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PROLOGUE

SHENYANG, CHINA, MAY 1999

I’ve got to get out of here, now, but the elevator’s as narrow as a coffin and descending so slowly I could be sinking into my own grave.

The elevator shudders to a stop. The floor indicator light goes dark.

There’s a grinding noise. I look up, expecting armed security to rappel down the shaft and start carving open the ceiling with Sawzalls.

But the door opens, finally, as sluggishly as the descent. I glimpse the lobby through the widening crack. The room appears empty. The escape route in front of me is carpeted bright red. Everything else glitters in fake gold—the plating on the counters and chandeliers, the cheesy reproductions of classic Greek statues.

My reptilian brain screams Go-go-go! I grip the straps of my backpack and pray public security agents aren’t waiting in ambush.

But Miss Zhang could be watching. She’s the super observant “receptionist” at the front desk—undoubtedly a government informant. Hotels in China must register all guest information with the Public Security Bureau and report any suspicious activity. She will definitely be on the lookout for public enemy number one.

Me.

Head down, I glance toward the front desk. Zhang is on the phone, facing sideways, ramrod straight in her red uniform, shaking her head.

She knows.

All my plans are unraveling. How is this happening? I came here to teach “Introduction to American Society” at a Chinese university. But minutes ago, at the railway station, I saw my own face on a wanted poster. Zhang could be staring at it on her computer screen right now.

She’s turning toward me. I duck behind a grotesque gold reproduction of Hermes and the Infant Dionysus and peek over at Zhang. She’s off the phone, studying something on her desk. I need to get over to the cubicle in the corner, where the sign says “Free Internet.” I’d kill to log on, to find out how close our hunters are. That’s no mere figure of speech. I’m that desperate.

I try to look like a tourist by hunching over my Lonely Planet guide. I can see Zhang reflected in a wall mirror, scanning the lobby.

Her phone rings. She picks up the receiver and takes notes. I scurry past several more statues, duck into the cubicle, and open Internet Explorer on the dusty Legend computer. My fingers keep hitting the wrong keys.

Get a grip.

I shift to hunt-and-peck. I’m no good at this—whatever “this” is. I’m still trying to figure out what I’ve become. Most likely a dupe, a dunce who deserves one of those tall, pointed hats the Red Guards made their enemies wear during the Cultural Revolution.

I peer over the cubicle wall and see Zhang still on the phone. I imagine her reporting, “He’s at the computer. We’ve locked all the doors. Get over here.”

I get onto The Washington Post website and head straight to “World News,” where I skim all the China-related items. The bombing’s in there, but so far nothing about us.

I moan under my breath when I see this headline:

CHINA TERROR LINK ALLEGED

WASHINGTON—China has begun funding the Al Qaeda terrorist network, according to Pentagon sources, who are concerned about the increased threat this poses to the US homeland, including of biological weapons…

With China’s advanced software and tens of thousands of security officers monitoring internet traffic, running a search is risky, but I need to know what else is out there. My first few queries don’t turn up anything concerning. I type General Jiang Guangkai’s name in Chinese—江光凯.

Thousands of entries snap into focus. Nothing from the last few days.

I enter my English name, Andrew Callahan, then the characters of my Chinese one—高安祝. The screen fills with my passport photo, the image they used on the wanted posters, and black-and-white stills from Chinese security cameras. Fuck. I don’t bother to read further. I know what the articles will say.

I gotta get out of here—now.

I look back over at the front desk. Zhang’s no longer there. Where did she go? I picture the security forces getting ready to storm the building, with her already ducking beneath the desk to avoid the ensuing crossfire.

Now or never.

I snatch up my pack and walk toward the front entrance, barely breaking stride as I push on the door. It doesn’t budge, and I slam into the glass.

They’ve locked the place down.

“Zenme hui shi?” Miss Zhang shouts as she emerges from the back office. What’s going on?

I push again, but it doesn’t move.

“Youbian!” She yells. The other side.

I push open the one to the right and sprint toward the ornate railway station. I’m running out of time.

My companion intercepts me just as I make it past the door to a small tea house. “You’re late,” he says.

I start to explain as we double back toward the rendezvous point, but he’s checking over his shoulder. I see terror flash in his eyes and begin to turn. “Don’t,” he commands, thinly disguised panic in his voice.

Then I hear the crack of a gunshot.





CHAPTER 1

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS, MAY 1998

I crossed Harvard Yard feeling an insecurity I hadn’t known since I’d first arrived on campus four years earlier. The ancient trees corralled me with their gloomy shadows. The centuries-old, red brick buildings made me feel small, insignificant. Something about today’s “urgent” summons by Professor Lin, two days before graduation, was setting me off.

