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			“Written by one of America’s few, successful female CIA insiders, The Spy from Beijing is the ultimate combination of excitement, intrigue, love, lies, and all the impossible dilemmas faced by today’s undercover operatives. Joan Kop draws upon her experiences to deliver a thoroughly relatable protagonist and relevant storyline within which she conveys the complexity of today’s world of espionage where men and women are mere mortals trapped between national power struggles and their own hearts.

			—The Honorable Mary Beth Long, former Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs and former CIA case officer

			“Based on the world’s obsession with DNA testing, Joan M Kop crafts a thrilling spy tale about China’s attempt to steal Americans’ personal data and combines it with China’s other nefarious spy practices. Kop keeps you on the edge of your seat as she ratchets up the tension and provides several wild twists in this thought-provoking story about what is more important—family or patriotism?”
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			—James Stejskal, author of Dead Hand, 
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			“Nothing exposes the existential threats we face better than a fast-paced plot like the one in The Spy from Beijing, by Joan M. Kop. Not only do you feel the tension between two super powers, but you get to eavesdrop on the lives of the regular people caught up in the front lines of a cyber war, as you experience the real-life drama of the characters as they stand between the biggest threat to our democracy and a global takeover by the Chinese Communist Party. This novel will keep you on the edge of your seat in every chapter.” 

			—Pat Nohrden, author of 
The Crystal Monkey and Min Li's Perfect Place

			“Boasting a twisty tale and a feisty, engaging protagonist, The Spy from Beijing is an entertaining and imaginative novel, full of unusual intrigue and sharp, contemporary relevance." 

			—The Book Review Directory, 5-star review 

			“If you are looking for a fast-paced espionage thriller laced with a gripping tale of love, heartbreak, deceit, secrets, blackmail, power, espionage, betrayal, loyalty, murder, double agents, traitors, bureaucrats, and operatives, Joan M. Kop’s The Spy from Beijing is a must-read.”
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			“The Spy from Beijing is a true thriller, fast-paced and full of action. Joan M. Kop's story will pull you in from page one and grip you to the very end.”
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a hell raiser and a helluva good friend

		

	
		
			March 2020

			CHAPTER 1

			A passenger in an aisle seat pushed the emergency call button in the first leg of a twelve-hour United flight from San Francisco to Beijing. Jen Hae Chu, or “Jenny,” as the other flight attendants called her, reached a forty-five-year-old man in distress after a fast walk down the aisle. Jenny’s training in the art of dealing with irate passengers came in handy.

			“I’m not wearing this!” the blond-haired, unruly man said, as he took off his black face mask and threw it on the floor.

			“I’m sorry, but you’ll need to keep your face mask on,” Jenny said, picking it up off the floor and handing it to the wiry man. She noticed an empty liquor bottle on the passenger’s lap.

			The passenger stood. “You goddamn Chink! This is a communist plot from your country.”

			Horrified, Jenny responded in a calm voice, as she had been trained. “I’m American. Please sit down.”

			The hostile man pushed Jenny away and punched her in the face, knocking out a tooth. Jenny froze temporarily. She could feel her face getting hot, as blood gushed from her mouth.

			She touched her hand to her mouth and felt the loose tooth. Mom said there’d be days like this when the job wouldn’t be much fun. This guy’s only testing me. I’ll show him who’s boss. 

			

			In a split-second Jenny’s gym training in her off hours kicked in. She had learned not only kick boxing, but also a wrestling technique called the Canadian Paralyzer. As the man turned around, Jenny came up behind him in a flash, hooked her left arm with the passenger’s left, wrapped her right arm underneath the man’s chin, and clasped her hands above his left shoulder, squeezing hard enough to render him almost powerless.

			“Fuck you!” the man shouted. “You goddamn bitch!” 

			As the man continued to yell obscenities, another man who sat several rows down, rushed up to the front to help Jenny subdue him until the man no longer resisted.

			Jenny noticed another flight attendant who raced to the cockpit in her navy-blue uniform to inform the pilots. She overheard her say, “There’s a man in Seat 12C who just assaulted one of us. He knocked out one of Jenny’s teeth.”

			“My God!” she heard the captain say. Jenny later learned he radioed his United dispatcher and explained the incident, and after discussing its severity and options, he made the call to return to San Francisco. The pilot also later explained to Jenny that he had radioed the air traffic controller and assured him this was not a hijacking or terrorist threat while declaring it an emergency and requesting police and medical help. Then the controller gave the captain authorization to make the descent.

			Over the loudspeaker, Jenny heard the captain announce to the passengers, “We are returning to San Francisco because of an onboard medical emergency.” 

			One of the flight attendants asked if there was a medical doctor on board, but Jenny didn’t wait for an answer. She rushed into the restroom to wipe the blood off her face and uniform while the man who’d helped her—Dave, as he’d introduced himself—restrained the disruptive man until the plane landed. 

			

			Jenny watched as Dave handed over the belligerent man to the police. 

