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CHAPTER ONE





LUKE STEVENS WALKED hand in-hand with Abi Ling (a.k.a. Ling Xiu) from their hotel to the Beijing Hospital to visit Harry Bai (a.k.a. Bai Cheng). Was it really late morning and still September? Was Luke, former pastor and newly minted, CIA agent, really spending time with Abi, medical student and daughter of China’s premier? The terrorist attack just days earlier left Harry, Minister of State Security, in the hospital recovering from gunshot wounds. It left Luke in a daze, wondering what was real and what not.





Maybe it was the dazzling silk dress that Abi wore or the unusual detail expressed in her make-up, not that she needed any. Luke felt underdressed in his navy polo shirt and blue jeans. Sure, they both wore comfortable walking shoes, but Abi’s soft-sole oxfords improbably matched the pink of her dress.





Dodging bicyclists and pushing through the crowds as her security team struggled to keep up, Abi stopped at a corner for the traffic light. Amid the street clatter, the smell of heated asphalt, and the sun glaring overhead, she turned and looked straight at Luke.





“Marry me!”





I haven’t even yet buried my ex-wife Sarah Gomer and Abi wants to plan a wedding? Luke felt like a man caught naked coming out of a shower. Sarah Gomer died of ovarian cancer and needed now to be flown back to Northern Virginia for burial—Luke still felt numb with grief and had trouble managing daily activities, like walking unassisted. He caught his breath as he stopped to absorb Abi’s proposal surrounded by curious onlookers.





“You’re serious? This is not one of those photos-in-a-wedding-gown-fetish things?” He puzzled briefly. “Yes, absolutely, I love you and would like nothing better than to spend the rest of my life with you.” Luke was not used to being led; much less being rushed into intimate conversations. Women in the crowd who had been listening surreptitiously to their conversation as they walked began to clap, recognizing Abi, seeing Luke’s facial expressions, and implicitly understanding what had just been said. “Did you have a time and place in mind for the wedding?”





As the light turned green, Abi began tugging him down the street, followed by numerous onlookers. “How about over Christmas break at your church in Virginia? My family will come. It will be convenient for your family and friends. We can even invite the vice president.”





Abi’s security team looked worried and called for backup on their cell phones. What started out as a walk across town started to feel like a parade with people pushing and shoving to get a closer look at them.





What would Harry say about this crowd? “Do you think that is enough advanced notice to attract such a high-powered group or to find a suitable wedding dress?” Luke asked, pretending to be oblivious to the crowd. Who proposes in front of a crowd on a city street corner?





“Of course, silly. For us, everyone will clear their calendars. It will be fun. I'll hire a wedding planner to take care of all the details. Wedding dresses are much easier here in Beijing than in Washington.”





Boy, would I hate being that wedding planner or dressmaker! “Super. Most brides go into meltdown at this point, but it sounds like you have it all thought out,” Luke concluded. “If we are to be married in December, we need to get you a ring. Remember that I must fly Sarah back tomorrow evening to McLean for a funeral.”





A news van pulled up. A television crew hopped out and began filming the couple and their followers, perhaps tipped off by an unscrupulous member of the security team.





“I know just the place. Beijing’s finest jeweler is just around the corner across from the hospital.” Abi smiled and waved at the camera like the Queen of England as she led him by the hand through the crowd to the jewelry store.





Am I really worthy of love and all this attention? What have I signed up for here? Luke thought as he rushed along, but all he said was: “Does this jeweler accept credit cards?”




§





Twenty-five-year old Chǔ Yong Dae, who wore a white, button-up blouse with a black-pencil skirt, fast-walked from her dorm room at Kim Il-Sung University in Pyongyang, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (a.k.a. North Korea) to the school law library. She had been there many times, but this time she needed to consult the rare book collection that was isolated on the third floor for a class assignment on the country’s constitution. Access to the collection was restricted because many of these books were fragile, smelled of mildew, and were banned by the Communist Party. The guard at the door checked her identification and verified from his list that Yong Dae had been granted permission to view the collection.





Entering the room, Yong Dae noticed a glass case against the far wall containing only one black leather Bible and a porcelain figurine of an American waterfowl. A brass plate read: Gift from Billy Graham to Kim Il-sung, 1992. Curious, she bowed and asked the librarian, “Who is Billy Graham?”





“He was an American pastor whose wife, Ruth, studied in a Pyeng Yang Foreign School in the 1930s when the Pyongyang was still held captive to foreign capitalist missions. Her school was destroyed by bombing during the war, but Graham visited the site anyway. He gave a lecture at the university at the invitation of Supreme Leader Kim Il-Sung,” the librarian said.





Yong Dae smiled and thought to herself, I really like the name, Ruth.