Lin was the chair of the Department of Government, a brilliant scholar whom the New York Times called “the best-informed analyst of modern Chinese political economy.” A freshman seminar with him had opened my eyes to the dynamic China market and inspired me to try to build a career bridging our two countries—starting by taking up Mandarin.

I revered Professor Lin, though there were murmurs among the faculty about his ties to the communist leadership in Beijing, many of whom he had known since he was a graduate student there in the late seventies. He was one of the first Americans allowed in after the normalization of relations between the US and China in 1978. I tried to ignore the suspicions about him, which I saw as professional jealousy or worse—the unspoken racism of envious colleagues toward a professor with a Chinese father and Haitian mother. But even after receiving top marks in three of Lin’s courses, my interactions with him were formal.

What does he want today? With him, every meeting had a clear objective. The first time he’d requested to see me that year, I was honored when he offered to be my senior thesis adviser. A few weeks later, he’d asked if I would be interested in applying for an analyst position at White & McInerny, the prestigious consulting firm. It was my dream job. The company had a deep presence in China, and I hoped they would send me there once I’d proved myself at HQ. “You are one of the most disciplined and analytically rigorous students I have ever taught,” he’d said. “The head of W and M’s New York office is a former classmate. I’d be happy to put in a good word.”

I arrived at the Department of Government building, drawing the attention of a middle-aged Asian man in the lobby before he quickly looked away. I continued upstairs.

“Good afternoon, Andrew.” The professor’s assistant welcomed me warmly and pointed to a familiar seat outside his door.

Within moments, Lin stepped out to greet me. A thin man an inch or two taller than my six feet, his handshake was soft, though he’d once mentioned doing ROTC to pay for college, so had presumably been in the service. What branch he’d never said, and I had never asked. And for all the academic honors he’d received, he dressed modestly, with plain black oxfords, a loose-fitting off-the-rack suit, and simple black-framed glasses.

Now in his late forties, Lin moved easily but with an erect posture as I followed him into his office, which was as staid as his own appearance. His degrees were neatly framed on the wall, bookshelves and desk carefully arranged—though oddly absent of the numerous accolades he’d won, the evidence of influence and erudition that so many professors display prominently. Lin did not wear his worldliness on his modest sleeve. The only decorative touch in his office rested on top of a bookcase, a large conch shell he said his mother had brought with her from Port-au-Prince.

He settled behind his desk, told me to sit, and eyed me closely. I’d say “stared,” but I saw more inquiry in his eyes than intensity.

My nervousness compelled me to break the silence. “I can’t believe I’m finally graduating.”

Lin smiled, indulging me. He anchored his elbows on his desk to ease himself closer. “And now you are going off to become a consultant with one of the world’s largest firms, advising the titans of industry.”

“I am. Thank you for your help.”

That’s when he surprised me. “W and M is a great company, but I was thinking about you recently. Have you ever considered continuing your Chinese a bit longer—maybe living and working in Beijing to really understand the culture? You’ve been studying Mandarin for three years now and have a real knack for the language. I’m sure W and M would be happy to postpone your start for a year if you do something to enrich your skills even further. I know my own experience in China as a young man really helped shape me.”

Professor Lin knew me too well. Of course I’d love to go to China. But it hadn’t occurred to me that I could head off now.

Lin handed me a packet. “It’s all in there. The International Affairs University in Beijing. Think about it. I’ve known the dean for years, and already told him you’d be the perfect candidate. You’d enjoy the IAU. It’s a school for future Chinese diplomats, the leaders of the Party. Just imagine the connections you could form and the professional opportunities this might lead to. You’ll become even more valuable to W and M—you know that business in China is all about guanxi.” Relationships.

I didn’t need more convincing, trusting that Lin only had my best interests in mind. And, frankly, the idea of doing something completely different before plunging myself into a pressure-cooker job also excited me. Four years of intense study, a competitive focus on always getting top marks, and daily rugby practice had left me burned out. I was looking forward to a spontaneous adventure.

I was still beaming when I left Lin’s office, already imagining my stress-free life in Beijing—and nearly ran right into a man standing in the hallway outside the professor’s door. He looked away just before we brushed shoulders, but I was certain it was the same guy who’d briefly captured my gaze when I entered the building. If I hadn’t looked more closely, I might have mistaken him for Professor Lin himself, or maybe a slightly shorter, stockier brother—those same black frames, plain black oxfords, and a tie as red as the Chinese flag.





CHAPTER 2

BEIJING, CHINA, SEPTEMBER 1998

A gust of grimy air buffeted my face as I passed under the massive concrete beam bearing the Chinese name of the International Affairs University in raised steel letters: 外事大学. My eyes teared up from the grit, and I could taste the bitter, abrasive Gobi Desert silt and see the brownish coal dust in the Beijing sky.