			Standing by the police car after she made a statement to them, minutes later, Dave touched Jenny on the shoulder. He flashed his FBI badge at her—Dave Kamakaris. “Are you all right?”

			Jenny, still in shock, could barely speak. “My mouth hurts, but I’m ok.”

			“You sure?”

			She looked at his badge and locked eyes with him. FBI? I’ve wanted to be an agent since I was a kid. Those warm eyes of his. Nice to feel someone cares. “Although I never imagined this would happen to me, I guess it comes with the job.”

			“Maybe,” he said. “But you didn’t deserve it. I’m sure United will put our guy on the Do Not Fly List.”

			Jenny breathed a sigh of relief. “Will he face criminal prosecution?”

			“Definitely. He may have to pay a hefty FAA fine. Out of curiosity, have you been accosted before because of your ethnicity?”

			“This was the first time. But now everyone knows where Wuhan, China is and that the virus came from there. They blame anyone who looks Asian.”

			“You handled the situation well.”

			“Thank you.” She thought it was nice he was so concerned, plus he was good-looking, especially his warm eyes and friendly smile. They walked side by side up the ramp to the airport. 

			“Do you live in San Francisco?” Dave said.

			Jenny watched a medical services vehicle turn in the distance and accelerate their approach.

			“No,” she answered. “I’m originally from California, but now I live in Seattle.”

			“I’m based in San Francisco, but I’ve put in for a transfer to Seattle. Housing prices here have skyrocketed. It’s difficult to afford a decent house in San Francisco on a government salary.”

			Although Jenny was in pain and would rather not have a conversation right now, she was too polite to cut the conversation short. Besides, they were the only ones walking up the ramp.

			“I hear you, but Seattle is also getting crowded. Luckily, I bought at the right time.”

			“I could use some advice about the Seattle housing market. Maybe we could get together sometime, maybe for coffee.”

			It sounded innocent enough, but Jenny had been burned once by a man who betrayed her. She wasn’t about to let that happen again.

			“I’m not looking for a relationship, if that’s what you’re after.”

			“No. No. I’m not either. Although I’m divorced, I consider my marriage a jail sentence. Marty Stuart’s ‘Jailhouse’ song fits me perfectly. Some people aren’t meant to be caged. Not likely to make the same mistake again.”

			Her eyes widened. She wanted to laugh but thought it was better to remain polite and keep listening.

			He looked her straight in the eye. “It’s just you seem like an intelligent, nice person and I want to make sure you’re all right.”

			He seemed harmless. “Okay,” she said. She gave him her phone number. “Give me a week or so to get my tooth fixed.”

			“You’ve got it.”
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			After a week and half, Dave went to Seattle to discuss his transfer with higherups. As the meeting didn’t start until 10:30, he had plenty of time for coffee at a local Starbucks. It was a short, brisk walk from the FBI’s main building on Third. The sun glinted off windows of the nearby shops, brightening his day and lifting his spirits. 

			He arrived at Starbucks in no time. Wearing jeans, a tan sports jacket and a white shirt, he entered the restaurant and got in line behind several others. The smell of Starbucks’ signature roast coffee wafted in the air. 

			He buzzed Jenny’s cell phone. “Jenny, this is Dave from San Francisco. I’m in town on business. I’m at Starbucks near the Seattle Central Library on Fourth Avenue. Could you possibly meet me for coffee this morning?”

			“You’re in luck. I just got my tooth fixed yesterday, so, yes, I’d be happy to.”

			He gave her the address. “I’ll order you a coffee. What’s your favorite?” 

			“Vanilla latte.”

			“How long will it take you to get here?”

			“Twenty minutes. I’m on my way.”

			While he waited, Dave smoothed his brown hair and stood in line, towering over most people with his six-foot frame. His beard itched. He wore a black face mask, and when he finally got to the counter, he ordered a vanilla latte and a black coffee, then sat down at a nearby table and studied a copy of The Seattle Times while sipping his drink.

			Minutes later, Jenny arrived. She was petite, half his size. Her shoulder-length, black hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore jeans, a red sweater and a red face mask.

			When he saw her, he started to rise from his chair. 

			She smiled. “Don’t get up.” He saw her glance at the newspaper. “What’s in the news?” she said. “I haven’t had time to read the paper yet.”

			“Big story about BGI Group trying to collect Americans’ DNA data.”

			“What is BGI Group?”

			Dave folded the newspaper and put it aside. “It’s a Chinese biotech firm. It was formerly known as Beijing Genomics Institute.”

			“I assume it’s based in Beijing.”

			“No, but it’s close. It’s south of there in Shenzhen. It offered Governor Isaacs COVID-19 testing support, as well as five other states, including New York and California. It seemed like an offer the state couldn’t refuse, but Isaacs nixed it.”

			Jenny took a sip of her latte. “Why?”

