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CHAPTER 1


Alice was, predictably, in the restaurant bathroom when the first alarm sounded.

She’d taken refuge there to relieve herself. Of her mother.

Just before she entered, Alice paused. Don’t look back, don’t look back. But as in all horror movies, Alice looked. Though why she bothered, she didn’t know.

She saw exactly what she expected. What she always saw.

Other patrons, noticing her leave, were now shuffling zombielike toward her table.

Though it was not really her table. It never was. Never would be. Not while her mother was the other occupant.

Neither was it her movie. Alice Li was not even the star of her own film. That role would always be taken by Vivien, the tiny, luminous woman whose body Alice had once shared. Though from the moment of delivery, the cutting of the cord, the distance between them had grown until, now, it was a great divide. A chasm filled with broken bridges and paved over with indifference.

Alice knew she’d been a pudgy howling disappointment then. And was a pudgy scowling disappointment now.

Run, Alice wanted to scream at the men and women approaching, approaching the table. The woman. Save yourselves. Do not get close. You have no idea what you’re letting yourself in for. A lifetime of servitude to a woman who does not deserve it.

Or, worse, thought Alice, as she entered the cubicle, who does.

She’d agreed to meet her mother at the luxury hotel in Washington, DC, for brunch, mostly because she could not think of a way to get out of it.

When she’d arrived at the restaurant, Alice had been a twenty-six-year-old woman. A graduate of Columbia University School of Journalism who had a burgeoning career as a food blogger. Her site was called Junk Food and specialized in, though was not limited to, Asian cuisine. Not necessarily because it was the food of her heritage, but just because she loved it.

She was in the middle of a post on especially tasty dumplings from a restaurant in New York. “Tasty.” “Tasty.” There must be a better word …

She’d have to ask Liam when she saw him. They’d met at Columbia and had a lot in common. Mostly food. He’d moved away, but they’d gotten back in touch a year or so ago since he too wrote a food blog, and often asked Alice for her opinion on posts he was working on.

His job as an account manager for a food distribution company often took him to Asia. China mostly. Since he specialized in rice.

In his spare time, on planes, he wrote his blog.

When she saw him next, in just a few hours, she’d suggest they take a trip together. Her cheeks burned at the thought. She knew she’d almost certainly chicken out. Like she’d deleted all those texts she’d written to him suggesting the same thing.

Hey, buddy, why don’t we travel to Hong Kong together sometime?

Nope, nope, nope.

Hi, Liam. I’d love …

Hi, Liam, I’d like …

Hi, Liam, it would be fun to …

Fuck.

Still, he was on his way to DC and had asked to meet her. Surely that meant he wanted to suggest the same thing. Wanted to let her know he enjoyed her company. That he wanted them to be partners in more ways than just consulting on each other’s blogs. Maybe he wanted to merge their blogs … and lives. Wanted to marry and have children.

Yes. That must be why he’d asked to see her.

Alice checked her phone again in case there was another message from him.

There was not. Not since that slightly strange one a few hours earlier. He’d sent a photo of himself on the Star Ferry crossing the Hong Kong harbor, along with some text. But it didn’t really make sense and had contained some spelling mistakes, which was unlike him. But the passage was probably rough, and he’d just hit the wrong keys.

Still, she’d reread the message as she’d approached the hotel, pausing to look again at the photo on the ferry. She found herself smiling back at Liam’s beaming face. That slightly goofy expression he always wore. So expressive. And what he mainly expressed was delight.

It was a rare pleasure to be around a happy person, even if they lived in different cities and didn’t actually see each other all that often. Their communication was mostly about, and through, their blogs. Their language was food.

“Tasty.” “Tasty.” Not really the right word to describe the dumplings. Liam would have a better word. There was one right on the tip of her tongue. Began with S …

Alice had slowed down as she’d approached the hotel, though she knew she should, in fact, be hurrying. She was already late. And that drove her mother nuts.

Which was, she knew, why she did it.

It was childish. So much so that, as Alice made her way through the lobby and across the elegant restaurant toward the best table in the place, she felt herself regress. With each step forward, she moved back. By the time she reached her mother, Alice Li was fourteen.

She could almost feel the cramps, her face breaking out.

The man in the dark suit and dark glasses and earpiece, hotel security, scrutinized her as though he’d never seen her before, then nodded.

Alice found herself wishing he would just shoot her. It would be less painful. Though the headline would probably read: Famous Chinese Dissident’s Brunch Interrupted by Minor Incident.

Her mother didn’t rise but instead offered her cheek, which Alice, despite promising herself that this time she would not, kissed.

“I’m so glad we could get together. It doesn’t happen often enough,” said her mother, in Mandarin, folding delicate hands in her lap and holding her daughter’s eyes.

“Why do we always have to come here, Vivien?” Alice replied in English, knowing her mother would prefer she spoke Chinese when they were together. Alice had been born in the United States but spoke good Mandarin, because her mother insisted on speaking it to her at home. But despite years of lessons, she was still unable to master the basics of reading and writing.

Alice had called her by her American name, Vivien.

She wondered if her mother realized that, upon escaping China to the USA, she had chosen an Anglo name that sounded like Vivien Leigh. The beautiful and self-destructive star.

Though Alice didn’t really give a damn.

“Wǒ xiǎng nǐ,” said Vivien. I miss you.

Why aren’t you more attentive, Alice heard, as a good Chinese daughter should be?

“I’ve been busy.”

“How’s your site doing? I read your piece on sweet dumplings. I didn’t know you liked them so much.”

You’re getting fat, like your father. And like him, you’re a disappointment. Writing about dumplings. Look at what your classmates at Columbia are doing. They’re making a difference.

“I’m actually in DC to meet an old friend from Columbia.”

Alice wondered if her mother would pick up on the subtext. Not to spend time with you.

“Oh? Who?” Vivien made a tiny gesture toward the maître d’.

Don’t tell her. Don’t let her in. “Liam.”

“Liam? Qǐng gěi wǒ è lí tǔ sī.” The maître d’ bowed as he took Vivien’s order for avocado toast, then left without asking what Alice wanted.

This was so common she no longer bothered to take offense. It was not the man’s fault. So deep was the shadow her mother threw, it was almost impossible for mere mortals to see who else was there.

Alice raised her hand to get someone’s attention, then lowered it when her mother again made the tiniest of gestures and two servers rushed over.

“I’ll have the blueberry pancakes, please,” she said, though she really wanted the avocado toast. But the jab about the sweet dumplings had landed, and Alice felt the need to retaliate. To assert independence. With the only weapon at hand. Pancakes.

Alice was now nine years old and in danger of sliding under the table.

In that agonizing period before the food arrived, mother and daughter made small talk, mostly about Kevin, Alice’s younger brother. It was a safe topic. A fairly safe topic. As long as Alice chose not to drop the bomb, in the form of Kevin’s secret.

But it was a weapon she was keeping hidden, one might even say in the closet, until needed. Breakfast crêpes were Alice’s bludgeon du jour.

When their meals arrived, Vivien’s eyes moved from her avocado toast and rested for a moment on the mountain of pancakes topped with blueberry compote and mounds of whipped cream. She watched as her daughter slowly poured maple syrup over it, making a show of raising and lowering the jug until it was empty.

This was the extent of five-year-old Alice’s defiance and sticky weaponry. Then Vivien raised her eyes, and just for a moment, they rested on her daughter’s face.

Considering herself practiced at decoding her mother’s subtle expressions and tones, Alice found herself momentarily lost in that look. Was it censorious? Was Vivien embarrassed by her uncouth, unkempt, gluttonous daughter?

No. Far worse.

The look Alice caught was envy. Vivien, cutting into her avocado toast, envied her daughter her pancakes. And perhaps envied even more than that.

Don’t go there, don’t go there, don’t look in that crevice. Dreadful things live there.

But she did. And sure enough she saw something terrifying.

Pancakes. Her mother wanted them. Longed for them. Longed for what they represented.

Freedom. From endless helpings of avocado toast, and salads, and public engagements, and dinners with useful people. Freedom from Pilates and beautiful tailored clothing. And beautiful tailored people.

Freedom from scrutiny, from the expectations of total strangers. Freedom from the men in the dark suits and dark glasses and the bulges at their armpits.

The tiny, perfect, brave, dazzling, universally admired and respected woman across from Alice wanted only one thing.

Blueberry pancakes. Loaded with whipped cream and swimming in maple syrup.

Her mother had escaped the tyranny and oppression of Communist China, only to place herself in her own prison. Built by the expectations of others. Now there was tyranny.

Alice felt a small fissure open in the wall around her heart. A little slit through which her mother—

“So, you’re meeting Liam,” said Vivien. “I’m assuming he’s the one from Columbia. The fellow you had a crush on.”

The one you didn’t approve of, remembered Alice, as the opening slammed shut and hardened over. Because he wasn’t Chinese. “He’s been in Hong Kong on business,” she said, looking defiantly at her mother. “He sometimes writes for my blog,” she lied.

“Ahhh.” As though what Alice said was important. Or even interesting.

“He’s a senior vice president at Garnett Foods. You know, the multinational food distribution firm.”

“Really?” Vivien appeared impressed, but Alice knew her mother and knew she’d seen through the lie. Liam was, in fact, not a vice president, but an account manager. Specializing in rice.

“He wrote to say he’d like to meet me here in DC when he gets back.” She could feel her cheeks burning.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why does he want to meet?”

Meet you. Why would he want to meet you? Why would anyone?

Alice was now in the terrible twos, high on sugar and moments away from a tantrum.

“We’re friends. We reconnected a while back. He wrote to say he liked my item on cakes that look like appliances.”

She said that last bit as a challenge, to see what her mother would do with it.

“Yes, I saw it. So creative. I especially liked the toaster.”

Advantage Mother.

Some of the more courageous patrons had begun to approach the table, perhaps afraid Vivien would leave before they had a chance to meet her.

The large man in the bespoke suit and earpiece narrowed his eyes, but at a nod from Vivien, he let them through.

“Nǐ hǎo.” The wizened bejeweled woman bowed. “It is an honor, Madame Li. Might we take a photograph together?”

She gestured with a thin veined hand to the women behind her. Daughters. Granddaughters. All staring wide-eyed at the tiny woman who fought the government troops in Tiananmen Square and lived to tell the world about it. To keep reminding the world about it.

To fight for freedom and democracy, in China and elsewhere.

Vivien smiled and agreed. And this, Alice knew, was why her mother chose to come here for brunch. Because the hotel was owned by a member of the Chinese diaspora, one of Vivien’s many billionaire friends, and the restaurant was a meeting place for DC’s power brokers. Asian and otherwise.

Vivien chose this place so that Alice could see them fawning over the famous dissident. Oddly enough, Vivien herself brooked no dissent. At least not from her children.

Alice was now little more than a skin tag, having brunch in the luxury hotel with a 麒麟, a qilin. The not-so-mythical monster whose appearance presaged a death.

This chimera had chosen to appear in the form of Vivien Li.

Alice excused herself, though no one seemed to notice, and made for the bathrooms. Sitting in the stall, and heaving a sigh of relief, she brought out her phone and read and reread Liam’s message. She stared, for the hundredth time, at the photo of him on the Star Ferry in Hong Kong harbor.

Was there some hidden meaning to this odd selfie? Odd because normally his photos had something to do with food. The only food he had was a bun clasped in his hand. And he never posted selfies.

Was there something that would tell her their feelings were mutual? Maybe he was saying that she was the star of his life? No, that was too tortured even for her.

But surely this photo, and the fact he wanted to meet, was a message?

That was when the first alarm sounded.






CHAPTER 2


At first, Alice took no notice of the sound. It was coming from her phone, and she assumed it was the timer she’d set as an excuse to leave brunch, and her mother.

But within a millisecond, it was clear that was not it.

The phones in the other stalls were also sounding. This was no wake-up call. At least not in the usual sense.

Then the lights went out and a red emergency light began flashing. A fire alarm went off. Even then, it took Alice a few beats to absorb what was happening. False alarms sounded all the time. There was no need to act. No need to be alarmed …

But why were all the phones also going off? Their warnings were amplified by the tiles in the bathroom. The noise growing, the urgency growing.

This was no normal alarm. This was no false alarm.

Alice leaped to her feet. Something was going on. Something bad.

Heart pounding, hands shaking from the sudden rush of adrenaline, Alice fumbled with the lock on the stall. Finally getting it open, she stepped out, only to be shoved aside by a woman running for the door.

Get out.

Get out.

Now! The shriek in Alice’s mind joined the shriek in her ears.

Her phone was now screaming at her.

Whaaag! Whaaag! Whaaaaaggg!!!

It was the civil defense alarm.

Were they under attack? They were under attack.

Oh fuck, oh fuck.

Alice threw open the door and was met with pandemonium. It was as though every alarm everywhere was going off at once. Fire, elevator, security. Gongs, sirens, bells, phones. She could barely see for the noise. The air was thick with alarm.

Whaaaah, whaaaah, whaaah!!!

Chairs were overturned. Fine bone china cups had fallen to the floor and shattered, spilling tea and coffee and mimosas with fresh squeezed orange juice on the thick carpet. People were rushing, unsure which direction to head in. Unsure what was happening, or where safety might lie. Servers, hotel staff, security were running around, trying to help but equally uncertain.

The panic was rising, spreading.

Pedestrians outside were rushing into the building, while those inside were fighting to get out. There was, it seemed, no safe place.

Alice plastered herself against the wall, her mind racing. Skidding in circles. What to do, what to do?

Vivien. She had to find her mother. Had to get her out.

Get out.

Get out.

She searched the room for that one familiar figure. Nothing.

In a moment of sudden and horrifying clarity, Alice understood that her mother had escaped. Without her. Had saved herself.

Had left her behind.

Alice began moving toward the stairs. If there was any safety against whatever was heading their way, it would be, could be, might be, in the lowest level. But as she stepped forward, a hand gripped her arm and pulled her backward so hard that Alice almost lost her balance.

Then she was enveloped in the scent of flower dew water.

“Mom?”

“Come, quickly.”

Alice felt a tiny hand grip hers and yank her with surprising strength and unsurprising urgency.

The man in the dark suit was leading them outside. No doubt believing the danger must lie within, since the hotel alarms were going off. As they ran for the exit, the great symbol for human rights elbowing others aside, Alice could hear people trapped in the glass elevators, calling for help. Screaming for help. Pounding on the glass for help. Their voices barely audible above the clanging of the elevator alarms.

“Mom,” Alice shouted, trying to slow their progress. She pointed.

Vivien paused and turned to look. She too saw the faces plastered against the glass. Begging them to help.

Alice caught the eye of a man grasping a child to his chest. She’d never really seen panic before. But this was it.

Every instinct told her to run for the exit.

Get out.

Get out!

But how could she leave them behind without at least trying…? She wished she hadn’t turned. Hadn’t looked. Hadn’t seen the father’s face as he gripped his little daughter. Hadn’t locked eyes.

But she had. She started toward the elevator, then stopped. Frozen. Knowing if she went to help, she’d never get out.

That was as far as she got before the security man grabbed them, practically lifting both women off their feet.

The three of them were pushed out the door in the stampede of people. Alice had her arm around her mother’s tiny waist, keeping her upright. To fall was to be crushed.

Once expelled into the unexpected sunshine, Alice saw why people from outside were fighting to get into the building.

Heard why.

The shrieking of alarms was even worse out there. Civil defense claxons were sounding. Every car alarm was going off.

Every store burglar and fire alarm was shrieking.

Every phone was sounding a warning.

Something horrific was approaching. Something terrible was about to happen.

There was no escape. And outside was no safer than inside.

Trucks and buses and cars had slammed into each other, some mounting the sidewalks, plowing down pedestrians.

Alice just hoped whatever happened next, it would be quick. Painless. A flash, and then—

Vivien gripped her daughter. Alice reached for her mother. The two women held each other and searched the roads and congested sidewalks. They looked into the sky.

They—

And then it stopped. At once. Every alarm went silent, and all that was left was the echo as the shrieks were picked up in the gentle breeze and dispersed. Died away. Leaving men, women, children standing still, paralyzed. Petrified.

Holding their breaths.

Was this like those bombs that went silent just before the explosion?

A hush fell over the crowd. Over the city. There was complete and utter silence now. And then it was broken.

By a single laugh. Nervous but welcome. Then more, as people looked around, caught each other’s eyes, and exhaled.

Whatever it was had passed. And then came the calls for help, and moans of pain from those hurt in the crashes. First responders, doctors, nurses, those with training rushed to help.

Alice turned to Vivien and was about to say something when she noticed her mother was still tense. Frozen in place. Not yet willing to accept the danger was behind them.

“Mom?”

Vivien put up a manicured hand and Alice shut up. She too waited.

Waited. Watching her mother.

And then she saw Vivien’s shoulders sag and heard a long, long sigh.

It was over.

But what was “it”?

“Oh, shit.”

Alice turned to the businessman next to her. He was looking at his phone. Others were also reading something that had popped up.

She opened her phone. “Holy fuck,” she whispered. “Look.”

She turned the face of the phone toward her mother, but Vivien didn’t seem interested. She was staring straight ahead. At nothing, it seemed. But Alice knew that look. Her eyes narrow, her teeth biting her lower lip.

Vivien Li was thinking. Hard.

“The sirens,” the man next to her was saying to no one in particular. “It wasn’t just here.” He looked around and caught Alice’s eyes. “It was everywhere.”

Everywhere. There was no more information. Just that red bullet point.

There was more laughter.

“That can’t be true,” said a woman to her husband. “What do they mean by ‘everywhere’? Russia? The Space Station?”

“All the ships at sea?” said someone else, to more laughter.

The crowd had temporarily bonded, having shared this horrific experience. Having temporarily forgotten that a few moments ago they’d have gladly killed each other to survive.

“Come with me,” said Vivien.

“Where to?”

“Home.”

As she followed her mother, Alice passed a man holding a child to his chest. She lowered her head, hoping he hadn’t seen her. Seen not just her fear but her cowardice.

But she’d seen it. She could have fought the grip. Could have at least tried to help.

But she hadn’t.



“That was so weird,” said Kevin. “I really thought we were fucked.”

He looked across the spacious, gracious living room in their mother’s Georgetown home, toward the closed door to the study.

“Did she say anything?” Kevin’s partner, Paul, asked.

The two men had also been at brunch, at a friend’s place, when the sirens sounded. When it stopped, some homing instinct had kicked in and they’d come back here.

“About what happened?” asked Alice. “No, of course not. What could she say?”

“You didn’t pull the alarm, did you?” asked Kevin. “To get out of brunch?”

“If I could’ve, I would’ve.”

“One alarm, maybe, but all of them?” Paul glanced toward the closed door. “Bit of overkill, even for Vivien. What’s she doing in there?”

He and Vivien had a surprisingly good relationship, though Alice knew that would change as soon as she dropped the bomb.

“Playing Candy Crush, I suspect,” said Kevin.

Alice laughed. She really did love her brother. More than anyone else. And she’d grown to like Paul too, though she was slightly annoyed that Kevin could have a partner who wasn’t Asian, but she could not.

Paul and Kevin had been together for three years and secretly married for one. They were now in the process of surrogacy.

Then she remembered that as far as Vivien was concerned, Paul was Kevin’s best friend. Nothing else. Nothing more. Although how Kevin was going to explain to their mother that he intended to raise a child with his best friend was a source of some delight on Alice’s part.

Kevin and Paul’s hands were just touching as they watched the television news.

It had become clear, in the hours since the alarms went off, what was meant by “everywhere.”

It meant everywhere.

Russia, China. Cleveland.

Imminent-hull-breach alerts had gone off on the Space Station.

Abandon-ship claxons sounded on all the ships at sea, sending cruise ship passengers fumbling with life preservers and running toward the lifeboats, wishing now they’d paid more attention to the drills.

Airplane passengers were interviewed at their gates as they got off. Pale. Shaky. They described the lights suddenly going out in the cabins. The oxygen masks descending. The warnings. They described the planes’ rapid descents in the hopes of landing before whatever catastrophe was about to happen, happened.

The shocked flight attendants telling everyone to assume the crash position.

“The funny thing was,” said one passenger, her eyes wide with shock, “there was no screaming. No sound at all.” She stared at the reporter. “Everyone just grew quiet.”

Ashen pilots described the scene in the cockpits as every engine apparently failed. At once. As lights flashed warning that fire had broken out in every compartment, every engine, all at once.

They fought for control of the planes, while the silent souls in the cabins prepared to die.

Would they ever fully recover?

“The funny thing is,” said one pilot, though he clearly did not mean haha funny, “there was nothing wrong with the plane. The alarms sounded for no reason. Then stopped.”

But they’d still landed. Fast. In case.

Alice wondered if she’d ever really recover, not from the screaming alarms but from that plea in the father’s eyes. And doing nothing to help him. Them. Allowing herself to be led outside.

Kevin took her hand, and all three sat in silence, watching the analysts grope for explanations.

How could this happen?

What did it mean?

Was it an attack? A warning?

Around and around the talking heads went, desperate for answers, desperate to fill the air, though they were as perplexed, as lost, as Alice and Kevin and Paul. And presumably Vivien, who’d locked herself in her study.

“Who could have done this?” one of the anchors asked.

“Why?” asked one of the commentators. “To what purpose?”

The study door opened, and Kevin dropped Paul’s hand.

“You’re coming with me.”

Kevin got to his feet.

Not only was he the favorite child by a country mile, he was also a lawyer, used to advising their mother on her human rights campaigns.

“No, not you. You.”

“Me?”

“Come.”

Alice got to her feet and looked at her brother, who frowned. Not in annoyance. But in some bafflement. How could a food blogger be helpful at this moment?

“Where’re we going?” asked Alice, but Vivien was already out the door and heading to the black Cadillac Escalade that had pulled into the driveway.

The door was held open by a stern woman with an earpiece.

This was not private security. This was something else entirely.






CHAPTER 3


The Escalade sped down M Street while the woman in the front seat with the earpiece scanned the road ahead and spoke into what looked like the air.

“Confirm, Madame Li is fifteen minutes out.” She hesitated before lowering her voice. “She isn’t alone.” Pause. “I don’t know. No, it doesn’t look like her daughter. Maybe her assistant.”

Despite the fact the woman whispered, Alice still heard. She looked at her mother, who hadn’t bothered to correct the woman. Alice turned to stare out the window as the familiar DC monuments whizzed by.

Why, why should I care? And yet … She rubbed her face with her shirtsleeve.

Just then the car turned in to a gated entrance off 15th Street.

What the … No longer burning, her eyes were now wide.

“Vivien?” But the woman beside her seemed to have turned to stone. Which made, Alice thought, a change from ice.

It was now obvious where they were. But the why was far from clear.



The rear of the White House was not nearly as grand as its face. In fact, it was slightly shabby, as were the carpeted corridors down which Alice and her mother were swiftly led.

Alice ran to keep up with Vivien, who seemed to know exactly where she was going. As though the White House was her house. Though the portraits lining the walls put the lie to that. They were, without exception, a parade of long-dead, very old, very white men. No darker pigment was needed in the portraits.

The forgotten men, consigned to a dingy corridor, stared out as the living rushed by.

Alice paused in front of one, feeling a ridiculous sympathy for these people, ignored, marginalized, and finally forgotten.

A cake that looked like a toaster. Would that be her legacy? At least these men—

“Alice! Come!”

Imperious, her mother’s voice rang down the hall. Was it Alice’s imagination, or had the portrait looked back at her with sympathy?

Alice’s heart was pounding, partly from the exertion of trying to keep up with her mother, but mostly from excitement.

The White House! She was in the White House. Bringing up the rear, in every way, but still …

It’s the White House.

After turning down more corridors, they finally stopped in front of a nondescript door that looked like every other one they’d passed. No number. No name.

Their escort gave one sharp rap, then reached out and turned the handle.

Half a dozen men in suits and one woman, all Westerners except one, sat at a ridiculously large table that took up most of the room. They immediately stood up and came forward, greeting Vivien with familiarity. Some even bowed and addressed her in Mandarin.

Then one man, with short gray hair and intelligent blue eyes, said, “Nǐhǎo. Gǎnxiè nín de guānglín.” Thank you for coming.

With a start, Alice realized he was talking to her. She recognized him as Grant McAllister, the Director of National Intelligence. The DNI.

The head of intelligence?

What the hell is happening? Am I unconscious? Dead? Did a bomb explode after all? But surely this isn’t heaven. Dear Lord, please tell me I’m not going to spend eternity in a boardroom. With Vivien.

“You’re welcome,” she said in English, taking his large hand. “But why—”

“Are you here?” He smiled tightly. Waving her to a chair beside her mother, who had already sat, he then nodded to a man at a laptop.

A screen at the front of the room came alive.

“I believe you know this man,” said McAllister.

While Vivien stared, apparently without surprise, at the photograph, everyone else in the room stared at Alice.

There, larger than life, was a man in his late twenties, light brown hair lifting in the wind, face crinkled in a smile. Not a fake “say cheese” grin, but a smile of genuine pleasure.

Alice couldn’t help but smile back.

“That’s Liam.”

It was the picture he’d sent her earlier. The strange selfie.

He was standing on the Star Ferry at night, in the middle of Victoria Harbour in Hong Kong.

“And his family name?” another man asked.

Alice turned to McAllister. “Why are you asking about Liam? Don’t you have more important things? Like what happened this morning?” She looked around the room. They were still staring, unblinking, at her. “The alarms? Right?”

Had they been in this soundproof room all this time? Did they not know what was happening outside? But that was ridiculous. Of course they did.

And yet the Director of National Intelligence was here. With her. Asking about Liam.

“Just answer the question.” It was the only Asian man among them who spoke.

“Vivien?” She turned to her mother. “What’s going on?”

“These are friends. We need answers.”

“We?” The qilin had shifted again, and was no longer her mother but a stranger. As if to prove it, the creature did something Vivien had never done, would never do. She took her daughter’s hand under the table. And held it.

This was almost as disconcerting as the photograph.

“I don’t understand.” Once again, Alice looked around the room, searching for a friendly face. Searching for an answer. She landed on one of the women.

Was that … the Secretary of Defense?

What the fuck is going on?

Joanne Clavelle was looking at her with sympathy.

Why sympathy?

“Shouldn’t you be trying to figure out what happened this morning?” Alice asked again.

“We are,” said the Asian man.

“Then why are you asking—”

And then she had it. Somehow the two were connected. Liam and the alarms.

“Mom?” So great was her shock she forgot to call her Vivien.

“Please, Alice, just answer the question.”

Alice had forgotten what it was. McAllister grasped that and repeated it.

“What is Liam’s last name?”

Alice glanced again at the screen, at smiling Liam. She held his eyes for a moment, then turned back to McAllister.

“I want to help, but I need to know why I’m here, and why you’re interested in my friend. And what this has to do with the alarms.”

“And we will tell you,” said Secretary Clavelle, her voice reassuring, bordering on patronizing.

Alice’s defenses rose.

“But first we need information and I’m afraid we need it quickly,” said the Secretary of Defense for the United States. “His last name, please.”

The extreme politeness didn’t hide that this was not a request.

Vivien gave Alice’s hand a small squeeze. Of encouragement? Support?

Warning?

“Palmer. Liam Palmer.” She pulled her hand away.

“Xièxiè,” said McAllister. Thank you.

“But you knew that already,” said Alice.

“How do you know him?” the Asian man asked.

Alice’s mind was racing. “We went to graduate school together. Columbia.”

It was no use hiding that. If she was there, they’d know how they came to meet. They were testing her.

“You were in journalism,” said the man at the laptop. “And Mr. Palmer?”

“I suspect you already know the answer to that too.”

There was silence. Silence. Silence as they stared. Finally, Alice sighed. “All right. Liam was doing his MBA.”

“And his job?”

“Come on, this’s ridiculous. Just tell me what this’s about.” But her words disappeared into the strained silence. “He’s an account manager for a food company.”

“Named?”

“Garnett Foods, out of Akron. What’s this about?”

“When was the last time you communicated with him?”