Despite the miserable smog, my mood was sunny. I was dressed in my best blazer and slacks, heading to orientation on the first day of what I expected to be the adventure of a lifetime: living in Beijing and teaching the next generation of China’s foreign service. How many future Politburo members would be sitting in my classroom? Maybe even a future general secretary?

I strode past the twenty-foot statue of former premier Zhou Enlai that dominated the quad of concrete buildings, believing I was safe amidst the surveillance cameras stationed at regular intervals along the bare campus walls, which were bereft of the posters or extracurricular flyers so typical at an American university. As I approached the auditorium, its once white exterior now tinged gray with dust and smoke, more lenses tracked me from multiple angles.

“You must be the newbie—Andrew, right?” A dark-haired, square-jawed white guy who looked a few years older greeted me just inside, hand extended. “I’m Will Carter.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “I guess you’re a veteran here.”

“Here, Bosnia, Liberia—and some other places I’d rather forget,” he said, a smooth southern accent coming through. “I prefer it here. No bullets flying around. This is my second tour.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s grab a seat.”

I followed Will’s lead to the front row of the huge room, where roughly a dozen other foreigners were already seated. The rest of the five hundred or so red upholstered chairs were empty.

The speaker system crackled sharply and an unseen woman’s voice announced in English, “Please warmly welcome the university leadership and the president of the IAU Foreign Teachers Association!”

The small audience stood and snapped to attention as a portly, mustachioed Caucasian in a gray Mao jacket led two older Chinese men in Western suits and ties to center stage. They were trailed by a striking young woman in a simple black skirt and white blouse.

Mao Man stepped to the podium and motioned for us to sit. The three Chinese settled in chairs in front of the large university seal mounted on the back wall—a blue globe with a white dove flying over an open book.

“Every year,” the wannabe Chinese began in a high, scratchy voice reminiscent of the Great Helmsman himself, “it is my honor as foreign faculty president—”

“Trust me, none of us voted,” Will whispered.

“—to welcome our new colleagues to the IAU and introduce you to our beloved administration.” He clapped toward the three in the middle. We all rose and applauded.

“Name’s Tom Blum,” Will added as we sat back down. “Fled to Russia to avoid the Vietnam draft and then came here in 1973. Red through and through.”

“‘Red’ like communist?” I sat forward. “Can’t wait to meet him.”

“You will. He’s unavoidable as the Beijing smog.”

Blum recited a saying by the Renmin Lingxiu in Mandarin, to the beaming approval of the three administrators.

He turned to his less important listeners—us. “For those who do not speak Chinese, the Renmin Lingxiu is the ‘People’s Leader,’ Mao, and I said, ‘Remember, he taught us that once all struggle is grasped, miracles are possible.’ Now, I have the honor of welcoming the Communist Party secretary of the International Affairs University!”

A stout, balding septuagenarian trudged to the podium. We all climbed to our feet again, clapping as he shook hands with Blum. Then the party secretary smiled and nodded to the assembly before motioning for us to take our seats. Blum sat next to the attractive woman in the white blouse.

“Thank you for coming here,” he started in slow, heavily accented English, “to help us build the New China.” He raised his arms and extended them first toward the three enormous portraits on our right of the men who had ruled the People’s Republic since 1949, whom I recognized as Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Zemin. Then he motioned toward eight smaller portraits on the opposite wall.

“The past and current foreign ministers,” Will whispered, reading the puzzled expression on my face. “Don’t worry—there won’t be a quiz.”

After another minute of bureaucratic boilerplate, the party secretary plodded out of the auditorium through a side exit as if wearied by the beginning of another school year—or the tedium of trying to communicate with foreigners.

“Thank you, Party Secretary!” the unseen woman gushed over the loudspeaker. “Now, please welcome our beloved Dean Chen!”

More standing and clapping.

“Be sure to always treat this guy with respect,” Will said. “He’s the former head of State Security in Beijing and accustomed to deference.”

“And now he’s a university dean?” I murmured, more loudly than intended, as we sat back down.

“You bet. This school’s all about enforcing a patriotic education,” Will replied.

The dean seized the mic as though making an arrest, his eyes roving over the assembled. Mine wandered to the tall woman in the far-right chair.

“I’d much rather deal with her,” I said to Will.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Will whispered, lips now so still he could have been a ventriloquist. “That’s Lily Jiang, the dean’s new assistant. She’s also the daughter of a top general.”

Dean Chen continued to inspect the audience like a drill sergeant. He briefly locked eyes with me. The silence was daunting. Not even my new friend Will ventured another word.