			“He warned hospitals, associations and clinics to beware of foreign governments trying to collect, store and exploit biometric information from Covid tests. The reason is with Chinese testing labs, China could mine patient data in order to manipulate Americans.”

			“That’s pretty scary! Good for Isaacs turning them down. I really hate this whole coronavirus thing. The president’s rhetoric only makes it worse.”

			“I hear ya. I’m sure it’s given more people cause to hate Asian-Americans.”

			“Hating China is like hating my ancestors.”

			Dave nodded. “I always thought patriotism was more important than family, but after a failed marriage, I’m not so sure anymore.” 

			Her piercing dark eyes studied him in silence. 

			Dave moved to a new topic. “What was it like for you growing up?”

			“My father was a math professor who taught calculus at the local college and my mother was an accomplished violinist turned teacher. I grew up speaking Mandarin, the only language spoken in my household.”

			“Were you an only child?”

			“Yes. I would’ve given anything to have a playmate, but my parents lived in a neighborhood full of retirees. The elders doted on me. I got lots of attention.”

			“What motivated you to become a flight attendant?”

			“Traveling is in my blood. My parents lived in a modest home, preferring to use their discretionary income on travel instead of putting the money into fixing up their house or buying up each year. I got used to visiting exotic countries and meeting a variety of people from different cultures.”

			It had been a long time since he’d done this—sat at a table sharing coffee with someone in a non-business setting. Especially with a woman.

			Dave sipped his black coffee and tried hard to keep his nervous leg from bouncing underneath the table. “Wow! What an education. I envy you.”

			“By the time I was nine years old, I had seen big game while on an African safari, lived in a yurt for a month in northern China, ridden an elephant in Laos, and enjoyed a gondola ride in Venice.”

			“Makes me wish I had traveled more.”

			The table they were seated next to was filled with loud college students, so Jenny had to occasionally lean in so Dave could hear her.

			“Since then, I’ve seen the famous Mousetrap play in London, visited an ashram in India for two months, and saw a glimmer of wealth in Dubai in the Middle East.”

			This time it was Dave who leaned in. “I’m definitely not as cultured. The Bureau could use someone like you, especially someone who handles themselves so well in a crisis.” 

			After taking another sip of her latte, she wiped her lips with a napkin, then said, “What do you do for fun?”

			“I’m a beach bum and a runner. I take my dog with me. He’s a Chesapeake Bay retriever.”

			“Oh, a retriever. I know people who have golden retrievers. Are Chesapeakes anything like them?”

			Dave’s eyes lit up at the chance to educate her. 

			He laughed. “Well, both breeds have retriever in their names and both love the water, but the similarities end there. Chesapeake retrievers are all business, have obnoxious attitudes and are tough enough to back them up. A lot of chessie owners say you can train a Golden, distract a Labrador, but you negotiate with a Chesapeake.”

			Jenny laughed.

			Dave smiled. So glad she likes my sense of humor. “My dog’s name is Pax. He’s not the fastest runner, but he can outswim any other dog. I also take him duck hunting in Oregon.”

			“Sounds like you enjoy the outdoors.”

			“What I really like is to go somewhere off the grid where there’s no running water, cell phones, or internet connection. I visit a place in Vermont for a couple weeks every year.”

			

			He expected a negative reaction from her but didn’t get it. 

			She returned to the topic of pets.

			“By the way, I have cat. She’s a spunky, independent calico. Her name is Daisy.” 

			Dave was a dog lover, not cat lover, so he didn’t say anything.

			After an awkward silence, she smiled, then changed the subject. “Why did you join the Bureau? Patriotism?”

			“My dad was in law enforcement and my mother worked in administration. I do love this country of ours, and I’d hate to see our democracy wither, but I have to admit my patriotism stems from Dad instilling values in me at an early age, like keeping America safe from terrorists, violent criminals, drug pushers and political corruption.”

			“I’d say you’re very patriotic.”

			He smiled and drained his cup. “I guess I am. Most agents are. What about you?”

			

			Did Jenny just squirm? She probably hates being put on the spot like this. 

			“I think most people would say I’m patriotic. My travels around the world convinced me America is one of the greatest countries, if not the greatest on Earth.”

			“Maybe you should think about joining the Bureau.”

			

			From the look on her face, he wondered if he had zeroed in on a secret desire of hers to join the FBI. Maybe something she’d always wanted to do. If so, I doubt she wanted to reveal that to someone she just met. Dave, don’t push your luck!

			She glanced momentarily at the baristas serving customers, then back at Dave. 

			“Me?” she said, raising her eyebrows, as if his suggestion was shocking. 

			“Yes.”

			“Why?” 

			“If what I saw of you on the plane handling that volatile passenger is any indication of your capabilities, the Bureau would do well to hire you. Plus, they’re hard up for Mandarin speakers right now. With your language skills, you’d be a shoo-in. You’d have to pass a physical fitness test, though.”

			Her eyes beamed at his compliment. “Involving what?”