The display seemed out of place. “Why is there a Bible in the law school library? Isn’t it illegal to own a Bible?” Yong Dae said.





“Some scholars believe that the Great Leader got the idea for his Ten-Point Principles from reading the Bible’s discussion of the Ten Commandments. Of course, we aren't supposed to talk about that,” she whispered. “Anyhow, it must have been a different Bible because his principles were first published in 1974, almost twenty years before Mr. Graham’s visit.”





“Did you attend this lecture by Pastor Graham?” Yong Dae asked, hoping that the librarian would reveal more of herself.





“No, but it changed my life.”





Yong Dae intuited that the librarian was too young to have attended a lecture in 1992.





“How so?”





“Mr. Graham’s lecture focused on the importance of religion in American life and politics. I was surprised and curious to learn more, which I did later.” The librarian smiled and said no more, but it was clear what she meant.





“Does the library have a video or audio tape of the Graham lecture?” Yong Dae asked, confident that she knew the answer to this question.





“Yes. There is an audio tape, but it is in English. I have listened to the tape so many times that I have practically memorized it and feel like I attended the lecture. I have heard that there are bootleg copies of this tape floating around, but who can say if it is true?”





Yong Dae smiled. “Can you recommend a good book on the North Korean constitution, not written by Kim Il-Sung?”





Kim Il-Sung became the founder and Supreme Leader of North Korea in 1948 to rule until his death in 1994. His son, Kim Jong-Il, rose to power after him, ruling from 1994 until 2011. After that, his son, Kim Jong-Un, rose to power and continues to rule as Supreme Leader.
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At the hospital, Luke asked at the information desk for directions to Harry’s room and a volunteer escorted them to it. Harry’s room had a private interior room with armed guards posted outside his door. Abi waved her ID at the guards and walked in still holding Luke’s hand. Harry sat in bed wearing a white hospital gown and eating fresh fruit, scrambled eggs, and toast for breakfast.





Bouquets of red, white, and yellow roses—the colors of the Chinese national flag—sweetened an otherwise dull room along with photographs of his family and a few potted ferns and bamboo. Conspicuously displayed next to these were an Olympic gold medal and a photograph of Harry in a karate gi with a Harvard banner in the background. Bach's Toccata and Fugue in D Minor for organ played lightly in the room.





“How is our hero patient?” Luke asked, pulling up chairs, and inviting Abi to sit.





“Thankful for new and improved body armor. Still, I would be dead if the bullet that hit me had not first bounced off of the van door. Body armor can't stop a direct hit from an AK-47 round. As it is, I'm recovering from a couple of broken ribs. It’s like someone hit me with a baseball bat,” Harry said patting his chest.





“Thank God you're still with us.” Abi smiled, like someone hoping you’d guess it’s their birthday.





“How are you two doing?”





Abi held up a bent wrist to show Harry her ring and her face beamed. “We're engaged.” Luke toyed with the receipt from the jewelry store in his pocket.





“We plan a wedding in December at my church in McLean. You are the first person that we have told,” Luke piped in. “I hope that you will join us.”





“Count on it,” Harry said. “You probably don't yet know that Lei Han is alive, but his near-death experience in the shoot-out left him with spells of shaking and vomiting. While in custody, he required heavy medication for anxiety and received counseling. He later escaped and is believed to have taken refuge in North Korea.”





Abi gasped, visibly shaken, glancing left and right like someone searching for an exit.





Luke turned to see what was going on. “What’s wrong?”





“Lei Han and I dated in high school. He thought that he owned me and he had a bad temper for a teenager. It got so bad that I broke off our relationship.” Abi paused. “He never accepted our breakup and I have occasionally caught him stalking me.”





Harry sat up straight, tense and alarmed. Catching himself, he relaxed like a balloon whose air had been let out and changed the subject. “I used to be tempestuous like Lei Han.”





From the disconnect between his body language and comment, Luke sensed Harry’s distress. “I have trouble imagining you as impulsive,” Luke said. “What happened? You have always been the adult in the room.”





“When I was a student at Harvard University, the Premier introduced me to my wife, who took me to church on Sundays in Boston. We attended together for several years and, after that, we married and I was never the same,” Harry said. “Abi, why didn’t you tell me about your relationship with Lei Han?”





Abi slumped in her chair and sheepishly responded, “I was too embarrassed.”





Sensing an awkward moment, Luke stood and looked at his watch. “It is getting late. Harry, I hope that you are feeling better.”





Abi and Luke said their goodbyes and returned to the hotel for lunch, where Luke found a message from his boss, Tom Roberts, requesting a meeting over coffee at the U.S. Embassy at three p.m.