“He texted me today from the Star Ferry, in Hong Kong.” She nodded toward the photograph, still covering the wall. “Where did you get that?”

Now her private alarms had become sirens. She could barely hear her own voice. Something was very wrong.

“Do you know why he was in Hong Kong?”

“Work.”

“And your relationship?”

“We both write food blogs. He’s just starting, so I help him sometimes.” Surely they knew that too. After all, it was hardly a secret. Though with fewer than two thousand followers, maybe her blog would qualify as a secret.

“But why Hong Kong?” asked a man Alice recognized as Kwame Bourque, the Secretary of State.

The others in the room continued to watch her. Study her.

As though they don’t believe me. Or, she realized with surprise, they don’t trust me.

“You’ll have to ask him.”

“We’re asking you,” said Secretary Clavelle. Her previously warm tone becoming glacial.

“Look, I don’t know why Hong Kong. He went there on business. I didn’t send him there.”

“He sent you that photograph. What else did he send you?” the Asian man asked.

Alice’s mouth clamped shut, her lips tight and thin. Enough.

“Ms. Li, I must warn you—” the Asian man began.

“Warn me? Warn me? What the fuck is happening?” She looked at her mother, who had not come to her defense. Instead, Vivien was sitting very still. Staring straight ahead. At the photograph of Liam.

Alice sat back and crossed her arms over her chest in what she hoped conveyed strength and not childish defiance.

“I need to know who you are and why we’re here before I’ll say any more.” She glared at the Asian man. He stared back.

McAllister glanced at Vivien, who gave a small nod. He took a deep breath.

“I’m so sorry to tell you this. Liam Palmer was found dead a few hours ago. He was apparently drowned in the harbor.”

Alice stared at him, uncomprehending. “What?”

But he didn’t say any more.

She broke eye contact and looked at the photograph. It wasn’t possible. It’s not possible. Liam just wrote her. He was on his way home to Akron, and would fly via DC. To meet her.

They’re lying.

But like most people when faced with a sudden, unfathomable loss, she knew the truth. They were telling the truth.

Liam was …

“I’m sorry,” Vivien whispered. In English. To be sure her daughter understood. She was sorry.

But Alice didn’t hear her. She was staring at the huge image on the screen. Liam. Smiling. Happy. Tall, strapping, jubilant Liam. Not a handsome man, but with an expressive face. One that was easy to like. To trust. To look at. To love.

… dead?

“The Hong Kong police say it was an accident,” McAllister continued. “But we don’t believe it.”

Alice turned to him. “I’m sorry…?”

“We don’t think it was an accident.”

“But if it wasn’t an accident…?”

“We think he was targeted.” McAllister held on to Alice’s eyes. Making sure she understood what he said next. “We think Mr. Palmer was murdered.”

He was watching for her reaction. But there was none. Alice Li was numb. Struck dumb.

“Why?” she finally managed, looking around. “Robbery?”

No, that wasn’t it. If it was that simple, tragic but simple, she would not be sitting in the White House.

She looked at her mother, whose expression was blank. “My God. You knew.”

“About Liam? Yes. Mr. McAllister told me when he called and asked us to come here.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Alice stood up so abruptly her chair wheeled back and hit the wall. “Christ!”

She made for the door.

“Don’t you want to know more?” McAllister called after her. “Don’t you want to help? Your mother thought you would.”

“My mother doesn’t know me.”

“Maybe not, but Liam did. He sent you an email with that photo and an attachment describing his movements.”

“He wasn’t describing his movements, he was describing his meals.” But Alice’s progress to the door had stopped, and she’d turned.

The email, apparently asking her opinion before he posted on social media, did describe his meals. But in doing so, it also, she realized, described his movements through the streets, the alleys, the harbor. Through Hong Kong.

Then something else occurred to her. “If you have that picture, you must have the email he sent me.”

“Is this it?” A man at a laptop hit some keys, and the screen changed from Liam’s face to Liam’s message.

“How did you get that?” she demanded, sitting down heavily. “It’s a private message.”

Grant McAllister looked at his hands. They were resting on the table, holding each other as though in prayer. Then he raised his eyes and looked around the room. “Most of the people here are experts on China. As much as anyone can be. The exceptions are myself and Secretary Clavelle—”

“Though we have more than a passing interest in President Chen and his Standing Committee,” said Clavelle.

“The people around this table,” McAllister continued, “have spent years studying the economy, the culture, the military. China’s shifting priorities. Their weaknesses and their intentions. Their policies and politics. Those in power. Those rising through the ranks, and those about to be sent away. They’ve cultivated contacts that range from the underground movement, to low-level apparatchiks, to those in the inner circle. As close to power as possible. But what happened today was a complete shock.”

“You think it was China,” said Alice.

“We don’t think, we know. What we don’t know is how they did it,” the Asian man admitted. “And what comes next. Because there will be a next.”

“This is Alan Zhou,” said McAllister. “He heads up the recently created China Mission Center.”

Alice looked at Zhou. Surely little more than a student. But then who else these days had a handle on the latest AI those who wish to do damage might develop? Might use.

Had used.

And yet even he had missed it. Hadn’t seen those alarms coming.

“I don’t actually care who you are.” Alice was angry now. “I care that my friend is dead and my personal email has been hacked. By you?”

“If you don’t care who he is, perhaps you care who I am.”

Alice had been so focused on the target of her rage that she hadn’t noticed the door opening.






CHAPTER 4


“Mr. President,” they said in unison, as everyone in the room leaped to their feet.

Alice was the last to rise, not out of disrespect but disbelief.

The President? Of the United States? She’d definitely fallen through the looking glass now. Really, what the fuck is happening?

“Vivien.” President Pardington took both her hands in both of his. “Thank you for coming. And you must be Alice.”

His smile was friendly, but his face haggard. He’d addressed the nation a couple of hours earlier, trying to reassure them that they were safe. That every effort was being made to figure out what had happened. And that while none of the alarms had signaled an actual emergency, he told the nation, it was certainly an alarming event. There was no denying that.

“We will find out who’s behind it. And we will stop it from happening again,” he’d said, his address watched by hundreds of millions of Americans, and billions worldwide. “I promise you that.”

He’d stared into their eyes as he spoke. Each person convinced he was, indeed, speaking directly to them. Such was Pardington’s ability to communicate.

Looking at the man now, Alice realized he didn’t know if it was a promise he could keep. But he, like everyone else in the room, had his suspicions.

“Mr. President.” Alice took the hand he offered. It was cold. She felt like rubbing it, to get the circulation back.

He then introduced the woman who’d come in with him. Kathleen Wells, his Chief of Staff.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” said President Pardington. “And I’m also sorry if these actions seem extreme. I’m afraid for now it’s necessary, until we get a handle on what has happened.”

Pardington took the chair at the head of the table. The one that had been, Alice now realized, left empty for a reason. For the President. He waved them to sit down.

“Ask,” he said, holding Alice’s eyes.

“Is Liam’s death somehow connected to what happened this morning?”

President Pardington turned to Vivien. “Her mother’s daughter. Straight to the point.” Then he returned to Alice. “We think so.”

“Why? How?”

“We’ll answer that,” said the President, “but first you need some context. This goes no further.”

Alice nodded.

“We need you to say it out loud,” said McAllister.

“I agree,” said Alice. She was leaning forward, completely engaged and focused.

President Pardington nodded to his Director of National Intelligence.

“We’ve traced the signal that set off the alarms to malware created in China,” said McAllister. “Much like what the Israelis did when they exploded the cell phones in Lebanon. That was, of course, incredibly audacious, but limited. Unlike what happened this morning.”

“But unlike the Israeli attack, it wasn’t, thankfully, explosions,” said Secretary Bourque.

“Is it true that every alarm, globally, went off? At the same time?” Alice asked.

“It is,” said Bourque.

“Except in China, I’m guessing,” said Alice.

“You’d guess wrong,” said the Secretary of Defense. “Even there. The Chinese are far too smart to exclude their own. That would be an admission of guilt.”

Vivien shifted slightly in her chair but said nothing.

“If you’ve already traced it back there,” said Alice, “doesn’t that show whoever did this didn’t try to hide where it came from? That the Chinese want you to know?”

“True,” said Zhou. “But as we know, there are layers within layers within the regime.”

“I have a call in to President Chen,” said Pardington. “And I believe you’re in contact with your counterpart.”

That was addressed to McAllister. “I do. Wang Lai. So far, he hasn’t replied.”

“What does that mean?” asked Kathleen Wells. “Are they taking credit or not?”

“Silence is an effective weapon,” said McAllister. “One the Chinese leadership employs often, to keep people guessing. Why would they answer? There’s no advantage, and perhaps no need.”

“The alarms speak for themselves,” said Zhou.

“But what did they say?” demanded Pardington. He looked around the table. “What was the meaning of it? We’re lucky no planes actually crashed. No nuclear power stations went into meltdown as engineers reacted to a fictional emergency. It was close. Too close.”

“It was calculated,” said Zhou. “To the second. Whoever in China created this event knew not only how the technology would work, but how humans react. The alarms sounded for exactly the amount of time they needed to.”

“Like holding someone underwater, then bringing them up just before they drown,” said the SecState.

It was disconcerting to Alice that he’d use torture as an analogy. Bourque also did not seem to realize, or care, how that analogy would hurt Alice, given what had happened to Liam.

“Still,” said Secretary Clavelle, “there have been some fatalities. Mostly car accidents.”

“But why do it at all?” demanded the President. “What’s China up to?”

Once again, all eyes turned to Vivien Li. But she sat in silence. Finally, McAllister spoke.

“As you know, Mr. President, at your directive, we’ve shifted much of our security focus from terrorist organizations to so-called rogue states. Russia, North Korea, Iran.” He nodded to the screen. “China. They’ve become very real threats to our security. My counterpart in the UK, the head of MI6, put it succinctly. We have, for the most part, had a twenty-to-thirty-year holiday from that danger, but now it’s come rushing back, and we are, quite frankly, on the back foot. Things are moving quickly.”

“Things?” asked Alice. “You mean technology. Cyberattacks.”

“Yes,” said McAllister. “The weapons of the new world war are invisible and almost impossible to detect until it’s too late. We’re now going on the assumption that malware, planted in hardware made in China and sold internationally, triggered the alarms. It’s not just cars and social media sites they export. It’s fiber optics and tiny energy cells and—”

“Yes, yes, we get the picture,” said Pardington. “Something every system uses that can be triggered.”

“Sabotage like that would take years,” said Secretary Bourque. “And millions, billions of dollars. Who’s financing it?”

“It must be the Chinese government,” said one of the analysts. “Who else has those kinds of resources? We’ve seen absolutely no movement of money of that size from anywhere else, and it would be next to impossible to hide.”

At a nod from the President, Alan Zhou stood up, looked at the screen, then back at Alice. “Is that the message Palmer sent you from Hong Kong?”

“Yes.”

“Does anything strike you as odd?”

Alice shook her head. “No. Not really. Except—”

“Yes?”

“Well, he’d normally send a picture of some dish he’d enjoyed. That”—she waved at the photo of him on the ferry—“is fun, but not the kind of thing he normally shared.”

“Here, look.” Alice brought up Liam’s last food blog on her phone. In it, he described some hole-in-the-wall noodle joint, and with it posted a photo. “This is what he normally puts in his blog, but sends me first. Food stuff.”

“But today’s text doesn’t describe food,” Zhou pointed out.


Proceeding along the edge of the stream, I forget the distance of the road I have walked. I suddenly come across a forest of blossoming peach trees that extend uninterrupted for several hundred paces on either bank. Fragrant grasses are delicate and petals fall in riotous profusion.



“It’s probably describing how to get there.”

“Not very useful,” said Zhou. “We don’t even know where he is in Hong Kong.”

“True, but that’s part of the fun for food bloggers. Making it a game, a challenge. A food treasure hunt.”

McAllister was shaking his head. “Fun. Let’s go back to his message to you. Not the photograph, but what he wrote. There’s something in Chinese.”

Alice drew her brows together and pretended to read. But her mind was wandering. Pilgrim thoughts that went in only one direction.

Liam. Liam. Gone? How could that—

“Ms. Li, please,” said Grant McAllister, bringing her back to the room. “Focus.”

“Look, if you’ve been monitoring our emails—”

“Not yours,” said McAllister. “It wasn’t your phone we were tapping into—”

“Hacking. Why were you hacking his phone? What does Liam being in Hong Kong have to do with the alarms?” she demanded. And as before, she didn’t get an answer.

“Please, just answer the question. What does this mean?” asked the Secretary of Defense.

魚蛋

Alice squinted at the words. Her knowledge of written characters was limited to menu items. “Yu daan,” she said.

“Is it code?” asked the Secretary of State.

“It’s Chinese.”

“For?” asked the Chief of Staff.

“Fish balls.” She noticed her mother’s lips thinning. It was either a suppressed smile or a frown. That was always the problem, the tension growing up. Being unable to tell the difference.

“And?” Secretary Clavelle, undaunted, pointed to the next line in Liam’s message.

Chueng Chau. Written in English.

“It’s an island off Hong Kong.” Again, if they were such experts on China, shouldn’t they know that? “Famous for their fish balls.”

Alice did not point out that Liam had misspelled the name of the island. It should read Cheung Chau.

Once again, Alice slid a look across the shiny table to Alan Zhou. He’d see it too, no? And yet he remained silent. Watching her, as she watched him.

It was just a typo, Alice assured herself. Liam had clearly written in haste. But why the rush? The text to a food post was not urgent. And yet …

Now she was herself wondering what message might be hidden in the slightly banal text about fish balls and wonton soup.

Her mother had placed her hand on Alice’s knee and was squeezing, tight. Shut up.

But Alice did not. “Look, you clearly think what happened to Liam is related to the alarms going off this morning. How?”

She heard the clicking of her mother’s tongue. Exasperation. Disapproval. Disappointment. The trinity that slowly crushed the spirit of Chinese children.

Once again, she got no answer, and now Alice was beginning to suspect it was because they themselves didn’t know. Not clearly, anyway. Which was why they needed to speak to her. But she was no help at all.

President Pardington leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “The best minds in cybersecurity are right now trying to figure out how the Chinese did this. What I need from you all, and especially you, Mr. McAllister, is why.”

“It’s a warning, sir.”

“A warning is generally followed by a demand. An ‘or else,’ no?” said the President. “Has there been one?”

“Not yet.”

The President absorbed this; then, to Alice’s amazement, he turned to Vivien. “What do you think, Madame Li?”






CHAPTER 5


A hush fell as the tiny Asian woman “of a certain age” stood up.

“Please bring up the photograph again,” she said, making her way to the front of the room.

The screen changed back to the image of Liam on the boat.

“You see the men with him?”

Alice hadn’t paid any attention to the others in the group. If she’d thought of them at all, she’d just assumed they were fruit and vegetable merchants Liam had befriended for his story. One even had a sack of durian. That fruit that smelled like sewage. Airlines even refused to carry it on board, so great was the stench.

And yet the flesh was so sweet.

How often that was true, she thought, looking around the room. Though in this case, she was worried it was the pleasant exterior and the stinking core.

“Two of the four men”—Vivien tapped their faces, including the durian man—“are agents of MSS. The Ministry of State Security.”

“The Chinese secret police,” said McAllister, while the President’s face hardened even further.

“Palmer is with them,” said Vivien.

“Fuck,” someone whispered.

“Not necessarily,” said Alice. “They’re on the same boat, that’s all.”

Vivien turned to her but said nothing. Behind her mother, on the screen, Liam was smiling. Relaxed. And Alice had to admit there was a familiarity, an intimacy, among the men in the picture. They knew each other, were comfortable with each other.

Were indeed together.

The suggestion that Liam might have been working for the CIA was shocking enough for Alice. Now the possibility that he was, in reality, working for the MSS, was staring them all in the face. The agency that spied on, entrapped, arrested, beat, and disappeared dissidents.

Was that possible? Her sweet Liam?

And now another thought occurred to Alice. The men in this room, most presumably with US Intelligence, did not seem to have known that Liam was in Hong Kong. Otherwise, why question her? Why ask her why he was there?

If he was on assignment for them, wouldn’t they know? And now this photograph of him with known Chinese agents.

Her mother’s voice broke through her shock.

Vivien was outlining what she knew about the current state of the Chinese leadership. The Politburo. And, much more importantly, the powerful Standing Committee of seven members who really ran the country.

Alice listened as her mother named them all. Knew them all.

“As we know, President Chen has been in office for nearly two decades,” Vivien continued. “And although his hold on power remains absolute, his methods of suppression and repression are becoming increasingly ruthless. Verging, it appears, on desperate. And that points to one possibility—”

“That he’s losing his grip,” said McAllister, leaning forward.

Vivien nodded. “The recently passed National Security Law is one indication. It’s a truncheon. Being used more frequently by the Ministry of State Security. Any hint of protest is smothered, and the protesters disappeared. Untold thousands are in prisons in secret locations for unknown and unproven crimes against the state.”

“At least,” the SecState muttered, “we hope they’re in prison.”

“And not the alternative,” said the Secretary of Defense.

Liam, the alternative, smiled out at them.

“What’s most worrisome for the West, and especially the US,” Vivien continued, completely ignoring Zhou, who was squirming in his seat, desperate to say something, “is that China’s hacking arm, Double Dragon, is becoming more and more active. My informants tell me—”

“Double Dragon’s a myth,” Zhou finally erupted, interrupted. “A false front, a straw man meant to distract.”

Vivien completely ignored him. “Remember the Salt Typhoon attack last year?” she said. “They breached our strongest firewalls and hacked your accounts, Mr. President.”

“Not just mine,” said Pardington, “but highly placed members of each party. And again, while not expressly taking credit, China didn’t try to hide its involvement.”

“Chen wanted us to know,” said McAllister.

“Salt Typhoon was working on orders from Double Dragon,” said Vivien. “My people have confirmed that.”

Salt Typhoon? Double Dragon? thought Alice. Why is this sounding more and more like What’s Up, Tiger Lily?, that spoof of Chinese B-movies?

But beyond what sounded frankly laughable, her mother had said “my people,” “my informants.”

Vivien’s people knew the members of the Standing Committee personally? Knew about Double Dragon?

Alice’s people in China ran fish ball stalls and noodle shops.

Vivien’s people ran the country.

“What else are they telling you, Madame Li?” asked President Pardington. “Anything about what happened today? About what’s going to happen next?”

Because that was what mattered. Next …

Vivien shook her head and sat back down. “If I’d heard anything, I’d have told you.”

Pardington turned to his Director of National Intelligence. “You said this was a warning. But why warn us? Why not just do it?”

“Whatever ‘it’ is,” said the Secretary of Defense.

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know.”

“Vivien?”

“It’s possible that nothing is coming next.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s possible whoever’s behind this is counting on the West, on the population, to do its work for it.”

“What do you mean?” the President repeated.

“Have you ever watched a Hitchcock film, Mr. President?”

“Of course.” His patience was coming to an end, and his anger was appearing. He managed to contain it. Just.

“The genius of Hitchcock was knowing that the closed door is far more terrifying than the open door. China knows that too. It knows that the imagination can do far more damage than reality. All it needs to do now is … nothing.”

Everyone in the room, including the President, including Alice, was imagining a closed door at the far end of a gloomy corridor. They slowly approached it. Closer, closer. Reaching out. Hand on the doorknob …

“Christ,” said Joanne Clavelle, and more than a few of them almost jumped out of their skins. “China can count on social media to pour oil on the flames.”

“It won’t count on it,” said McAllister. “It’ll create it. That’s what your Double Dragon does, isn’t it?”

Once again, Zhou shifted but managed to stay quiet.

Vivien smiled. “Not my Double Dragon, but yes. Its main job is cyberattacks, and those include planting false information, AI-doctored videos, and feeding and promoting conspiracy theories.”

“It’ll whip the population into a panic,” said Kathleen Wells. “Waiting for something else to happen. We’ll scare ourselves to death.”

The President’s Chief of Staff was tugging on both ends of a quite beautiful scarf, in a nervous habit. Sliding it along her neck, back and forth.

That must burn, thought Alice, who was sitting next to her. She wanted to reach out and stop Ms. Wells. But, like with the father in the elevator, Alice chose to do nothing. Refocusing instead on her mother. The counterirritant.

“Exactly,” agreed Vivien. “After all, what is terror? Not the act, but the anticipation of it. Imagining the worst. Despite your reassurances, Mr. President, you know that millions are even now thinking, ‘What’s next?’”

“It’s what we’re thinking,” said McAllister.

“Does that mean there’s nothing planned?” asked Pardington. “No actual attack?”

The door will stay closed?

“I don’t know,” admitted Vivien. “That’s one theory. But I’m afraid there’s a lot more going on than we know. A huge investment of time, effort, and money went into what happened today. It must have been years in the planning. And they managed to hide it. No one does that, then stops. The next attack might not happen tomorrow, or next week, or next month. They’ll want to mess with our minds. Stretch out the uncertainty, the agony. And then…”

They saw the crack, heard the creak, as that door crept open.

“Oh God,” someone whispered. Alice suspected it was the President, whose shoulders had sagged further.

The Chinese had gotten into his head.

“How did we miss this, McAllister? How could something this comprehensive, this complex, have been planned and no one knew?”

Grant McAllister shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m meeting with the Five Eyes and other allies in the international intelligence community as soon as we finish here. But now’s not the time to turn on each other. Plenty of time later for the postmortems—”

As soon as he said it, he realized it was an unfortunate turn of phrase.

“For now, we need to get a handle on who did this, and why.”

“And how,” said Zhou, who was beginning to suspect that when there was a postmortem, blame would land on his carcass.

Already there was a slight shift in the room as they all began to assume the “cover your ass” position.

“I think I know why your counterpart in China hasn’t returned your messages, Mr. McAllister,” said Vivien. “It’s the head of the MSS you’re trying to reach?”

“Yes.” He leaned forward, his thoughtful eyes on her. “Wang Lai. What do you know?”

She took out her phone, scrolled through it, then handed it to the President.

“What am I looking at?”

“The next head of China’s Ministry of State Security.”

“Next?” Grant McAllister stepped behind the President. “What are you talking about?”

His brows came together as he looked at the picture on Vivien’s phone.

Everyone in the room hurried over, including Alice.

On her mother’s phone, she saw the photograph of a woman in late middle age, kneeling in a garden. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat and was holding secateurs, apparently in the process of trimming a tiny penjing tree, the predecessor of the Japanese bonsai.

She was smiling at the camera and looked slightly familiar.

This woman looked a little bit like the black-and-white photograph Alice had seen only once, when, as a child, she’d snuck into Vivien’s study. A place she’d been forbidden to enter.

It was of a man and woman, well-to-do. Professionals. Standing in front of a nice home, holding the hands of two children. A girl about her own age and her younger brother. About Kevin’s age.

These were, even the young Alice knew, her grandparents. Her mother’s parents. Long dead and buried in China.

Clearly this MSS woman in the garden was not her grandmother. But there were similarities. Both were tiny, slender, appeared delicate if you didn’t look into their eyes.

Not unlike Vivien herself.

“This is ridiculous.” Zhou elbowed Alice aside. “They’d never appoint a woman. And I’ve never seen her.”

“Nor are you meant to.”

“How do we know who she is? That could be my grandmother.”

“And maybe it is,” said Vivien, to uncomfortable laughter while Zhou looked at her with loathing. She turned her back on him and spoke directly to the President. “The next National People’s Congress will convene in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing in a few days’ time. Expect the current head of MSS to be moved out and this woman to appear on the stage with Chen.”

“Why the change?” asked McAllister.

Now Vivien hesitated and was forced to say something Alice had never heard before.

“I don’t know.”

“There’s no way Chen would do that,” said Zhou, increasingly desperate to be heard, to be believed. “Wang’s not just the President’s right hand. He’s his best friend.”

“Chen has no friends,” snapped Vivien.

“They grew up together,” Zhou spoke over her, holding President Pardington’s attention. “He’s completely trusted. She’s wrong.” Now he turned to McAllister. “Don’t listen to her. Don’t believe it.”

Though not said, the implication was Don’t trust her.

“Who is this woman?” asked Pardington, indicating the small photograph on the phone. “How did she get the top job?”

“I don’t know her name or her background,” said Vivien. “All I have is this photograph. I’m trying to find out more.”

“How do we know that Double Dragon didn’t plant it?” demanded Zhou.

“I thought you didn’t believe in it,” countered Vivien.

Alice was mesmerized by this match, with so much at stake. She wished she could root for her mother, but somehow found she was hoping the young analyst would score some points.

“Even if what you say is true,” said McAllister, “what does this have to do with the alarms? Who approved that? Not her. As you said, what happened today has been years in the planning. She’s just arrived.”

“She hasn’t ‘just arrived.’” Now Vivien was losing patience. “She didn’t appear fully formed out of nothing. She’s like the penjing tree. Shaped, tended, groomed for many years. She must’ve worked her way up through the party, through the mechanism. To a position of trust. To take over as head of the MSS, she must have been in the shadows for years.”

“Behind the closed door,” said President Pardington.

Alice felt the blood rush to her core and her hands grow cold. Like the President’s. She looked at the photo again. Such a kindly, benign presence, kneeling in a peaceful garden.

“Can you send me her photograph?” asked McAllister.

“No.”

“I’m sorry?”

“No. If China finds out we know, it’ll put my informant in danger. So, no. When I know more, I’ll tell you.”

“Could this be good news?” asked the President, clearly in need of some. “It means instability in Chen’s inner circle.”

“Or it could be very bad news,” said Vivien.

“Why do you say that?” asked the Secretary of Defense.

“Because to unseat the current head of the MSS, a personal friend and favorite of President Chen, she’d have to be ruthless. And patient. A dangerous combination.”

“Iago,” said Alice.

Vivien turned to her and nodded. “Pouring poison into the ear of the President. A slow drip, drip, drip.”

“It would take years,” said Pardington.

He shifted his eyes from the woman in the photo to the tiny tree she was trimming. Taming. Probably centuries old. Passed down through generations. What would be a mighty oak, if allowed to grow, was now exquisite but stunted.

It took immense patience to create this. Something most Westerners did not possess. The West had traded patience for progress. Or what it took to be progress.

“Like the attack today took years,” said McAllister. “Are they related? Her ascent and the alarms going off, and whatever is planned next?”

They looked at Vivien, who said nothing. She sat perfectly composed. But Alice could see her mother’s manicured hand in a tight fist under the table.

“Nǐ zhēn de bù zhīdào ma?” Do you really not know, the President asked, in surprisingly good Mandarin.

It was said without rancor.

“Shi shi qiu shi,” Vivien replied.

“Seeking truth from facts,” the President translated, his smile flattening. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s one of the core idioms of the Chinese Communist Party.”

“It is. But long before it was co-opted by the CCP, it was an important part of our culture. Its origins are from the Book of Han, a collection of essays and philosophies written by a recluse scholar. It urges us to acquire solid facts in order to arrive at the correct understanding.” She shot a glance at Alan Zhou, who was glaring at her, before returning her attention to the President of the United States. “Mao used it as an appeal to pragmatism, even as he denied logic and imprisoned scientists during the Cultural Revolution. You see, sir, in China, things appear to be one thing when they are often the opposite.”

The President sighed and heaved himself to his feet, and everyone rose. “I’ve been here far too long. You have a job to do, Mr. McAllister. I need to know who’s behind what happened today and how we make sure nothing else, nothing worse, happens. I also want to know how they did it.”

“Yessir,” McAllister said and began gathering up his notes.

Vivien followed the President to the door. “You need to be very careful, Mr. President.” She spoke quietly, her hand resting on his forearm. Something his Chief of Staff noticed with disapproval.

But Vivien Li was not going to be put off by yet another censorious Westerner who felt the immigrant had overreached.

“Nice jacket,” Kathleen Wells said to Vivien, trying to get her attention away from the President. “Shanghai Tang?”

“Nice scarf,” said Alice, standing beside her mother and trying to draw the CofS’s attention.

Vivien took the brief distraction to lean into Pardington. “These are perilous times. Facts are distorted and weaponized, and the truth is not always what it seems. Are we so sure China is behind it?”

