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For centuries China stood as a leading civilization, outpacing the rest of the world in the arts and sciences, but in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the country was beset by civil unrest, major famines, military defeats, and foreign occupation.

After World War II, the Communists under MAO Zedong established an autocratic socialist system that, while ensuring China’s sovereignty, imposed strict controls over everyday life and cost the lives of tens of millions of people . . .

Following the Communist victory on the mainland in 1949, 2 million Nationalists under CHIANG KAI-SHEK fled to Taiwan. Over the next five decades, the ruling authorities gradually democratized. In 2000, Taiwan underwent its first peaceful transfer of power from the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang or KMT) to the Democratic Progressive Party.

The dominant political issue for both countries continues to be the question of eventual unification.

CIA World Factbook



PROLOGUE


SANTIAGO DE LEÓN DE CARACAS
BOLIVARIAN REPUBLIC OF VENEZUELA

The floods had killed another dozen people this year, all nameless caraqueños who lived in the shantytowns that covered the hills around the capital city. The mudslides had cut swaths through the slums a week before and dumped the dead into the concrete channel that cut Caracas in half and barely held the Guaire River in its course. Now the canal swelled to its rim with dirty December water and whatever had lined the Caracas streets between the hills and the city center. Cars driving above sent a constant spray into the river, adding a strange sound to the gurgling rush, like the hand of God tearing paper. The brown water was barely visible in the moonlight under this stretch of the Autopista Francisco Fajardo freeway. The shadows turned the canal graffiti into silent monsters, watching the flood, waiting to laugh at anyone foolish enough to play along the water’s edge.

Kyra Stryker trudged along the north side of the river, staying off the dirt embankment and giving herself enough distance that a stumble wouldn’t send her in. The canal was too steep and the river’s current too strong for anyone who fell in to climb out again. The only question was whether the poor soul would expire from the pollution or drowning on his way to the Caribbean Sea. However she was going to die, she wasn’t going to go that way, she promised herself.

It would be no trouble for the enemy to come up behind her here. She’d given up trying to identify possible ambush spots, there were too many, and the river would be the perfect tool for killing a CIA officer and disposing of the body in a stroke if the SEBIN, the Servicio Bolivariano de Inteligencia, were so inclined. They hadn’t been so reckless, yet, but the murder rate in Caracas would make it an easy matter to write off her disappearance. The police, as corrupt as the criminals, would wag their fingers at the embassy officer sent to file the missing persons report. A woman walking alone at night in a dark barrio? Americans need to be more careful, they would say.

Her dirty-blond hair, pulled into a braid, was already wet from the evening drizzle, and she shoved her hands into the empty pockets of her jacket to keep them dry. The rain was keeping most of the natives off the street, which left her feeling exposed. Tall, fair-haired, even dressed down in blue jeans and a brown leather jacket, she didn’t mix well with the normal street crowds in this city. It could have been worse. More than a few of her Farm classmates had drawn slots in Africa and the Middle East, both murderous places for Americans in their own ways, where her only way to disappear would have been under an abaya. Caracas offered civilized living, with natives more friendly to Americans than the government. That made the capital a hostile but not lethal environment in which to hone her craft, at least during the daylight hours.

Working the capital streets at night was another matter.

It would be a simple meeting, or so her chief of station had insisted. But Sam Rigdon was a fool and Kyra wasn’t the only one who thought so. Rigdon was letting the asset, a senior SEBIN officer, choose the site and time of the meet. The asset claimed he knew the city better than any American—probably true but beside the point—and Rigdon had accepted the man’s logic. Kyra wasn’t six months out of the CIA Farm and even she knew conceding that particular power to any asset was plain stupid. In this business, stupid was just another word for dangerous, which could lead to dead very quickly.

“This man has brought us good intel,” Rigdon said. That was questionable at best. The asset’s cigars and Caribbean rum were better than the intel he’d delivered. Kyra tried to talk reason to Rigdon, which was a bold move for someone as junior as she was. CIA chiefs of station were little kings, with the power to eject any junior officer from the country. The mercurial ones were known to do so for the most arbitrary reasons, but Rigdon was more arrogant than erratic, and that was the greater sin. At least the erratic ones could see their mistakes. Some of the other senior officers had stood behind her, and Kyra had heard more than one shouting match erupt behind Rigdon’s closed door while she sat outside. But the station chief just dismissed all worries with an impatient wave. “The asset,” he said, “is still on our side, still working for us. His loyalty will guarantee your safety.”

Kyra was sure that she’d never heard a more stupid thing in her life.

So she was on the street, unarmed. There was no explaining away a Glock to the SEBIN. Caution was her only defense, but the rumble of autopista traffic and the sound of the rushing water assaulted her ears, and the staggered street lighting destroyed her night vision. Every possible route to the meeting site was a surveillance detection nightmare.

Kyra cursed herself for being a coward and refusing to disobey Rigdon’s order.

The footbridge finally appeared after an hour’s walk. It was more a scaffolding than a bridge, barely half-built by the look of it, with a metal grate for a floor. It was twenty meters long, maybe two meters wide, all dark metal, probably rusted over from years of neglect and floodwaters rising and falling over the rails and crawlspace under the walkway. Kyra half expected to see it shored up by vine ropes.

At ten meters from the bridge, Kyra finally saw the asset’s silhouette at the midpoint through the trees but could make out no other details. The lights on the bridge were out, whether from neglected bulbs or shoddy wiring she didn’t know. She saw the burning end of a cigarro rise to meet the asset’s mouth, glow brighter for a short second; then the small light fell into the water and disappeared as he tossed the stub away.

A streetlamp marked where the sidewalk ended at the bridge. Kyra reached the spot, stopped, and put herself in front of the light cone so the illumination was behind her. The asset would only see her silhouette, not her face.

Her chest tightened as she scanned the space in front of her. The streetlamp lit up the line of trees in front of her but the light didn’t go far beyond. No movement, no sound beyond the water and the freeway.

It felt wrong. She couldn’t explain it better than that.

The asset saw her and turned. No question now, she had his full attention. He raised another cigarro and Kyra finally saw his face for a short second as he flicked on a torch lighter and set the tobacco on fire. He frowned as he replaced the unit in his pocket. He could make out her shape in the dark. She was in the right place at the right time, but he was expecting to meet a man, Kyra was sure, not a woman.

