti sauce and lasagna drifts in from the kitchen, drawing Park in. As he enters, the head chef greets him.

“Welcome. We’ve prepared something special tonight. The theme is Italian cuisine. We’re serving spaghetti and meatballs, lasagna, pizza, and for those not in the mood for Italian, we have A5 wagyu beef steaks. Everything should be ready at any moment.”
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