“You said so yourself.”

“No. I simply gave you facts as I know them. But as for the truth…?” She raised her hands. “What I do know, Mr. President, is that the only thing worse than Chen and the Chinese leadership being behind those alarms is if they are not.”

“We need to go, Mr. President.” Kathleen Wells opened the door and made to step between Pardington and Vivien.

“Shi shi qiu shi,” said Vivien. But she and Alice were staring at a closed door.






CHAPTER 6


Alice stared out the window as the SUV made its way back to Vivien’s home. But DC was lost to her. All she could see was Liam on the Star Ferry.

Calm, funny, luminous Liam.

Was he just about to be thrown into the water? But no, he’d had time to send her the selfie and that email. Apparently the very last thing he sent. He could not possibly have known what was going to happen to him, or he’d have contacted someone else. Someone useful.

At the very least, he’d have said something.

He was a spy. But for whom? The US or China?

If he was working for China, why would he take a selfie with members of the Chinese secret police? It made no sense. And yet it must make sense. Somehow.

“Who was Liam working for?” She turned to her mother. “You know, don’t you?”

Vivien just shook her head and stared out the window.

“For fuck’s sake,” shouted Alice. “At least look at me. My friend is dead. Murdered. Those men think his email to me, and the selfie, is some sort of code. It’s about fish balls, for Chrissake!”

“That’s just their latent bigotry,” said Vivien, as though she were describing a comfortable, slightly worn old sweater. “Consciously or unconsciously, they think all Asians are shifty. Hiding something. What’s the word? ‘Inscrutable.’ It means nothing.”

“What? Bigotry means nothing? And what are you talking about? None of this is okay. Not those alarms this morning, and sure as hell not Liam’s death. Somehow they’re connected, and I’m beginning to think you know how.”

She was almost screaming now, trying to penetrate her mother’s calm. Even to her own ears, she was sounding like a child on the verge of a tantrum. Which just moved her even closer to the verge.

Vivien reached for her hand. When Alice went to yank it away, Vivien’s grip tightened until the nails dug in.

“The men in that room might not be likeable, but they’re the professionals. We’ve said our piece. I’ll contact my people in China and try to get more information, but I’m afraid they’ve given me all they can.”

Her voice had remained calm, placid even. As though trying to coax a skittish colt into the halter. But her face held a warning, her eyes widening even as her hand tightened.

And Alice got the message.

They were listening.

Who “they” might be, Alice had no idea. Could be the CIA. Could be the Chinese. Could be aliens, for all the sense any of this was making. All Alice knew was that she herself needed to start listening. To what was being said. And not said.

“You’re right about Liam. It’s a tragedy,” her mother was saying. “It would be nice if, once news got out, you contacted his family. Passed along your condolences. Is his mother still alive?”

“I don’t know.” Alice continued to stare at her own mother. She was trying, Alice could see, to tell her something. But what? “I could do an online search…” But that wasn’t it. The nails dug in deeper. Threatening to break the skin. What? What did her mother want her to do? “I guess I could go to the funeral…” Tighter still.

Alice grimaced. What? What?

“But I’d like to send a note before that. Not an email, but something more personal, of course. Handwritten.” The grip loosened, just a little. “I wonder if Columbia might have an address.”

The hand released a little more.

“I know he lives in Akron. Works for Garnett Foods. But I’m not sure if that’s where his family is. I could call the registrar.” Alice winced as the nails bit in again. “But best if I went there in person. They probably won’t give me that information over the phone. I can prove I’m an alumni.”

“Alumna,” Vivien automatically corrected. But the grip had released. “Do whatever you want. I have my own problems.”

She turned away again.

Alice massaged her hand. It was sticky. Her mother had drawn blood.



“So, what happened?” demanded Kevin.

Tall and slender, her brother definitely took after their mother’s side of the family. No one would ever think them siblings. He was her younger brother, but somehow everyone treated him as though he was the firstborn.

“That was a government vehicle,” said Paul. “A Cadillac Escalade. I recognize it.”

Oh God, here it comes, thought Alice, too weary to head it off.

While Kevin was a lawyer in private practice, Paul worked in the Office of Supply Chain Services at the Commerce Department. Alice’s one goal when they were together was to avoid triggering a discussion of Paul’s job.

“Why did they want to talk to you?” Kevin interrupted as his husband opened his mouth to continue. “Why did Vivien take you along?”

And not me? was the unsaid question.

“Do they know what the alarms were about? The President didn’t have much to say in his address. Social media is blowing up.”

“He looked pretty spooked. Not his usual self.” Paul liked to imply he knew the President personally. Which he did not.

“What?” Kevin looked at his sister as her face dissolved. “Here.”

He took her in his arms and held her tight while she sobbed.

The dam had burst. Everything she’d held in during that meeting, during the car ride back, came rushing out. Her hopes, her fantasies, her dreams of a relationship, maybe even a life with Liam, were wrenched out of her in whoops and gasps and gulps.

Liam was dead. There would be no reunion. No rekindling. No relationship that would lead to marriage. To children. To a life together. To him holding her hand as she died, at ninety.

She’d allowed her imagination, her fantasies, her hopes, to go that far. Until they seemed real. A certainty.

But none of that was real. The only reality, the only fact, was that Liam was dead. Drowned, far from home. If she was going to help find out what happened, Alice knew she needed to trade feelings for facts.

She pulled away from her brother’s embrace and rubbed her runny nose.

“What is it?” Kevin led her to the kitchen table. As they sat, he took her hand, trying not to notice how slimy it was.

“Liam’s dead.”

“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry.” Pause. “Who’s Liam?”

“A man I knew at Columbia. Fellow student.”

“And…?” asked Paul, taking a seat on the other side of her.

“We had a relationship.”

“Oh, him.” Kevin glanced toward the swinging door. “The one she…”

They rarely called Vivien “Mom” or “Mother.” She was Vivien or simply “she.”

“Yes. I came here to DC”—gasp—“to … meet…” She looked at her brother, and her chin dimpled. “… him.”

Seemed trading feelings for facts wasn’t quite as easy as it sounded.

“Liam was in Hong Kong, and he drowned.” She almost told them the rest but remembered not to. “That was why they wanted to see me as well as Vivien. To tell me. They knew we were friends.”

Paul seemed to accept that, becoming far less interested, but Kevin continued to study his sister. Why, he was about to ask, would they need to take her to the White House to tell her? And why even tell her? She wasn’t next of kin.

He was about to say something when she spoke, he suspected to head off his question. And he’d be right.

“Do you know anything about Vivien’s early life?”

“In China?”

She nodded.

“Only what you do. Why do you want to know?”

“Something she said in the meeting, about ‘her people in China.’ I don’t know what that meant. Do you?”

“I know she keeps in touch with people there. Covert dissidents who feed her information. But she hasn’t been back herself since she escaped years ago. She’s not Chen’s favorite person.”

“Yes.” That much Alice knew.

There was nothing they knew about their mother’s life that everyone else did not. She was both an open book and a puzzle box.

What they did know was that most of their mother’s contacts were in the diaspora. The wealthy and educated Chinese who now made the West their home. It was a vast and powerful network, with Vivien Li at the center.

Their aim was to undermine the Communist regime and bring back the “old world order.” One that celebrated and protected and valued the culture and history of their nation. One that did not punish its citizens for having minds and opinions of their own.

That was the goal, the future. But Vivien’s early life in China, her past, was shrouded in mist. Vivien Li was, after all, a weathermaker. And the weather she made was fog.

The implication was that to reveal anything about her upbringing was to invite trouble. From whom, and for whom, was, like everything else in Vivien Li’s life, never clear.

But some details had escaped the dense shroud.

“Her parents were arrested in the Cultural Revolution,” said Paul. “Right? I read that in an interview she gave to Dissent magazine. The article was called ‘The Last Mandarin.’”

Both Kevin and Alice raised their brows. Paul read? They knew he flipped through People magazine in the bath, but Dissent?

Still, they both had realized early on that he was fascinated by, almost obsessed with, his mother-in-law. The greater the secrets, the greater the interest. And Vivien Li was one juicy cipher. Paul was also scared stiff of her, but that only added to the fascination. Like someone afraid of flying endlessly googling plane disasters.

Alice picked up her phone and googled the article as Kevin and Paul leaned in. Up popped her mother in a white silk Shanghai Tang blouse, looking straight into the camera. Almost like she was staring right through the three of them.



“Well, that was brutal,” said one of the analysts who’d been in the meeting. He was leaning against the doorway. “You okay?”

They were back in their offices in CIA headquarters.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” asked Zhou, turning to shield the screen of his computer.

“Because she pretty much eviscerated you. In front of the President. In front of McAllister. In front of everyone.”

It was not, Alan Zhou realized, said to be supportive. It was meant to twist the knife.

“Who is she anyway?” The analyst took a chair without being invited. “I mean, I know of her, of course. The famous dissident. But this’s the first time I’ve seen her in person. But Pardington sure seemed to know her well. Do you think they’re lovers?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Just wondering. Did you see how she put her hand on the President’s arm? And he actually stopped. Actually listened to her. Over you.”

Another twist, though Zhou remained unmoved on the surface. The bleeding was all internal.

“And that was her daughter? Must’ve been adopted. Doesn’t look at all like her. Strange that Liam Palmer would send Li’s daughter his last message.”

“Yeah, well, he didn’t know it was his last message, did he?”

“I wonder. Do you think it’s true, about there being a new head of the MSS? A woman?”

“I have work to do, and so do you.”

Zhou heard the click as the door was pulled shut.



Alice looked at the closed door. But unlike the viewers of a Hitchcock film, she knew what unpleasantness waited behind it.

She reached out, her hand on the knob.

As soon as they’d arrived home, Vivien had gone straight to her study and closed herself in. It had fallen to Kevin and Paul to comfort Alice. Then the three of them had sat at the kitchen table, with mugs of strong tea, and pieced together what they knew of Vivien.

It had never particularly interested Alice before. Probably because it interested others so much. She felt overstuffed with the myth that was her mother.

“I know after her parents were arrested by the Red Guard, she had to raise her brother by herself,” Paul said, as though his husband and sister-in-law didn’t already know all this. “She was just a child. Barely ten, I think. She went into the rice fields to work. Her mother and father both died in the reeducation camps.”

“She ended up going to university in Beijing,” said Alice. “But I don’t even know what she studied.”

Her brother shook his head. “I assume she went through for political science. I’m not sure why I think that.”

“What happened to the brother?” Paul asked.

They looked at each other. Alice realized she’d never asked. The few times she did ask about Vivien’s life in China had resulted in icy silence. So, she’d stopped asking. After a while, she’d stopped caring.

But now it seemed to matter.



Despite knowing his office had no windows, and the door was closed and now locked, Alan Zhou still looked over his shoulder.

His office was swept every day, both physically and virtually, for ears and eyes that entered in new and different ways.

He was alone. But still, he had the sense someone was watching, listening, following him. This feeling was not unique to this day. He always had it. It might be paranoia, but it was a healthy one. It would, he hoped, keep him from going the way of Liam Palmer for at least a little longer.

It was a dangerous game he was playing. One Palmer had lost.

He put the code into his computer, and up came the file. But that was only the surface, the most easily accessible.

Zhou dug deeper. His so-called colleagues within the intelligence agency thought his job was essentially a clipping service, following the conspiracies, real, planted, and engineered by the Communist regime.

In reality, his job was to find out things before they happened. Things no one else in his department could see. And to do that, Alan Zhou needed to be an IT wizard. Not just good, not just great, but one of the best in the world. And he considered himself just that. Until that morning, at 10:09, when the first alarm sounded. And shattered his illusions.

For Alan Zhou, the alarms had not stopped. A now perpetual siren was sounding in his head. Screaming at him to figure it out. What had happened? How? And why didn’t he know about it?

And, most important of all, what was coming? What next?

Was it even remotely possible that old Chinese has-been knew more than he did about what was going on in China? What was happening behind the closed, locked doors? The bolted doors of the Standing Committee?

Could she be right? Was a change of leadership about to happen?

The President and McAllister and the others certainly thought she was. They’d literally and figuratively turned their backs on him. And why not? He had one job. To detect threats before they happened. But at 10:09 …

Now Zhou sat back and rocked slightly in his chair. He was in.

On his screen was the file hidden behind firewalls. And beyond them, he’d navigated through the thick smoke created by the firewalls burning.

He leaned forward, barely believing what he saw. It must have been planted by Double Dragon, the cyberterrorist group he claimed was a myth, but in China, myth and reality merged.

Yes, he had to admit, at least to himself, that Double Dragon did exist. And it used words, images, faked documents to startling effect.

This one could not possibly be real.



“It must’ve taken a lot of courage for your mother to join the demonstrators in Tiananmen Square,” said Paul. “Given what happened to her parents.”

“True,” said Kevin.

Alice remained silent. She was growing a little tired of this hero worship. Yes, her mother was extraordinary. Yes, she was brave. Yes, she’d been in Tiananmen Square with the other pro-democracy demonstrators. Though almost every member of the diaspora claimed to have been part of that protest.

And yet only one photo was embedded into the world’s collective memory. The now famous picture taken by a press photographer with a telescopic lens of a lone protester.

A slender young man only seen from the back as he stood in front of a column of tanks.

Stopping them.

It was an indelible image that had come to symbolize unfathomable courage, a willingness to die for the cause of freedom.

There was even a suggestion, planted by Vivien herself, Alice suspected, that the young man had been her boyfriend. When questioned about it, Vivien had refused to confirm or deny, leading most to believe her silence was assent. An interpretation Thomas More had relied upon. Mistakenly.

It had, of course, only added to Vivien Li’s mythology.

As a romantic teen, Alice had given way to a fantasy that the lone protester was not only her mother’s lover, but that Vivien had become pregnant. By him, with her.

That her father was the brave man who stared down an entire column of tanks. Stared down the regime.

It made no sense since she wasn’t born until years later. A long gestation period even for the frigid Vivien. But it didn’t need to make sense.

She’d lie in bed, behind her closed door, and imagine that one day her father would return and get her. He’d stand in front of the tank that was Vivien Li. He would save her from the tyrant.



Alan Zhou zoomed in tighter.

Though no one had ever been able to identify the lone protester who’d stopped the tanks, Zhou could, in these pictures, see the faces of some of the other protesters. They were taken by agents of the Chinese security service, planted among the protesters, and taken from different angles.

They were all so young, Zhou thought. To see their frightened but determined faces brought him up short.

Like anyone else looking at these images, Alan wondered if he’d have the courage to be there, never mind do what that young man did. He was honest enough with himself, if not with others, to be able to answer that. And the answer was no.

Using facial recognition, he scanned these images hidden deep in the archives of Chinese security, until, finally, it stopped. And zeroed in.

He sat back and smiled. He knew it. He knew it. It was all bullshit.

Vivien Li had been there, in uniform. Doing her national service. She was training a rifle on Tank Man. Though, as he zoomed in closer, he detected a slight shimmering around the edges of the photo.

It was possible, maybe even probable, it was AI-generated. By Double Dragon.

Still, it could be useful.



The funny thing was, Alice thought as she remembered her childhood fantasy, she’d actually known and loved her real father. And had even forgiven him for leaving them. Leaving her. Behind.

She understood why he’d done it. To save himself.

Which he couldn’t do, in the end. Her father had been killed in a car accident in Kansas when she was twelve.

Alice excused herself from the kitchen table, and as her brother and Paul watched, she headed through the living room, pausing in front of the grand piano. Her fingers hovering over the keys, not quite touching. It had been drilled into her by her mother to never, ever touch the piano.

How often, though, had she lain curled up in bed as a child, sheets drawn up to her chin, listening to Brahms’s “Lullaby” drifting under her door.

She closed her eyes and imagined her father sitting there still. Playing for her. Still. Calming her. Letting his little bunny know that she was loved. That someone loved her most.

Alice walked over to the study door and reached for the handle.






CHAPTER 7


“We need to talk.”

Alice could see that Liam’s email was on the computer screen. She hadn’t forwarded it to her mother, so McAllister must have.

“You noticed too, I’m assuming,” said Vivien, without preamble, pointing to a word.

“The spelling mistake, yes. Of fish ball island.”

Vivien took off her glasses and looked at her daughter. “Why would he do that?”

“You don’t think it’s just a mistake?”

“Do you?”

“No.” But it surprised her that her mother seemed to know Liam well enough to know he was not that slapdash. Others made typos. She certainly did. But Liam was precise, almost to the point of annoyance.

If there was a misspelling, it was intentional.

Now Vivien brought up the photograph. “Why’s he holding a coconut bun?”

It was such a non sequitur it took Alice a moment to catch up.

“Why wouldn’t he be?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s nighttime, and it’s a breakfast bun.”

“Maybe because there’s no law, not even in China, about when you can eat breakfast buns.”

It had been years since she’d had one, but now she found herself almost salivating. A coconut bun looks like a regular roll until you bite into it and find the sweet coconut paste center.

Her father had introduced her to them. Like her, he had a sweet tooth. He used to take her to DC’s Chinatown on Saturday mornings, just the two of them. They’d walk hand in hand among the stalls while he described in Mandarin the various foods.

“Disgusting things,” said Vivien. “Still, I guess they’re sold in the more down-market neighborhoods in Hong Kong.”

“Who was he really working for?” Alice asked.

“I’m no longer sure.”

“But you knew him, and not just because he was a friend of mine from Columbia.”

“Yes.” Vivien was clearly anticipating the question and had prepared her reply. “Grant McAllister introduced us.”

“How long ago?”

“Eighteen months. Before Liam’s first trip to Hong Kong for us.”

Again with the “us.” But it was no longer surprising, nor should it ever have been. Had Alice given her mother’s crusade any thought, she’d have realized it would be aided by the American government. Which meant American spies.

Which made Vivien, ipso facto, a spy.

“McAllister thought it might be useful for Liam to talk to some of my contacts there.”

“And me? Was that your idea too? That he pretend to be interested in my blog?”

Pretend to be interested in me?

Vivien gave a curt nod. “That would explain, to anyone who began to look closely, his knowing me.” She decided against telling her daughter that Liam had mentioned, more than once, that he admired Alice for her intellect.

“I was a—what’s the popular phrase now? A useful idiot.”

“For God’s sake, stop feeling sorry for yourself,” snapped Vivien. “The poor boy’s dead, almost certainly because he found out something pretty bad. This isn’t about you.”

Alice sat back as though slapped. “No. It’s about you. It always is. Who are you?”

“You know who I am.”

“I know your name. But even that’s made up. Vivien Li. What happened before you came to the States?”

“That’s none of your business.” It was more of an answer than Alice had ever gotten before. Albeit not a hugely helpful one. But it was at least words, and not the usual icy silence. Which led Alice to think maybe her mother just needed a push.

“It wasn’t my business yesterday, but it is today. I need to know more. Let’s start with Tiananmen Square. Were you really there that day?”

“Yes.”

“And Tank Man, did you know him?”

“Yes.”

“How well?”

The silence went on so long Alice was sure her mother wouldn’t answer, but then the lifelong silence broke. Shattered.

“He was my brother. My only brother.”

That so shocked Alice it was her turn to sit in silence. Then the way Vivien said it struck her.

“Was? Is he—”

“Still alive? No. They arrested him. He died in a camp.”

It was as close as Vivien had ever come to showing emotion. Well, any emotion other than anger.

Her lips clamped together and pulsed slightly as though fighting off some terrible creature that had been living inside her for decades.

“对不起,” I’m sorry, whispered Alice in Mandarin. “Duìbùqǐ.”

She took her mother’s hand, and Vivien let her. For a moment.

“Xièxiè.” Thank you. She slid her hand away.

“After Tiananmen, he told me we were going to have to get out. We’d leave together. Come to America. Continue the fight here. But when we got to the boat, he gave me the papers and money. He told me he had to stay.” Vivien stroked her Shanghai Tang jacket. It was more than an item of clothing. It was a cloaking device, a shield. An expensive piece of Chinese fashion that told those in the know that Vivien Li, the peasant girl who had worked in the rice fields, was important.

“I left. I was told Kai-wen would also make it out—”

“That was his name? Kai-wen?”

“Shi.”

Kai-wen, anglicized as Kevin. That Alice did know.

“But he never came?”

“No. I shouldn’t have left.”

“And if you hadn’t? You’d have died too. You were young,” whispered Alice. “Look at all you’ve done here, to fight the regime. To avenge him.”

Vivien continued as though her daughter hadn’t spoken.

“I heard that not long after I left, he was arrested. The regime accused him of being one of the student organizers. They didn’t know he was the one who’d stood in front of the tanks. They still don’t. I’ve never told anyone else.”

“And neither will I.”

She now knew why her mother was so monomaniacal about defeating the Communist regime. It hadn’t just stolen her country, her culture. It had killed everyone she loved.

And in many ways, it had killed young Vivien. The girl she might have been was buried in China.

Alice might not know how her mother, as a poor refugee, had managed to become a powerful voice of dissent. Who socialized with billionaires. Who ran what was clearly a vast network of well-placed informants within China. Who was friendly, if not actual friends, with the American President.

But that didn’t matter. Alice now knew how her mother became Vivien.

Still, there were pressing questions. She leaned closer and spoke quietly.

“What does Liam’s death have to do with what happened this morning?”

“I don’t know.”

The obstinate, distant Vivien was back. Colder than ever. No doubt, Alice realized, embarrassed about her admission, her vulnerability.

“I didn’t even know he was in Hong Kong.” Vivien looked around, then lowered her voice. “And neither did they.”

“They” being the others in the White House meeting, and with a start, Alice realized it was true. They had been surprised to see the photo. To read his email. To discover their agent was in China. Working behind their backs.

“Does that mean he wasn’t working for American Intelligence?”

“He might have been but chose to keep this trip quiet.”

“Why?”

“Why didn’t you tell me about climbing through the window into your room after midnight when you were a teenager?”

She knew? thought Alice. And said nothing. What mother says nothing? A mother who doesn’t care …

With an effort, Alice veered away from that propeller.

The answer to her mother’s question was, she’d snuck in because she didn’t want her to know.

The answer to her question was, Liam had snuck into Hong Kong because he didn’t want his CIA handlers to know. Or at least he wanted to keep it from someone in that room.

Maybe even Vivien herself.

“If what happened this morning, those alarms, took years of planning, why didn’t you hear about it?” asked Alice. “How did you miss it?”

There was a long silence, but this one was far from quiet. It screamed, howled.

Vivien opened her mouth, then closed it, then shook her head.

“Come on. You know something. I can see it.”

Still, her mother said nothing, though her fingers worried the ends of her Shanghai Tang, threatening to pull apart the delicate silk.

“You told the President that the only thing worse than the Chinese government being behind the alarms would be if they were not. What did you mean by that?”

“You heard?”

Vivien watched her daughter. It had been a mistake to name her Alice, after her own mother. It only served to remind her of what had happened. The name formed its own Great Wall. Making it impossible for her to bond.

Alice. Alice. What have I done?

“What did you mean?” Alice repeated.

“Listen.” Vivien sat forward suddenly, so that her face was right in Alice’s. “I know how the Chinese leadership thinks. How it works. I’ve studied them for years. The last thing they are is transparent. Chen would never admit to ordering a pizza, never mind an attack on the scale of what happened this morning.”

“But they didn’t take credit,” said Alice, leaning away.

“Not officially, no. But they were apparently sloppy enough to allow it to be traced back to them easily. Does that make sense?”

“It does if they want the rest of the world to know what they’re capable of.”

“But why? Listen, the regime would never, ever allow actions like this to be traced. They’re a closed door. A cipher. They’re ghosts. That’s their strength. If the signal to set off the alarms was traced to the regime, then I can just about guarantee it was as big a surprise to Chen as it was to us.”

“Are you saying the Chinese aren’t behind it?”

“No. Just the opposite. I’m saying they are. But perhaps not exactly who we might think. I suspect the Chinese leadership is allowing us to think it was them because they can’t afford not to.”

“What do you mean? You’re speaking in riddles.”

“What happens if the alarms did come from China, but not the MSS or Double Dragon or anyone else in power? What happens if they didn’t know about it?”

“But nothing happens without them knowing.”

Alice saw Vivien’s shaped brows rise. Inviting her to go further. To open the door.

“If what you’re saying is true, it means”—Alice picked her way forward—“that Chen really has lost control. Is that why he’s replacing his head of MSS? As punishment?” When Vivien nodded, Alice went on. “Chen’s afraid.”

“And after today, he’s terrified. And that means he feels vulnerable. And that means he’s doubly dangerous. He knows something’s stirring, but he doesn’t know what or who. That’s why he’s clamped down even tighter in the past year. But he still hasn’t cut off the head of the serpent.”

“Is it another student uprising?”

Vivien shook her head. “No. I think it’s something more powerful. Closer to the inner circle.”

“But that would be a good thing, wouldn’t it? Isn’t that what you want? Regime change? The end of the CCP?”

“Was it a good thing when Stalin overthrew the Tsar? One tyrant replaced by a mass murderer.”

“But why does it have to be that? Maybe the revolution is finally happening? The one you’ve worked toward for years.”

As she looked at her mother’s expression, something dawned on her.

Suppose it was just that … and no one told her mother? The great dissident, the last mandarin, was left out. Unimportant. Irrelevant. Unnecessary.

Was it possible they’d started the revolution without her?

When Vivien spoke, it was as though she had read her daughter’s thoughts.

“I’ve spent my life trying to bring down the regime.” There was a defensive quality to her voice. “No one knows Chen, the inner circle, better than me. I’ve dedicated my life to restoring China to the great nation it once was. To do that, you need to understand those in power. Western Intelligence might think it has a handle on what’s happening, but they can really only skim the surface. Westerners might study the culture, the history. Live in China. Learn the language and learn it well. They’ll understand the words, but they will never understand what lies behind them.”

“Then why send Liam? A Westerner?”

“Because Chinese Intelligence would expect an Asian. They would never suspect a guai lo. An American working for a second-rate food distribution company and writing something as ridiculous as a food blog would never be suspected.”

Does she even know how much her words hurt? Alice wondered.

“But you didn’t know about this latest trip? Why didn’t he tell you?”

“I don’t know. If he had, I might have been able to protect him. But something went wrong.”

That was such an understatement Alice could only stare. Once again, those delicate fingers were fidgeting, worrying the hem of her precious jacket.

Then her mother’s hands settled, and her voice returned to its cool self.

“To do what happened this morning, to set off alarms all at once, worldwide, would take someone, something, very powerful. And if Eeyore didn’t order it, it must be someone close to him.”

She’d used the nickname many in China, and certainly the diaspora, used for one of the most powerful people in the world. President Chen looked for all the world like the sad donkey in the Winnie-the-Pooh stories. Even on his best days, he looked morose.

“If it was a rogue element within the rogue state,” Alice said, “someone, something we don’t know about, why doesn’t the Chinese government say that? Right now, it’s being blamed.”

More silence. Once again, Alice worked her way through it.

“Because to admit it doesn’t know is more dangerous than taking the blame,” she finally said. “It can’t admit to the world that there’s some element within China, probably within the regime itself, working against it.”

“Not the world,” said Vivien.

“His own people. Chen can’t afford to let the population know something’s threatening his hold on them.”

“He can’t admit that he has, in effect, lost control,” said Vivien, nodding. “And so he and the Politburo absorb the world’s anger. Chen and the leadership must be frantic, desperate to figure out who’s done it.”

“Before something else happens,” said Alice.

“Something worse happens. Zhou was right about one thing. This was a warning. A slow bullet is headed our way.”

“You said the People’s Congress will be in the Great Hall of the People in a few days.”

“Timed to coincide with the Lunar New Year, yes.”

Lunar New Year was a huge celebration for the Chinese community, no matter where they lived. Equivalent to American Thanksgiving.

“Do you think that’s when whatever’s planned next will happen?” asked Alice.

“If I was behind it, that’s what I’d do. An attack at that time would be hugely symbolic. It would announce to the world that Chen is done.”

Alice got up. “I’m going to Columbia. See what I can find out about Liam.”