“Welcome to the IAU—the International Affairs University,” Chen said finally, so cold he could have been condemning us to the gallows. “We thank you for joining us at our great school.”

Blum and the dean’s beautiful assistant clapped, a clear signal to the audience, which followed suit.

“We are an open nation,” Chen went on. “As a saying goes, China welcomes its friends with fine wine,” he added, smiling just for a moment, “but greets its enemies with shotguns.”

Jarred, I turned to Will, but he was still looking up.

“Before starting class, you need to understand our red lines,” the dean continued. “If you do not respect our rules, you will be expelled and severely dealt with. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” we all answered reflexively. I wondered what I had just agreed to as I rubbed my increasingly damp palms.

“The first rule is that while our constitution protects free speech—” Will and I glanced at each other “—we do not permit the spreading of lies or rumors. We will insist that correct facts are taught. You should use your classes this week for basic introductions. But then, starting this Friday, we will put detailed weekly lesson plans into your mailboxes. If you want to introduce other teaching tools, they must be approved by my office first. You certainly must not touch on any subjects that are off limits.”

“Be sure to review that list of rules,” Will mumbled. “It’ll save you from stepping into some of the traps I did.”

“I sense a good story,” I said, but before Will could elaborate the dean went on.

“Our second rule is that you must understand your place as guests at this institution. We have provided you with beautiful apartments. These are much above the normal living standard of Chinese citizens. We hope you enjoy them. And we expect you to stay together with your kind, as there is to be no—” he hesitated, as if searching for the correct word “—fraternizing between you foreign teachers and our young students, or with our Chinese faculty.”

The dean seemed to be staring at a man at the far end of the row.

“The French teacher,” Will told me. “Chinese love cultural stereotypes. It’s a mostly homogenous society, and they paint others in pretty broad strokes.”

The dean turned his eyes to me. “Light-haired, blue-eyed young men like you might be very popular in China,” he said, jabbing his finger, “but you need to behave appropriately.”

I looked back at him, nodding slightly, beginning to wonder just what I had signed up for. The room was silent.

“Finally,” Chen continued, “in China, we take security very seriously. This is most true here at the IAU.” He gestured unmistakably at three cameras overhead. “We Chinese do not have the same expectations of privacy that you do. This is a cultural difference that you must respect.” He held up what looked like a passport. “In order to ensure everyone can be properly identified, you must carry your passport and Foreign Expert identification at all times. This is the law.” He tapped the mic with the passport. “China has been the victim of terrorist attacks by Uyghurs, Muslim separatists from the northwest of our country—they look a lot like you foreigners with your long noses.” Chen laughed as his gaze swept over the audience.

“Did he really just say that?” I emulated Will’s ventriloquism.

“Yup,” he replied.

“My assistant Jiang Leilei—Lily—will hand each of you a detailed rule book on your way out. Study it carefully.”

Cued, she rose and walked to the steps by the side of the stage.

“I wish you a rewarding year,” the dean added curtly before heading out the same door as the party secretary.

Miss Jiang was now standing in the far aisle, handing out booklets to the teachers as they filed out. My eyes had strayed back to her the moment Chen finished. Up close, she was even taller than I had thought, almost my height. About my age, too. She wore no necklace or earrings, and scarcely any makeup, yet was even more stunning for the lack of adornment.

I saw one of the rule books slip from the stack she was holding and hurried over to pick it up for her.

I touched her elbow. “I believe you dropped this.”

She shook her arm as if to shoo away a fly before looking up and making eye contact with me, holding it a beat longer than necessary. “Thank you,” she said, with the slightest smile.

“Very chivalrous,” Will teased once we were safely up the aisle and out of hearing range. Then he turned serious. “You already broke a rule when you touched her. Watch it.”





CHAPTER 3

Will’s was a friendly warning. The dean’s threats were far less benign. As I passed several more security cameras on the walk to my apartment to pick up my passport, I felt less secure in their presence than I had earlier that morning. I now understood that I was among the security threats they were watching.

My students would probably be watching me closely, too. I arrived early for my first class, then stood waiting at the front of the room, carefully reviewing Dean Chen’s rule book, “co-authored by Tom Blum.” The first page of “updates from the previous edition” noted that the IAU this year had generously exempted foreign teachers from the 10:00 p.m. curfew that Chinese students and faculty must follow. Then I combed over the list of forbidden topics, organized alphabetically, beginning with “anarchism” and concluding with “any other superstitious, pornographic, violent, gambling, or other harmful information.”

Very clear.

Eighteen second-year students filed in, ten men and eight women, all wearing navy-and-white tracksuits—the school uniform. A few smiled at me. A handful stared coldly.