			“There’re four main events—no more than five minutes of rest between each. You have to do a maximum number of sit-ups in one minute, a timed 300-meter sprint, a maximum number of continuous pushups, and a timed 1.5-mile run.”

			“Sounds difficult.”

			He shook his head. “Not if you train for it ahead of time. You look like you’re in great shape. I don’t think you’d have a problem.”

			“What about the pay?”

			“I have no idea what salary you make as a flight attendant, but my guess is you’d earn more as an agent, plus you’d have a higher goal. You could really make a difference; help preserve democracy as we know it.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“Don’t say ‘no’ right now.”

			“Okay, I’ll think about it.”

			

		

	
		
			March 2020

			CHAPTER 2

			On a cold rainy day in Beijing, Yìchén and his father, Bohai, sat inside Yìchén’s warm apartment in Qian Men, playing China’s most revered board game, Weiqi, better known as the Japanese game Go, which dates back to 475-221 BCE—China’s Warring States period. 

			Yìchén selected the 180 white stones in the dish while Bohai selected the 181 black stones. Because Bohai selected black, he was considered the weaker player and went first. They received points by either capturing opponent stones, called prisoners, or controlling empty territory on the board. 

			While amateurs hold a stone between their thumb and forefinger, Yìchén and Bohai did it the correct way, holding a stone between the tips of their index and middle fingers and placing it gently on a point on the board. Both were silent as they placed the first stones on the board. Bohai placed his stone in the top left corner. Yìchén placed his next to Bohai’s, hoping to encircle his dad’s stones and fill in the vast number of empty spaces in order to control the territory.

			A tall man with thick glasses, Bohai worked for the Ministry of State Security (MSS), China’s intelligence service, but was a private man of few words and almost never spoke about his work with his son. Yìchén, his only child, followed in his father’s footsteps and also worked for the MSS, though both worked in different divisions. 

			

			Yìchén loved his no-nonsense business-like father even though he was always a little distant. Today, Bohai was more talkative than usual. Yìchén wondered why. Perhaps it was to hide his true intentions and keep his son off balance in the game, hoping to deceive him into feeling satisfied so his son used up his turns. Yìchén quickly dismissed such unbecoming thoughts of his father. 

			“Watch the Warriors’ game last night?” Bohai said, talking about basketball.

			“I did,” Yìchén said, coughing. “The big three were hot. Steph Curry had the most three-pointers, assists and steals. Draymond and Klay weren’t far behind him.”

			“They had quite the challenger in LeBron James.”

			“I’ll bet the Warriors win the NBA championship this year though—not the Lakers. Steph will probably get the MVP award again.”

			“Oh?”

			“One year he won by a unanimous vote. I wish Beijing’s team did better.”

			“The Ducks are progressing nicely.” He took a black stone from his dish and placed it on the board.

			“I mean, yes, but they’re tied with the Liaoning Leopards and are ranked third or fourth behind the Xinjiang Flying Tigers and the Guangdong Southern Tigers. American teams are more competitive.”

			“They’ve been at the game longer. I might remind you when the Houston Rockets drafted Yao Ming.”

			“You make it sound like it was yesterday. That was twenty years ago, Father.” Yìchén placed a white stone near the center. “I’d like to go to America sometime, but I don’t think I’d like to live there permanently. Authoritarian regimes outlast democracies.”

			Bohai frowned. “What makes you think that?”

			“Just look at Zimbabwe. Mugabe has proven he can keep more control over the country. We’ve already supplied him with arms, but now he needs internet surveillance hardware and other technology to maintain his grip on the country. Crucial to control the Zimbabwean people.”

			They had never had such a conversation. Usually, Bohai was so busy with work, Yìchén felt he neglected to get to know him well. As they talked, Yìchén initiated new positions on the board while Bohai deceptively encircled his white stones with black. Yìchén unaware of his father’s true strategy.

			“You’ve been brainwashed,” Bohai said. “Sounds like you’ve learned deceit well. Too well, maybe.” 

			He coughed. “No, I haven’t. No disrespect, sir, but your thinking is outdated.”

			“I don’t think I need to remind you what happened at Tiananmen.”

			“You’ve told me a thousand times.”

			“I don’t think it sunk in. Do you really believe everything the Chinese government tells the Americans? That we have no strategy at all? Certainly, no Chinese believe that.”

			Yìchén was silent. Why does Dad have to be so disagreeable?

			“Or how about that we’ve been muddling through the past three decades with hopeless backwardness and are just rising out of poverty? I swear, what we tell them is just a ruse to get them to help us.”

			“This is a new generation, Father. Biotech is the upcoming revolution on the planet, the last one being digital—the computer and internet. America won that one, but if we play our cards right, China will be the leader in biotech. We’ll have a good chance at mining patient data.”

			Bohai raised an eyebrow. “Where have I failed you, son?”

			During the conversation, Bohai managed to encircle Yìchén’s white stones, capturing two and taking the prisoners off the board. Yet, his son kept talking. 