“Good.” Her mother had already turned her back on her.

A few days to the People’s Congress, thought Alice as she headed for the Acela train to New York City.

A few days to Lunar New Year, when the Year of the Snake would begin.

A few days to the next attack.

As it turned out, they were wrong about that.






CHAPTER 8


It was getting late by the time Alice got off the subway and stopped in front of an old building.

It had obviously been rejuvenated. A bit. It wasn’t the tenement it had once been, a holding pen for poor students. They used to call themselves “battery students,” like the chickens. All crammed in together.

She had wanted to come on her own, rather than relying on phone and video calls. It was a good excuse to get away from Washington, but as a journalist, she always preferred to talk to people in person. And she wanted to spend some time with her memories of Liam here.

Looking at the tenement building, she wondered if a whole new flock of young, idealistic kids lived there now. Her mind went back to her roommates, to her tiny room, to the shared bathroom for six women, to the cockroaches in the kitchen, the parties, and, inevitably, to the first time she met Liam.

Gangly, rubber-faced Liam. “Geeky” was the word, with his taped-up glasses and thick brown hair. Toilet paper was often stuck to his face to stop the bleeding from razor nicks. He was a mess.

But he was funny, and gentle, and kind. He was happy. And he was brilliant.

And now he was …

She stopped herself. Keep looking forward, she told herself as she turned from the building and headed north up Broadway. To 116th Street. And those grand gates.

The portal, she’d believed, to her grand new life.

Columbia. How excited she’d been when she’d learned she’d been accepted into the journalism school here. J-school.

She’d taken investigative reporting as one of her electives. She loved the idea of exposing wrongdoing, holding people to account, and speaking truth to power. The job of the fourth estate. Or at least it should be.

But the fifth estate was throwing shadow on traditional media, on traditional trained reporters. Social media was now the loudest voice in the room. Untrained, undisciplined, filled with agendas and anger and misinformation. They were seeing it run wild already, spreading rumors and conspiracy theories about the attacks.

The fifth estate was capable of great good. And even greater damage. Just ask anyone who was Asian today. Even as she walked down the street, Alice could feel people’s eyes on her. As though she were responsible for what had happened that morning.

Alice felt a sharp shove as students pushed past her, sticking out their shoulders to shove her out of their way.

“Alice!”

A petite blonde with a streak of pink in her hair and baggy pants came toward her.

“Jen!” Just the person she’d planned to meet. Alice embraced her old classmate.

“I was shocked when you told me about Liam,” Jen said, hooking her arm through Alice’s as they walked. “I googled, but there isn’t anything out yet.”

“No. I guess they want to contact the family first.”

“But Liam. Our Liam. Drowned. I’m sorry. I know you were close. What a fucking awful day. Between that and those alarms. The commentators are saying it’s some sort of Chinese mind-fuck.” Jen looked like a ten-year-old and swore like a pirate. She dropped her voice. “Does your mother know anything about it?”

Of course Jen would know her mother’s background as a so-called expert on China. In the hours since they’d left the White House, Vivien had been approached by all the major news outlets for interviews. And refused them all.

“Not that I know of.” This was not going according to plan. In fact, Alice had to strain to even remember the plan. It was so vague.

Again, Jen lowered her voice. “What’ve you heard?”

“Nothing. I’m as stumped as you are. And you know my mother wouldn’t tell me anything even if, especially if, she knew. Like I told you on the phone, I’m really here about Liam. I’m thinking of writing a piece about him, for the alumni magazine, but I need information. I also want to contact his family, but I don’t have an address.”

“Neither do I. We didn’t keep in touch.”

Students continued to walk quickly by. A few gave Alice a sideways glance.

It brought back memories of the beginning of the pandemic, when people would move away from her on the subway. In restaurants. They’d cross the street. And give her that look. As though she herself were responsible. If she coughed, it was like she’d thrown a grenade.

And now she was apparently also responsible for the alarms that morning. And whatever might happen next. Jen’s next question brought her up short.

“Are you really here just to get an address for Liam’s family?”

“Why else?”

“Well, doesn’t his death seem strange? Falling off the ferry in Hong Kong? Even for Liam, that would be klutzy.”

Alice smiled. “No. I just need an address for his family.”

Jen thought for a moment, then said, “All I know is that he lives in Akron. I think that’s where he’s from. I’d heard that he was working for some food distribution company.”

“Yes,” said Alice. “You think his family is there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you get me an address for them?”

Jen considered. “I have an idea. Why don’t we call some of our old group? Hold a sort of wake for him. You might get some stories you can use in your piece, and one of them might have an address. Besides, I could use a drink.” She studied Alice. “Looks like you can too.”

That was true.



Grant McAllister’s hand rested on the handle of the drawer where he kept the whiskey bottle.

It was a sad cliché, one he’d promised himself never to fall into, and yet here he was. Longing for a drink. And it wouldn’t be the first of the day. Or the last.

But he had a meeting to get to, and he probably shouldn’t have booze on his breath, even if most of those present would be remote. Some very remote.

Though he doubted, as he grabbed his beaten-up satchel, he’d be the only one there who’d needed to “take the edge off.”

The others from his department were already assembled in the secure room, including Alan Zhou. They stood as he entered, and he waved them down.

“Okay.” He nodded to the technician. “Let’s get this underway.”

At the touch of a single key, the large screens came alive, and suddenly the room was crowded. Each square held a face. Each face held a worried expression. The Europeans also looked exhausted. For them, it was nearly midnight, or later.

For McAllister, it was just going on five p.m.

This was an extraordinary meeting. Normally he’d turn first to the Five Eyes, the watchful allies who kept a weather eye on what was happening in their hemisphere.

But today the invitation was much broader. No one got their face on this wall without earning it. These were not political appointees. These were hardened intelligence chiefs, with the battle scars to prove it.

Grant McAllister, as head of US Intelligence, chaired the meeting.

“We’ll go around clockwise, starting with the UK. What do we know, Fillmore?”

He’d started with MI6 and saw Galloway, of MI5, bristle.

No wonder the Chinese were able to get under their defenses; they were all too busy with internecine fighting to notice an intrusion. It was worse than the Vatican.

“It was definitely from China,” said Janet Fillmore. “We have corroborative evidence. The signal came from somewhere in Fujian province. We haven’t been able to pin down exactly where. It was a momentary blip. We’re lucky to have this much.”

“Fujian,” said the Australian Intelligence chief, one of the Five Eyes. The head of his China desk had whispered to him, “Across from Taiwan.”

“Yes,” said Fillmore.

“Is it possible the signal came from Taiwan?” asked the head of the BND, the German Intelligence service.

“We have the signal coming from Jiangxi province,” said Italy.

And with that, the fragile meeting, of surprisingly fragile egos, descended into acrimony, as the various intelligence chiefs argued. Took umbrage. Were variously offensive and defensive.

“Enough!” This from McAllister. “What we do know is that it came from China. Are we agreed?”

There were reluctant nods.

“Good. Did anyone hear anything about this? Any warning at all, no matter how unlikely it seemed?”

Heads reluctantly shook. No.

McAllister glared at them. “The truth. No matter how embarrassing. Nothing goes beyond this room.” Silence. “Are you telling me an event of this magnitude, years in the making, got by all of us?”

“Even you,” Galloway, the head of MI5, pointed out.

“Yes,” snapped McAllister, then reined it in. “Yes. We missed it too. We have heard that there’s going to be a new head of the Ministry of State Security. Someone possibly connected to Double Dragon.”

An aide was speaking urgently, and quietly, to the head of the French DGSE, who then broke in. “Double Dragon is a deepfake created by the MSS. It exists in name only. If there’s a new head, it must be empty.”

Alan Zhou, behind McAllister, smiled.

“Right. And the attack today was also a deepfake,” said Germany. “Listen, it’s becoming fairly clear that everything we thought we knew about China and the intentions of Chen and the Politburo might be wrong.” He seemed to stare into each of their eyes. “We have to accept that we’ve been had. And we have to start looking at the unlikely. To reconsider the things we’d dismissed. So let’s just assume Double Dragon exists.” He turned back to McAllister. “Go on.”

“What I was about to say is that it seems the new head of the MSS is a woman.”

If raised eyebrows made a noise, it would have been deafening.

“Eeyore has chosen a woman to head his secret police?” said Italy. “That seems unlikely. Who is she?”

“No idea. I’ve seen a photo of her, but the informant wouldn’t give it to us. Too dangerous.”

“You’re being lied to,” said Australia.

“Possibly,” admitted McAllister. “I think for now we need to assume it’s not a lie. That Wang Lai is out and the woman from Double Dragon is in. But if you’re convinced Double Dragon doesn’t exist, then pursue something else.”

“Oh, a Chinese government-sponsored hacking group definitely exists,” said France. “We know that. We’ve all been at the receiving end of their cyber-intrusions. We just don’t think it’s from some B-grade movie.”

Once again, Zhou didn’t try to hide his amusement.

While this was happening, the head of CSIS, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, gestured to the man behind her and spoke briefly. He then left the room.

“Who told you that, about Wang Lai?” the Italian Intelligence chief asked.

Grant McAllister considered before he spoke; then he consulted his people, including Zhou. There was an animated discussion while the faces on the wall waited, with increasing annoyance.

“Do you not trust us, Grant?” asked the woman from Japan.

He turned back to them. “Vivien Li.”

That threw the group into animated debate. They were divided between those who revered Vivien Li and those who felt the famous dissident’s usefulness was long past. If it ever existed at all. There were many who felt she was better at self-promotion and marketing than at collecting useful information or creating meaningful change.

Some even wondered if she was who she said she was. There was, after all, precious little documentation about Vivien Li.

“The President trusts her,” said McAllister; then, after a very brief pause, which no one missed, “And so do I.”

“Look,” said Sarah Khan, the head of Canadian Intelligence. “We all know it’s unlikely Chen would replace his trusted head of the MSS, never mind choose a woman to head up such a powerful department. But he’s doing things never done before. This could be true. And if so, what does it say?”

“We can’t possibly know what it says for sure,” said the head of Spanish Intelligence. “We can say that, if true, it shows Eeyore is becoming erratic, unpredictable.”

“Shoring up support,” said Germany.

“Which would mean it needs shoring up,” said Italy. He leaned forward, so close to the camera his nose appeared immense. “But—”

“But that’s what the old dog might want us to think,” said Khan. “Chen’s been at this longer than any of us. Before becoming President, he himself was the head of the secret police.” She looked down at her file again, paused, then said, “And before that, he ran the United Front Work Department.”

Chen’s background, his rise to power, was a closely guarded secret. They knew he was from peasant stock in the hardscrabble province of Shaanxi. But this UFW information was news to most of them.

The United Front Work Department was the stuff of legends. Created by Mao, the UFW was considered one of the pillars of the Communist Party. A bulwark against the West.

To this day, its job was to gather intelligence on, and gain influence over, elites, both individuals and organizations inside and outside China. It recruited and groomed influential foreigners, especially politicians. It did so by knowing which buttons to push. The desires, the vulnerabilities, the weaknesses and ambitions of its targets.

It won them over with a clever combination of bribery, blackmail, threats. But mostly good old-fashioned mind-fucks. Appealing to ego. Using flattery and seduction. The promise of wealth and power.

It was amazing to these hardened intelligence agents just how fragile, how vulnerable, the egos of those in power proved.

“The purpose of the UFW is to convince those who can sway opinion that China is a friend,” said the head of MI6. “That the way to mutual wealth and peace is through cooperation, through trade and tourism, not confrontation.”

“UFW is a propaganda tool,” said Italy.

“It’s a weapon,” said Khan. “This is soft power. But power nevertheless.”

“Okay, but what does that have to do with the alarms today?” asked McAllister. “And stopping whatever is planned next?”

“Maybe nothing,” admitted Khan. “But someone knew about the attack. Someone must’ve let the Chinese into our systems. And that someone knows what’s going to happen next. Someone’s been bought off, brainwashed, maybe even threatened into helping. Probably by the United Front Work Department.”

“That’s a bit of a leap, isn’t it?”

“If yesterday I’d come to you to say the Chinese are going to set off every alarm worldwide at once, would you have believed me?” the Canadian asked.

That shut them up.

“Listen,” she said. “I don’t know if it’s true. I just know the unlikely, the unthinkable, is happening, and we need to get our heads out of our asses.”

Without glancing down, the Canadian closed her file.

McAllister looked at her for a moment, but no more, before moving on.

“The People’s Congress is taking place in a few days’ time in the Great Hall in Beijing. There’s a chance whatever is planned next will happen then.”

“We don’t know that anything is planned,” the Australian pointed out.

“We didn’t know about today,” said Fillmore. “Let’s just assume something is. Something that will affect us all.”

“We need to figure out how they did it today,” said McAllister. “Then we might get closer to stopping the next round.”

“What do we think is next?” asked the head of MI5. “Bombs?”

“No, I think something more widespread,” said Germany. “It must be a cyberattack of some kind.”

They all spent most of their time imagining just such a disaster. And trying to avoid it. Having backups within backups. But even the safety nets were virtual. Run by computers.

Yes, it would be a cyberattack, but what would be the target? Transportation? Banking? The internet?

Any one of those things would bring the world to its knees.

Assignments were handed out, though everyone knew it was useless to try to keep the heads of the international intelligence services in any sort of lane. Each chief believed they owned the road and were uniquely placed to get to the answer. First. To save the world from the coming nightmare, their worst-case scenario.

But they were wrong. There were worse cases.

Worse nightmares waited behind the closed door.



Alice had planned to ask about getting their old Columbia University group together but was relieved the idea came from Jen.

They agreed to meet at Dive Bar on Amsterdam, where they’d hung out as broke and thirsty kids.

Students were already crammed in, wolfing down bowls of chips and nuts that might be their dinner. The pieces of conversation Alice heard as they shoved their way toward the back all centered on the alarms. Keen, smart, immortal young people, excited about what had happened. Aware of, but unconcerned by, what might happen next.

They’d solve it. They’d certainly survive it.

The two women found a sticky table by the bathrooms. Every time the door opened, and closed, they could smell disinfectant.

Could be worse, thought Alice. Had been worse. Might still be worse.

Within minutes, they were joined by four others. Men and women who’d been kids when they’d last left the bar.

Among them were Liam’s old roommate Jack, an engineer, and his physicist wife, Cassandra, along with a couple of other old friends from their grad school days.

With jugs of beer and shot glasses for vodka in front of them, they toasted Liam.

Several shots in, someone remembered the time Liam lost control on his rollerblades and grabbed onto a hot dog cart to try to stop his momentum, only to end up dragging it into the middle of the Great Lawn in Central Park.

Liam. Murdered. But Alice couldn’t tell them that. They all believed his death was a terrible accident.

Another round of shots.

“Do you remember,” Jack said, “that time he went into anaphylactic shock?”

Cassandra closed her eyes and shook her head. How could she ever forget? It was her birthday, and they were treating themselves to dinner at a hipster Thai restaurant in the Village before going to listen to some jazz at the Vanguard.

The birthday girl insisted on pad thai and fried stuffed chicken wings. Everyone dug in, passed plates, and a happy buzz descended on the group.

Suddenly Liam stood up. His eyes bulging. His lips swelling. He was gasping for breath. Jack, sitting next to him, jumped up and gently lowered him to the floor.

“You kept saying, ‘Breathe, breathe,’” said Jen. “Like he had to be told.”

She and Alice had both pulled out their phones to call an ambulance. Cassandra was frozen in her seat, a half-eaten chicken wing in her hand.

By the time they got to the hospital, Liam had passed out. Emergency doctors gave him an epinephrine shot and hooked him up to a bag of fluids. Two hours later, he grinned apologetically at the group of friends that had gathered around his bed.

“I forgot. I shouldn’t have ordered the prawn curry.”

“So like Liam,” said Jack. “His gluttony almost killed him. Imagine forgetting his allergy?”

“Imagine ruining my birthday,” said Cassandra.

“Yes,” said Jen. “That’s the headline.” She looked at Alice. Emotional intelligence was not a physicist’s strong suit.

Liam had an allergy to shellfish? thought Alice. How could she have forgotten that? But so many of his food posts had centered on crab and shrimp. He loved scallops. Lobster was his favorite. Maybe he grew out of it. Did people?

That memory of the time Liam almost died, years before he really did, was a sobering slap back to reality. Two more rounds of shots were required.

“Fuck.” Jack slammed down his glass. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I just messaged him a few weeks ago, asking when he might be coming back through town. It’s been months since we caught up.”

“Do you happen to have his address?”

“I have his phone and email,” said Jack. “You mean where he lives?”

“Yes.”

They all shook their heads. Since no one sent letters anymore, their physical address didn’t matter.

They lived in a virtual world.



“Why do you think I have more to say?” asked Sarah Khan, the head of Canadian Intelligence.

She was on his private screen.

“Because I know you. And because you closed your folder so none of us could see.”

“If I did that, why would I now say anything to you?”

“Because you’re here now.”

She smiled.

“Am I wrong?”

“No. But I need time to think.”

“We have no time. Look, I agree with you, we need to start considering the inconceivable. So, what inconceivable thing is in that folder?”

Oh, fuck it. She heaved a sigh; then, without consulting her notes, she said, “Have you ever heard of Pangu?”



After the friends had said their goodbyes, Alice made her way back to Moynihan Train Hall and the last Acela back to Washington. She slumped into her seat for the three-hour journey.

It had been an exhausting day, emotionally and physically. Alice leaned her head against the window and pulled out her phone.

Her last thoughts before falling asleep were of Liam’s smiling, rubbery face. And that time they almost lost him. Anaphylactic shock. It was terrifying. And yet somehow he’d gotten over his allergy.

Or maybe not. Maybe he’d eaten something with shrimp in it and his throat had closed up. And in his panic, he’d fallen overboard. And in the dark, they couldn’t rescue him. That made sense, as long as you thought Liam, brilliant Liam, was stupid enough to forget about his deadly allergy. But how was it a lot of his blog was about shellfish?

There was one other possibility.

Suppose, Alice’s fuzzy mind mumbled, suppose it wasn’t the shrimp that did it that first time. Suppose his allergy wasn’t to shellfish.

Fully awake now, Alice pulled her phone out and googled Thai shrimp curry. Then she looked at that last photograph again.

“Holy shit.”






CHAPTER 9


“Pangu?” said Vivien. “Where did you hear that from?”

“Perhaps, Madame Li, you could answer the question first,” said Grant McAllister.

It was five thirty in the morning. This was far from the first all-nighter he’d pulled, but it was the first time he felt that perhaps the nights were getting too long. And far too dark.

Three faces stared back at him on his screen.

Sarah Khan, the head of the Canadian Intelligence service; Alan Zhou, the head of the China Mission for the CIA; and Vivien Li.

“I can’t imagine you called me at this ungodly hour to give you an answer you already know,” said Vivien.

What she didn’t say was that, like McAllister, she had been awake most of the night, just nodding off at her desk now and then before startling awake with a snort. And going back to work. Contacting people on the other side of the world.

Alice had come into her study shortly after midnight, as soon as she got home from New York.

“Coconut?” said Vivien. Wasn’t there a Marx Brothers movie…? What was Alice talking about?

“Here, look.” Alice brought up the photo from the Star Ferry once again and enlarged a section. Liam’s left hand. Gripped there was … a coconut bun.

“I assumed when he ate the shrimp curry and ended up in hospital,” she was saying, so quickly, with such urgency, her words slurred into each other, “that his allergy was to shellfish, but then I remembered he ate a lot of it for his posts. Lobster, shrimp, crab—”

“I know what shellfish is.”

“It didn’t make sense. So I looked up the recipe for Thai shrimp curry. It’s made all sorts of different ways, but almost all include coconut milk. I think Liam’s allergy was to coconut.”

“Does that make any more sense, though?” asked her mother. “He’s about to eat a coconut bun, after all.”

“Is it possible that’s what happened? He ate it, his throat closed up, and he fell into Hong Kong harbor?”

“Jesus, you make him sound like one of the Marx Brothers.”

Alice looked at her blankly. Marx? More Communists?

“Do you think he was really that stupid? To eat something he was deathly allergic to?”

“Maybe he didn’t realize it was a coconut bun. Maybe he thought it was just a regular one.”

“He wrote a food blog? He visited Hong Kong a lot? And he wouldn’t know one of its famous breakfast foods?” said Vivien. “I guess it’s possible. First, though, we need to confirm that his allergy really was to coconut.”

“I’m going to Akron. I want to track down his family. I can ask them. I might be able to search his apartment too.”

“Good. I’ll get in touch with my contacts in Hong Kong and see if we can get access to the coroner’s report.”

“Okay, but if it’s true that he was allergic to coconut, and he’s holding the bun, what does that mean? Is it a clue?”

“A clue? Like some sort of code?” asked Vivien. “A cryptogram? Genius. Maybe the CIA he was working for is the Culinary Institute of America.”

“Why not?” Alice countered. “The coconut buns my father gave me carried a profound message. Told me all sorts of things.”

She glared at her mother and was surprised to see she’d made a direct hit. She’d used the one weapon guaranteed to cause pain. The ballistic missile that was her father. And with him went a reminder of Vivien Li’s one great failure, her divorce from a man universally acknowledged to be the kind one. A man of endless patience who had finally lost patience. Then lost his life.

Alice had long known that a big part of her enmity toward her mother was the fact that she blamed her for his death. If he’d stayed, he’d still be alive.

He’d love her, even if her mother did not.

Vivien had dropped her eyes to the computer screen and the picture.

After an awkward silence, Alice said, “If this message is important, why did he send this to me? What did he expect me to do with it?”

She’d moved closer, until she was almost in her mother’s face.

Vivien could see the pores in Alice’s face. The scars from the aggressive acne. The beginning of what would become jowls. And she saw her mother’s eyes. Alice’s namesake.

The same shape. The same hue. And now that same pleading look.

“He might not have thought that far. He might’ve known something terrible was about to happen to him, and he needed to send it to someone. Someone he trusted. You.”

Alice felt her cheeks burning. Maybe he did care for her, maybe …

With an effort, she shut down those thoughts.

“Everyone in that meeting is with the American government. Do you really think Liam didn’t trust them? None of them would betray the US, would they?”

“If given the right incentive, they might,” said Vivien.

“You say that because you were raised in a place and time when neighbor betrayed neighbor. I can’t see those people in that room doing it. Why would they?”

“Have you ever heard of the United Front Work Department?” Vivien asked.

“Is that with the Department of Public Works?”

Vivien smiled. “No. It’s an organ of the Communist Party. Mao called it one of his magic weapons. It recruits people in foreign countries, people with influence, to lobby on behalf of the Chinese government.”

“Lobbying is one thing; spying, betraying, is another.”

“They’re not as far apart as you seem to think,” said Vivien. “The UFW chooses its targets carefully, often men and women who are almost hyperloyal to their country, in this case the United States. They believe in American exceptionalism. They’re then convinced it’s in the best interest of the States to have a strong, mutually beneficial relationship with China. Make it an ally. Not only would a friendly China be a lucrative trading partner, it would also serve as a buffer between the US and Russia. You can see how that argument would appeal to many.”

Alice was nodding slowly. “You’re thinking there’s someone high up in the government who’s been recruited to work on behalf of China and therefore, they’d believe, in the best interest of the US. But the alarms. And maybe a further attack. They’d never agree to that, would they?”

“People get in deep. It’s possible Liam found out who it is.”

“And was killed for it.”

Mother and daughter both turned to the screen and the photograph of a young man on the ferry across Hong Kong harbor, grinning, putting on a brave face, knowing he was not going to reach the shore.

“But what can I do? What did he expect me to do?”

“You took investigative reporting, didn’t you? Investigate.”

Alice drifted off to sleep thinking of how quickly life changed. That time yesterday, she’d been asleep in her own bed, in her small New York City apartment, about to head to DC. Thinking she was meeting Liam. Thinking he’d reconnected in hopes of rekindling their friendship. In hopes of taking it further.

In hopes … Alice fell asleep, in hopes …

By the time Vivien joined the video call a few hours later, Alice was on her way to the airport to catch the first flight out to Akron.






CHAPTER 10


“Why in the world are you asking about Pangu?” asked Vivien, looking at the faces on the early-morning video call.

“Please, just answer the question, Madame Li,” said McAllister.

Vivien gathered herself. It was a good thing they could not see her hands, clutched together under the desk.

“Pangu is the primordial god of creation. Our origin story. He separated yin and yang, and in doing so created the earth and sky.” She stared at them. “Does that help?”

“See,” said Zhou. “I told you she doesn’t know.”

McAllister ignored him. “What else, Madame Li?”

“Are you really interested in a myth?” When that was met with stony silence, Vivien turned her gaze on Sarah Khan. The Canadian looked like she also had not slept. “Why are you part of this conversation? What does Pangu have to do with anything?”

She searched their faces, but they were all practiced in giving nothing away.

Vivien relented. “According to the Taoists, Pangu emerged from chaos, and when he died, his corpse created the world around us. Satisfied? Now it’s your turn. What does Pangu have to do with what’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Khan. “I hoped you would. I do know it’s more than the creation story. It appears to be the opposite.”

“A return to chaos.”

“To destruction, yes,” said Khan.

“But Pangu is a metaphor, an allegory. Every civilization has its origin story that no one takes literally.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” said McAllister. “Fundamentalists do.”

“Are you saying some within the Chinese leadership believe Pangu has returned?” demanded Vivien. “I think Chen’s capable of anything, but he only believes in his own power, not some hairy, horned cosmic being.”

Sarah Khan broke eye contact and stared down at her closed file.

“Might I remind you,” said Vivien in exasperation, “we’re facing a real threat. Someone in China set off those alarms. And if they can do that, imagine what else they can do. And will do. We have a few days at best to figure this out. And yet we’re talking about a bloated giant born from an egg. If this’s the level of your intelligence gathering, Mr. McAllister, we really are about to descend into chaos.”

“Let me finish,” said Khan. Her voice held enough authority, enough warning, that Vivien fell silent. “As I told Mr. McAllister, we recently found and deported a senior operative with the UFW. A member of the MSS, probably of Double Dragon. We managed to hack into some of his files. It gave us names of Canadian politicians, business leaders, influencers who’ve been approached by the UFW. Those who’ve been bribed, groomed, compromised into lobbying for China. One word kept appearing.”

“‘Pangu,’” said Vivien.

“Yes. We didn’t take it seriously, but after the alarms today—”

“Yesterday,” said Zhou.

“—one of our cyber-specialists brought this to me.” She laid her hand on the thin dossier. “It seems to indicate that Pangu is back.”

“Again, that’s ridiculous,” said Vivien. “Pangu can’t be back because it never left. It never existed. It’s a myth.”

“Well, Madame Li, it exists now.” Sarah Khan’s expression, her tone, was absolute. “I’m not saying our Pangu is a mythological creature. I’m saying it’s something else. Something we need to take seriously.”

“Could it be a name?” asked McAllister.

“What? Mr. Pangu?” said Vivien. “Have you met a Mr. Satan? Mrs. Lucifer?”

She saw Zhou shift his eyes, as though the repeated mention of the word would conjure the being. To anyone of Chinese descent, the very word “Pangu” was frightening.

So deeply were the old legends ingrained, they’d become part of their DNA.

Pangu was the god of both creation and destruction. Like the Second Coming, it would signal The End. And a beginning.

“No, it’s not the name of a person,” said Zhou. “That much I can guarantee you. It must be a code name.”

“For the new head of the MSS, maybe,” suggested McAllister.

It was Zhou who spoke next. Not to McAllister or Khan, but to Vivien Li.

“There’s a problem with that.”

“Yes.” She reluctantly agreed with the brash young analyst.

“What?” demanded Khan.

“Did you know what ‘Pangu’ meant before you were told?” Zhou asked. When she shook her head, he turned to the American Intelligence chief. His boss. McAllister also shook his head.

“And does the name scare you now that you know?”

“Well, it does now,” said Khan. “If Chen really has created another entity, a hugely destructive one—”

“Your reactions are dictated by your logic, your rational self,” said Zhou.