“Good morning, class. I’m Andrew Callahan.” I mustered as much brio as I could before turning to the blackboard and writing my name in both English and Mandarin, conscious to render the Chinese characters with more confidence than I felt. I was about to continue with my prepared opening remarks when Miss Jiang entered and walked to the front of the class, right beside me, exuding a clear air of authority.

The students rose quickly from their seats. I felt myself straightening as well.

“Teacher Callahan, I will introduce you, as I have been told that people from America’s Midwest may be overly modest.”

She offered me a quick smile—but not so fast that our eyes failed to meet. I tried to keep my attention on the students as she noted that I was from “America’s Wuhan,” Chicago. “Like Wuhan, it’s a big manufacturing and transportation center in the middle of the country. He studied at Harvard, where he graduated summa cum laude in government, with a focus on China. Mr. Callahan has a position waiting for him next year at the very prestigious consulting firm White and McInerny.”

The name of the renowned company clearly registered with a number of students, who looked at me with surprise—maybe even respect. Miss Jiang went on. “Mr. Callahan has decided to spend a year here because he knows how important China is becoming in the global economy and he thinks he will be able to make a lot of money here. Isn’t that correct?”

The way she put it sounded crass, but I didn’t want to challenge her. And I’d heard that materialism in modern China was almost considered a virtue. “That’s right, Miss Jiang.”

“Wo tingshuo Meiguo ren kanbuqi Zhongguo ren,” said a thick-necked man in the corner by the door. Americans look down on Chinese.

I wondered if he thought I couldn’t understand his Mandarin—or didn’t care that I could. Miss Jiang didn’t intervene as he went on in English. “You think we are inferior.”

I suspected that he was testing me in front of the dean’s assistant. I was familiar with how Western powers had taken advantage of China and didn’t want any of my students or Miss Jiang to think that I shared those prejudices. “Most intelligent Americans do not look down on the Chinese. They respect the amazing developments taking place here.”

He smirked in obvious disbelief.

Only then did Miss Jiang join in, not to redress but to introduce him. “Mr. Callahan, this is Zheng Jianguo. He is your class monitor.”

“My name is probably too difficult for you,” Jianguo spoke up in the same derisive voice as before. “You can call me Rick.”

Miss Jiang went on, “The class monitor’s job is to make sure that only the correct facts are taught. He provides regular updates to the administration.” I presumed this included her. “We don’t want anybody to get into trouble by saying or doing something inappropriate.” She held my gaze, though I couldn’t tell whether it was to challenge or warn me. I noticed her strikingly high cheekbones and big brown eyes.

“Class, you should feel fortunate to have Mr. Callahan as your instructor this year. While we know that in general American students perform very poorly on international academic tests, I can say that he is the rare exception.”

She turned to me. “I will leave you, Mr. Callahan. If you need any assistance from the dean’s office, you can come see me.”

“Thank you, Miss Jiang.”

I forced myself not to watch her walk away.

A stern, round-faced young man with pouty lips wasted no time in speaking up. “Why did you choose to come to this school?” His suspicion could not have been more evident.

I told them about my wonderful Professor Lin, and how he had encouraged me to teach there because it was a first-rate university and the experience would allow me to master the language and understand the ancient culture—leaving aside the self-serving motivation of expanding my network and furthering my career ambitions. “So, what about you students? How are you enjoying university life so far?”

They looked back and forth, as if daring one another to respond. A short, slight woman in the first row finally answered.

“We spent our first year at another campus in the countryside. We’re excited to be in Beijing.” She didn’t look excited. She looked exhausted.

A boy blurted out, “Last year, we had to do military training and study Chinese socialism.”

“Interesting. And very different from my university experience.”

“Really? How?” asked the sleepy-looking girl.

I looked at Rick and sensed that I’d started across a minefield. The missions of Harvard and the IAU were starkly different. Their respective mottos said it all. Harvard’s was “Veritas,” Latin for “Truth.” IAU’s was “Unswerving Loyalty.”

“Obviously, both schools only accept brilliant students,” I began, earning a few laughs. “But we didn’t have military training, uniforms, political lectures, or curfews, so I guess we had—”

More freedom? Had I almost let that volatile word slip out? I worried my sudden silence was now saying it for me. “I guess we had less structure,” I added finally.

Rick squinted at me. I moved on as fast as I could. “Any other questions?”

“I heard Americans believe in God and other superstitions,” said a long-haired girl from the back.

I shrugged and smiled but refused to go down that prickly path. Good move, too. Rick’s squint had turned into a glare. Those cameras might have been finding their focus as well. Their dark eyes appeared no less cold than his.

I pivoted straight back to compliments. “I must say, I am impressed by how fluent everyone’s English is.”