			“Think of it. China will one day control the lives of every American citizen.”

			“And you think that’s good?”

			

			“Yes. With unprecedented power like that, China will take its rightful place in the world order. American democracy will die a natural death.”

			Shocked, Bohai stared at his son, but remained silent. Yìchén misread his reaction and took that as a sign his father agreed with him. 

			While most Westerners were ignorant of China’s long history, Yìchén was indoctrinated in school at an early age and was proud of his heritage. In five centuries of wars and rivalries, seven major states—the Chu, Han, Qi, Qin, Wei, Yan and Zhao—with vertical and horizontal alliances, vied for control of China. The Qin dynasty won in 221 BCE, culminating in the unification of China. Dynasties and rulers have come and gone, and, in Yìchén’s way of thinking, they would come and go for millennia to come.

			In contrast, most Westerners had no concept of life dating that far back. In Yìchén’s eyes, most Americans, with their blurred short-term memories, couldn’t tell you which side won the Civil War or even who ran in the last elections. What fools!

			Father and son were now in the middle game of Weiqi with less than 150 spaces left to fill on the board. While the son spoke, the father continued to encircle white stones with black while Yìchén continued to initiate new positions on the board.

			“I might also mention, at one time, China provided more loans than the World Bank to governments in developing countries. Imagine the clout that gives us by spending two trillion dollars on unconditional lending. By comparison, the Americans have donated millions for vaccines, a small pittance compared to China’s trillions. The West has no chance of catching up.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

			Yìchén winced. His tone of voice was confident, if not downright arrogant. “The SCO can counter NATO.”

			He was talking about the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, whose members included China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.

			“I’m well aware,” Bohai said. “It’ll take more than that group, however, for China to become the dominant superpower. Don’t forget about Russia.” 

			Yìchén scoffed. “With our assurances that China will support freer trade, stop intellectual property theft, end currency manipulation, we’ll convince the West that we are on the long road toward democracy.”

			“All lies. I don’t want any part of that. Maybe it’s because you’ve never tasted freedom. Myself, I crave it.” 

			Bohai kept encircling his son’s white stones. They were fast approaching the end game, and Bohai, the weakest player, had already encircled more of Yìchén’s white stones. With patience and deceit, he was sure to win. 

			Yìchén coughed again. From his studies at Tsinghua University, Yìchén learned people in the West were mostly concerned about short-term profits for shareholders, whereas China’s strategy was for the long term. The Chinese are patient, and even if it took several generations to accomplish their goal, Yìchén was sure they would eventually win. The West would be defeated.

			He kept up his tirade about the glories of Communist China for twenty minutes more with Bohai looking like he was ready to vomit after hearing his son’s words. Finally, Yìchén said, “My real goal is to settle in the West where there is fresh air. This cough is slowly killing me.”

			“So, you’re saying the West isn’t all that bad after all?”

			“I give America that. Besides, that’s where the real action is right now.” As an MSS agent, I’ll be a prize the Americans won’t be able to resist.

			He wondered if Bohai had the same kind of dreams when he was his age. The difference, as I see it, is that I’m obviously a risk-taker, whereas my father isn’t. Dad stayed stuck in the same job, married to the same woman for over thirty years, and lived in the same country where he grew up. 

			

			Like many millennials, Yìchén was not afraid to move somewhere else in the global world he inherited. His father never said much, for whatever reason, which cemented in Yìchén’s mind a feeling of righteousness about his own ambitions and aspirations.

			“You talk as if it’s a reality. I hope you do settle in the West,” Bohai said. “Your mother and I want nothing more than happiness for you. Don’t ever forget that!”

			“I won’t.”

			Bohai smiled at his son and resigned the game. He counted the stones on the board. “Look,” he said, pointing to the board. “I’ve beaten you.”

			Astonishment, followed by anger, flashed on Yìchén’s face.

			Bohai arched an eyebrow. “Never take your eyes off the goal of encircling your enemy. Don’t let your opponent keep you off balance like I have done. You were too self-absorbed to notice. You acted foolish.”

			Although he was seething inside, Yìchén adored his father and was not about to disrespect him by being rude. “Yes, sir,” he said.

			“I hope this game isn’t any indication of your future.”

			“It won’t be, Father. I can promise you that.” 
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			CHAPTER 3

			Jenny lived with her calico cat in a small two-bedroom Roosevelt Cottage built in the forties on Forty-Eighth Avenue in West Seattle. The square, one-story structure was covered by a hipped roof with minimal eave overhangs.

			After she put food and water in Daisy’s bowls, she logged into Facebook. In early January, she received a friend request from Rick, a former coworker, and pressed the CONFIRM button. Today, she received an instant message from him. 

			The message was about a grant he received from FPWA. Jenny had never heard of this organization, so she researched it and found it stands for Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies and is actually a charity. This piqued her curiosity further. 

			Rick said he had gotten $60,000 from them and to text them to see if she was on the list. This sounded too good to be true, but she was curious, so she texted the number.