Then he did exactly the wrong thing.

He waved her toward him.

Kyra clenched her fists to give the nervous energy somewhere to go. She held her poker face and she cocked her head at him a bit as her mind tore the situation down. It took a bare fraction of a second.

You don’t know me, she thought. They had never met. She wasn’t the asset’s handler. A paranoid asset, worried for his safety, should have been skeptical of a stranger arriving at an isolated meeting site. She could be a random tourist, however unlikely that was at this hour in this dark place, or, more likely, Venezuelan security, so the proper response was to act like he was ignoring her as he would any random person he met on the street. The burden should be hers to give him a prearranged signal to confirm both her identity and that she was clean of surveillance. He should then respond with a signal of his own. The asset had violated that simple protocol.

Nervous? It was the only logical reason to have done what he did. The man was an experienced SEBIN officer, a trained professional. But he’d forgotten his training.

Why are you nervous? There were two possibilities. He suspected surveillance, in which case he knew to give her a signal. Or he had confirmed surveillance, in which case he shouldn’t have even come. Both assumed he really was a traitor in danger of prison or execution if he was caught.

Of course, if he wasn’t in danger, then he would be nervous for a different reason entirely.

You’re here, amigo. No signal. Nervous.

SEBIN was here. But he still wanted her to walk onto the bridge.

He wasn’t afraid he would be caught. He was afraid she wouldn’t be. Afraid that the endgame of an operation in which he had a stake would fail.

Then Kyra saw it all, as clearly as though it had already happened.

El Presidente owned the courts. The conviction of an arrested CIA case officer on charges real and imagined would be a given. The would-be tyrant would use her to extort apologies and concessions from the US. He would make the detention public and drag out the story for weeks, months if he could. Humiliate her, the Agency, the United States. He would claim that her arrest was proof that the US wanted to overthrow him, maybe assassinate him, all to build him up in the eyes of allies here and abroad. He would declare every American at the embassy persona non grata and throw them out of Venezuela as retribution. And when all that was finished, expelling her from the country along with her colleagues would not be a given. He would keep her like a dusty old war trophy on display more to rankle enemies—no, the enemy—than for allies to admire.

Like the North Koreans kept the USS Pueblo in Wonsan Harbor, SEBIN would keep Kyra Stryker in Los Teques prison.

The asset froze in midwave. He had realized his error.

Six blocks to the nearest safe house.

Kyra ran.

•   •   •

SEBIN raid teams exploded from the dark. Men in black balaclavas, helmets and armor, heavy boots, with sidearms and carbines, all yelling in Spanish. Three teams, maybe six men each, had taken positions at both sides of the bridge in the trees where the darkness gave them almost perfect cover. One fire team erupted up from the bridge midpoint itself, where the soldiers had lain in a space under the dirty grates. There would be more, probably spotters in nearby buildings, maybe on the rooftops. Kyra would have been trapped from the moment she set foot on the bridge.

The first team, the group that had been hiding under the bridge crawlspace, was trying to climb out through the grates. The bridge was narrow and their gear was bulky. It would take them thirty seconds to get to the shore.

The second team was on the other side of the river, twenty meters away. They were already on the bridge, but the team climbing up from the crawlway would block them off. Team two wouldn’t be in play for almost a full minute.

The third team on her side of bridge was at the bottom of the embankment, just above the canal and behind the trees only ten meters away, but they had to climb through the brush that covered the earthen wall to reach her. It would take three seconds for the closest soldier to reach the top of the embankment, which was already too late. Kyra would be almost thirty meters away.

She was already running at full speed and no soldier encumbered by a rifle and other gear was going to catch her. She aimed for an alleyway to her left and prayed that another team wasn’t waiting in the dark.

She turned the corner and she saw no light at the other end. No light, no SEBIN, she realized. No exit. Kyra tried to stop, skidded on the slick, dirty concrete, and knew she was going to hit the wall. She put her arms up to soften the impact. Her body hit the wall. She pushed away and made her legs move again.

The second alley was another ten meters away. Kyra covered the distance in three seconds. She reached the opening and then saw the man in black gear standing behind the corner begin to raise his weapon. Kyra was still moving at full speed and couldn’t have stopped on his order if she’d wanted to. She raised an arm, put a palm-heel strike into his throat at full speed and the contact sent her tumbling to the wet ground. The soldier got the worst of it. Her momentum and the slick concrete were enough to take him off his feet. He flipped over and landed on his back, breaking ribs on both sides, snapping a collarbone and tearing his rotator cuff. It would be months before he would be able to raise his weapon again.

The sound of several sharp cracks cut through the noise of the autopista traffic. “Idiota!” someone shouted. Kyra sprinted into the darkness, praying that she didn’t trip on garbage or a homeless man or some other detritus.

She heard footfalls behind her, at least a half dozen she thought, but she didn’t turn her head to see. Judging by the sound, they were entering the alley as she was leaving it.

Kyra slowed just a bit as she came out of the alleyway. It was past midnight and the sidewalk largely empty of pedestrians. She turned right and kept running, not sure of her next waypoint. El Museo de los Niños was north of her position, maybe two hundred meters. Kyra set course for it and accelerated back to her full speed. Her breathing was now ragged, her heart pounding as hard as she had ever felt it. Only one arm was swinging like it should.

She reached the museo. It was an strange building, modern South American architecture, a thousand odd angles surrounded by trees and kiosks and signs. Plenty of places for a fugitive to break visual contact with her pursuers. She sprinted around the building. The footfalls behind her were more distant now, almost getting lost in the street noise of the cars still on the road. A siren sounded somewhere and she wondered whether it was meant for her. The raid teams would be screaming over encrypted radios for support. The target had escaped the net and vehicles were certain to enter the equation at some point if the chase went on long enough. She had to keep them guessing about her direction.

Kyra ran through the complex, obstacles and handrails rushing past so quickly that she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to turn fast enough to avoid one if she saw it too late as she came around a corner. She passed the museum proper and raced out onto the street.

Four blocks to the safe house.

She needed to get enough distance between herself and the raid teams so no one would see her enter the safe house, or it wouldn’t be safe for long. She turned right onto the Avenida Bolívar. It was an eight-lane freeway lined by trees on both sides with a concrete median running down the center. It was also well lit, which would give away her position once the raid teams came out of the alley. She needed to be on the other side of the street when that happened. Traffic was light at this early hour, in that it wasn’t a complete wall of gridlocked cars.