“Of course they are. Aren’t yours?”

Vivien Li and Alan Zhou looked at each other. Zhou seemed to be waiting for Vivien to say something. When she remained quiet, he spoke.

“No. To a Chinese person, especially those born and raised in China, the word ‘Pangu’ reaches into our deepest selves. Our emotional, intuitive selves. Our yin, if you will. Much like conjuring the devil would scare you. Deep down. Even those who don’t believe such a being exists would still have an emotional reaction. Why do you think the film The Exorcist was so terrifying? Because deep down, Christians believe the devil might be real. It’s the same for us. Pangu terrifies even the most rational Chinese person.”

“You’re saying whatever Pangu is, it isn’t meant to scare us,” said McAllister. “It’s meant to scare the Chinese.”

“Yes,” said Zhou. “We have to consider the possibility the Pangu mentioned in those files you recovered, Ms. Khan, is not aimed at the West, but at the regime.”

“Only another Chinese person would understand the reference,” said Khan. “And the threat.”

“But if that’s true,” said McAllister, “how is it related to the alarms? They went off in China, yes, but also here. Everywhere. If Pangu’s target is Chen and the regime, why did we get the alarms too?”

“There’s another possibility,” said Zhou.

McAllister heaved a sigh. There always was. “What now?”

“That you were meant to find those references to Pangu,” he said, then turned to an oddly quiet Vivien. “What do you think, Madame Li?”

“I doubt Pangu exists in any form, and if it does, it has nothing to do with what’s happening. But if they wanted the Canadians to find it, as you say, Mr. Zhou, then it’s meant to be a distraction. Nothing more. And it seems to be working. I have better things to do than talk about some hairy old god.”

Her screen went to black. She stared at it, her mind racing.

Pangu. Dear God, was it possible?

She went to her shelves and brought down her oldest, her most prized possession. A book she’d salvaged from the ruins of her young life. The only thing she’d taken. And kept.

It had belonged to her father. “One day, it’ll be yours.”

He knew how much she loved China, how she shared his fascination with the old stories, the legends.

“But legends start somewhere,” he said, laying his hand on the book. “Once they were real. And will be again.”

Even then, the little girl knew how desperately he wanted an end to the Communists and a return to the “real” China. Before Mao. One where traditions mattered. Were valued. Where the order of things made sense.

She hadn’t looked at this book in years, decades. But she always knew it was there on her bookshelf. Watching what she did.

The grace, beauty, mystique of the real China was contained in those pages. The gods and their stories were in the pages of this rare illustrated manuscript from the Han dynasty.

Here, on her lap, was the real China. The China of their venerable ancestors. Who would be appalled by what had been allowed to happen.

She opened the book and stared into the smoldering eyes of the deity who’d created the world. A deity who, in the blink of an eye, could just as easily destroy it.

Pangu. It was back.






CHAPTER 11


All Alice saw, as the plane broke through the clouds and approached the Akron airport, was snow. And lots of it.

Everywhere.

Then she looked down at her shoes. Nice black ones, to match her outfit and the somber meeting she expected to have with Liam’s family. Once she found them.

She had not expected snow.

Not an auspicious beginning to an already difficult trip.

The only thing she knew about Akron was that it was the home of LeBron James.

It was also the home of Liam Palmer. Liam. Her Liam. Dead Liam. Murdered Liam. Mysterious Liam.

She had come here hoping to find the real Liam. And the only lead she had was the name of his company.

Throwing her overnight bag in the back seat of her rental car, Alice plugged Garnett Foods into her phone and set off. She was relieved to see the roads were clear. But still, she was careful. She’d heard about a thing called black ice. The invisible menace.

It felt to Alice, her knuckles white on the steering wheel, that she’d been on black ice since those alarms had sounded just twenty-four hours ago. At the mercy of some unseen force.

At a stoplight, she drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. Impatient now. She’d sent an email to company headquarters asking to meet someone who worked with Liam. Word had obviously gotten out about his death.

She also asked if they had a home address for his family.

They did not. But they did give her the name and contact information of a colleague who’d become a friend.

Before the light turned green, she heard a ping. The colleague had replied to her message. She’d meet Alice. And yes, she knew Liam’s mother. She’d sent a message to the Palmers telling them Alice was coming.

The address was attached.

Alice changed the GPS instructions and headed to the new address.



The home was a big colonial revival, with the signature clapboard in a muted gray, black shutters, and a gabled roof. Hedgerows, topped with snow, lined the entryway to the door.

She slipped and slid her way to the front door. It opened before she could press the bell.

A tall woman with a short gray bob greeted Alice. She looked tired but managed a smile. Which only accentuated the lines of exhaustion down her face.

“It’s Alice, right? I’m Mary, Liam’s mother.”

Liam’s mother. That was how this woman thought of herself. Always had, always would. Death could never change that. It was a powerful thing. To be a mother.

Or could be.

She doubted Vivien ever introduced herself as “Alice’s mother,” though she herself had spent her life as Vivien Li’s daughter.

Alice stepped back from that bottomless pit. This was about Liam. And his family. And what his mother could tell her about her son.

“Thank you for seeing me. I’m so sorry…”

“It’s kind of you to come all this way.” Mary dropped her eyes to Alice’s sodden shoes. “I have some slippers you can put on. Your feet must be freezing.”

It was, Alice recognized, a tactic. Talking about anything else besides the awful thing. Holding it off as long as possible.

“Come sit by the fire.” Mary led her into a large sunken living room with a big open fireplace. “Make yourself comfortable. Is tea okay, or would you prefer something else?”

“Tea would be great, thank you. Let me help.”

“No!” said Liam’s mother, more sharply than she meant. Then, more softly, “No, thank you. I can manage.”

A small respite, a buffer before having to talk about …

When Mary went into the kitchen, Alice walked over to the mantelpiece. It was crowded with pictures.

Liam as a baby in young Mary’s arms. Liam as a toddler, under a Christmas tree. Liam with a Chinese girl on a swing set. Alice looked more closely. A friend from middle school?

Liam at what looked like his high school graduation, flanked by Mary and the Asian girl. A childhood friend turned high school girlfriend? Alice felt her face flush with an emotion she knew all too well. She was ashamed of it, and yet there it was.

Jealousy.

She heard crockery breaking and headed into the kitchen.

Mary’s back was bent over the counter. Her hands gripping the edges. Her head lowered. No sound escaped Liam’s mother, which somehow made it all the more heartbreaking. On the floor was a shattered teacup.

Alice stepped quietly back, overwhelmed by the shards of grief.

Then Liam’s mother bent down and started picking up the pieces. “I’m sorry. Clumsy. Liam gets that from me.”

Alice stooped to help, their fingers touching. The blood from the nicks on Liam’s mother’s fingers smearing onto Alice’s. Alice reached out and clutched the hand, then both women stood, and Alice held Liam’s sobbing mother.

When they parted, Mary Palmer went to pour the boiling water into the teapot, but her hands were shaking too badly.

“Here, let me.”

Tea steeping, the two women sat on opposite ends of the big sofa in the living room. Alice felt the warmth from the fire, from the home. From the photographs, and scent of tea. So this was what home felt like. What family felt like.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not sure how to start.

“Thank you.”

“We had a little wake for him, our group from Columbia…” she began. “Liam was…” Unexpectedly, Alice felt herself welling up. “It’s all so unbelievable … I’m so sorry.”

Mary moved over to sit beside Alice and took her hand.

There was a sound on the stairs. Mary turned and spoke. “Méi qīn’ài de, zhè shì lì yǎ mǔ de péngyǒu àilì sī.”

Mae, honey, this is Liam’s friend Alice.

Alice’s mouth dropped open. “Mandarin?” she said. “You speak Mandarin?”

“Yes, we all do.”

And with that, an Asian girl, a young woman really, appeared at the living room door. Alice remembered Liam talking about a younger sister in Akron, but again, she never asked him about her. What an idiot, she scolded her younger self. How self-absorbed were you?

And then it dawned on her. This was the girl on the mantel. The girl with Liam in all those pictures. His sister. And then it all fell into place. Liam spoke Mandarin, traveled frequently to China on business. No wonder the CIA had recruited him.

Alice stood up. “Nǐ hǎo.” Hello.

Mae looked at Alice without the warmth her mother had. In fact, she looked, if not outright hostile, at least suspicious.

“I’m so sorry about your brother. He was a special man.”

“In what way?”

“Mae,” said her mother.

“I just want to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” asked Alice.

“That you really are a friend.”

“Mae,” her mother warned her.

“Mom, we all know the truth, even if the American embassy says otherwise.”

“Truth?” asked Alice. Then she decided to take the plunge. “You mean that what happened wasn’t an accident.”

She heard Liam’s mother inhale. “We don’t know that.”

She does know that, thought Alice.

“Why would it be more than that?” she asked Mae.

“Because Liam warned us.”

“About what?”

“That strangers might come and start asking questions. He told us to say nothing.”

“And you think I’m one of them?”

“You’re Chinese. And you’re a stranger. So yes.” Mae glared at her. “I think you’re one of the people he warned us about.”

Alice’s mind raced. How to prove she wasn’t some spy for the MSS? Or the CIA, for that matter? How to prove she was his friend, their friend, and had nothing to do with Liam’s death, his murder? The Palmer family had good reason to be suspicious. Liam had good reason to warn them.

“I’m trying to help,” she said, knowing how lame that sounded. “I agree. I think what happened was no accident. That’s one of the reasons I’m here.” She turned to Mrs. Palmer. “To find out more. Before he died, he sent me an email with a photograph. Here, let me show you.”

Liam’s mother took several deep breaths, steadying herself. Then she looked at the picture of her son.

“He’s on the Star Ferry,” said Mae, studying it. “We’ve been on it lots of times.”

Mary reached out and touched the screen. Touched his face. And the image immediately grew larger. Then she tilted her head.

“This doesn’t make sense,” she said.

Alice grew quiet. Tense. “What doesn’t?”

“If you’re Liam’s friend,” said Mae, “you’d know.”

“The coconut bun in his hand. He was allergic to coconut, right?”

Mae seemed almost disappointed that she’d passed the test.

“Deathly allergic.” Mary was still staring at the photograph. “Why would he be holding one?”

“This proves nothing,” said Mae. “You could still be one of them.”

“Mae, please,” her mother said, her voice slightly more insistent now.

“No, she has reason to be suspicious,” said Alice. “Let me show you his email. Does it tell you anything?” asked Alice.

They shook their heads, though Mae continued to stare at it.

“What can you tell me about his work?”

“We’re not going to tell you anything. I still don’t know who you really are.”

Despite herself, Alice was growing annoyed. Perhaps because it was obvious what she had to do to prove she was not a spy for the Chinese government.

She tapped her phone, waited a moment, then turned the screen so they could see it.

“Who are these people?” demanded the woman on her phone. “Why are you interrupting me?”

“Let me introduce my mother, Vivien Li. Vivien, this is Liam Palmer’s mother, Mary, and his sister, Mae.”

She looked from the screen, to the two women in the living room, their eyes wide, their mouths slightly open.

“Madame Li,” said Mary.

“Ahhh,” said Vivien. “Yes. I’m so sorry about what happened to your son. Alice tells me he was a special man. We are both a little worried about the circumstances of his death. I’m hoping you can answer any questions Alice might have.”

“Yes,” said Mae. “Of course. Thank you for helping.”

Alice turned the face of the phone around, to thank her mother, but Vivien had already hung up.

“Thank you, Mom,” she said anyway. “Love you too.”

Mae had sat down next to Mary and put her arm around her mother.

“When did you last hear from him?” Alice asked.

“He came by a few days before he left. He didn’t tell us he was going to Asia,” said Mae. “Why wouldn’t he tell us?”

“I don’t know.”

Mae got up and left the room.

“She’s so upset,” said her mother. “It’s like we’re living in a nightmare and can’t wake up. And these suspicions only make it worse. At first, I thought Mae was just being dramatic, because she can be. But then I started listening. Mae’s right, isn’t she? Liam’s death was no accident.”

Before she could answer, Mae reappeared. She had a box in her hand.

“This arrived yesterday by courier.”

It was postmarked from Hong Kong.






CHAPTER 12


“There was no note, but it had to have been from Liam.” Mae’s voice was shaky. “I don’t know anyone in Hong Kong who would have sent this to me. Maybe he meant it as a Chinese New Year present?”

“But why not just bring it with him?” asked Mary.

Alice pulled a small wooden box from the package and carefully opened it. Inside was a painted glass ball.

“It’s a li bien ball,” she said, holding the delicate object.

She had one too, given to her by a family friend when she was a child. It was a traditional Chinese ornament.

What made li bien balls so extraordinary, and cherished, was that the image on them was painted from the inside. The artist had to poke a slender brush, often little more than a single strand of hair, through a tiny hole and from there create the intricate scene.

The image on the ball Alice held was of a misty mountain, and a river, and some trees. There were smudges on it, maybe black birds.

It was, Alice had to admit but did not say out loud, not exactly a fine example of the ancient technique. Especially the birds. The image was crude, though still better than anything she could have done.

“Why would he have sent this to me?” asked Mae. “And without a note?”

Alice shook her head. The other question was why send one that was so obviously inferior? Wouldn’t Liam, kind Liam, have made sure he sent his sister a better example of the art form?

“Could it be a message? Code?” She waited for the blowback. Last time she tried that out, her mother fried her. But these two women were taking her suggestion seriously. “Li bien. ‘Li’ can mean a lot of things,” she thought out loud. “In Confucianism, it can mean ritual, rite, propriety…”

“The inside of things,” Mae added.

Inside, inside. Painted from the inside. Maybe Liam was on the inside? But which side?

“Can I take a picture of this?” Alice asked, pulling out her phone.

“Do you really think he was sending me a message?” Mae asked. “It sounds ridiculous, and I’d never have thought that, but after what happened…” She looked at her mother, who was staring at the ornament. As was Alice. Trying to parse meaning from a painted ball.

Maybe the meaning was that he loved his sister and had seen this and thought of her. As simple as that.

Alice took a video of the ball, then returned it to its box.

“Do you mind if I go to Liam’s home? He had an apartment, right?”

“A condo, yes, right downtown,” said Mary. “I’ll get you the address and the key. We haven’t been in since…”

“Thank you,” said Alice.

“I’ll come with you to his condo,” said Mae.

“Are you sure?” Alice asked.

“Of course. But I don’t think you’ll know what to look for.”

“And you do?”

Mae actually smiled. “I, at least, know Liam. Better than you, I’m betting. He never mentioned you.”

Alice wondered if Mae meant to twist the knife. Though what she said was true, and begged the question, why would Liam send his sister the li bien ball and her, a relative stranger compared to family, the email and photo? To spread out the messages? To increase the chance that one of them would understand? Would act?

Would ask questions, should anything happen?

Though there was another possibility. Her message, the photo and email, was really meant for someone smart enough to decode it. Her mother. Was he going through her to get to her mother?

But again, why send such cryptic messages? If he was in danger, and desperate to let them know what was happening, why not just fucking tell them?

The most likely answer was that her email and the photo were just that. Messages from a friend, with no hidden meaning. And this ornament, picked up at some cheap tourist market, was a Chinese New Year’s gift for his sister. Nothing more.

Alice and Mae drove without conversation, the air in the vehicle getting thicker and thicker with unspoken tension.

Liam’s condo was on the tenth floor. Alice, no fan of elevators, would always avoid getting into one if given a choice. But the tenth floor was too far up to walk. Besides, she didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of an already judgmental Mae.

The elevator jerked to a stop between floors, then continued on. At Liam’s floor, the doors took their sweet time opening. Just as Alice could feel her anxiety turning to panic, the doors slid open. Closing so quickly they almost hit them on their way out.

“It’s never done that before. Needs maintenance. I’ll have to let Liam—”

How often in the coming hours, days, weeks would Mae and Mary get that far into a sentence, into a thought? How much silence would there be as they teetered on the edge?

They let themselves into Liam’s condo and began to look around.

Had Alice imagined his home before, it would have looked pretty much like this. It was in a new building, of glass and concrete. A faux-industrial loft with straight clean lines. The tall ceilings and huge windows let in cheerful light and warmed up what could have been a cold space.

The place was neat, tidy, but not to any extreme. It felt lived in, as though he’d walk through the door at any moment. As though when he left, he fully expected to return home.

“Does anything seem strange to you?” Alice asked.

Mae was standing in the middle of the living room, looking around. She shook her head but didn’t speak.

It smelled of Liam. That was, perhaps, the worst. And would be for the rest of their lives. Every time they passed someone who wore Polo cologne, Liam would appear. Summoned by a scent.

They looked around, in a half-assed search. Not knowing what they were looking for. There was mail, but it was mostly circulars for pizza specials. No one got actual personal mail anymore.

“Nothing,” said Mae. It was the first word out of Mae’s mouth since they’d walked into the condo. And now they left. Empty-handed.

Still, feeling she needed to do something to justify the visit, Alice first made a video on her cellphone camera.

Pressing the down button, they waited a long time for the elevator to return. The illuminated numbers above the doors were blinking.

“I’m not sure we should get in,” said Alice once it arrived.

“Well, you can walk down ten flights. I’m not.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Alice got in the elevator, cursing herself for caring what a relative stranger thought of her.

After an initial bump that sent Alice’s heart into her mouth and the blood rushing from her limbs in sudden panic, the elevator started down. At the main floor, Alice got out.

Quickly.

“I’m going to Garnett Foods,” she said. “You’re welcome to come along.”

“No, thanks.”

Alice drove Mae home. “Do you think I can borrow the li bien ball? I agree with you. I think he sent it for a reason.”

“And you’re better placed than me to figure it out?”

“Maybe not, but my mother is. I’m sure she’d like to see it,” said Vivien’s daughter, almost gagging on the words.

Mae’s right hand was resting on the door handle.

“We’ll take good care of it, I promise,” Alice pressed.

After what seemed like ages, Mae nodded.

“Wait here. I’ll get it.”



The box safely tucked into her knapsack, Alice drove to Garnett Foods. She’d expected a small place, maybe in an industrial park. Not the gleaming glass building that towered over everything around it.

Rice must be a good business, she thought as she walked into the lobby.

Liam’s office was on the nineteenth floor. Barb, his colleague and friend, had texted to say she’d meet Alice there.

Sorely tempted to suggest they meet in the coffee shop next door, Alice knew she really had to see his office for herself.

Pressing the elevator button, she waited.



Vivien was in the kitchen pressing the wrong button on the cappuccino maker yet again, and cursing, when her phone pinged.

She was distracted by the “goddamned fucking machine,” and since the text message that just arrived was not marked urgent, she didn’t look at it immediately. Though she should have.



The elevator was crowded with employees coming back from coffee break, all staring at the numbers as they climbed. A few chatted, mostly about the alarms from the day before. Comparing experiences of having to walk down any number of flights.

The elevator kept stopping to let people off. Occasionally someone got on. Shoving Alice farther to the back. Breathe. Breathe.

Finally, it was her turn to leave. “Excuse me, excuse me.”

She almost didn’t make it out. Someone had to hold the door open. It had decided to close quickly, as though it didn’t want any of them to get out.

“Alice?” A slender black woman in a business suit was waiting for her.

“Yes. Barb?”

The woman’s greeting was warm and her handshake firm. “I’m so sorry about Liam. We’re all devastated.” And she looked it. “I can’t believe it.”

How often would they both hear, and say, those words in the coming days? I can’t believe it.

“You were his … friend?”

Barb had obviously been crying, and Alice had the sudden realization that they were more than friends. Her already broken heart shattered a little more.

Her fantasy about Liam’s feelings for her was just that. A fantasy. She’d made it all up. And maybe she was making this up too, this fantasy that there was more to Liam’s death than an accident. And that she, a food blogger, could solve it.

And yet he’d sent her that last email, last photo. Not this woman. Or was it the last?

“When was the last time you heard from him?”

“He wrote to say he’d arrived,” said Barb. But there was a hesitation.

“What is it?”

They were walking down the long corridor, and now Barb stopped in front of an office door. “You said in your message that you knew him at Columbia.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re writing a piece on him for the alumni newsletter.”

“Yes.”

Barb’s hand was on the doorknob. She was looking at Alice in a way that made her uncomfortable.

“What’s really going on?” She’d dropped her voice. “Was it really an accident?”

“Why do you ask?” Alice felt a frisson, a tingling sense she’d all but forgotten about but that she’d first felt doing her investigative reporting. When something big was about to break.

She held on to Barb’s eyes, willing her to speak.

“He told me, told everyone, he was going to Osaka to meet clients.” She dropped her voice. “Japan. We had no idea he was in Hong Kong. Why wouldn’t he tell us?” She paused. “Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

Now there, thought Alice with more than a little satisfaction, was a very good question. “I don’t know.”

She felt herself warming to this woman who might not have been so special after all. It wasn’t noble, but it was human. It was Alice.

Barb glanced up and down the quiet corridor. “Does this have something to do with those alarms going off yesterday?”

“Why do you ask?”

Barb opened the office door.

The first thing that struck Alice was that, like in Liam’s condo, there was the slight scent of Polo cologne. The second thing was that it was completely empty.

Everything but the furniture had been removed.






CHAPTER 13


The alert came in just after midday.

Elevators have frozen in Türkiye, including here at the American embassy. Ambassador stuck in one. Outage is widespread. And appears to be spreading.

McAllister leaned back in his chair and rocked for a moment, thinking. At what stage did he need to send out an alert? He did some calculations.

Not yet. No need to panic. And less reason to cause panic. He’d wait for more information before sounding any sort of alarm.



Barb closed the door behind them.

“What happened here?” Alice asked.

The desk, the bookcases, even the wastepaper basket were empty. No laptop, no papers. Nothing. Everything was gone. It was as though no one had ever used this office.

“Some people came yesterday afternoon and took everything. We don’t even know who they were.”

But Alice did. She was pretty sure the contents of the office were on their way to Alan Zhou.

What were they looking for?

What were they afraid of? But she knew the answer to that too. They were afraid that Liam was a double agent. And that he was somehow involved in those global alarms.

While they’d been in that White House meeting, McAllister’s agents were here, scrubbing Liam’s office. And probably, now that she thought about it, his condo too. Which was why she and Mae hadn’t found anything there.

Barb sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk and motioned Alice to the other.

“You came here for a reason, and I don’t think it was to write an article for the alumni newsletter. What’s happening? What was he into?”

Alice regarded Barb, trying to decide how much to reveal. Then she sighed. What was there to lose at this point?

“I don’t know. And yes, I’m trying to find out more. He was a good swimmer, but he drowned. He was deathly allergic to coconut, but the last photo he sent shows him holding a coconut bun.”

“That’s impossible.”

Bringing out her phone, Alice showed her the evidence.

Barb took the phone, her chin dimpling as she studied the picture. “He’d never hold a coconut bun. Even casual contact burned his skin. This must be doctored.”

“Why would anyone do that? And even if they did, why put a breakfast bun in his hand?”

Barb enlarged the picture. “I know this man, here.” She pointed to the durian man. “He’s one of our company’s drivers and translators when we go to China. A fixer.”

He was also, Alice knew, one of the MSS agents.



Grant McAllister was heading into yet another meeting when his phone exploded with messages. All from US Intelligence desks at their embassies around the world.

He did a quick about-face and headed back, jogged back, almost ran back to his office.



“Barb?”

An older man had opened the door and was looking in.

Barb stood up, clearly flustered. “This is a friend of Liam’s from Columbia. She’s writing an article about him. And an obit.”

Though the man hadn’t asked anything, still Barb was babbling.

“I see. Best not to be in his office, I think. Don’t you?” He studied Alice. Then, nodding, he closed the door.

“Well, that was strange,” Alice said. “He seems nervous.”

“Everyone’s on edge since that visit. We have big contracts in China. The executives are afraid our government’s about to impose an embargo in retaliation for those alarms.”

“Can I see a list of the contracts Liam was working on? The complete list. Not just China.”

Barb glanced at the door. “If they find out…”

“They won’t.” Though both women knew there was no way Alice could guarantee that.

She watched as Barb did her silent calculations. What are the chances…?



McAllister sat at his desk and read.

Messages were pouring in, all saying the same thing. Elevators were stuck between floors in the UK, France, Germany, the UAE, Russia.

The names of countries he barely knew existed popped up.

But one thing was certain. It was heading their way.

He composed a quick text and waited, waited. The timing was crucial.

Then his forefinger hit send.

It would be close. Had he waited too long?



Alice stood in front of the elevators and wondered how bad it would be to walk down nineteen flights.

She chastised herself for being such a coward, even while still contemplating walking. Odd that she could fly for hours at forty thousand feet, but put her in an elevator for two minutes and she could feel herself wanting to claw at the walls.

She’d come all this way for nothing, it seemed. All she had was a cheap li bien ball. She was no closer to understand why Liam was in Hong Kong. What he was. What he was up to.

Barb had walked her to the elevators, then abruptly turned and left without giving her what she’d asked for. Liam’s accounts.

Alice stared at the elevator door, wondering what she should do next. She pulled out her phone and looked at the picture of the ball.

“Going down, too?” It was Barb, suddenly back by her side. She was staring up at the numbers. “Taking longer than normal.”

“Is it? I hadn’t noticed.”

“Helps if you press the button.”

Alice smiled and felt something being shoved into her pocket. She didn’t look.

Now, for the first time in her life, she willed the elevator to come quickly so she could get out of the building before anyone stopped her.

The bright numbers were stopped at the twenty-second floor. The number throbbed there, as though unsure; then began to descend.

21 … 20 …

People were crowding closer, anxious to get in.



Vivien finally got the coffee machine to work, though for some reason, it had dispensed hot chocolate. She didn’t know it could do that. It seemed a miracle.

She was back at her desk when she finally saw the message. Encrypted and red-flagged. She stared at it. It had been years since that account had been used. Years.

She clicked on it.

请勿乘坐电梯

Stay off elevators. In Mandarin.

She stared at her screen, frozen for just a moment. Then she acted.



There was a ding. The elevator doors opened and people began pushing in. Sweeping Alice and Barb in with them.

This was pretty much Alice’s nightmare. A crowded elevator.

She felt her phone go off. It was set to a specific vibration, to warn her Vivien was there.

She struggled to reach it, bobbling it as she was elbowed. Giving the fellow the stink eye, she finally read the message.

The door still hadn’t closed, but there was a clunk as the elevator dropped a fraction of an inch. Behind her, there were a few nervous laughs.

“Shit,” said Alice. “We need to get off.”

But no one moved. All pretending they hadn’t heard her.

“Really!” she said. “Come on!”

The doors were closing. She reached out. Normally, breaking the motion detector would stop them, but they kept closing.

Alice pushed her way out and just had time to grab Barb’s hand and yank her out too before the doors shut.

“What’re you doing?”

The first ring came a few seconds later. Someone was pressing the elevator alarm, to call for assistance. Her heart pounding, Alice looked at the number flashing above the closed doors.

The elevator was stuck between the eighteenth and seventeenth floors.






CHAPTER 14


“Get me Chen,” demanded President Pardington.

“We’re trying, sir. He’s not answering.”

“We have a direct line. Someone must hear the fucking thing ringing. Get his Chief of Staff on the line. Call his head of intelligence. Call his wife, for God’s sake. I know he doesn’t have a trainer, so you can forget that. Just get him on the fucking line. Now!”



Chen Jiayang dropped his gaze to his screen and a message from his private secretary.

他又打来电话 已经打了三次了

He’s calling again. He’s called three times already. “Fuck.” Chen didn’t have time to speak to the American President. Nor the desire.

Since those damned alarms, he’d been sequestered, cut off from the world, in this vast government compound. The Chinese equivalent of the Kremlin.

Like many of his predecessors, he didn’t want to live in Zhongnanhai. He had a perfectly comfortable home in the Jade Spring Hill neighborhood of Beijing, where many of the power brokers lived. And none was more powerful than Chen Jiayang, the head of the CCP. The Chinese Communist Party.

Though at the moment, he did not feel powerful. In fact, he felt powerless. That, combined with lack of sleep and mounting anxiety, was making him angry. Very angry.