“We have four hours of English class every day, beginning first year,” said a young man who’d been silent till then. “We need fluent English to attend foreign graduate school programs or work for Western companies—so we can bring technologies back to China,” he added, then looked around, as if he shouldn’t have told me that.

Sure enough, the class cop was now glaring at him.

“I guess that explains why you speak English better than many of my fellow Americans.”

That sparked a few chuckles and a flurry of self-congratulatory smiles.

We continued our back and forth until the hour ended with a shrill ring from the loudspeaker, which swiftly roused even the weary-looking girl in the first row. As the students gathered their materials and headed for the door, I hastily mentioned that my office hours were Friday afternoons from one to four at my apartment. Teachers didn’t have offices, so this was standard practice, as odd as it would sound to students and faculty back home.

The last to leave was Rick, who stood by his desk staring at me. I nodded at him and gathered up my materials. Moments later, I saw that he’d left and shut the door with unnerving silence.

I peered out of the classroom’s small window at my new campus. I should have had a clear view of the peaceful, tree-studded campus featured in the IAU brochure, but it was hard to see much through the brownish-gray air.

I walked out and headed across the quad toward my apartment. Only a few students were outside, and they were moving with purpose. A solidly built man in a gray suit standing beside one of the nearly leafless trees was eyeing me openly and jotting in a little black notebook.

Distracted, I bumped into a young woman before quickly apologizing in Mandarin for my clumsiness.

“Mei shi,” she said, waving me off. No thing.

When I checked again, the suited man was gone.





CHAPTER 4

Will and I could hear the thumping bass of “Ghetto Supastar” reverberating ahead of us, down a dirt alley near Peking University. Our feet picked up the rhythm, hurrying us along. So did our excitement. We had just finished the first day of class. Will wanted to show me the Beijing that didn’t appear in most guidebooks, starting with a bar called Solutions.

He greeted the doorman by name as we walked into a wall of sound and waving arms. Cocktail waitresses in body-hugging gold and black minidresses with prominent Yanjing Beer logos weaved through the crowd with heavily laden trays.

We slid into a small corner table. Will ordered two drafts, which swiftly arrived. We clinked glasses as he toasted my boldness in coming to China, then we took in the scene.

DJ Aki was the big draw that night. Decked out in a Rastafarian hat, Vans Old Skools, baggy gray pants, and a sheeny black shirt, he worked the pulsing, multinational crowd from a raised platform. The sea of Chinese, European, American, African, and other Asian students and local hipsters dancing to the droning beat could have been in Berkeley or Cambridge.

“Another beer?” Will asked as the DJ announced a break. We’d all but inhaled the first Yanjings. I nodded and scanned the crowd for a waitress.

I waved one over. “Eh, xiaojie, zai lai liang ge zhapi.” Excuse me, could we get two more beers? I was pleased to finally practice my Mandarin in the wild after so much time in the classroom. She responded with an approving smile.

We watched her work her way through the crowd, ducking past a shoving match among four Asian patrons.

Will turned back to me. “Hey, I should take you over to the Beijing Fight Club.”

“Like Fight Club, the book?” I had just read the Chuck Palahniuk novel.

“A real boxing club. I stopped by once—met some of the guys on their way out. Seems cool,” he said. “I’ve done some boxing over the years.”

I wasn’t surprised, given his lean, sinewy physique.

I didn’t consider myself a fighter, but wasn’t averse to contact sports. I had gone through a karate phase as a kid, then quarterbacked my high school football team and captained the Harvard rugby squad. And hadn’t I come to China to do something a little crazy? “Yeah, I’d love to check it out. But will we have time?”

“Plenty, once you get the lesson planning and grading down.”

“Is it expensive?” We only made two thousand RMB a month, about two hundred and fifty US dollars. I was thankful I’d saved a few thousand dollars from an internship a year earlier.

“You can handle it. I’ve managed to get by,” Will said as the waitress delivered the next round. “Ershi kuai qian,” she announced.

I handed over thirty renminbi. China was one of the few places left where the equivalent of six American dollars could still get you two pints and a cab ride home.

“She’s kinda cute,” I said as our waitress walked away.

“Then go talk to her. She clearly approves of your Mandarin. Maybe she’ll feel the same about your manhood.”

“I don’t have a lot of experience with waitresses.” Or with women generally, although I saw no need to confess that to my new friend. But glancing around Solutions at all the pretty faces did make me wonder if I’d taken school and rugby a little too seriously.

“Here’s a hint with waitresses: try tipping them,” Will laughed. He patted me on the shoulder. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m gonna loosen you up this year. We’re young, single, and far from home.”