Her hand ached to hold that Glock.

Kyra saw a large break in the traffic. She waited until the cars got closer, then turned suddenly and sprinted onto the street. Crossing the eight lanes took almost three seconds, her timing had been perfect, and the traffic closed up behind her. The raid teams would have to find their own break in the cars to cross without getting hit. Kyra angled right again, then ran north up a side street until she reached the Avenida México intersection. She turned east. Her legs and lungs were both burning now. Her right arm still wouldn’t come up higher than her stomach.

Three blocks to the safe house.

The avenida curved to the northeast. Kyra followed the bend and saw the Galería de Arte Nacional ahead to her right. She looked behind her and saw no one. The raid teams were probably still looking for a break in the Avenida Bolívar traffic. She ran left in between two large buildings, found a concrete doorway, and leaned against one of the pillars to catch her breath. She didn’t want to stop long, but the adrenaline would carry her only so far. Her bad arm was starting to ache a bit and Kyra knew that she was running up against the limits of her endurance. Her chest was heaving and her legs burning. She hadn’t paced herself, had probably just run a six-minute mile, and the exertion was catching up to her.

She looked back down the avenida and saw no one. Then she listened. In the distance, more than one engine was racing faster than it should, tires screeching. Kyra stumbled back onto the sidewalk and started running again, north this time.

Two blocks to the safe house.

Kyra passed only a few pedestrians over the next hundred meters. She looked back. The SEBIN teams were nowhere she could see and she started to relax. They had been out of visual contact too long. They could find her now only if one of the cars got lucky or if she made a mistake, a favor she didn’t intend to grant.

She reached the Avenida Urdaneta and looked west. The high-rise was there. Kyra ran toward the building, half-stumbling now. Her leg muscles were starting to give out. She looked down an alley and saw a car blitzing along on a parallel street far too fast. They were close.

One block to the safe house.

The sounds of the cars were louder now and her endurance was fading quickly, faster than she had expected. She couldn’t stay on the street much longer or one of the cars would find her. Her arm ached now, like the pain was deep in the bone, and it was becoming harder to ignore.

Kyra reached the edge of the apartment building and ran up the side street. The safe house was on the fourth floor and the building had a service entrance on the east side. She reached the door, then fumbled in her pants for the key that the deputy chief of station had slipped her before she’d left for the meeting. Her hands were wet from the rain, both shaking hard from the adrenaline rush. She tried to use her right, but it was numb at the fingertips and she had to switch to the left.

She finally jammed the key into the lock, the door opened, and Kyra slammed it open with her body. She closed it behind her, locked it, and leaned back against the entry.

She knew she wasn’t safe, not yet. But she was off the street and that was something. Finding her now would involve a door-to-door search of a dozen square blocks or more. Caracas was all skyscrapers and shantytowns with little in between. There would be tens of thousands of apartments in the search radius. The SEBIN had no picture of her to show the locals and no guarantee that she had stopped running so soon.

Four flights of stairs. Her aching lungs and thigh muscles hurt so much that the thought made her want to cry.

Move. Kyra willed herself forward. She could hardly think at all.

She found the stairwell entry ten feet down the hall. Kyra climbed the four stories, almost pulling herself upward on the handrail the entire distance with her good arm. She managed not to fall into the hallway, then staggered toward the safe house apartment. The hall was empty.

Kyra found the right number, fumbled the keys again, and finally managed to open the door. She stepped inside, closed the door, and threw the dead bolt. Her heartbeat finally slowed a bit. Her lungs still burned, but she was catching her breath, finally. Her legs were weak and she wanted to collapse onto the floor.

Safe. Not really, she knew. But as safe as she could be right now.

The keys fell from her hand onto the wood floor. She left them and searched for the light switch.

The safe house apartment was maybe a thousand feet square, just a single bedroom, a bathroom, a sitting room, and a kitchen, all clean and bare-bones. She found the bed and fell onto it.

Kyra had forgotten about the arm. She felt pain erupt from her right side as she landed on the mattress, and the agony was more intense, more sharp than anything she had ever felt. She cried out, then stifled it, afraid that the neighbors would hear her. She didn’t know how thin the walls were. With her good arm she pushed herself back up to sitting and finally looked down at the aching limb.

There was a hole in her leather jacket, midway between her shoulder and elbow. Kyra pulled the jacket off, carefully, but movement was agony now. The dark stain on the back of her arm was surprisingly large. Deep red, almost black where it mixed with her shirt, it ran all the way down to her wrist.

She knew there would be only one way of getting the shirt off without serious pain. She pulled a Leatherman from her pocket, held it in her left hand, and opened the knife blade with her teeth. She slipped the blade under her collar and pulled it to the right, then around the junction where the sleeve met the shoulder. She cut the sleeve loose. It slid off her arm and fell with a wet noise onto the floor.

There was a tear across her triceps, skin and muscle torn loose in a shredded horizontal line. She couldn’t see the bone at the bottom of the gory furrow only for the blood. Adrenaline had masked the pain.

When—?

The brain has a gating mechanism that had kept her mind focused on the more immediate pain, and the adrenaline had kept her from feeling the gunshot wound. Her brain got its first look and switched its focus from her tortured lungs and legs. The pain from the laceration detonated across her upper body, cutting off her thoughts, and Kyra had to stifle an open scream.

The first aid kit would be in the bathroom. Kyra stumbled in, trying to keep her arm from moving, and found the large duffel bag under the sink. CIA security, former Boy Scouts she was sure, always came prepared. The trauma kit was designed more for a war zone than a metropolis. Trying to focus through the haze, Kyra found the two items she needed most. The first was a roll of QuikClot gauze. The second was a morphine syringe. She stabbed herself with the needle in the arm, just above the wound and had to suppress another scream as it entered her torn flesh. She depressed the plunger, then pulled the needle out. It was the longest ten seconds of her life.

Her arm began to numb and her body finally began to stop shaking and relax. Kyra felt the pain begin to fade and steeled herself for the next bit of self-surgery. She balled up a wad of QuikClot in her left hand, the only one she could still feel, and packed it into the wound. The cloth stopped the bleeding almost on contact.