At the moment, his anger was directed at Wang Lai, his Minister of State Security. Chen needed answers, and he needed them now. For that, he needed Wang. But the man was late.

“Asshole,” Eeyore muttered.

He’d promised his wife he’d watch his language and was glad she wasn’t there to hear his outbursts. Though at times like this, he missed her calm, kindly presence. Her reminder that other things were important.

But not now. Now there was only one priority. Figuring out what was happening.

He looked at his watch again. Where the hell was Wang?

Chen had gathered the six other members of the Standing Committee for an update in the “small meeting room,” which was not small at all.

The only one missing—

The door banged open, and in rushed a short man with graying hair and glasses. He was disheveled. His shirt untucked. His jacket misbuttoned. Chen wished he could put it down to the crisis, but the fact was, his head of the MSS was looking more and more like a lunatic, even on good days.

He’d grown worried about his head of the MSS. Was he drinking? Taking drugs?

Something was very wrong. He’d asked Wang many times in the past six months, and each time, the man had denied it. But the signs were getting stronger.

That and Wang’s long absences had made up Chen’s mind.

He’d have to replace him. Enough was enough. The head of the MSS was too powerful a position to entrust to someone not in command of himself. Someone who could no longer be trusted to make wise decisions.

President Chen watched as his old friend bowed. Deeply. A gesture of profound apology.

“Duibuqui. Sorry I’m late. I’ve been trying to get precise information on the extent of this latest attack.”

“What attack?”

“Haven’t you heard? Elevators are stuck.”

“That’s hardly an attack,” said a member of the committee. “People can take the stairs, no?”

Wang turned to him. “Everywhere?”

“What?” said Chen.

“What?” said Wang.

They stared at each other.

“What’re you talking about?” Chen demanded.

“Elevators are stuck across China and, from what I can gather, around the world.”

Chen’s eyes widened, and his heart began to beat faster. This was the alarms all over again, only considerably more alarming.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” he demanded. “Where did it start? What do you know?”

Wang seemed to have frozen. He just stood there staring. A blank look had drifted across his face, as though his brain had taken leave of his body.

“Wang!” The President was getting up, prepared to slap him. “Wang!”

But before he could, the man came to himself. He looked around, as though surprised.

“What was I saying?”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” demanded Chen.

Once again, Chen’s phone buzzed, and he suddenly knew why the American President was so desperate to speak to him. Though “speak” was probably a euphemism.

“Have you heard from your wife?” Wang asked.

“What the hell does that have to do with anything? Have you lost your mind?”

“They’re together.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“My wife just called from the university,” said Wang. “She’s trapped in between the third and fourth floors of her building. Your wife is with her, along with two of your grandchildren.”

Chen felt his cheeks grow numb and willed himself not to pass out. “In an elevator?”

“Shi. I’ve sent emergency crews to get them out.”

What the hell’s happening? Now Chen felt like he was floating in midair, in an out-of-body experience.

He pounded the table next to his chair with such force it upset the water glasses and sent shock waves up his arm. It wasn’t so much out of anger as an attempt to focus. It worked. The sudden pain brought him back to his body, and the room, and the crisis at hand. And kept him from fixating on his wife. The children …

It was also, part of him realized, a sort of punishment. For failing to protect them. Failing all those poor people. Millions, there must be millions. Trapped. Because he’d missed something.

He’d assumed they had time before the next attack.

If there was going to be one, surely it would be timed for the People’s Congress at the New Year. Still days away.

Not now. Not so soon.

His fear had turned to fury. “We still don’t know what happened with the alarms, and now this? You must know more!”



“Mr. President.”

Pardington’s Chief of Staff stood at the door. Kathleen Wells had become like the telegram messengers in the First World War. If they appeared, there was never good news.

Pardington was trying not to hate her.

“Are they still stuck?”

“Yessir. We’ve called out the National Guard to rescue as many people as possible.”

“But there must be hundreds of thousands—”

“Millions,” she said, and Pardington felt himself loathing her even more.

“—of elevators. Of people trapped.”

He looked at the time. It had been six minutes. Only six minutes? If it seemed a lot longer for him, he could only imagine how those trapped must feel.

He’d ordered an immediate meeting of his crisis cabinet. “Are they assembled?”

“Almost. We’re still waiting for Mr. McAllister.”

“What is it?” There was clearly something his CofS did not want to say. “Out with it.”

“Your son,” said the telegram messenger.



Third and fourth floor. How high up was that?

Chen tried to work it out. Could they survive should it …

He forced his mind back to the meeting.

President Chen was used to getting answers almost as soon as he asked a question. He’d been General Secretary of the CCP and President for almost fifteen years, abolishing term limits after his first two. His first move had been to place Wang Lai in charge of the Ministry of State Security, perhaps the most important post in the Politburo.

The two had met thirty years earlier when they were both heads of the CCP in their provinces: Chen in Shaanxi and Wang in Fujian.

They’d bonded over late nights at party meetings, while the doddering senior members slept. The two young bucks got shit-faced on the national liquor, Moutai, and complained about where the General Secretary was taking the country.

Like minds and common goals. And booze. A potent combination.

Chen sometimes wondered what the younger generation thought of them. Were they the doddering old fools now, ready to be replaced? Likely.

What he did know, because he was astute enough to recognize it, was that in recent years, the distance between his office in Zhongnanhai and the headquarters of the MSS near the Summer Palace had grown.

The widening gulf had a lot to do with the fact that Wang’s ministry had grown exponentially. It was now not only in charge of security at home; it also oversaw the United Front Work Department and its multitude of programs, as well as cybersecurity, which most notably included Double Dragon. Since taking charge, Wang had populated those agencies with people he trusted.

His own people.

“We do know one thing,” Wang was now saying. “A strong signal, a burst lasting just seconds, was detected just before the elevators shut down in Türkiye, then progressed around the world. That signal originated here.”

“Here?” one of the members asked. “In Zhongnanhai?”

Wang turned to him. Some members of the Standing Committee were brighter than others. Some, he knew, had been placed there simply because they were malleable.

This man wasn’t just malleable, he was mush.

“Bù.” No. “China.”

Chen began to speak, but Wang interrupted him. More evidence that the head of the MSS had lost his mind.

“Because of the strength of the signal, essentially a virtual blast, we’ve been able to narrow down its origin within China.”

“Where?”



“What about my son?”

Pardington was no longer the President. Of anything. He was no longer a man. No longer breathing. All he was now was a father.

“He’s in an elevator stuck between the eleventh and twelfth floors of an apartment building in Kansas City.”

Timothy Tim. The Tim Man, the—Oh God. No. Pardington got a hold of himself. Almost.

Tim. His little boy. Now at college. But always his child.

“His Secret Service?”

“They’re working to get him, and the others, out.”

Pardington wanted to shout, I don’t give a fuck about the others. Just get my boy out! Instead, he said, “Get McAllister.”

When she left, Pardington put his head in his hands. How? How had they missed this? Were they so completely focused on figuring out how the alarms went off that they failed to anticipate what might follow? He clasped his fingers to his scalp and tugged so hard it hurt.

A lot.

And still he pulled, literally pulling his hair out.



“The signal to stop the elevators came from Shaanxi.”

“Shaanxi?” Chen was aghast.

How could this be? How could he not know what was going on in his home province? Where he had first risen through the party ranks.

“Where in Shaanxi?”

The other members of the committee did not dare raise their eyes from the carpet.

“We think it’s somewhere in or near Xi’an.”

Wang looked down now. He’d heard Chen exhale. As though punched so hard all the air had left his body.

Xi’an was the capital of Shaanxi, and more than that. It was considered the birthplace of what is now China. And as such, it was symbolic.

More importantly, at least to Chen, it was his own birthplace. His wife was also born there. They’d met there. Married there. Their child was born there. They still had family in Xi’an. Old friends. Lieutenants from his days as the head official.

This was not just an attack on the country, it was a personal affront.

For what reason?

During his rule, he’d transformed China from a struggling backwater into a global economic powerhouse. The world’s manufacturer. Huge multinational corporations, from Apple to Tesla and from Microsoft to Nike, had set up shop in his China.

Business came to China because Chen had made it impossible for any company to succeed globally without at least a foothold here.

But the events of the last few days were threatening to unravel all of that. To unravel his China and with it, quite possibly, the CCP. And, worse, himself.

Though he already felt himself unraveling.

He’d done the calculation. The third floor would be about thirty feet high. Too high …



President Pardington pulled himself together. It did no good to panic. Every effort was being made to get Tim out. To get the others out.

To get the elevators moving again. To fix the problem.

I’m going to kill that fucker Chen.

“Kathleen, get back in here,” he shouted.

His Chief of Staff had been one of his professors at law school and had become a trusted friend. His son’s godmother.

“I need Chen. Get him now!”

“We’re trying, Mr. President, but no one in the Politburo is answering.”

The fear in her own voice, the stress, was obvious. She’d been chosen not just because the newly elected President of the United States trusted her personally, but also for her political acumen, her ability to read the wind, and for her sangfroid, her calm when all around were panicking.

It was deeply unsettling to see she was also beginning to unravel.

What the hell was happening?

“Get Washington on the line.”

“DC?” Even as she said it, she realized how stupid that was.

“Of course not DC. Aisha Washington, our ambassador in Beijing. And where’s McAllister?”

“He’s on a call with COBRA.”

Pardington shook his head. The name the Brits had chosen for their crisis management team always struck him as ridiculous. Too James Bond, or Maxwell Smart, to be taken seriously.

“Well, interrupt him.” Pardington spoke as though to a child. “Tell him his commander in chief would like a word. Drag him here by the ear if you have to.”

“Yessir.”

“And I want the Chinese ambassador here, now.”

“We have calls in.”

“I want him here in person. I need to look him in the eyes.”

“I’ll send someone to the embassy.”

“You do that. And, Kathleen—”

“I will, Mr. President.” She paused at the door and met his eyes. “He’ll be fine.”

“Please, God.” The last words were expelled under the President’s breath.



“What’ve you got?” Grant McAllister asked, keeping his voice steady.

On his screen was Janet Fillmore, the head of MI6. In the background, he could see members of the UK’s COBRA committee quickly grabbing seats in the cabinet room.

“From what we can gather, every lift in the UK has frozen,” said Fillmore. “And we’re getting reports that it’s happening worldwide. You?”

“Shit.” That came from the British Prime Minister, who had just arrived from a formal dinner. “Is that true?”

“It appears so, Madame Prime Minister,” said McAllister. “Elevators are also stopped across the United States.”

“In every building?” the PM asked, leaning forward. Not even trying to hide her shock.

What would happen if…?

It was not said, though everyone everywhere was thinking the same thing. None more than those inside the elevators.

“How could that happen?” someone else in the meeting asked.

“We have tech teams trying to work that out,” said a woman pounding a keyboard.

“We’ve sent out emergency crews, ma’am,” said another member of COBRA. “We’ve prioritized hospitals, and the tallest buildings. Those most vulnerable.”

That was, thought Grant McAllister, one word for it. They’d done the same thing. Fire, police, armed forces personnel were hurrying to prioritized locations in a rescue effort, while technicians had begun working on getting the elevators going again. Or at least to figure out how they’d all been stopped at the same time. How could it be done?

How could it be undone?

A message flashed up on McAllister’s crowded screen. Timothy Pardington was in an elevator, high up.

McAllister exhaled. That added a new dimension to the crisis.

“I believe the Deputy PM was going to a party fundraiser in the Shard,” said the Prime Minister.

“We understand he’s stuck between the thirty-first and thirty-second floors.”

The PM raised her brows. She was no fan of her Deputy PM. He had been an expedient political appointment on her part. Neither was she keen on lifts. But she would not wish this on anyone.

“Mr. McAllister, can you tell us anything, anything at all?”

“I’m afraid not, Madam Prime Minister. I was hoping you could. I’m about to go into our own crisis meeting, but I wanted to know if you had anything first. We’re trying to track down the source.”

“I think it’s fairly obvious, don’t you?” She sounded like a disappointed schoolteacher talking to a once promising student. “Coming a day after those alarms whose signal originated in China, I’m thinking Botswana. No?”

There was a split second of confusion, then her CofS smiled. As did McAllister.

“We’ve ruled out Botswana, though Saskatchewan is still in play.”

Now it was the British PM who smiled. Tightly. Just then a piece of information appeared on McAllister’s screen.

“What just happened?” said the keen-eyed PM.

“I’ve just gotten word from our cybersecurity team. Their early findings suggest the signal to stop the elevators came from the same region as yesterday’s alarms. No surprise there. But now, because of the force of this latest signal, I’m told we’ve narrowed it down to Shaanxi province.”

“Isn’t that where Chen’s from?” asked the PM.

“Yes, ma’am,” said the head of MI6.



Chen sat back and stared ahead. His mind working quickly.

Who, and what, had gone rogue in Shaanxi?

“We need to let other nations know that we’re not responsible,” said a member of the committee.

“And what happens then?” demanded another. He looked around the table. “I’ll tell you what. The rest of the world won’t believe us, but our own people will. And what will they think?”

“That we’ve lost control,” said a member. “That we’re no longer in charge.”

“That we’re vulnerable,” agreed another.

The situation had gone from threatening thousands of Chinese citizens to threatening the very existence of the CCP. Of China itself.

Chen had grasped this early on, after those alarms had sounded. He’d instructed their ambassadors to deny responsibility. To deny knowledge.

“But not too forcefully,” he’d instructed. “Leave room for doubt.”

He could not risk word seeping out to his political enemies that something huge was happening and he knew nothing about it. That there was a potent threat from within China.

“There is one other thing,” said Wang. “A rumor floating around. No, not even a rumor, that’s too strong. A word. It’s appeared in some of the correspondence we’ve intercepted between activists, dissidents. We’re trying to track down what it means.”

Chen narrowed his eyes. “Well? What’s the word?”



The British PM’s eyes narrowed. “What is it, Mr. McAllister? What aren’t you saying?”

“I’m not trying to hide anything, I just don’t want to send us off track. This is unconfirmed.”

“We’re all grown-ups. We’ll decide what tracks to pursue. We need to share information, however tentative. What’ve you got?”

McAllister took a deep breath. “It’s something that came from the Canadians. Have you heard of Pangu?”



“Pangu.”

The word dropped into the suddenly quiet meeting room in Beijing. And lay there.

“Pangu?” whispered one of the oldest members of the Standing Committee. A man who had seen several presidents come and go. Had buried a few.

Would bury, he knew, this one. It was now just a matter of time.

His rheumy eyes looked at Chen. Not the worst leader they’d had. But far from the best.

Chen’s own eyes had narrowed. His brow furrowed. He’d never looked more like an unhappy donkey.

It fell to the elder to speak. He turned his attention to Wang.

“Tell us what you know of Pangu.”

“I know nothing except what we all learned as children. He’s the god of creation.”

“And destruction,” said the old man.






CHAPTER 15


Vivien zoomed in on the map of Shaanxi.

Tighter. Tighter. Until only one city remained.

Xi’an.

The city had been great once. But time had passed it by. Its population left to scratch out a living from pomegranates and sweet persimmons and coal. That is, until a few decades ago when a farmer digging a well made one of the most remarkable discoveries in the world. One that had changed the destiny of the city. And young Vivien Li.

She pushed herself out of her desk chair and took two books off the shelves.

Sitting back down, she placed a veined hand on the top one. It was a long, slender volume he’d given her before he was her husband. When they were in that first blush of young love. Students in a valiant, romantic, but hopeless battle.

He hadn’t just given her the book, he’d made it. Drawn the pictures, then bound it. For her. With his own hands. As though in doing so, he was also binding them together.

Now, decades later, she felt the soft cover under her palm, half expecting to feel a heartbeat.

His. Hers.

There were, of course, much better publications documenting what that farmer had stumbled upon on March 29, 1974. Historians, archaeologists, scientists from all over the world had gone to Xi’an to study the thousands of clay figures.

The Terracotta Army had been hidden, in hiding. Buried beside another discovery. The undisturbed tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang. The First Emperor. The man who’d united China. Built the Great Wall. And created this immortal army to guard his necropolis.

When they were still students, Liu had taken her to meet his family in Xi’an.

Even after the end of the Cultural Revolution and its terrible excesses, people were still informing on relatives, friends, neighbors. In exchange for favor from the local regime.

It was during that visit that Liu had taken her to see the warriors, a find as yet unpublicized. She’d stood on the edge of the pit and stared. Not believing her eyes.

Who could conceive of such a thing?

Though they knew the answer to that. Qin Shi Huang. A brilliant tyrant, a genius, and a lunatic. A visionary and a brute.

It seemed to young Vivien a sort of miracle, as though this mighty army had emerged just when China needed the reminder of the glory that once was. Vivien had stared at it, clinging to Liu’s hand. Feeling herself falling in love with both the man and the sight.

This was, Vivien recognized immediately, not just rows of clay figures. This was an idea. And like most ideas, it was immortal and powerful. She was looking at what had once been and could be again.

Though it was impossible to resurrect the army, she could, she thought, breathe new life into the idea. Of a China risen from the dirt and corruption and brutality of recent decades.

What she and Liu created that day would be not just dissent but defiance.

Like the emperor who’d had the Great Wall built, who’d built this Terracotta Army over generations, their own project would require a similar patience.

Fortunately, they were young and had time.

Lifting her veined hand off the book and setting it aside, she opened the other book.

And once again studied the image of Pangu, the god of creation and destruction.

Then Vivien Li got up, put on her suit of armor in the form of the Shanghai Tang jacket, and left her study.

It was time.



Wang Lai emerged from his stupor and looked around.

He was in his office. How he got there, he didn’t know. These spells were getting more and more frequent. His confusion more pronounced. What he did know, though, was that his old friend was set to replace him as head of the MSS.

But under his stewardship, the MSS had built an AI factory that was creating confusion with its masterful illusions masquerading as reality. This cognitive hacking was one of Double Dragon’s, one of his, greatest successes.

Because of him, the Chinese government was in places people didn’t know existed. Places even Chen Jiayang didn’t know existed.

Wang was the architect of it all. He’d be damned if he’d give it all up now.

He looked at the black-and-white photo next to his dirty coffee mug. The little girl holding the embroidery. And once again, his mind drifted off.



The door opened and Chen’s private secretary walked in and whispered, “The American ambassador is at Xinhua Gate and is refusing to leave. She’s demanding to see you.”

“他妈的,” Chen muttered under his breath. Fuck. He waved him away without an answer.



“The Chinese ambassador is here, sir.”

“Show him in and let me know when everyone’s assembled for the meeting.” He chose not to call it a crisis meeting, though that’s what it was. He paused. “Any word?”

“I’m monitoring. Firefighters are there. They’ll have him out soon.”

Pardington heaved a sigh and nodded to his Chief of Staff. “Show him in.”

Normally, as a power move and slight humiliation, Pardington would have made the ambassador pay for what his country was doing by having him cool his heels in the outer office. But not this time.

The older dignified man, a renowned scholar, was shown into the Oval Office. He’d been his country’s most senior representative in the West for many years and was a close confidant of President Chen.

Pardington was not fooled by the extreme politesse or the dignity of the man. Here was someone who’d once led a Red Guard brigade.

Stopping a few feet from the President, who’d remained seated, the ambassador gave a deep bow and remained there. Waiting.

Waiting.

President Pardington finally stood and greeted the man. “Mr. Ambassador.”

“Mr. President. I hope you know, sir, that China is not responsible for this outrage.”

He clearly knew why he’d been summarily summoned.

“Then perhaps you can explain why we have proof that the signal to stop all the elevators came from within your country. From Shaanxi province, to be exact.”

It was a lie, of course. At the very least a ploy. They had no actual proof. No hard evidence. But Pardington felt he had no choice, and ample reason to believe time would prove him right.

“I have not heard that. Perhaps you can enlighten me.”

The two stood facing each other; the more polite they were, the greater the tension.

“What I would like to do is speak to President Chen. I suspect he can enlighten us both.”

“I’m afraid he’s indisposed.”

“Not on an elevator, I hope.”

The ambassador gave a tiny involuntary smile. “As do I.”

Once again, Kathleen appeared and whispered in the President’s ear. Then stepped away.

“We have confirmation,” President Pardington said to the ambassador. “The signal not only originated in Shaanxi, but we’ve narrowed it down.”

The ambassador raised a brow, very slightly. “Is that so.”

He did not seem surprised, nor did he appear to believe the President. Probably, thought Pardington, the ambassador knew perfectly well the signal came from China. He just didn’t believe they had proof.

“Méicuò. Tā láizì Xi’an, Shaanxi.” Yes, that is so, the President had said. Naming the province, Shaanxi. And even the city, Xi’an.

“Your Mandarin is very good, Mr. President.”

“But your artifice is slipping, Mr. Ambassador.”

The elderly man drew himself up. “I must have misunderstood you just now. Perhaps my English is not as good as your Mandarin.”

“Then let me repeat what I just said, in Mandarin.” Which he did, watching the seasoned diplomat. Never in his decades on the job smoothing the way for his political bosses had the ambassador been spoken to so baldly.

“I believe all that is left for me to say is that you are wrong. My government is not to blame for what is happening. Good day, Mr. President.”

“But I’m not finished. I know that your elevators have stopped too. I also know about Pangu.”

The Chinese ambassador did not break his step, though his back had stiffened as though a sharp object had found its mark.

As he reached the door, it suddenly opened and an assistant appeared, a look of horror on his face that could only mean one thing.

“The elevators in Türkiye have fallen.”



Chen rose to his feet.

A junior administrator had barged in, bowed quickly, then announced the news.

The elevators in Türkiye had fallen.






CHAPTER 16


Like grotesque dominos, the elevators worldwide began to drop.

Some, just a flight or two up, sustained little damage, their passengers coming away with bruises, a few broken bones at most. Though with a lifelong terror of elevators. Some would refuse to ever leave their homes again.

Others, of course, were less fortunate.

The world watched helplessly as the catastrophe unfolded in slow motion. Many inside the lifts, those who could connect to the internet, realized what was happening.

What would soon happen to them.

Frantic messages were sent to loved ones.

And then …






CHAPTER 17


Within minutes, the death toll worldwide reached over a hundred thousand, with the count ticking up by the second as rescue crews worked frantically.

As those who’d initially survived succumbed to their injuries.

Chen’s wife was rushed to hospital with broken ribs caused by breaking their grandchildren’s fall with her body. Wang’s wife was barely clinging to life.

The Deputy Prime Minister of the UK was killed outright.

Pardington paled as reports flooded into the Oval Office.

Alan Zhou had apparently been trapped in an elevator as he’d made his way up to his boss’s office. He had been badly injured, but there was good reason to hope he’d survive. McAllister himself had been the first on the grisly scene at the bank of elevators.

Governments around the world moved quickly to reassure a shocked and grieving population, though all knew the words were empty. There was no reassurance possible. No safety or defense against another attack possible.

An enemy capable of dropping every elevator worldwide, capable of the mass murder of innocents on that scale, was capable of anything. Their leaders were liars.

They were on their own.

“Tim?” The President tried to control the panic in his throat. “Is he…?”

“I don’t know,” said Kathleen. “I’m trying—”

Just then his private number rang. There was sobbing at the other end. “Daddy?”






CHAPTER 18


President Pardington sat at the head of the gleaming table.

Around him ranged most of his senior advisors, pale. Still checking messages. Those who’d already received tragic news had left to comfort their families.

“The toll?”

When told the number of Americans confirmed dead and injured and then advised that, of course, it was rising, he gave a curt nod.

He’d forced himself to look at the images, taken by the body cams of rescuers, of what happened when elevators plunged ten, twenty, sixty floors. It had made him physically sick. He’d actually had to race to the bathroom to vomit.

He was heartsick. Whoever did this knew, knew they’d be killing innocent men, women, children. But first, in stopping the elevators, they’d be tormenting them. And their families. There was not a person in America and, perhaps, in the world who had not lost someone they cared for.

There were howls now, of grief. And for revenge.

All Americans, and much of the world, were looking to him. For guidance. For leadership. While inside this room, it was deathly quiet, as his crisis cabinet waited for him to say something.

Finally, Fraser Pardington said what they were all thinking.

“What the fuck is China doing?”

But this was, they all knew, not just about China. This was a monumental failure of their own. How could no one have seen this coming? And that meant they were also blind to what was coming next. Because everyone in that room knew there would be a next.

“Excuse me.” The Secretary of Health got up, his face ashen, his hands shaking. Without another word, he left. They waited for the door to close before the Secretary of Defense spoke.

“What does China hope to accomplish with these attacks? Doesn’t Chen know that there will be…”

“Consequences,” supplied the Secretary of State.

“Retaliation,” said the President.

He’d chosen the word carefully. It was stronger than “consequences,” and sounded better than “revenge,” though that was what it came down to. At this moment in history, actions mattered, but before there were actions, there were words. And those were now weaponized.

“The news media, social media is blowing up. Demanding a declaration of war, and I’m tempted to give it to them.” Pardington placed his hands, screwed into white-knuckled fists, on the table and leaned forward. “Chen’s no fool. He must know what’s coming. I need to know how this happened. How we missed it. And why China has done this. I need answers. Now!”



“We’re trying,” said Wang.

He didn’t need to see the look on Chen’s face to tell him that was a useless answer.

But it was a fact. He was trying. Everyone was trying. Everyone was traumatized.

Everyone knew too that whatever was happening, whoever was behind it, would not stop here. There was more to come. Either from the terrorists or from the West.

China was facing an enraged world up in arms. And soon to take up arms. Demanding revenge. Demanding blood. Already there were reports of attacks on Chinese citizens worldwide. On Asians. Few bothered to make the distinction.

The world was teetering on the verge of war.

“There’s some element, here in China, that wants to bring us down,” said a senior member of the Standing Committee. “Who?”

“Pangu,” said another member.

And with that, the meeting descended into chaos, with everyone talking at once, yelling, accusing, admonishing. Fighting for their political lives. And, given the look on Chen’s face, probably more than political.

As the tumult continued all around him, Chen closed his eyes. This was useless.

He’d been able to spend just a few minutes at the private hospital with his wife. The doctors assured him she would be fine. But then he’d assured those in the elevators they’d be fine.

The doctors had looked petrified. Of him. And he realized that striking terror into the population for years was a double-edged sword. It meant he could rule with impunity. That his word was law. Dissent was crushed.

But it also meant people were too afraid to tell him the truth. And right now, he needed the truth.

He’d sat beside his wife, smoothing her gray hair away from her hot forehead, and whispered that she’d be fine. That the grandchildren were bruised but safe. That she’d saved them.

She’d roused and smiled and asked why he was there. “You playing hooky? Using me as an excuse to get out of the office?”

“Exactly,” he’d said. “I’m off to get ice cream now and sit in the park.”

“I’ll join you.”

He almost wept, realizing that could never, ever happen again. What he wouldn’t give now to go back to those first years together.

As he left, his mind snagged on something. Some passing thought. And then, in the car back to the cold, grim office, he had it.

The double-edged sword. It brought back a memory, even a scent. Sitting in the vehicle rushing through the center of Beijing, he picked up the slight aroma of the pine forests of Shaanxi as he and his grandfather strolled the paths. At a clearing, they’d stop to admire Mount Li in the distance, never dreaming what was under there. Waiting for a farmer digging a well.

“Ten years to sharpen a sword,” his grandfather would quote. “Its sharp bright edge never tried.”

“Today I show it to you,” the young Chen would finish it. “For whom justice was denied.”

The quote was from a swordsman, Ji Dao, who’d lived more than a thousand years ago. The young Chen loved his grandfather, loved the walks, but never really understood the quote, or thought about it, until now.

It was about revenge. Simmering, inevitable. Brutal.

“Ten years to sharpen a sword,” he whispered now, as all around him members of the Standing Committee fought among themselves.

“Do you think it was shown to us today? The sword?”

Chen turned to see Wang sitting beside him, having slipped into the chair of the Vice President, who was on his feet yelling at another member.

“You know the quote?”

“Of course. It’s a famous warning, about long memories and justice and what happens when we create our own enemies.”