			The man on the other end said he was Agent Michael R. McGowan and he asked for Jenny’s full name.

			Jen Hae Chu. 

			The next morning, Agent McGowan told Jenny she was on the list of people who were eligible for a grant. They texted back and forth.

			

			Do you need to pay back the grant?

			No.

			Who provides the grant?

			The federal government.

			The U.S. government?

			Yes.

			Is it taxable?

			Yes.

			What city are you located in?

			New York City.

			Then he told her she would need to fill out an application and include name, address, sex, date of birth, email, phone/text number and previous occupation.

			She would also need to answer the following questions:

			Do you have credit card?

			Do you own house or rent?

			Do you want cash or check?

			Did you have cash app or PayPal?

			Possible red flag, she thought.

			Then Jenny asked, 

			

			Is there an application on the website?

			No, you fill it out via text.

			Still suspicious, Jenny did more research. She checked the area code of the number she had texted. It was an area code in Chicago, not New York City. There was also information on the internet about this being a possible scam. She instant messaged Rick.

			This is a scam. FPWA does not make grants directly to individuals. It works with its member agency partners and reputable community-based organizations to direct support to families and individuals in New York communities.

			Rick wrote back, It’s not a scam. I got my money yesterday. It was delivered to my house. Meet me for coffee this afternoon and we’ll talk it about it further.

			Okay, how about our usual Starbucks?

			I’d rather meet you at the Starbucks near Pike’s Place Market.

			It’s a deal. I’ll be there in a half hour.

			I’ll be wearing a black face mask with white lettering that says ‘Got milk?’ on it. My wife made it for me out of one of her black bras.

			Too funny! See you soon.

			They weren’t close friends. But he was also Chinese American, and she had known Rick for over five years and trusted him, yet her gut told her something wasn’t right. She wondered why he had messaged her on Facebook instead of sending her an email. She was used to sending Rick emails because they often exchanged email jokes or political stuff.

			What to do in the meantime? Should she go to Starbucks?

			Yes, she decided. She was probably being overly cautious. Besides, she didn’t want to disappoint Rick. 

			She was out the door in a flash.

			She parked her SUV in a parking lot near Pike’s Place Market and strolled over to Starbucks’ entrance. Near the front door, a man was standing with the ‘Got milk?’ face mask on. He whisked her to a seat in front of a small round table with two cups of coffee sitting on it. A faint bitter-almond odor wafted in the air.

			Something was off. He had the same hair color as Rick but she hadn’t seen him in years and his eyes looked more slanted than she remembered. Most of his face was covered with the black face mask.

			She didn’t have time to react or object before he motioned for her to sit, then offered one of the cups of coffee before taking a sip of his own. 

			

			Then, just like that, he gasped for breath, had difficulty speaking, then vomited and toppled over before his body convulsed in a seizure.

			Her seat toppled backward as she stood. Confusion already seemed to be spreading to the surrounding tables. Several people gasped. Others screamed.

			What’s happening here? 

			She dropped to the floor and checked his pulse. There was none.

			A man approached from behind her and asked if she wanted him to perform CPR. Her hand numbly found the side of her neck as she stood and nodded without really knowing if CPR was okay during a pandemic. The face mask was suddenly torn away, and that’s when she realized. 

			This man was not Rick.

			Then who…? She steadied herself against the window as chest compressions began. Her vision blurred at the edges, and she forced her eyes shut.

			The police showed up as well as an ambulance. The guy was pronounced dead at the scene and transported to the morgue.

			Jenny was left with a lot of questions to answer. She spent a couple of hours with the police explaining what had happened and that the guy wasn’t Rick, the friend whom she thought she was meeting. She didn’t know his identity, but the police did. He was a member of a Chinese gang.

			Later that afternoon, she received a call from the FBI. 

			It was Dave who had been assigned to the case. His transfer must’ve have gone through quickly or maybe he had been working on it for a long time, she wasn’t sure. 

			“The autopsy showed the guy had prussic acid in his blood.”

			“What is it?”

			“It’s a form of cyanide that causes internal asphyxia. A lethal amount is enough to kill someone in less than five minutes. It made headlines in 1983 when several people in Chicago died when they took cyanide-laced capsules of Extra Strength Tylenol.”

			

			“Oh yeah. I remember my dad telling me the Nazis used hydrogen cyanide in their gas chambers. But why would anyone poison this guy?”

			“Did you see him drink anything?”

			“There were two Starbucks coffee cups on the table when I got there. He took a sip from one of them.”

			“Do you think he drank from the wrong cup? Maybe the poison was meant for you.”

			“Oh my God! That never crossed my mind till now.”

			“How did you know him?”

			“I didn’t. I thought I was meeting my friend Rick, who I’ve known for about five years.”

			“This guy was a gang member. The Chinese Triads. Do you have any affiliation with them?”