The morphine worked fast. She hadn’t been able to think when she dosed herself, hadn’t checked the amount. Whatever the dosage, it had been enough. Too much, maybe.

She rolled the gauze around her arm to hold in the wad she had stuffed into the tear in the arm. It was an ugly wrap job, but both the drug and the cloth did their job and a pair of butterfly clips finished the task.

Kyra staggered back into the bedroom and almost collapsed before reaching the bed. She pulled herself off her knees onto the mattress and rolled onto her back. She rifled through her jacket and found the encrypted cell phone the deputy chief of station had given her two hours before.

The morphine and stress release were going to knock her unconscious, she knew. She had maybe a minute to call before she passed out in a haze. Her arm was entirely, mercifully numb.

A pair of sirens sounded outside the window. She couldn’t judge the distance but they seemed to come from different points.

Not safe here, she thought. She didn’t know the last point at which the SEBIN had seen her, and therefore the point that would mark the center of the enemy’s search. They could be nearby, going high-rise to high-rise, floor by floor. The SEBIN could come crashing through the safe house door. They could be outside, in the hall, on the stairwell. The walls wouldn’t keep them out.

The room seemed to shrink around her. Kyra felt the panic rising inside her chest, the stress of the last few minutes finally catching up. Her good hand started shaking, this time not from shock or pain.

Not safe.

Kyra speed-dialed the only number programmed into the cell phone.

The call connected. The voice on the other end was American.

“Operator.”



CHAPTER 1


TWO MONTHS LATER

SUNDAY
DAY ONE

 

BEIHAI PARK, BEIJING
PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

Of Beijing’s countless parks, Pioneer loved this one alone. Emperors had lived in this retreat a thousand years ago, when the Christians had been losing the Crusades. Its beauty was unique, he thought, and the Tai Ye lake offered comfort even in winter, when the Siberian wind tore through his thin coat and left him shivering on the shoreline. Tonight he had spent a full hour in the cold as he watched the soft waves lap the rocks. It was not the act of pure meditation he would have liked. He had been watching to see if the few people willing to endure the wind lingered near him. The eternal rumors of a mole in the ranks of the Ministry of State Security—the Guojia Anquan Bu—had turned into an internal sweep again. It was always a concern, but the investigations had come before and always passed him by.

Still, Pioneer indulged in the dinner. Coming to the Fangshan restaurant was a persistent mistake but his discipline always failed him in this one way. The show of affluence was a risk. Presidents and prime ministers dined here. The prices were high by local standards, almost three hundred yuan for this evening’s supper and it was not the most costly meal he’d ever ordered. It was the one expense he allowed for the funds the CIA had been paying him. The rest was in an account held by the Wells Fargo Bank in the United States and it all meant nothing to him. He would never live long enough to use it. He was sure of that. Traitors received no final meal of their choosing in the People’s Republic of China. If he was going to walk into an arrest, and therefore his execution, he would enjoy a meal worthy of an emperor before he went. At least that was the lie he told himself. The truth was that it gave him something to focus on. He was a traitor to his country, not proud of the fact, so he sat at his table before every meeting with his handler and caged his guilt in a private liturgy as routine to him now as drinking the green leaf tea with his meal.

He finished the meal of fried prawns and crabmeat and lifted his teacup. It was almost time to leave and his mind was running like a clock counting down. He always hated this moment. He could never stop counting the minutes until the next meeting. The little timepiece in his head never spoke louder than a whisper, but somehow it always threatened to swallow every other thought. Relentless, quiet torture it was, and had been for twenty-five years. He never lost track of that time even when he was sleeping. It was a miracle that he was still a sane man.

The restaurant was only half-full. The filthy, polluted snowfall had kept most of the tourists away. Pioneer counted three tables of Occidentals, whether Americans or British he couldn’t tell. He recognized a table of Koreans, a pair of lovers he thought were Thai, and a small group of . . . Turks? Iranians? He could never tell the Arabs from the Persians.

In the far corner he saw a Chinese face, a man dining alone like himself. He had seen that face . . . when? His memory was eidetic by training but his recall was not instant. He held his own features in a rigid mask as he searched his memory. Time and distance . . . had he seen the man today? Yes, at the lunch market seven hours and two miles from the very table where he now sat—too far away and too long ago. Was it random chance that the man was here in the Fangshan? That was possible but not probable.

“Your bill, sir.” The waiter laid a leather folio on the table.

Pioneer nodded, let the waiter leave, placed cash inside, and left the table. He did not turn to see whether the familiar man was standing to follow. The dinner ritual was finished, and he had more subtle ways to see whether the man pursued him.

Pioneer quieted the voices in his mind and walked into the dusk. He walked over the short bridge to the mainland and turned east.

TAIPEI
REPUBLIC OF CHINA (TAIWAN)

The condominium was average in all respects, a space on the third floor of an unremarkable structure in one of Taipei’s oldest boroughs. Perhaps forty years old, the exterior was clean with a small lawn, a few hedges, and bare flowerbeds with graying mulch that would wait another few months before filling with weeds and wildflowers. The apartment sat near the building’s rear stairwell, so chosen by the occupants so that visitors could not approach easily without notice.

The building presented no tactical challenges for Captain Kuo’s team. Such places were not designed for defense against an armed raid, and the variables involved in staging one were minimal. It would be unfortunate for the targets that a safe house remained safe only so long as it was secret.

The sun would break the horizon within the half hour and Kuo wanted the element of surprise that would vanish with the dawn. He looked to the rear of the staging area behind the line of trees. Officers from the National Security Bureau stood there fidgeting and trying to find something to do with their hands. They wanted desperately to smoke cigarettes to ease the tension but the light of burning tobacco could give away his men’s positions in the dark and would certainly disturb their night vision, so Kuo had forbidden it. They were an arrogant lot, ordering his men about like they were hired help, so he had enjoyed the exercise of that little bit of authority.

The senior NSB officer had been on an encrypted cell phone for more than an hour. He caught Kuo’s look and muttered an impolite phrase into the phone. He finally closed the handset and approached Kuo.

“I say again, you must use the rubber bullets,” the NSB officer said.

Idiots, Kuo thought. “Can you guarantee that the targets are unarmed?” Like a good lawyer, he’d known the answer to the question before he had asked it.