Chen nodded. “What happened today was not an event. It’s a process. Many years in the making. And we must stop it. Now.”

His clever gaze moved back to the gathering and the men, mostly elderly, descending into physical fights.

“Whoever’s behind it must have powerful connections,” he said, almost to himself. “The alarms and now this must have taken years to plan. And untold amounts of money. Hundreds of millions.”

“Which means,” said Wang, “whoever’s behind this is being protected. Someone in this room?”

They both considered what was now a near riot. Then Chen’s eyes returned to the face of his friend. His former friend.

“I think so.”

Chen stood up, and slowly, as people noticed, the room quieted as heads turned to the supreme leader. They watched as he stared at them, clearly in disgust, then turned and walked out. His back to their deep bows.

Wang followed. “You’ll need to speak to the Americans eventually.”

“And say what? The truth? That we have no idea what the fuck is happening?”

“They might be able to help.”

“You’re a fool if you think that. They might even be behind this. Have you thought of that?”

“Would they crash their own elevators?”

“How many did they send to needless death in Vietnam? In Iraq? In other pointless wars? American leaders would deny it, but the truth is they do not value their own people.”

Wang thought that was rich, coming from Chen, but wisely remained quiet.

“We need to solve our own problem,” said Chen. “Before the Americans recover and come for us. And let’s not forget, they have nuclear weapons.”

“As do we. Would they really drop the bomb on us?”

“I would, if I were them.” After a few more steps down the carpeted corridor, Chen said, “You need to go to Xi’an.”



President Pardington turned to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

“I need invasion plans drawn up.”

It seemed incredible that he should say such a thing out loud. A week earlier, it would have been considered insane, reason to impeach him on grounds of mental instability. It was probably still insane, but it had to be done. The plan, if not the actual invasion.

“Yessir. On your orders, the Seventh Fleet is already sailing from the port of Yokosuka in Japan, heading to the South China Sea.”

“And how big is that force?” the Secretary of Defense, Joanne Clavelle, asked. “When last I looked, we had seventy ships there.”

“That’s correct,” said the Secretary of the Navy.

“Against two hundred forty-five Chinese warships in the region.”

“Yes.” The head of the Joint Chiefs tried to sound confident, but they all knew that American exceptionalism only went so far. They were now on the border of American delusion.

“I read in the Times that China has built a replica of one of our warships in a desert, and is using it for target practice,” said the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development.

Everyone looked at him, surprised. They’d forgotten he was there.

“You could have read it in my briefings,” said the head of the Joint Chiefs. “Had you bothered.”

“Should we ground our passenger planes?” asked the head of Homeland Security.

“To what end?” demanded another member of the cabinet.

“To save lives,” snapped the Secretary of Transportation, who, above all, did not want to be blamed should the planes start falling out of the skies.

“France has grounded its planes,” said the Secretary of Housing.

“So has Croatia.”

The room erupted into fierce debate, with some advocating stopping all flights, all trains, all subways. All public transportation.

Some wanted a national curfew, commanding citizens to stay indoors.

“Or what?” said one. “They’ll be shot? We can’t imprison citizens in their own homes. That’s not just ridiculous, it’s undoable. Not after what happened in the pandemic. People won’t comply. They’ll turn against us. They’ll feel they’re being punished, Mr. President, for what China did.”

“Enough.” Pardington raised his voice, and the room slowly quieted. He wondered, in passing, if his counterpart in Beijing had to put up with this nonsense. Probably not. Democracy was so often a shit show.

“Until we know what we’re facing, we keep everything as is. We can’t have the nation grind to a halt. It would feel like the terrorists won. We have to put on a strong front. One of unity and resilience. They need to know we’re bloodied but unbowed.”

This sounded, even to his own ears, like a string of clichés. But still, he knew they resonated.

“Our best weapon at the moment is information. I need answers, and I need them now. Not just how the Chinese managed to do it, but why would they? To what end?”

There still had been no demands. And no communication from Chen, despite their efforts.

A racket ensued as everyone voiced, then yelled, their opinions.

President Pardington turned to his head of National Intelligence. “I also need to know, Mr. McAllister, how our intelligence network, apparently the most sophisticated in the world, missed a plot that must have taken years and hundreds of millions of dollars to pull off.”

McAllister almost pointed out that it wasn’t just them who’d missed it. MI6 had. The French had. The Israelis—the Mossad—had. Even the goddamned Russians had missed it.

But the President was right. It was a failure. His failure.

“We’re looking into it, sir. We’re combing communications to see what we missed. There is something else, from an informant in Beijing. President Chen’s own wife has been injured. She was in an elevator with two of their grandchildren. I’m also hearing unconfirmed reports that Wang Lai’s wife was badly injured in the same elevator.”

Pardington turned to him. “Their head of the MSS? The old one?”

“The current one. Wang hasn’t been replaced yet. I’m not sure that was ever the plan.”

I’m not sure Vivien Li was right.

I’m not sure she was telling the truth.

I’m not sure she can be trusted.

All these things were unsaid, loudly.

Pardington absorbed this, while all around them the crisis committee was fighting among themselves. After a moment, the President nodded.

“That is interesting. About Chen’s wife, I mean.”

“Isn’t it?”

“What does it tell you, Mr. McAllister?”

“I’m far from certain, Mr. President, but I find it difficult to believe Chen would order this attack knowing that not only his wife, who all reports say he is very close to, but also two of their grandchildren were in an elevator.”

“But they survived?”

“Yes.”

“Could it be a ploy? An attempt to throw us off. To believe exactly what you just said? That he would never risk his family?”

McAllister considered. “It’s possible, but unlikely. To be honest, sir, I’m not sure President Chen would want us, and certainly his own people, to think he knew nothing about this. That would imply there was some other element in China behind the attacks. Something he has no control over.”

As they spoke, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, and the head of the Joint Chiefs were involved in a shoving match.

Pardington turned to look directly at his head of intelligence. “What’re you thinking, Grant?”

“I was realizing today that those students in Tiananmen Square, that uprising—”

“Yes.”

“—they’d be adults now. They’d be in their late fifties. Some who were their teachers would be in their sixties and even seventies.”

Pardington’s face opened as he realized what his canny head of intelligence was saying. “They might even be in power.”

“Exactly. Suppose some decided on a long-term plan. To infiltrate the CCP. Quietly, over time, rise to positions of power. All the while putting the plan in place.”

“Pangu?”

“Maybe.”

“That that would mean they’ve been planning this for decades. Does anyone really wait that long?”

“How long did you wait to run for President, sir?” McAllister said it with a smile.

Pardington raised his brows. It was true. Anyone who ran almost certainly had it in their sights for many years, working slowly, stealthily, toward that goal. Toward power.

“But what is their plan?”

“I wish I knew. We could guess.”

“Then guess,” the President snapped.

“Whoever’s behind this wants the population of China to see that Chen and the CCP are vulnerable.”

“But is the enemy of my enemy my friend?” asked the President, dropping his voice until it was barely audible. “If we wait, do nothing. Let it run its course…?”

It was almost unthinkable. In doing that, they’d be allowing this rogue element to attack them again. And again. America, the world, would take the blows. But in the end, Communist China would fall.

“But would”—Pardington was now thinking out loud—“whoever took over be any better than the current regime?”

“They’ve committed mass murder,” McAllister pointed out. “In this case, it seems the enemy of our enemy is an even greater threat. At least under the CCP, under Chen, there’s some stability. They’re also a major trading partner. We might lose that. And don’t forget, Mr. President, China is a nuclear power. What happens if the weapons fall into the hands of the terrorists?”

Pardington took a deep breath. Then exhaled. “We need information. Right now, we’re just guessing. Chen might be behind all this.”

“But why?” asked McAllister.

“How the fuck should I know? You’re the one who gathers intelligence, you tell me.”

He stood up and the room slowly quieted.

“Chen needs to know we are arming,” said Pardington. “But what we really need to do is stop the next attack. I want every so-called tech genius on a call in the next half hour. For now”—he looked at his watch—“I have to address the nation.”






CHAPTER 19


“Vivien?” Alice stood on the threshold of the study and leaned in.

“Vivien?”

But she already knew her mother wasn’t there. Wasn’t anywhere in the home. Vivien was such a presence that her absence was palpable.

Now Alice turned full circle. What to do? Her mother had said to come home, which she’d done. But she wasn’t there.

Now what?

At the airport, as she’d rushed for a taxi, Alice could feel eyes on her. Not just staring but glaring. Two taxis refused to take her.

Finally, a Pakistani driver let her in. “9/11” was all he said.

“Pandemic,” said Alice, comparing wounds. Time enough later to unpack this latest affront. For now, she needed to find Vivien. To figure out what to do next, if anything.

It seemed ridiculous to even imagine there was anything they could do. That some old superannuated activist, running on ego and the fumes of a decades-old protest, and her food blogger daughter could possibly stop the next terrorist attack.

But she had to try. All the way back from Akron, Alice had looked at her fellow passengers and seen the faces of those on the elevator. The men and women who did not leap out.

“Mom?”

Glancing behind her, then back to the empty study, Alice did the unthinkable. She stepped across the threshold.

Since before she could walk, she’d been told never, ever to go in there. Ever.

Don’t crawl in. Don’t walk in. Don’t run in. Don’t lean in, don’t even look in. This was Vivien’s sanctuary. From what, Alice never knew, never asked. But she did know that to violate it would bring down disaster.

At best, she and Kevin could stand at the doorway and say whatever needed to be said. Then leave.

And, come hell or high water, never, ever touch the books. Especially …

The two that were on Vivien’s desk.

Glancing around again, alert to any movement, any sound, Alice broke through the imaginary, yet entirely real, barrier and stepped into the study.

Sitting at the desk, she opened the top book to the first page. And there, staring back at her, was the first god.

Pangu.

In the beginning …

Alice, like most Chinese children, had been told the legends. Though in the Li household they appeared not as myth but as truth. Fact.

Pangu existed. Was real. Was an entity to be revered. Respected. And, above all, feared.

Why in the world was Vivien, at this time, looking at this book? At this deity?

Alice flipped through the rest of the book, a catalog of the most powerful Chinese gods, before returning to the beginning. To the one her mother had bookmarked.

She forced herself to meet his eyes. This was, she reminded herself, just a drawing. And yet, so powerful was her conditioning, she felt herself leaning slightly away from the image before shutting the cover, with perhaps slightly more force than necessary.

Setting it aside, she opened the second book. This one was handmade and beautifully bound in delicate purple silk. The color of love and respect.

Inside was a series of pencil sketches. Unlike the Pangu drawing, these made her smile. They were rough but homely.

Alice realized that, while possessing no great skill, the artist had managed to capture a feeling. Of awe. Of overwhelming pride.

And Alice felt it too. Here were drawings, sketches, details of the famous Terracotta Army.

She’d had her Chinese heritage shoved so far down her throat all her life, she’d choked on it. And rebelled, turning her back on it. She had reluctantly become fluent in Mandarin but had not absorbed the history, the geography, the culture of her heritage. The real China, as Vivien called it, not the catastrophe that was the Communist regime.

The closest Alice came to enjoying her heritage was the food, which she adored. But now, staring at the drawings of the Terracotta Warriors, she felt something stir. A part of her DNA awakening.

She’d seen photos of this remarkable find, of course. Who hadn’t? But she’d deliberately shut her mind to it. No doubt because Vivien was obsessed with it.

Anything her mother loved, Alice immediately loathed. And vice versa.

Alice traced the lines of one of the drawings with her forefinger, hovering just above the page. It seemed to her that the warrior, with the high topknot denoting a senior rank, was looking right at her. With affection. With kindness. As a father might.

Suddenly afraid of the power of the images, of what they seemed to be trying to say to her, she snapped the book closed and turned to the blank computer screen in front of her. She woke it up. It was, of course, password-protected. To open it would be a complete breach of her mother’s privacy. There’d be no going back.

“What the fuck,” muttered Alice and hit the keys with some glee.

Terracotta. Not the password.

Warriors. Nothing.

She tried their names. Alice. Kevin. Of course not.

Maybe Vivien? It would be very like her mother to use her own name.

One more failed attempt and it would lock. Alice’s hands hovered over the keyboard as she considered. Then typed.

Pangu.

It sprang open. Alice was so surprised, she jerked away from the screen. “Pangu” was the password? Why…?

But there was no time to consider.

There on the screen was what her mother had last consulted. A map of the city of Xi’an, and on another tab an airplane ticket connecting through Singapore to Hong Kong, then on to Xi’an. In the name of Florence Ng. Someone Alice had never heard of, but suspected she knew, though not as well as she’d thought.

“Vivien,” she whispered, “what have you gotten yourself into?”



Several hours earlier, Vivien Li had headed down to the basement, going straight to the cedar closet.

Shoving aside the clothing, Vivien knelt in front of the safe, turning the combination lock back and forth. She would never forget her wedding date, and the door sprang open.

And there it was. All alone. The leather passport holder.

Opening the document, she first made sure it hadn’t expired. Then she regarded the photo of herself.

Unsmiling, no makeup, her hair severe, tied back into a tight ponytail.

Florence Ng. Country: Singapore. Birthdate: May 15, 1960.

Like the Terracotta Army, she’d stayed hidden long enough. It was time to make an appearance.

She was about to head out to the waiting Uber when she suddenly remembered something. Digging into her handbag, Vivien pulled out her American passport and placed it on the table by the door.

“Dulles Airport?”

“Thank you.”

As her car sped over the Francis Scott Key Bridge to Virginia, the driver talked nonstop about the elevators and his theories. Apparently vaccines were responsible. Vivien looked out the tinted window.

This was a journey she always knew she might have to take. Maybe even wanted to make.

She was going back to China for the first time since escaping to the West. She and Liu had made their home here, rebuilt their lives after Tiananmen in DC.

But where was home really?

In her heart, as she headed to the airport, she knew. She was going home.

The airport was a zoo. Flights delayed, some canceled. Frightened people, just trying to get home, shouted at ticket agents. Everyone panicked that planes would soon be grounded. That was the rumor on social media.

Security was tighter than ever. It had taken her more than an hour to get through. She was pretty sure the TSA officers had given her “special” treatment.

They dug through her hand luggage. They swabbed all her devices, put her shoes through the screener twice, even had a female agent pat her down. She was Asian. She was suspicious.

“Why’re you going to Singapore?”

“It’s home,” she’d said, in a thick accent. “My daughter…” She left it at that, and the TSA woman, filling in the blanks, finally waved her through.

In the lounge, Vivien ignored the stares from other travelers and focused on the television above the bar. The President was giving his address to the nation.

America would not bow was the main, if predictable, message. But at times like this, the populace longed for predictable. As Vivien glanced around, she noticed it was working. People were nodding. Agreeing. But not everyone was impressed.

“Fucker saved his own son,” muttered the drunk next to her.

She noticed he was staring at a photo on his phone. Of a beaming, a luminous young man in graduation robes. She took a ragged breath, absorbing the pain. Of the man. Of so many men and women all around her. Just trying to get home.

Pulling out her own phone, to contact Alice to make sure she was all right, Vivien was relieved to see several texts from her.

Akron airport is mad. Everyone panicked.

Vivien, so many are dead. It’s horrific.

Vivien, what’s going on?

Home now. Where are you?

Vivien, are you okay?

Mom?

Vivien put her phone away without answering. Alice was OK. That was all she needed to know. It did not occur to her to relieve her daughter of her own worry.

Hours later, somewhere over the Pacific, Vivien brought out the second phone, paid for internet, and saw the WeChat message addressed to Florence Ng.

She sent a reply.

我正在路上.

I’m on my way.



President Pardington stood at the window of the Oval Office and looked out at the Rose Garden. It appeared dead, though he knew it was only dormant. How close the two were. Sleep and death.

The news conference had not gone well. He’d made his address to the nation and then decided, at the last minute, to open it up for questions from reporters.

Off to the side, his advisors blanched. Some even waved at him, trying to stop it. But too late, he realized his mistake.

What then came at the President were not so much questions as accusations, framed as questions.

How could he, his administration, have let this happen? They’d had warning, in the form of the alarms, but still did not manage to avert catastrophe. Why hadn’t they?

How had they missed it? How had they missed it? How, Mr. President, had you missed it?

The questions bombarded him, and he realized he’d assumed the terror attack would pull them together as a nation. But that was not happening. While Chen’s government might be vulnerable now, so was his. So was every government worldwide.

Their main job as leaders was to protect the public. In that, they had all failed spectacularly.

Once back in his office, Kathleen had turned on the news and together they watched. For about two minutes.

“Turn it off.” He walked to the window, holding his hands behind his back. All the uncomfortable questions were those he shared. He’d appealed for calm, for unity. Using all the right words. Ones Americans were programmed to respond to.

“Resilience.” “Strength.” “Determination.” “Grit.” Hearts were broken, but their resolve was not. America was the greatest nation on earth. With the greatest military. This atrocity would be avenged.

He ended his address as he’d started. With profound sympathy to the families of the dead and injured.

But that simple expression of caring had provoked questions he hadn’t seen coming.

“Why did you save your own son, Mr. President, but let others die?”

There were images flashed on screens across the nation, of the crumpled elevator in Kansas City, having plunged eighteen flights. The pulpy mess of bodies blurred.

Those pictures were juxtaposed with one of Tim, Timothy Tim, being rushed out of the building, protected by the Secret Service. They’d chosen an image where Tim appeared to be smiling.

He wasn’t, of course, but it looked like that.

“They wanted to know why Tim got out, but others didn’t,” he said, his back to his Chief of Staff.

“Yes, Mr. President.”

Pardington turned to her. “Is that fair?”

“I don’t think anything about this is fair. Do you?”

“What was I supposed to do? Let him die?”

There was no answer to that, so Kathleen remained mute, standing beside him and also staring into the winter garden with its skeleton trees.

“I’d do it again,” Pardington said. “If it costs me the next election, so be it.”

“You do know this is not about the next election. If the population loses faith in you, loses trust, then the stakes are so much greater. If we’re going to go to war, they need a commander in chief they will follow. Someone they trust to do what is right for everyone. Someone they respect enough to die for.”

Pardington was quiet for a moment. Wishing his old professor would, just once, tell him what he wanted to hear.

“It won’t come to that. Chen will relent.”

Though even as he said that, he worried it wasn’t Chen’s decision to make.

He remembered what Vivien Li had whispered to him, just as he was leaving that meeting. Was it just a day ago?

The only thing worse than the Chinese regime being behind this was if they were not.

She’d come to that conclusion sooner than any of them. Now the American President began to wonder what Madame Li knew. And how she came to know it.

“Get Vivien Li on the phone.”

When Kathleen hesitated for a moment, Pardington wondered if he needed to say, Not the dead film star.

Thankfully, Kathleen clued in before he had to say anything.

“Yessir.”



“What’s this?”

Alice’s carry-on had been taken aside, and the security guard, along with his supervisor, were going through it. It was, Alice knew, a clear case of profiling, but she also knew it would be a huge mistake to point that out.

“It’s a gift.”

He’d found the li bien ball. She’d forgotten it was still in her knapsack. Now she watched as the supervisor took it, turned it around and around, then shook it.

“There’s something inside.”

Alice frowned. “I don’t think so.”

She reached for it, but the supervisor pulled back, then handed it to her colleague with a brusque nod. The man put a towel over it.

Alice knew what he intended to do.

“No, wait. That’s a family heir—”

She heard a muffled pop. The guard lifted the towel and there was the ornament, smashed. Nestled in the middle of the shards was a piece of paper, folded into the shape of a snake.

Alice stared at it. Surprised.

The supervisor picked it up. Studied it. “Origami.”

Alice did not correct her. In China, it was called zhezhi. The snake was a not very good example of the old art form. But then neither was the li bien ball. Their value, she suspected, lay elsewhere.

“It’s for Chinese New Year. The Year of the Snake.”

“Snake,” said the agent. “That figures.”

She handed it to Alice and shoved her now messy carry-on back to her. “Go.”

An hour later, Alice was on the Cathay Pacific flight to Hong Kong, politely wrestling with the elderly woman in seat 39C for the arm rest.

From there, she’d catch a flight to Xi’an. To find her mother.

As soon as the seat belt sign was off, Alice got up.

“Sorry, sorry.” Alice squeezed by, trying not to kick 39C in the shins. But not trying very hard.

Once in the tiny bathroom, she locked the door and carefully unfolded the paper snake.






CHAPTER 20


Vivien, as Florence Ng, made her connection in Singapore and was the first off the plane in Hong Kong.

She stepped into the terminal and was immediately overwhelmed. Never a relaxing place, Chek Lap Kok Airport was now off the scale, as frantic people, like those in the States, rushed to catch what they feared would be the last flight out. The last flight home.

Vivien fought her way through the crowds, following the signs to immigration, where a man in uniform pointed to lane 4.

Of course he would direct her to 4, the worst number in Chinese numerology. Spoken aloud, 四 sounded like 死. Death.

The agent stared at her. Hard. Then asked, “Why’re you here?”

“My daughter…” It had worked the first time, and it worked again. He gave a curt nod. Stamped her passport and handed her a slip of paper.

It said, Visitor. She was a visitor in her own country.

At the exit, she went up to a man holding an iPad. FLORENCE NG.

“Welcome, Madame Ng.” He introduced himself and bowed. “Your car is waiting.”

A black Mercedes limousine was at passenger pickup. Vivien hesitated a moment before stepping inside. This man was apparently one of her many contacts. Someone sent to meet her. But of course she’d never actually seen her contacts. Nor they her. And for some reason, the vehicle spooked her.

But then the flight attendant, the woman selling candy at the baggage area, the bathroom attendant had also spooked her.

She really had to get a grip. Things were almost certainly going to get worse. She had to keep it together.

“You made it through immigration,” said the man when they’d settled into the vehicle. “It was a risk traveling now. I would have advised you to wait a few more days.”

“A good thing I didn’t ask your opinion then.”

She did not say that in a few days, the borders might be closed, and the world at war.

Vivien looked out the window as the car forced its way into a long line of traffic out of the terminal. So much had changed. She barely recognized Hong Kong.

She’d agitated for change for so long, now that she could see it, Vivien wasn’t so sure she liked it. Besides, this was not real change. It was bricks and mortar. An illusion. A false front. Nothing more.

Her companion was watching her. “Why did you come back? It’s dangerous, not just for you but for all of us.”

She ignored him, instead asking her own question. “What do you know about Pangu?”

He turned to stare at her. “The god?”

She waited. Watching him.

“I know nothing about it. Him.”

But the color had risen in his cheeks. How stupid of whoever organized this, to send a man who blushed when he lied.

She sat back in the seat. Her next flight, the one to Xi’an, wasn’t for a few hours. She’d asked to be taken to a hotel, to shower and get refreshed. Perhaps take a nap.

She hadn’t really slept since those alarms had gone off. And now the plunging elevators everywhere, all at once. Like everyone else, she was shocked by the attacks. What had also shocked her was that they were a surprise. She should have known. Should have had at least an inkling. Some word.

The word being “Pangu.”

Her long-groomed contacts in China had gone quiet. Including the man next to her.

Liam had discovered something. That much was clear. On the long flight over, Vivien had read and reread his message to Alice. She’d studied the photograph. She recognized the durian man. An MSS operative. And Alice was right, Liam was holding a coconut bun. Unwrapped.

While it seemed an unimportant detail, she knew it was significant. Probably the most important element in that photograph.

Why would a man deathly allergic to coconut be holding the breakfast bun? But more than that, the fact it did not have a wrapper meant Liam hadn’t gotten it from a grocery store. That bun, irregular in shape and coloring, with all sorts of indents, had been handmade. Something very rare in these days of mass production.

The car stopped in front of a nondescript building.

“What’s this?”

“We thought it best not to take you to a hotel. This’s a rooming house.”

Vivien’s eyes widened, then narrowed. She’d expected the Rosewood, the Peninsula. The Mandarin. Not …

The night before she’d left China as a young rebel, she and Kai-wen, along with Liu, had hidden in a rooming house. And now here she was again. What was that French expression?

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

Vivien Li, née Florence Ng, pulled her Shanghai Tang jacket tighter around her, got out of the vehicle, and walked, head high, into the shabby building.



“Oh, come on,” said Alice as she stared at the unfolded snake. “Can’t anything be clear?”

People were beginning to politely tap on the bathroom door.

“Find another lavatory, please,” she said in Mandarin.

The tapping became less polite.

She was sitting on the closed lid of the toilet, staring at what Liam had written, then folded into a snake and carefully shoved through the small hole in the now destroyed li bien ball.

And mailed off to his sister in Akron. Without explanation.

What the hell has he written?

It was a list. In Chinese. Not food words, the only ones she knew. Although she recognized 米. Rice.

“Are you all right?” The flight attendant rapped on the door. “There’re people waiting.”

“There’re other bathrooms on the plane,” said Alice, reverting to English.

“Shi. And there’re three hundred people. Please.”

The “please” did not sound like a request.

Alice flushed, ran some water; then, opening the door, she walked straight into a line of angry faces. “Sorry. Upset stomach.”

She was not surprised by the lack of sympathy on their faces. Unfortunately for Alice, one of those waiting was her seatmate.

She was halfway back to 39B when she turned and approached the flight attendant, who looked slightly afraid of her.

“Can you translate something for me?”

“What?”

“This.”

The man took the paper. “It’s a list of companies.” He read them off.

Alice recognized most. They weren’t just companies, they were corporations. Multinationals. Some were also on the list Barb had slipped her of Liam’s clients.

But not all. They did have one thing in common. All had divisions that distributed food.

“Does it say anything else?”

“No.” He handed it back. “Look, I have to get back to work.”

“One more thing.”

He turned to her and heaved a sigh. “OK, what?”

“If I wanted a really good coconut bun in Hong Kong, where would I go?”

He thought. “Well, I’d go home. My mother makes great breakfast buns. Maybe your mother will make you one.”

“My mother loathes coconut buns,” said Alice.

“How can you not like coconut buns?”

How can you not like your daughter? thought Alice.

“Well, if you have to buy one, I guess I’d go to Kam Fung bakery. They make their own. It’s always good.”

“Xièxiè.” Thank you.

She folded the paper back into a now shabby snake and placed it into her pocket.

After dinner was served, Alice brought out her phone and once again looked at the video she’d taken of the li bien ball.

Whoever had painted it hadn’t been very precise with the slender brush. There were all sorts of smears against the sky. Or maybe they were birds? Or dirt? She looked closer. Were those marks on the outside or inside?

The woman in seat 39C leaned closer to Alice.

“Nüshu.”

“Nüshu?”

“Nüshushi.”

“Nüshushi?”

This was becoming a game, and not a very interesting one. What was she trying to say?

The woman was smiling and gesturing. She looked a bit crazed.

“Ahhh,” said Alice. Understanding. The woman wanted the uneaten cookie on her tray. Alice also wanted it but felt for peace on the rest of the journey, and perhaps the armrest, she could give up a cookie.

The woman took the cookie and thanked her. Alice clicked off her phone. That video of the li bien ball was not important. She knew that now. The li bien ball was a conduit. What mattered was what was inside. The list of corporations Liam had placed there.

Alice leaned back and closed her eyes.

What had he found out? What could that list mean? And why send it to his sister and not her?

“I hope your stomach is better,” said 39C, in halting English.

Alice opened her eyes and looked at the woman. It was possible she was sitting beside a lunatic.

They had that thought in common.

Oooooh, Liam, she said to herself, with a sigh. What did you find out?

She looked out the window at the South China Sea.

Oooooh, Vivien. What have you gotten into?

What have I gotten into?



“Sir, there’s no answer from Madame Li.”

Kathleen stood in front of the Resolute Desk and watched the President. He had stubble on his face, and pouches under his eyes. His hair was lank. He was beginning to look like he was falling apart.

But his eyes, when he looked up, were bright. Alert.

He was on a call with his Secretary of Defense.

“Hold on, Joanne.” He looked at Kathleen. “Send someone to her place.”

“I have. She’s disappeared.”

There was a pause. Time frosted over. Finally, he gave a curt nod. “Then find that daughter of hers.”