			“Of course not. I thought the guy was Rick. He instant messaged me on Facebook telling me about what I considered a scam. He said he’d explain it all when we met for coffee.”

			“Any reason a Chinese gang member might be after you?”

			“This is beginning to scare me.”

			“So, you said you talked to the guy you thought was Rick on the phone?”

			“We texted briefly.”

			“That means your cell phone number is connected to the case.”

			“Oh my God! This nightmare won’t go away!”

			“Do you know if your Facebook site was hacked?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Could you check it now for me?”

			Jenny did and found she had received another instant message, this time from a girlfriend who said she had received a friend request from Jenny, but that the profile had a different photo, and she thought Jenny’s account had been hacked.

			Then she heard from another friend who had also received a bogus friend request.

			

			“Dave, you were right. I’ve been hacked. What do I do?”

			“Report it to Facebook and immediately change your password. Criminals are getting way more sophisticated. We’ve been getting a lot of these cases lately.”

			“Any notion of who might be doing it?” Jenny said.

			“We don’t have definite proof yet, but we think it might be a hacker called Zazbo.”

			“Is it a U.S. group?”

			“No, it operates out of China.”

			“With the government’s approval?”

			“Possibly. Not sure yet. Do me another favor. Call your friend Rick for me.”

			“I don’t have a phone number for him. He changed his number, but I do have an email address. I’ll send him an email and ask him whether he sent me any messages on Instant Messenger.”

			“Great. Give him your phone number and tell him to call you immediately.”

			Rick called right away.

			“I never sent you any messages on Instant Messenger,” he said. “My Facebook account must’ve been hacked or someone created a duplicate account.”

			“Oh my God! That’s what I was afraid of. Whoever it was met me at Starbucks with a black face mask on with white letters that said ‘Got milk?’” But as I was sitting down, he keeled over. Dead on the spot.”

			“My word! That’s ghastly.”

			“This has been a total nightmare. My Facebook account was hacked, too. I received a friend request from you in January, not realizing you were already a Facebook friend. I’m going to unfriend both accounts now, just to be sure I’m not still friends with the hacker.”

			A further reason to dislike her ancestors’ autocratic government. She was more than frustrated now. She was grit-your-teeth angry. 

			

			Throughout her travels as an airline stewardess, she had become aware that if someone got off a plane in Beijing, even if that person had never visited the country before, the MSS could use their voluminous facial recognition data bank to access that person’s real name and background information by the time he or she got to the immigration booth, a data bank they probably obtained through computer hacking. But why the Chinese might be after her, she didn’t know. 

			She remembered hearing something on TV by the famous Israeli historian, Professor Daniel Noah Uri, author of Life Lessons for Today’s Global World. He suggested that in an open society like America, it was easy for businesses as well as an autocratic, secretive government like China to gather data about your heart rate, how much you exercise, what your habits are, your likes, your dislikes, and then exploit them. 

			“Google and social media know what we click on, Amazon knows our buying preferences, streaming services know which movies we like to watch, and Apple knows who we talk to.” Professor Uri alluded to a future with biometrics and gene editing which might enable a country, such as China, to “know us better than we know ourselves” in order for them to manipulate unsuspecting, freedom-loving Americans. 

			The thought gives me nightmares.

			All Jenny really wanted, besides a sibling, was a simple, quiet life where she enjoyed peace and prosperity. She was glad she lived in America under a democratic form of government, but maybe she needed to help protect the freedoms she enjoyed. She thought about Dave’s suggestion that she should apply for a job with the FBI. That would be a drastic career move and a life-changing event. Her stomach growled with tension. Anxious thoughts kept ricocheting in her head. Could I make the career switch? Should I? Would they even accept me? What will I be giving up? What will I get in return?

			She put water in Daisy’s bowl. Daisy brushed up against her leg. She reached down and petted her. “Thanks for giving me permission, Daisy.” Unconditional love is so freeing. She needed it now more than ever. It would be a huge change for both of them. 

			“I need to think this through and be logical about this,” she said out loud, for Daisy’s benefit. She crossed the room to her desk and took out a piece of paper and pen to write down the pros and cons. She identified seven pros, including being able to make a difference in the world, enjoying more adventure and exciting work, and having intelligent, responsible, trustworthy, patriotic coworkers. Then she thought about the drawbacks: dangerous work, long hours and bureaucratic red tape.

			She sighed. She wanted to discuss this with her mother. She and her mother were close and her mother was good about giving her career advice. Unfortunately, her mother was visiting her sister, Jenny’s aunt, in the small town of Leavenworth and wouldn’t be back for a few weeks. 

			Her father lived in a nearby retirement home. He wasn’t much use as an advisor, as he suffered from dementia. If only she had a sibling. She thought about calling one of her flight-attendant friends, but she wasn’t really close with any of them. She had a million casual friends, but hardly any close ones. Besides, she didn’t want anyone to give away her secret until she actually quit. 

			What about Dad’s professor friend? Then she remembered he was on sabbatical and was going big game hunting in Africa for a month. Who else can I trust?