The NSB officer gritted his yellow-and-brown teeth. He’d answered that particular question twice already during the night and had no desire to humiliate himself again before this arrogant little policeman. The man was barely one step removed from a street cop. He couldn’t have any appreciation for the political sensitivities at stake. “You must bring them out alive and unharmed.”

Kuo rolled his eyes and gently ran his gloved finger across the safety on his Heckler & Koch MP7, which act the federal officer couldn’t see in the dark. “How they come out depends on how they react once we go in,” Kuo said.

“My superiors demand this! Alive! Do you understand me? Even bruises on their faces and hands are unacceptable, much less a corpse.”

Kuo studied the other man. The federal was agitated, almost desperate. That meant he was under high-level scrutiny during this operation, and that meant the targets were to be bargaining chips for someone very senior. Who the NSB wished to bargain with was the question, and Kuo was sure he didn’t want to know. He had demanded the federals’ dossiers on the targets, refusing to even accept the raid assignment without access to the intelligence reports. Three were mainland Chinese. Their affiliations had been blacked out. Organized crime was a possibility, but the government wouldn’t bargain with the Triads. One target was a Taiwanese American, and Taiwan would not hold hostage a citizen of its largest Western patron. That left one possibility. It was common knowledge that Taiwan was overrun with Chinese spies, and until now the government had been smart enough to leave them alone. The National Security Bureau had never arrested a Chinese spy for fear of the reaction. Apparently that policy had changed . . . or someone was changing it now. Kuo didn’t like it, but foreign relations with the Chinese were far beyond the scope of his job.

“Then your superiors can execute the raid,” Kuo said.

“You have your orders!” The federal was almost yelling now and drawing attention from the others standing nearby, police and NSB officers alike.

Kuo stepped forward and leaned toward the man’s face. “I will not put my men at risk for someone’s political agenda,” Kuo said, sotto voce. “Whether your suspects come out alive will depend on whether they are armed and resist. If that is unacceptable, then you should rethink this.”

The NSB officer took a deep breath and shook his head. “If my superiors are unsatisfied—”

“Given the information you’ve provided, my decision is correct,” Kuo said. “Do we go or not?”

The federal toyed with his phone, thought about making another call, then finally returned his cell phone to his coat pocket. “You go.”

Kuo turned away, motioned his men forward with a hand signal, and gave the same order over his encrypted radio to the team on the building’s far side. In the back, men in black boots, jumpsuits, hoods, and helmets moved forward in the early morning dark. They reached the building’s side and raised portable ladders against the brick wall. Two men quickly climbed to the top rungs, careful to keep their heads below the windowsills, and pulled breaching crowbars out of their backpacks. The men below extracted stun grenades from their vests.

Kuo led his team to the front entrance, then held up a fist, and the line of men stopped on command. The officer behind Kuo stepped around, dropped to a padded knee on the dirty concrete, and slipped a fiber optic line under the door. There was a camera in the tip and the officer held the color monitor where Kuo could see the screen. The officer twisted the line to the right. Kuo saw no one. He heard voices through the door, but his helmet and balaclava dulled his hearing and he couldn’t make out the conversation. The kneeling officer twisted the optic line back and the camera looked left. Three men came into view. Kuo nodded and held up three fingers to the men behind him. The officer removed the camera and fell to the back of the line.

Kuo extracted a stun grenade from his vest, pulled the pin, and held down the spoon. He nodded to the breaching officer holding the ten-pound sledge. The camera officer in the rear of the line grasped his radio microphone and whispered. The breacher drew the sledge back and then swung his tool hard, smashing the lock and ripping the dead bolt out of the door frame with the sound of branches snapping in a high wind. Kuo tossed the grenade into the room.

The targets in the front room twisted in their chairs to look toward the broken door as it crashed open. It was an instinctive reaction. The grenade ignited a 6 million candela flash that lit up all the photosensitive cells in their retinas simultaneously. Their vision froze like a film reel stuck on a single frame, sending the same picture to their brains over and over as their eyes struggled to restore their sight. The 180-decibel blast that struck their inner ears a millisecond later was not far below the threshold that would have caused soft tissue damage. Blind, nearly deaf, they reached out and groped for any support within reach.

In the rear, the second team smashed out the windows with expandable batons and threw their own grenades into the back rooms. They had kept the apartment under surveillance for more than a week while Kuo argued with the federals about the raid plan. There were four men inside the apartment, but only three in the front room. Another was somewhere in the rear, where the lights were dimmed. Kuo had hoped that the last target was not inside the windowless bathroom they knew to be in the back.

Kuo heard the grenades in the rear rooms fire. He turned the door’s corner into the apartment, his line of officers following behind like a black snake, each man raising his MP7 rifle to eye level. Kuo and the man behind swept the front room while the rest moved to the hall to help the rear entry team secure the back rooms.

There were no armed combatants in Kuo’s sight and the men they had come for were helpless. Kuo extracted a baton from his belt, snapped it open, and struck behind the first man’s knees hard enough to topple him. The second and third men went down like the first. Kuo and his partner fell on them and bound the men’s hands with flex cuffs.

Kuo heard shouts from the back of the apartment and the high crack of small arms fire, a 9 mm pistol from the sound. He raised his own weapon to eye level and took a step toward the hall when he heard the faint three-round buzz of an HK like his own. He moved down the hall to the bedroom on the right, staring over the gun barrel as he went.

There were three men in the room. One wore street clothes—the Taiwanese expatriate who worked for the American company and who had been meeting with the Chinese spies in the front room. The other two were Kuo’s breaching team. The civilian was prone, motionless, with a bloody stain growing on the front of his shirt. Kuo’s men were gagging. There was a hole in a silver metal thermos on the floor and a white aerosol was escaping like steam from a kettle with enough pressure to spin the bottle in a lazy circle. One of Kuo’s men had likely mistaken the container for a weapon in the dark and fired a three-shot burst. Two rounds had struck the dead man in center mass. One had penetrated the pressurized thermos.

One of his men let out a strangled gurgle and Kuo reached out a hand. Without thinking he took in a breath to hold. It was a mistake and he realized it as his throat began to burn. He dragged his subordinate back toward the hall by the drag strap that ran across the top of the man’s tactical vest.