As DJ Aki reentered his booth and the music started pumping again, Will pointed across the room. About fifteen feet away, two young Asian women sat at a table by themselves, appearing and disappearing in our field of vision depending on the gyrations on the dance floor. I doubted they would go without company for long. A number of men in the crowd were eying them openly, including a tall, thick-necked Westerner bellied up to the bar. The woman facing me was wearing a short black skirt and a shiny silver top. Her dark, shoulder-length hair sparkled with blond highlights. Except for a brief, enticing glimpse, her face remained in the shadows. I couldn’t make out her friend’s face at all. She’d settled sideways, shrink-wrapped in a white tank top and snug jeans. Two tumblers sat on their table.

Will waggled his eyebrows. “Take some initiative,” he shouted. “Or I’m going over there to say my Harvard friend is too shy to introduce himself, and his name is—”

“Seriously?”

“I’m counting down: five…four—”

“All right.”

I ran my hand through my hair as I started over to them. The first woman came into view quickly and was as cute as she’d first appeared. But as soon as I caught sight of her friend’s features, I shielded my face with my hand and pivoted back to my seat.

“What the hell?” Will said above the din.

“It’s Dean Chen’s assistant—Miss Jiang!”

“Maybe she’d like to give you detention.” Will laughed. “Tell her you’ve been a baaad boy.”

“That’s a terrible idea.” But I did wonder what she was doing here. I assumed that, like other Chinese staff, she lived in the teacher’s residence on campus, with a strict ten o’clock curfew.

Will sipped his drink. “So, other than your instant infatuation with the dean’s assistant—”

“Don’t go there, please.” I held out my hands in protest.

“Forget it. How’d it go in the classroom?”

“My students definitely don’t fit the deferential Chinese stereotype.” I glanced back to see if Miss Jiang had noticed me. I didn’t think so. “And don’t you find the school kind of strange? It’s like part university, part military base. The dean is literally an ex-cop. There’s a class monitor? And I’m pretty sure I saw a plainclothes policeman watching me after class.”

“You probably did. They’ve got a lot of them. Last year we heard they were getting threats—from Uyghurs maybe. The ones Dean Chen mentioned.”

Will looked like he was about to say more, but loud jeering in what sounded like Russian suddenly broke through the music. We turned to see the big Westerner who had been at the bar—and two equally bulky buddies—elbowing dancers aside as they closed in on three Chinese women standing with their dates. They shoved aside the smaller men, grabbed the young women, and hauled them onto the floor.

“Assholes,” Will hissed. “And people wonder why the Chinese don’t like foreigners. Guys like that give laowai a bad name.” He glared at them. “It’d be fun to give them a little smackdown, wouldn’t it?”

“Uh…no. I don’t think so.” I could take a hit on the football field and deliver one on the rugby pitch, but had no misperceptions about being some street fighter—and didn’t want to throw away my career in a brawl with some Russian thugs.

Besides, the girls had managed to extract themselves and were fleeing the club with their boyfriends, passing the bouncers who’d done nothing to stop the bullying.

Like me, I winced inwardly.

“The least we can do is go sit with Miss Jiang and her friend,” Will said. “Those guys are already raping them with their eyes.”

The Russians did appear to be on the verge of drooling. I hesitated to go over, though, wondering how it would look if we were spotted in a club drinking with the dean’s assistant. But Will was right—they might welcome a less rapacious male presence.

Miss Jiang saw me before I made it halfway to their table. She smiled and pulled over a chair for me to sit. A warm flush prickled my face. I hoped it was less conspicuous to her than her tight jeans and low-cut tank top were to me. She caught me looking but it didn’t seem to bother her.

“Funny to see you here,” she said with a smile.

“I didn’t plan on seeing you, either, Miss Jiang.”

“Call me Lily. We’re not at the IAU.”

“And I’m Andrew.”

“Well, Andrew, let’s keep this,” she gave the club a once-over, “our little secret, okay?”

She nodded at Will and patted her friend’s hand. “This is Wu Wei, or Sophie.”

“Do you both live in the Waiguo Zhuanjia Lou?” Sophie asked. The Foreign Experts Building.

“Yeah, we’re real ‘foreign experts,’ Zhongguo Tong!” I replied, joking. China Hands. “Like Edgar Snow, the renowned journalist—”

“We’re not in school now.” Will nudged me. “Who wants a drink?”

“I’ll have a rum and Coke,” Sophie said.

“And you, Lily?” I asked.

“Rum and Coke sounds good,” she replied.

“My pleasure,” Will said, mouthing “good luck” to me as he headed to the bar.

I wondered what to say to Lily. Dean Chen had made it clear that there would be serious consequences to any impropriety, including “fraternizing” with a fellow staff member.