			Finally, she got up the nerve to call Dave back.

			“I assume you’re calling to give me a detail you’d forgotten about the investigation,” he said.

			“That’s not why I’m calling you.”

			“Then to what do I owe this pleasure?”

			She liked the sound of his nasal voice and his upstate New York accent. “This isn’t about the crap I face because of the Chinese gang member who was poisoned.”

			“What then?”

			“It’s about your recommendation to join the Bureau. I think I’ve decided to apply, but I’m not one hundred percent sure yet.”

			There was surprise in his voice. “Why?”

			“I’ve actually wanted to become an FBI agent since I was a kid and decided maybe I need to help protect the freedoms we enjoy, but I’m having doubts about such a drastic career move. I came up with seven positives, but it’s the negatives I can’t get over.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like it might be dangerous work and I’d probably need to work long hours. Then there’s all the documentation and bureaucratic red tape.”

			“It’s dangerous to be a flight attendant these days. You’d be better prepared with training.”

			“Good point.”

			“Plus, the way it is now, you have to suffer through jet lag and sometimes crazy schedules, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’ll get used to all the paperwork after a while and you’ll come to realize how important and necessary it is.”

			“But I’m afraid I won’t be able to travel as much as I’m used to.”

			“You might travel more. Who knows? Besides, don’t you get tired living out of a suitcase, especially the older you get?”

			“You’re right. It sometimes gets a little old.”

			“Now that we’ve taken care of that, what’s stopping you?”

			“I just fell for an online scam. Wouldn’t the Bureau question my judgment because of that?”

			“It could’ve happened to anyone. They won’t care.”

			“What about the fact that I’m involved in an open investigation?”

			“You’re not guilty, are you?”

			“No.”

			“Then there’s no problem. Anything else?”

			“I guess nothing. Thanks for your reassurance.”

			“Anytime. Hey, whaddya say we go for a run together sometime?”

			“I’m game. You’re on!” 
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			CHAPTER 4

			Two guards wearing face masks escorted Yìchén in handcuffs to a secret room inside a building at the large, governmental MSS compound in Xiyuan in the Dongchen district. Yìchén didn’t know why he was being taken there, what he’d see or how long he would have to stay. He also didn’t know what crime he had committed. As far as he knew, he had obeyed all the rules. Never told anyone about sources or methods of the secretive MSS.

			He asked why he was being detained, but no one would give him an answer. They hadn’t even given him time to call a lawyer or his parents. His mother would be worried sick about him if she knew. He had been a “mama’s boy” since he was born.

			He thought back to the Weiqi game he played with his father. No, his father couldn’t possibly have betrayed him, no matter what differences they had. His father loved him, and he, in turn, loved his dad.

			The guards opened the door to the room. He wasn’t prepared for the revulsion and pure terror he was about to witness. Yìchén was looking down at his feet when he noticed a trail of red from the door to the center of the room atop a tarp someone had laid on the floor. Then he saw and heard an older man in the center, who was kneeling before the guards. The man was screaming out in pain, blood dripping from his cut-off hands.

			The man’s black hair with tufts of gray at the temples looked familiar. His dark eyes, white complexion and nose similar to Yìchén’s, however, his face was bloodied and bruised beyond recognition. The guard next to him had a mean look on his scarred face and a zhanmajian—a single-edged saber with a long, broad blade and extended handle—in his hands.

			Yìchén inched closer. No, it can’t be. Yes, it is. It’s Bohai. 

			“Dad?”

			“Tell your son what you did to deserve this,” the guard said in his booming voice. “Tell him, or I’ll cut off your head with this sword.”

			Bohai was silent.

			“Tell him how you’ve been giving away MSS secrets to the Americans for the past thirty years,” the guard shouted.

			Bohai stared hard at his son, a look of pleading in his eyes.

			“How could you, Dad?” His tone was accusatory.

			Bohai didn’t say a word, only closed his eyes.

			“Off with it!” the other guard shouted. “Now!”

			“No…no…no!” Yìchén screamed and watched in horror as blood dripped down Bohai’s shirt when the guard severed his head.

			After it was all over, the guards took Yìchén away, tears streaming down his cheeks. He’s dead. Really dead. Gone. His lungs struggled to take in the stale air. The guards brought him to a room next door where Chen Pao, his boss, was waiting.

			“The same goes for you if we ever catch you spying. You’ll do as I say or I’ll see to it your mother gets the same treatment.”

			A sudden, gruesome image smeared across his mind and sent a flood of numbness through his limbs. “What do you want from me?” Yìchén asked, crying.

			“We want you to become a walk-in at the U.S. Embassy here in Beijing.”

			Besides his father’s traitorous acts, Yìchén was correct to assume there were other reasons for China’s current revenge, such as the damage done by the trade wars, which resulted in rising tensions between the U.S. and China, as well as the failed attempt to gather DNA data. He was a mere pawn in the conflict.
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