“Out! Everyone out!” he yelled. It came out as a wet rasp. He felt his throat swelling.

His partner in the front room saw Kuo dragging a body and radioed for medical help. Kuo expelled the contaminated air in his lungs and sucked in a breath of fresh air. It did not stop the burning, which felt like a thousand needles driving into his throat from the inside. He ignored the pain and rushed back down the hall for his second teammate. He would not bother with the civilian. Two of the three rounds had struck near the dead man’s heart. The quantity of blood on the floor suggested that a bullet had perforated a major artery, if not the heart itself.

Breathing was becoming difficult, the burning was worse, and Kuo began gasping for air himself. The burning pain and slow asphyxiation collapsed his knees. Certain that he was going into cardiac arrest, he pounded his chest with a fist to keep his heart beating. An officer took him under the shoulder and carried him outside while the others took the prisoners and their incapacitated colleagues. Kuo fell onto the grubby hallway floor and rolled onto his back.

“Evacuate the building,” Kuo tried to say. He failed. He tasted blood on his tongue. Lots of blood.

The unexposed officers set up for triage on the lawn and started artificial respiration on their teammates. Kuo doubted they would live. He rolled onto his side and spit blood. Whatever else the aerosol was, it was highly acidic. He could feel it eating his mucus membranes, and the amount he had inhaled had been small compared to the others. Even if the medics rushing to his side had the supplies to treat this—whatever this was—the exposure his teammates had suffered would prove too severe.

The federals approached the group and examined the prisoners on the grass. One pulled out a sheet of photographs and compared it to the targets’ faces in sequence. All three were bleeding heavily from their noses and ears but the medics assured the officers that no permanent damage had been done. They had been secured without visible injury besides the blood, which could be cleaned up, and they had not breathed in the chemical that had incapacitated Kuo’s team. Their identities confirmed, the security officer stood and pulled out his cell phone.

A medic lifted Kuo’s head and a second forced a tube down his throat. Kuo’s last thought was that the federals would answer to him if they had known about the thermos.
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The midnight shift was still young, but Jakob Drescher wasn’t and the senior duty officer refused to show weakness to the staff. He was past middle age, older by a decade than anyone else in the Operations Center, and night watches were getting harder by the year. He argued to himself that his subordinates’ true advantage came only from coffee’s power to keep the brain active in the dead of night. Caffeine addicts staffed the night shift in CIA’s Operations Center, and they couldn’t imagine how Drescher found the will to resist. One of the perks that made up for a government salary was access to the river of java that ran through Langley, fueled by officers in the field sending back foreign brews that made domestic brands taste like swill. But good Mormons don’t drink coffee, Drescher was a Mormon, the son of Cold War East German immigrant converts, and the argument ended there.

The world was quiet tonight. The broadcast news playing on the floor-to-ceiling matrix of plasma televisions was all trivial stories. The cables coming in from CIA field stations were infrequent and blissfully dull by any standard. If the rest of the shift stayed this quiet, he would have nothing to pass over to his day shift counterpart in a few hours. Drescher checked the clock, which was a mistake. The true secret to surviving a night watch was to never mark the time. Drescher couldn’t prove it, but he swore that Einstein must have worked night shifts as a patent clerk to come up with the theory that the passage of time was relative. A night during a crisis could pass in a hurry, but tonight the lack of activity was the answer to a prayer. Drescher had plans for his weekend, which fell on a Wednesday and Thursday this week because of the rotating Ops Center staffing schedule. He would miss church on Sunday, which his wife wouldn’t appreciate, but he would need the sleep during the day too much. He would always pass on the coffee, but he was too old to give up the Sunday sleep anymore.

“Got something for you.” The analyst from the Office of Asian Pacific, Latin American, and African Analysis (APLAA) rose from her desk and maneuvered her way down the aisle without looking, eyes locked on the hard-copy printout in her hand. Drescher couldn’t remember the young woman’s name. She was a Latina, a pretty girl, newly graduated from some California school, but Drescher had forgotten her name as soon as he’d heard it. He’d given up on trying to learn the names of most of his subordinates, in fact, and had taken to calling them by the names of their home offices. The Ops Center staff changed so often, with all the young officers eager to punch tickets for promotion and staying only a few months at a time.

“Either give me a hundred dead bodies or I don’t want to hear about it,” Drescher grumbled. “Fifty, if it’s Europe. And where’s my hot chocolate?”

“You know, under that gruff exterior beats a heart of lead,” APLAA remarked.

“Compassion is for the weak,” Drescher said. “It’s why I’m the boss and you’re my peon.”

“I live to serve,” the analyst replied.

“Don’t be facetious, APLAA.”

“I’ve got a name, you know,” she said.

“Yeah, it’s APLAA. What have you got?”

“NIACT cable from Taipei. One body and a lot of other people getting carried away in paddy wagons and ambulances. The locals just arrested big brother’s chief of station.” APLAA thrust the paper at Drescher. NIght ACTion cables required immediate attention regardless of when they arrived. That wasn’t a problem at headquarters, where there was always someone on duty. Cables going back to field stations were more troublesome. When one of those went to a station overseas, someone, usually the most junior case officer, had to report to work—no matter the obscene hour—to field the request.

Drescher took the paper and scanned it twice before looking up. “Why did they need a hazmat unit—?” He stopped midsentence. None of the answers his tired mind offered were encouraging.

“Yeah. Hazmat got the call in the middle of the raid. NSA labeled it a ‘panic’ call. Someone walked into a nasty surprise. The Fort is waking up everyone who can understand at least basic Mandarin, but they’ll need a few more hours to translate everything.” Translators were a scarce resource for the hard languages, and Mandarin Chinese was in the top five on the list.

“Any civilian casualties?” Drescher asked. This was getting good.

“None reported.”

The senior duty officer grunted. “Any reaction from the mainland?”

“Nothing yet,” the woman told him. “Beijing Station said they’re going to work their assets. Wouldn’t tell me who they’d be talking to.”

“Don’t bother asking,” Drescher ordered. “You’ll just make ’em mad.” CIA’s National Clandestine Service, the directorate that did the true “spy” work of recruiting foreign traitors, was protective of its sources. Twelve dead Russian assets courtesy of Aldrich Ames had been a string of harsh reminders that intelligence networks could be fragile things. But the APLAA analyst was young, one of the ambitious young officers who didn’t yet know not to ask.