As I leaned closer to Lily to be heard over the music, a heavy hand slapped down on my shoulder. I turned, startled, to see a grotesque tattoo of a naked woman tied spread-eagle on a rock on the thick arm of one of the big, drunk Russians. He was leaning over me, ogling Lily up and down.

“You cute,” he said in his thick Slavic accent, coating me with beery, garlic breath and spittle. “We dance.” He pointed at Lily. “Later, other things.”

He laughed uproariously, hardly seeming to notice that I’d pushed his hand away.

“I’m not dancing with you,” Lily told him.

“Come on.” He grabbed her hand roughly. The muscles in his forearm tightened, making the naked woman in the tattoo writhe obscenely.

He tried to pull Lily away but she resisted.

I started to rise, looking the man in the eye. “Get your hands off her.”

He pushed me back down. “Nobody ask you.” He was smiling, and appeared confident that he could snap me in two like a stick.

I tried to steady my voice. “Seriously, leave her alone. Go hit on someone else.”

“Okay. I hit on you.”

He shoved me to the side, almost spilling me off the chair. Then he yanked Lily to her feet like a rag doll and pulled her away from the table. I glimpsed panic on her face and glanced at the asshole’s buddies. Where was Will? At the bar, I remembered, hidden by a curtain of dancers.

The barrel-shaped guy was leering drunkenly at Sophie, who was backing up in her chair. The third Russian was sucking suggestively on the mouth of a beer bottle, laughing. Then he shouted at the guy who’d grabbed Lily. It sounded as though he was egging him on, but all I really caught was his name—Igor.

I jumped up and grabbed Igor’s wrist with two hands. “Let go of her.”

“Fuck off.”

“She doesn’t want to dance with you. Don’t you get that?” I heard the pleading in my voice and hated it.

“Don’t be tough guy,” he said, jabbing the meaty index finger of his free hand into my chest.

Tough guy? That was the furthest thing from my mind, even as I tried to shove him away from Lily.

He backhanded me so hard I heard the crack of his knuckles on my skull. I had never taken a hit that hard, even in my unpadded college rugby days. My legs buckled, and I felt myself falling.

Lily screamed, then others did too, as I hit the floor.

It took a moment to regain my senses.

“What the fuck is wrong with you guys?” Will shouted in his distinct southern voice.

Still woozy, vision shaky, I looked up and saw the Russian release Lily and turn toward Will. She helped me to my feet as the Russian spat on the floor in front of him.

“You guys should get the fuck outta here,” Will said. “Nobody wants to fight.”

Igor’s response was a hard right at my friend’s face.

Will ducked the punch easily. As the Russian staggered off balance, Will smashed his elbow into Igor’s nose. He went down faster than I had—so fast I could scarcely believe it.

Igor’s friend charged Will, who seized the man’s collar and snapped him to the side so suddenly that the guy’s own momentum sent him sprawling onto the floor. Will followed up with a kick to his ribs. It was like watching a Steven Seagal movie. I was in awe of Will. So, apparently, was bottle-sucking number three, who ducked into the crowd to get away.

“You okay?” Will asked me. He appeared to be the only one completely unfazed.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Although my head was throbbing, I mostly wished I hadn’t been taken down so easily.

Lily squeezed my hand. “Thank you for stopping him.”

“I didn’t really do—”

“Yes, you did. No one else helped.” She glanced at the gapers in the crowd. “Sophie and I have to go. You should, too. The police will come.”

They hurried to the door, where the bouncer ushered them out of the club as if they were celebrities.

Will took my arm. “She’s right. We gotta move.”

But as we headed for the entrance, four uniformed officers rushed in. They stopped us and demanded to see our passports.

Will pulled his out right away. I reached for mine, but it wasn’t in the right front pocket of my khakis, where I’d put it. I patted my pockets again. Nothing. Dean Chen had been clear about carrying our passports at all times. And these cops looked like they wanted to come down hard on someone for the fight.

Oh, shit.

I tried to tell Will sotto voce that my ID was missing and maybe he could help me talk my way out. I wasn’t sotto voce enough.

“You do not have passport?” the officer closest to me said. “You know this is the law of the People’s Republic of China! This is another law you have broken.”

“I have one. It was in my pocket,” I tried to explain as I patted my pants yet again. The officer shook his head dismissively.

Two of the other officers were looking at the Russians’ papers and waving them out the door, as I wondered if the guy who’d grabbed me had also taken my wallet. But he was the opposite of light-fingered. More like heavy-handed in every way.

Then I remembered crossing the quad after class hours earlier and accidentally bumping into that young woman while I was distracted by the suited man taking notes.

That was no accident. She must have bumped into me. And then picked my goddamn pocket.

I felt like I’d been set up—maybe from the start.
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