§





After the embassy car picked up Luke for his appointment, Abi disguised herself as a hotel worker and walked out the service entrance, carrying a plastic bag containing a change of clothes to elude her security detail. After walking a block, she slipped into a restaurant and changed clothes in the restroom. Dressed now in a white silk dress with matching shoes and purse, she walked downtown to an upscale tea shop where she found Lei Han sitting at his usual table hiding in plain view of the authorities, like a prince in exile. The fragrance of exotic teas, the black wooden paneling, and light airs of traditional Chinese string music hinted at a long history of royal patronage, including waiters who looked like bouncers in an opium den dressed up as palace guards.





“To what do I owe this great honor?” Lei Han smiled and chuckled as he stroked a Russian blue cat. He wore a grey silk dinner-jacket. His wrist conspicuously displayed a gold Rolex. The cat sported a matching gold-studded collar.





It’s always about you, eh Lei Han? Abi thought. “Actually, I missed your cat. Is that the same blue, Mr. Party Chief, that I used to know and love?”





“No. No. This is Mr. Premier. Mr. Party Chief fathered a litter and I got my pick as compensation. Mr. Party Chief later passed away.” Lei Han sipped his tea. “How come you avoided my question?”





Always in control, as usual. “If I recall correctly, the tea ritual requires a few minutes of polite preliminaries before any real business can commence. What exactly is this tea that you're drinking?”





“Very good—you do remember. How rude of me to press on. This is our house surprise blend. The idea is to guess the blend based on the aroma, color, and flavor. Your order is free if you succeed. Of course, the only free order ever earned was given to a Japanese tea-shop owner who stopped by several years back,” Lei Han said as he shaved a small cinnamon stick into a small teapot with a knife.





“Cute—You know that my knowledge of teas isn't up to that challenge. Okay, Lei. Let me be direct. I'm getting married.” Abi held up a bent wrist to display her ring. “I need you to respect my decision and stop interfering in my personal affairs.”





The cat jumped on the table, arched its back, raised a paw, and hissed loudly. “What? Who? You know I love you and you love me too, though you refuse to admit it. How can you marry someone else?” Lei Han looked down at the table and pouted.





Here we go again. “Lei, our relationship was over years ago. Neither my father nor the Chinese people would ever accept the premier’s daughter marrying a Korean. Why can’t you accept the truth?” Abi said.





“You're not telling the whole truth. Your father believes that my father’s tea business is a front for the Triad opium trade and that he bought my mother’s citizenship through the black market, forever dishonoring my family. Admit it,” Lei Han said, shaking and holding back tears.





“I can't admit something I know isn't true,” Abi said, knowing that Lei Han was right, but she didn't want to embarrass him further.





“So you have decided to marry that American, Luke Stevens, who rescued you in Baltimore, to further your father’s ambitions? That can never be. For him, you can only be a gumiho—a shapesifting vixen only interested in eating his liver.”





“Yes. Get over it.”





“I may move on, but friends of mine won't. This detente, rapprochement, between China and the United States that your father is promoting is bad for business and your attempts to symbolize that detente in a marriage with Luke will fail.” Lei Han looked up as his face tightened, no longer shaking; no longer showing weakness.





“This is confusing. Lei, what are you talking about? I'm not my father’s alter-ego.” Abi pretended not to understand the politics of her action.





“That’s where you’re wrong. In spite of your gymnastic prowess, in spite of your scholastic brilliance, in spite of all the things that make you you, till your dying breath, you're daddy’s little girl, the one standing behind him in every semi-official photograph for the media. Family honor has always been your preoccupation. I'm surprised that you even took a western name in your American studies. It is my curse to love you.”





“No way. You don’t know me. Get over it.” Abi sensed that her stridence contradicted her message and betrayed deeper, unwanted feelings.





“You're missing the big picture here. Arms manufacturers here and in the United States see peace as a threat to their livelihood. My old boss at State Security, who promoted the failed coup d'état, was just a pawn in the game of Go that these people play—they haven't gone away. The peace buzz that your engagement to the American will create will infuriate them. My rage is mostly bluster; these guys go for blood and they will come after you.”





Bluster? You have already got blood on your hands. “Lei, you're nuts. You wouldn’t know a modern woman if you saw one. I'm out of here.” Abi stood up and pushed back her chair to leave.





Lei Han shouted, “Don’t do it!” He stood up, tipped over his chair, and knocked over a teacup. Startled, Mr. Premier ran off.





Abi eyed Lei like a seasoned black belt stepping onto the mat and backed away from his table with eyes locked. Lei stood wide-eyed, frozen, clutching his chest, like an old man on the verge of a heart-attack. The waiter-bouncers looked at Lei Han in distress, but he waived them off. Abi flung open the teashop door and marched out.
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