“Nothing on the local news or the Internet,” APLAA said, ignoring the rebuke. “Taipei probably clamped down on the press. Nothing like a story about a Chinese spy bringing chemical weapons onto the island to scare the locals.”

“Don’t assume that it was a chemical weapon,” Drescher corrected her. “Could’ve been a gas spill or bystanders downwind of some tear gas. Just report the facts and save the analysis.” He kept a map of the world’s time zones under glass on his desk. The first cable said the arrests started at 1830 eastern standard time—6:30 p.m. on a civilian clock and six hours ago. A twelve-hour time zone difference meant 1830 in Washington DC was 6:30 a.m. in Beijing and Taipei. The raids went down almost at the crack of the winter dawn. Drescher checked the television. CNN’s brunette was talking about yesterday’s minuscule drop in the Dow, a nonstory meant to waste a minute of on-air time during a slow news cycle. BBC’s blonde was talking about labor protests in Paris, and the other channels were offering stories equally trivial. “It hasn’t reached the foreign wire services,” he noted. “Does State Department have anything?”

“Their watch desk hadn’t even seen the report yet.”

Drescher sat back, reread the two cables, and finally allowed himself a smile. He was awake now. Adrenaline was the best stimulant, far better than caffeine. Taiwan had arrested twelve people, several of which were known to work for China’s Ministry of State Security, and arresting officers were down. David had poked Goliath in the eye with a sharp stick and Goliath might have poked back.

The senior duty officer reached for the phone and pressed the speed dial without remorse. The CIA director picked up her own secure phone at home on the third ring. “This is the Ops Center,” Drescher recited. “Going ‘secure voice.’” He pressed the button that encrypted the call.

CIA HEADQUARTERS
ROUTE 123 ENTRANCE

Kyra Stryker turned onto the headquarters compound from Route 123 and slowed her red Ford Ranger as she approached the guard shack. The glass and steel shelter connected with the Visitor Control Building to the right through a dirty concrete arch open to the wind. Kyra dreaded lowering the cab window but there was no choice. The freezing air invaded her truck and she thrust her badge out at the SPO. A second guard was standing on the other side of the two-lane road, this one cradling an M16 with gloved hands. A luckier third was sitting inside the heated shack to the left with a 12 gauge Mossberg shotgun within arm’s reach. Doubtless there were more inside the Control Building, all carrying 9 mm Glock sidearms and surely with much heavier guns in reach. Kyra’s was the only vehicle coming down the approach and she had their undivided attention. For a brief moment, she had seriously considered running the checkpoint and pressed the brake only when she conceded that the guards wouldn’t open fire. They would have just activated the pneumatic barricades that would smash her truck. Then they would have arrested her and spent the rest of the day with her in a detention room, asking repeatedly why a CIA staff officer with a valid blue badge had done such a stupid thing. Not wanting to go to work would have been viewed as a very poor excuse.

The officer gave her the signal to proceed, a lazy military wave. Kyra withdrew her arm, rolled up the window, and turned the heater on full so the cab would recover the warm air it had hemorrhaged to the outside.

Please let the barricades go off, she thought, and she was surprised at how much she meant it. The pneumatic rams had enough power to snap the truck’s frame in half, if not flip the vehicle onto its cab on the frozen asphalt. But the thought of a sure trip to the hospital didn’t seem any worse to her than where she was going at the moment.

Her Ranger rolled over the closed hydraulic gates, the barricades didn’t rise up from the road underneath, and Kyra sighed, not in relief, she realized, but in slight frustration. She hadn’t been to headquarters in six months. She shouldn’t have been returning for at least six more, but that plan had jumped the rails and nobody was happy about it. Her visit today wasn’t by choice, hers or anyone else’s, and it galled her to think that she would have to make the same trip every day going forward. Maybe the new assignment would be short. Working at headquarters was not one of her ambitions.

She passed the front of the Old Headquarters Building (OHB), which offered the view most familiar to those who had only seen the facility on the news. She was taking the long way around but she was in no hurry. The George Washington Parkway entrance was ahead and it would have been easy to turn right, leave the compound, and go home. She turned left after sitting at the stop sign for ten full seconds. There were no other cars on the road.

There’s my girl.

The A-12 Oxcart loomed over the roadway, sitting at a rolled angle, nose up on three steel pylons, and Kyra smiled for the first time that morning. She loved the plane. She’d never earned that pilot’s license despite her childhood ambitions—her parents had never been willing to spend the money—and had been reduced to reading about planes and spending hours in the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum and its annex at Dulles Airport. On her first visit to the Agency compound, she’d climbed the concrete facade surrounding the Oxcart and touched the cold, black wing. It had been the most spiritual experience she had enjoyed in her twenty-five years. Kyra still wondered what it would be like to fly Kelly Johnson’s masterpiece at ninety thousand feet, setting the air on fire at Mach 3.

The plane passed behind her and the diversion came to a rude end.

Those with more leave hours to burn, which looked to be almost everyone, had left the parking garage nearly empty. Kyra pulled into a space on the bottom level near the front, killed the engine, and debated starting it again and driving away.

Just do it. Or you’ll have to come back and do it just like this tomorrow.

She abandoned the truck before she could talk herself out of it.

The wind brushed up snow from the drifts piled on the grounds and threw it across her path. She hadn’t bothered with a hat or gloves and instead thrust her hands into her coat pockets. There was no help for her face. Her cheeks and ears, numb when she reached the glass doors to the New Headquarters Building, tingled painfully as she passed through the heated air curtain. A shot of Scotch would have warmed her stomach faster than coffee, and for a second she wished for a hip flask of anything strong. The urge died quickly. Meeting with the CIA director while smelling of alcohol before lunch would kill whatever career she still had left.

The lobby was a cathedral in miniature, unlit, thirty yards long, and flanked on both sides by dark gray marble pillars that framed bronze sculptures and modular gray vinyl couches along the walls. The grayish-blue carpet, brightened only by the CIA seal in the center, matched the odd gloom that was unusual for the normally bright space. Kyra looked up and saw snow covering the semicircular glass ceiling. It blocked out the sun and washed out the colors in a drab, filtered light. The entrance was abandoned except for a security protective officer manning the guard desk at the lobby’s far end. His reading lamp created a small bubble of warm light in the darkness.

She walked the length of the room, ran her badge over the security turnstiles, and entered her code. The restraining arms parted and the SPO didn’t look up. Kyra walked around the guard desk to the escalator leading to the lower floors. The windows beyond ran floor to ceiling and Kyra could see the empty courtyard below and the massive Old Headquarters Building a few hundred feet beyond. The dark and quiet combined to make the compound feel deserted, which was an unearthly feeling given the size of the OHB filling the bay windows. The Agency complex covered three hundred acres cut out of the George Washington National Forest along the GW Parkway, barely a stone’s throw from the Potomac. Kyra couldn’t guess from the view how many people worked there. The exact number was classified anyway, and the building’s size made her realize how important she was to the place.

Not at all. A cog in the machine.

The desire to reverse course welled up in her throat again. She beat it down without mercy, never breaking stride, and the craving for a drink surged up to replace it.

The walk to her destination took a long three minutes. The Office of Medical Services lobby on the first floor looked like any doctor’s office, which had surprised her the first time she visited. It was a medical facility like any private practice in the outside world, but it seemed out of place in a government building. More so, Kyra thought, given that it was wedged in between the Agency museum and the Old Headquarters lobby.

Kyra signed in. After a short wait, the desk nurse escorted her back to an examination room. Kyra took the usual place on the exam table and the nurse didn’t bother to assure her that someone would be in to see her in a few minutes.

The doctor was an old man, she noted, gray hair and his share of weathered skin, though Kyra suspected he’d been a handsome man when he was younger. He said nothing as he studied her chart, and Kyra took the time to study him. She’d been here, just after Caracas, and talked with another doctor about his job. It was relatively simple, with most duties consisting of performing physicals and dispensing vaccinations to clear staff officers to travel overseas. The doctors were usually busiest at Christmas when they had to dole out the free flu shots to all comers. But every so often analysts would call for a consult about theoretical patients they wouldn’t identify despite the doctors’ own TS/SCI security clearances. They were trying to determine when some particularly unpopular foreign leader was going to drop dead, Kyra supposed, which made for a nice puzzle with no patient to examine.

And sometimes they got to treat patients, like Kyra, with wounds or diseases contracted in places they couldn’t always tell him they’d been. She was sure that broke up the monotony.

“Still sore?” the doctor finally asked. He closed up the chart and set it on the nearby counter.

“Yes,” Kyra admitted. “It’s stiff mostly. Makes driving a little more complicated.”

“You drive an automatic or a stick?”

“An automatic,” Kyra said, and she was grateful for it. Driving a stick shift would’ve been torture in Beltway traffic, which was stop-and-go most of the time. “I usually don’t feel it until I have to make a hard turn or mess with the radio.”

“You probably still have some residual deep tissue bruising,” the doctor said. “You lost some triceps and brachialis, and there’s scarring across the site and down into the muscle. Scar tissue isn’t real pliable, so you’re going to suffer some loss of flexibility. Not too much, I think, but you’ll notice it. Right- or left-handed?”

“Left.”

“That’s good news. It won’t affect your primary arm,” the doctor told her. Kyra was sure it was an attempt to comfort her, but it struck her as weak. “Okay. Let’s have a look.”

Kyra unbuttoned her shirt and pulled her right arm out of the sleeve, exposing a large, thick medical bandage taped on all four sides across the back of her right upper arm. The doctor pulled the cover back, gently separating the tape from her skin until the gauze came away. She had a lateral laceration running almost three inches across her triceps. The once-ragged edges of the torn skin had been trimmed neat by a surgeon’s scalpel and pulled together, and they were still held by two dozen tight stitches.

The doctor stared at the wound, turning her arm slightly from side to side as he studied the wound. “It looks good,” he finally said. “No signs of infection. I think the stitches can come out whenever you want, but keep it covered for another couple of weeks to be safe.” Kyra nodded, put her arm back inside her shirt, and pulled it down over her waist. “How’s the Vicodin working for you?” he asked.

“Pretty good, I guess,” Kyra said. “It lets me sleep. Still hurts sometimes, though. Like deep, in the bone.”

“I’m not surprised,” the doctor replied. “It’s probably the bruising. The fracture in the humerus should be healed by now. And if it gets too bad, we can go up on the Vicodin. Do you need a refill?”

“Sure,” Kyra said, without enthusiasm.

“I’ll write one up.” He caught the depression in her voice. She hadn’t tried to hide it. “You were lucky,” he offered. “You could’ve lost that arm.”

“I don’t feel lucky,” Kyra told him. She finished straightening her shirt and pushed herself off the exam table onto the floor.

“Getting shot will do that, I guess,” he conceded.

Kyra finished rolling up her sleeve as the doctor left the room. One appointment finished. She was far more worried about the second.

•   •   •

Kathryn Cooke’s first visit to the Oval Office had been her own inauguration as CIA director. That summer day, the president of the United States had spent two minutes, carefully timed by the White House chief of staff, on small talk and a tour of the room. The national security advisor had administered the oath of office while the White House photographer recorded the event. The White House press corps had been admitted to hear the president deliver a statement of confidence in the job she would do. Cooke made her own brief statement—she’d worked for six hours, revised it a dozen times, and memorized it—expressing the usual gratitude. Five minutes were granted for six questions before the president excused the press corps. Cooke was allowed thirty seconds of small talk and then was politely dismissed. Her few return visits had mostly been social affairs. The job of CIA director was not what it once had been. For fifty-nine years, her predecessors had both run the CIA and managed the intelligence community, as much as it could be managed. But the Agency had suffered too many failures, an angry Congress had created a new office to take over the latter job, and so Cooke answered to the director of national intelligence. The DNI, Michael Rhead, was now the president’s intel advisor, and that left little reason for the commander in chief to ever summon the head of the Central Intelligence Agency to the White House.

Cooke had never dwelled on the job’s new limitations. It was a higher post than she’d ever expected to hold and she was still an agency director with the usual perquisites—a basement of security personnel and secure communications gear, an armored Chevrolet SUV with a driver, and a chase car of armed guards. She would have preferred to drive her BMW but conceded that the escort gave her time to read instead of fighting perpetually clogged Beltway lanes.
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