“Alice.”

“Right. Or the son. We need to know where Madame Li has gone, and whether it was her choice or not.”

Both knew neither answer would be good.

Kathleen left, and the President picked up his conversation with Secretary Clavelle, as they discussed military options.



“Vivien Li?”

Her flight had landed at Xi’an airport, where she was met by this man.

She knew immediately and instinctively that he was an official with the Chinese Intelligence service. The MSS.

She felt lightheaded. This is it. What a fool I’ve been.

“No. My name is Florence Ng.”

“Come with me, please,” he said, as though she hadn’t spoken.

The “please” was not so much civility as an attempt to avoid a scene in the busy terminal.

Vivien looked around and considered her options. She had none.

“I’ll take that.”

Before she could do anything, he’d grabbed the phone out of her hand. Her mind was racing. What did she have on the phone? Names, addresses, contacts?

Who had she just compromised in her hubris?

She’d been warned that returning to China would be a mistake. But she ignored everyone. She knew that the great Vivien Li was far too important for Chen to do anything. He’d never dare move against her.

Furthermore, once those ready to rebel against the regime saw her in person, they’d be inspired by, in awe of, her courage, and rise up. The revolution would begin.

Or, she now told herself as the man took her arm none too gently and frog-marched her through the airport, they’d think she was a dangerous, delusional old woman trying to recapture some semblance of glory. Of significance. A pathetic has-been who followed her ego right into the arms of the MSS.

And they’d be right.

“You have the wrong person.” As she spoke, she looked around, trying to catch the eyes of passersby. But everyone looked away.

With no other option, and all the dignity she could muster, Vivien climbed into the SUV. She comforted herself with the knowledge that once the world found out what had happened to her, there’d be such an outcry, such a protest, that China wouldn’t know what—

She stopped there. No. There’d be no outcry. The world had better things to do, the American administration had better things to do after the attack, than protest the arrest of someone delusional enough to stroll right into a trap.

She was, it seemed, exactly what that Alan Zhou thought of her.

Old. Useless.

Disposable.

And, worst of all, stupid. And, as a result, a danger to anyone who had ever trusted her.

At least her children were safe at home.



Alice hadn’t thought it all the way through. She’d assumed that once in Hong Kong, she could just get on a flight to Xi’an. It was internal after all.

“Your visa?”

“Right here.” She brought out her card to pay for the flight.

“Bù.” No. “Your travel pass, your visa.”

The woman at the Air China desk was speaking slowly and gesturing, as though to a puppy.

“I don’t have one.”

“Then you need to step aside.” She looked beyond Alice to the anxious people behind her in the long line. More people who had grown to dislike her.

“But…”

A man shoved her aside and began speaking in rapid Cantonese. Something, Alice felt sure, about a picture frame, earwax, and a potato peeler.

She turned full circle, slowly, wondering what to do next. Maybe the US embassy could help get her a visa.

But then she’d have to explain why she was there. They’d quickly realize who her mother was. And that could get Vivien into trouble.

No, there must be another way. While she thought, Alice decided to do something useful.

She grabbed a cab and asked to be taken to the Kam Fung bakery. Then she sat back and stared out the window. She’d intended to use the drive to come up with some other way to get to Xi’an, but now she found herself distracted. Overwhelmed by the sights, the cacophony. The people, the people, all those people.

She’d thought the chaos was restricted to the airport. She was wrong. After the elevator attacks, people everywhere had streamed out of buildings and were on the street. In the street. The never restful city of Hong Kong was in turmoil.

Eventually they arrived at her destination. Alice paid the driver and asked him to wait. But either he didn’t understand her Mandarin, or he did and didn’t care.

He took off and she was alone in the whirl of people.

Looking up, she saw a nondescript sign. Kam Fung. He’d at least dropped her at the right place.

She tried the door. It was locked.

She tugged on it again. In case.

Nothing.

Of course it would be closed. After what happened, would anyone really want baked goods?

Shit.

It had been a long shot that the bun in Liam’s hand was from here. But it was a start.

Or would be, if the bakery were open. And even if she found where he’d bought it, could that possibly matter?

She turned around. What now?

Her next move, if she couldn’t get to Xi’an yet, was to go to fish ball island. The place whose name Liam had misspelled in his email.

She had no idea what to look for there, but she did know Liam had wanted someone to go. And it fell to her.

Alice turned around, scanning for a taxi or an Uber. She put out her arm in the hopes someone would stop.

“May I help?” It was a pleasant voice.

She turned around and stumbled backward. There in front of her was the durian man. From the boat. The MSS agent.

“Bù!” she said right into his face, as though saying, Boo! Then took off into the crowd.

She only got a few steps before an arm circled her waist and lifted her off her feet, winding her in the process.

“No!” she wheezed, squirming and trying to break free. Either no one heard or, more likely, no one wanted to know. Certainly no one came to help. They had their own troubles.

Her mind shrieked. Where was she being taken?

To the harbor? To the boat? To …



They’d traveled half an hour, and two thousand years.

Vivien had known for the last few kilometers exactly where they were going. It was, perhaps not completely coincidently, exactly where she needed to be since that one word dropped.

“Pangu.”

There in the distance rose the mountain.

For centuries, it had been thought a natural formation, pushed up from the earth in some tectonic shift. They now knew, and had known since March of 1974, that they were wrong.

It was man-made. A vast structure built to look like a mountain. An engineering marvel that hid untold wonders and horrors.

It was the resting place of Qin Shi Huang. The man who’d united China by force of will. And brute, brutal force.

To protect his necropolis, the first emperor had created the Terracotta Warriors. Thousands of them. Should he be disturbed, they would spring to life and avenge the desecration.

For years, centuries, millennia, the army had been buried under many feet of earth. Forgotten. The land above them turned to hardscrabble farmland. No one knowing, no one guessing, what lay beneath the flat land, or the mountain.

Until that farmer dug the well and found the inconceivable.

But so far, no one had dared enter the tomb itself. It remained sealed. The lunatic emperor safe inside, and the rest of the world safe outside.

As the vehicle approached, Vivien felt both dread and a sort of elation. She would see the Terracotta Army again. Probably, she knew, the last thing she’d see. Well, there were worse ways to go. Like in a plunging elevator.

Though Vivien suspected Chen and the MSS would not simply put a bullet in her head. First they’d want to know what was in there. Names. Contact information.

An elevator was looking more attractive.

What also worried her, as the vehicle got closer, was who else they’d picked up. She’d come all this way, risking arrest and worse, hoping to stop the next attack.

She thought of the first time she came here. With him. Would he sense something was wrong? Would he come to try to rescue her? It would be futile. But then she would know.

The car had pulled up to a low concrete building without windows.

Off to the side was the huge domed structure, like some massive aerodrome. Many football fields long. And wide.

Inside were the row upon row upon row of clay figures. Just a portion of what was actually there, still waiting to be released from the earth. Such an extraordinary find it was almost impossible to believe, even when looking right at them.

But this building was different.

They stepped inside. It was dim, and her eyes needed time to adjust. But before they could, she heard, “Madame Li?”

She stopped in her tracks and squinted.

A man was standing a few feet away. He was about her age, she guessed. Maybe slightly older. Despite the fact those around all deferred to him, he looked like a beggar, someone who’d fallen on hard times. Disheveled. His hair greasy, unkempt. He was wearing a nice tailored suit, but his shirt was stained and untucked. His fly was halfway down.

He walked up to her. As he got close, she could smell him. It was not a natural smell. Not feces or urine or rotting food. Not even normal body odor. He smelled metallic.

It was all she could do to hold her ground.

Do not step back. Do not lean away. Do not drop your eyes. Do not blink.

Hold your head up.

She wondered if it would hurt.

Through the shriek in her head and the pounding of her heart, something registered. She knew this man. Not personally but by reputation.

What she knew was that he was a monster in a dirty bespoke suit.

She had her answer. Yes, it would hurt.

“We haven’t met, but I’ve been following your activities in the United States. My name is Wang Lai.”

He held out his hand. She stared at it, then took it. This was, she knew, the first of many betrayals to come. It always started like this. First you betrayed yourself. As she’s just done, by accepting the hand of the man who ran the MSS, who was the de facto head of the Chinese secret police.

She was touching the flesh of the architect of so much misery.

And then, one by one, you betrayed everyone and everything you held dear. But yes, it always started this way. With the easy one.

She held his eyes. There was something about them. Not malevolence—they were almost blank. Like a shark’s, she thought.

“There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Wang took her elbow and guided her through a thick metal door and down two flights of stairs.

She didn’t resist. But she kept her eyes open and sharp. If an opportunity arose to fight back, she’d take it.

They passed through another door, into a work site. It smelled of dirt, and there was a slight muskiness. Industrial lights had been set up, but there was no work being done. It was very, very quiet. Deserted. Except for one man, standing in the shadows.

“I’ll leave you here,” said Wang.

The door locked behind her, but Vivien only had eyes for the man standing at the edge of the pit. He had his back to her, his hands clasped together in a familiar pose. He turned and smiled. His chubby face breaking into dimples.

“It’s good to see you again.”

“Nǐ hǎo, húndàn.” Hello, shithead, she said to her former husband.






CHAPTER 21


Vivien and Liu sat on the edge of the latest dig, where warriors were still being unearthed. It was not unlike where they’d sat decades ago, as young revolutionaries.

Only last time, they were on the ground, their legs dangling into the pit.

Only last time, they were on the same side. Or so she’d thought.

Only last time, they were in love. Or so she thought.

This time she was under no such illusion.

“I didn’t know if you’d come,” said Liu.

“I wouldn’t have, had I known it was a trap.” Vivien tilted her head slightly to indicate the armed guards.

She looked at her former husband, his face in profile. He hadn’t aged as much as he should have. As much as she had. In fact, he’d hardly changed. That, she knew, was the problem. And her mistake. Thinking he had changed.

Thinking he’d become a decent human being. A human being.

“Not a trap.”

“Oh, really, can I leave?” She made to get up, but he grasped her Shanghai Tang and pulled her down.

“No sudden moves,” he warned in a whisper. “Why did you come?”

She took a deep breath, followed by such a huge exhale, she thought she saw the dirt flutter on the shoulders of the closest Terracotta Warrior. She knew it wasn’t possible, since he was thirty feet away, and in the pit.

It was an illusion. Like so much of my life, Vivien now knew. A delusion.

So much magical thinking had brought her to this point. To this place.

I came because I thought you were in trouble. I came because I thought you knew something and could stop the attacks. I came because I thought you’d changed.

I came because, despite what you did, I still love you.

“I came because I’m a fool.”

Liu looked at her, and now that she could see his face full-on, she saw that he had aged. A lot. There was worry in his eyes. In the lines around his eyes. Something had gotten its hooks into him. And dug deep into his flesh. And would not let go.

“You’d have thought we’d grow out of it, this tendency to do foolish things,” he said. Despite the lines down his face, his voice was calm, musical. “Though I do wonder what would become of the world if young people didn’t do foolish things.”

“And old people?”

“Them too. Us too.” He smiled again, and she felt herself falling. How was it possible? Here was a man who’d betrayed her. Betrayed them all. Who’d aligned, allied himself, with a monster. With a monstrous regime. A man who’d lured her here, almost certainly to imprisonment, to be tortured until she begged for death.

Liu Tongzheng. Who’d lied to her for all the years of their marriage. Pretending he too was a revolutionary when, in fact, he was the opposite. A spy, a mole. A traitor to their cause.

And now her own goddamned heart was betraying her.

“Only the young and the old can afford to do stupid things,” he said. “The young have a lot to gain by taking chances. The old have little to lose.”

“You’re wrong. The young have everything to lose. My brother, for example.”

Known to the world as Tank Man, but to Vivien as Kai-wen. Kevin. Their son’s namesake.

“You killed my brother.”

“I turned him in. I had no choice. What happened to him after that was not my doing.”

“You handed him over! What did you think was going to happen? He’d spend his days tending peach trees? He trusted you. I trusted you. He died in a goddamned labor camp because of you.”

As soon as she’d found out what her husband had done, she’d kicked him out. But she’d also kept his secret. Telling no one of his betrayal. Telling no one he was actually an MSS agent.

She’d divorced him, then discovered that just when she most needed support, their friends abandoned her. They blamed her for the failure of the marriage. Whispering that she was cold. Hard. Not the right partner for the gentle, kindly professor.

They might respect her but did not like her. Did not want her at their dinner parties. Fundraisers, yes, where they could parade around their “friend,” the famous human rights activist.

But into their homes for intimate private gatherings? No.

It might have been different had she told them who Liu really was. What he’d really done. But she could not.

She’d kept his secret for the sake of the children, telling them he’d died in a car accident. And he might as well have been dead. He’d disappeared back into China, absorbed into the body politic.

She’d also remained mute for the sake of the cause.

The world must never know that Tank Man was dead.

Kai-wen, young Kai-wen. Running out to stand in front of that line of tanks. Stopping them with just his skinny body. Holding out his arms, hands clutching the bags of groceries for their dinner.

As long as people thought he might still be alive, as long as other dissidents thought he’d survived, then the myth, the symbol, survived.

Tank Man defied the regime and lived. They could too.

But he hadn’t survived. Vivien’s own husband had made sure of that.

“And you’ve never betrayed anyone?” said Liu. “Do you really want to have this conversation?”

Behind all the noble reasons hid the real reason she’d kept his secret. It was the deal. She’d keep his dirty secret, and he would keep hers.

She glared at him, loathing and yet still loving him.

“Why am I here?”

He turned to face the pit and the latest army to appear out of the dirt at the foot of Mount Li.

It served as an allegory. Sometimes you had to hide, lie low. Bide your time. And sometimes you had to get dirty to achieve your goals.

The Terracotta Warriors had inspired the revolution they’d birthed decades earlier.

“Pangu.”

“What of it?” she said.

“I need to know what you know.”

“Fuck off.”

There was movement behind her. Boots and the unmistakable sound of a weapon being cocked.

He lifted his hand, very slightly, and the boots stepped back.

Vivien had realized as soon as she’d seen her former husband that he must now be a high-ranking official within the Chinese government. But that very slight movement, and the immediate reaction of the MSS agents, told her he had ascended to the highest peak.

“Who are you?” she asked. Though even as she asked it, she knew the question really was What are you? “What’s Wang doing here? Why did he leave us alone?”

Too many questions, she knew. They were getting all mixed in together.

“I asked him to.”

Lines appeared between her brows as she took that in. Wang Lai, the head of the MSS, took orders from her former husband? She felt all her senses heightened. Now was not the time for even the smallest mistake.

“In a few days,” Liu continued, “as part of the celebrations of the New Year at the Party Congress, it will be announced that I will be the new head of the Ministry of State Security. Taking over from Wang.”

Vivien had known that Wang was to be replaced. Her most trusted informant had told her. But she’d been told the replacement was that nameless woman, not Liu, not her ex-husband.

“Yes,” he said, reading her mind. “That photo of the older woman in the garden? AI-generated, to appeal to you. So that you would convince others. So that no one would know it’s me.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “You sent it to me? You’re my contact?” The full horror of this came crashing down. Her informant wasn’t a highly placed dissident, but a highly placed MSS officer. Her former husband. Who knew her well enough to deceive her.

There was nothing artificial about his intelligence. It was his emotions that were artificial. Generated to fit the moment.

“Why did you bring me here?”

“You’re here because our needs are aligned.”

“I doubt that.”

“When you and I first sat here and looked out at the warriors, we had an idea. A plan.” He was examining her, studying her for any reactions. “That day we created Pangu.”

Through the thick walls, and beyond the pounding of her heart, she could just hear the unmistakable thump, thump, thump of rotor blades. A helicopter was approaching. A big one. A military one.

Who could this be? What fresh horror is arriving?

“After the debacle of Tiananmen, you and I sat here and dreamed up a long-range plan. We’d create a network of dissidents, of pro-democracy activists, and name it after the god of creation and destruction.”

“Why’re you telling me what I already know?” she said.

“To remind you. Our goal was to destroy the Communist regime and create a new China.”

“That was my goal. Not yours. Pangu no longer exists. You destroyed it. It’s a relic, like the empty figures that inspired it.” She waved toward the hundreds of clay warriors. Impressive but hollow. “As soon as I realized what you’d done, I wrapped it up. Shut it down. Got as many out as possible. Told the others to go to ground before you could turn them in. Pangu was blown.”

Liu leaned toward her. “My God, you really believe that. You have no idea that Pangu still exists. You thought you’d disbanded it, and I’m sure many did as you said. But for some, they were in too deep. They would not give up. As you’ve always said, Pangu was an idea, and ideas don’t die. It’s more powerful, more determined, more militant than ever. We need to know who they are. We need to find out who’s running it. Pangu has already killed hundreds of thousands, and more will die unless we stop it.”

This was a trick. This was the trap. “I don’t believe you.”

Liu nodded slowly, considering her. “The thing about young revolutionaries is that, if they survive, they grow old—”

“And useless. So I’ve heard.”

“Not all. Some give up. Have families. Lose the fire. But for others, the flame is fed. They grow old, but they also grow more committed. They rise through the ranks. Over time, some reach the highest level, where decisions are made.”

“Like you?” she said.

“That was our plan after all, wasn’t it?” said Liu, ignoring her. “The long-range plan, spread over decades, to get our young compatriots to rise into positions where they could make changes. Well, now they are.”

“It was never our plan to commit mass murder,” said Vivien.

“True, ours was to be an evolution. Hoping one of our Pangu members might even reach the Presidency and could bring about the changes we wanted. But our Pangu morphed into something dreadful. The frustration, the rage, the fire they nursed for years has broken out. It’s a conflagration. A wildfire. And it must be stopped.”

“Why now? Why act now?”

“Because technology has finally caught up with intent,” said Liu. “The internet, AI, the supply chain that moves across borders, methods of delivery that were not dreamed of even a decade ago. It allows them to reach into our very homes and businesses. Into our heads. You saw what they did with those elevators. The mangled bodies. Tens of thousands—”

“That’s rich. How many men, women, children has the regime wiped out? And their crime? Daring to disagree with some policy of the State. And now you condemn Pangu for doing the same thing?”

“You can’t tell me you support what’s happened,” demanded Liu. “That’s madness.”

“That’s desperation.”

“So you agree with Pangu’s methods?”

Vivien was on the verge of saying that she did. If only to shock Liu. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

And Liu, who knew her well, could see that.

She shook her head. “I came here hoping to stop them.”

Liu nodded. “You and I, Viv, will never agree on many things. But I think we can agree that neither of us wants what’s going to happen next.”

“And what’s that?” she asked.

The thud, thud, thud of the helicopter had stopped. Whoever had been on it was off. Was it Chen? Was this a trap, to lure her here, keep her here, until the Apex Monster arrived?

“I don’t know,” Liu was saying. “Can they shut down the global power grids, sending the world back to the Dark Age? Can they open dams and floodgates, wiping out everything in the water’s path? Whatever it is, it will be even worse than what’s already happened. They’ll need to increase the terror. It will almost certainly cost hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of lives, and the end goal is the same.”

“To overthrow the CCP?” said Vivien. “To end Communist rule? And then what? I don’t think whoever’s doing this has thought that far ahead.”

“But we have. Since those alarms, the intelligence agency has run the scenarios. Our neighbors would seize the moment and invade. Imagine a world where China fell under Russian control.”

“The Americans would never allow it,” said Vivien.

“And how would they stop it? Russia is right next door. America is not. The next attack must be stopped. You know it. I know it. Our needs really have aligned.”

Vivien nodded. She could see that. But … “I’m not the one you should be speaking to. Chen needs to speak to Pardington.”

“And say what? Deny that China’s behind it?” said Liu. “Would your President believe it? The American fleet has left Japan and is heading toward us. President Chen has ordered our navy out, supposedly on maneuvers, but…” Liu lifted his hands. “Soon it will pass the point of no return. Two superpowers—”

“Nuclear powers,” said Vivien. “Chen could try. You have his ear. Tell him he needs to convince Pardington. They need to stop this.”

“Chen listens to no one. And even if he does convince President Pardington, that doesn’t stop the terrorists. Your young American agent found something. We need to know what it was.”

“You’re talking about Liam Palmer. The man you murdered.”

“We didn’t kill him.”

“Then who did?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” said Liu. “Pangu did. The thing you and I created. We now need to destroy it. Before it destroys us all.”

“Vivien?” A small voice behind them spoke.

Vivien closed her eyes. It hadn’t been Chen on that helicopter but someone far worse.

“Mom?” Alice looked from her mother to the man beside her. “Dad?”






CHAPTER 22


Up until that very moment, Alice was convinced she was about to die.

Kidnapped, put on a helicopter … blindfolded. She’d cried. Begged for her life. She lost any illusion she’d be brave in the face of certain death. She lost her Cathay Pacific meal and almost lost all bladder control.

She knew what was going to happen. She’d be tossed out, to land in a forest as a pulpy mess, unrecognizable. Or shot. Or disappeared into some far-flung prison. That was the best case.

Instead, she’d been brought here. She’d had no idea where “here” was. Only that it was very cold. Shivering from either cold or fear, she’d been led blindfolded into a building, then down some stairs.

A door had opened, and she could sense she was now in some huge open space. It was warmer. Echoey. She leaned forward, toward the voices. They were familiar.

“You’re talking about Liam Palmer. The man you murdered.”

“We didn’t kill him.”

“Then who did?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Pangu did. The thing you and I created. We now need to destroy it. Before it destroys us all.”

Alice tore off the blindfold.

In front of her were row upon row of Terracotta Warriors. She was in Xi’an, the very place she needed to get to.

But, incredibly, that was not the most incredible thing.

Alice looked past the armed guards to the man and woman sitting together at the edge of a pit.

“Vivien?”

They looked over, as startled as she was.

“Mom? Dad?”

Liu stood up so abruptly his chair toppled over and disappeared into the pit, to the sound of terracotta shattering.

“Alice?”

The whispered word should never have reached her, and yet it did. It was as though he’d spoken from inside her mind. Where she’d kept him safe for all these years.

In her head. Her heart. Her marrow. Her memories.

“Daddy?” As she took a step forward, a guard brought his rifle down to block her way.

“Let her pass!” Liu snarled.

The man immediately lifted his weapon. Now it was the guard’s turn to be terrified. He even bowed to her, then turned to her father and bowed to him. Deeply. Asking, begging, forgiveness.

What the fuck is happening? Her mind was racing. Trying to grasp so many enormous things all at once. Pangu? Her mother? Her father? Her father alive?

Her mind stopped there. She was in a state of shock, unable to think, to feel. To move.

Whaaat…?

Her mind was shrieking now.

“Alice.” Liu stepped toward her, and her heart, ignoring her head completely, went to him, dragging the rest of her with it.

She took a few tentative steps, then ran.

It was only when she felt his arms around her that Alice realized she hadn’t really felt safe since he’d left and taken this embrace with him.

But now here she was, deep in Communist China, kidnapped and surrounded by armed guards. And here she felt safe?

It was, her mind told her, fighting to override her heart, yet another illusion.

You’re in more danger now than ever. Including from this man. This ghost. Who created the very thing you need to stop.

He is not as he appears.

Alice pulled away and looked from her father to her mother.

Vivien stood stone-faced. She could have been one of the clay warriors ranged below them. Broken and pieced back together. Imperfectly.

“You’re alive? How? Why? What’s going on?”



“So that’s it then?” said President Pardington.

“I think so,” said the Prime Minister of Great Britain. “Invasion plans are being drawn up. Christ,” she exhaled. “I never thought I’d be saying that. How quickly things change.”

Like everyone else on the call, she looked grim. And exhausted. And frightened. To their staff, to the public, they had to appear strong, resolved, determined. Confident. Only in this company, with fellow leaders, could they show how they were really feeling.

Each of the heads of state, with their military and intelligence experts ranged behind them, looked drained. By personal loss. By worry. By the fear that they would be the ones who’d fuck it up and be held responsible for whatever catastrophe happened next.

“We need to find out how the hell the Chinese did it,” said the German Chancellor. “Until we do, we’re vulnerable.”

“We know Double Dragon has created an AI factory,” said the French President. “Alors, it must be coming from there.”

“But this wasn’t artificial,” snapped the Italian Prime Minister, who’d lost a sister in an elevator. “AI couldn’t do this. I wish…” He paused. “I wish it was all faked.”

“Mr. President.”

“What is it, Kathleen?”

His Chief of Staff was leaning down and whispering, “President Volkov is standing by.”

The President of Russia had not been invited to this party. Better if the two superpowers spoke separately. Privately.

“Volkov is ready,” Pardington said to the others. “I need to go.”

Before anyone could answer or, more likely, protest, he’d stabbed at the icon and the screens went to black; then another weary face appeared. Huge. Taking up almost the entire wall. It was as though he were a god. Or Oz.

“Mr. President,” said Pardington, trying not to look shaken by this sudden overwhelming presence. He gestured to his tech person, who understood and worked to bring the Russian President down to size.

“Mr. President,” said Volkov. His head suddenly shrank. Though now Pardington wondered if the other hadn’t been better. At least then, he could clearly see every nook, cranny, each slight change of expression on the stoic Russian’s face.

Surprisingly young, Volkov had taken over after the former President of Russia had died of a heart attack. One McAllister was convinced had not been entirely natural.

Before him on the screen was an impatient young man. And a worried one. He had reason to worry, Pardington knew. His people, his army, his ministers, not totally sure of him yet, were beginning to turn. This attack could push it, and Volkov’s presidency, over the edge.

“Twenty-three thousand Russians have been killed in elevators,” McAllister had reported in an earlier briefing.

“That’s a disconcertingly round number,” said Pardington, and saw McAllister nod.

“The best our agents can do, sir. As you know, Russia is growing more and more opaque by the day.”

“Do you think they had anything to do with what happened?”

“It’s possible. If the Chinese leadership falls, there’d be chaos. Russia is in the best position to take advantage of that.”

“How?”

“An invasion.”

“But that would be a logistical, a bureaucratic, nightmare. Even if it was possible, how would Russia govern?”

“How did the Caesars, how did Alexander govern? How did the British, with such immense, far-flung territories?” asked McAllister. “And back then, it was even more difficult, without easy communication or travel. No, Volkov could do it. All he’d have to do, at least at first, is put in a puppet regime. One friendly to Russia.”

“Friendlier than the current one?”

“We all know they are allies of convenience. There’s no love lost. And this attack hasn’t helped.”

That was the briefing an hour earlier. Now President Pardington found himself face-to-face with the Russian President.

There were two routes he could take. Be friendly, sympathetic, appeal to Volkov as a friend. Or—

“What the fuck are you up to, Volkov?”

“I’m sorry?” he said through a translator, though none was necessary to read the surprise on his face.

“We’ve formed a coalition of nations—”

“A coalition? Without Russia?”

Pardington thought this young man had almost said, Mother Russia. Despite his age, Volkov was a throwback. A man who wanted to re-create a hypernationalism, and with it a sort of monarchy. With himself as Tsar.

This shift to the far right wasn’t limited to Moscow. It was increasingly common internationally, as allegiances strained, as trade deals collapsed, as immigrants flooded in, changing the culture, the demographics. Nations began pulling in on themselves. Began to appeal to the worst part of human nature.

The forensic psychologists in the CIA, in profiling the new President, said his Achilles’ heel was his ego. It was fragile, brittle. And that made him breakable. But they did warn that there was no telling what he would do if broken.

Pardington was determined to find out.

“We don’t trust you.” The bluntness of the American President’s reply shocked the young leader, who stared back gape-mouthed. “In fact, we hold you equally responsible for the attacks.”

“But that’s absurd.”

“There’re three possibilities.” Pardington plowed ahead as though the Russian leader hadn’t spoken. “One, that you did not know about it, which makes you ignorant. Two, that you did know about it, which makes you a collaborator.” Volkov went to speak, but Pardington talked right over him. “Or, three, that it’s not China at all, but Russia that’s behind the attacks. That you want China and Chen blamed and destabilized.” As he spoke, he watched Volkov, who looked thunderous. “Though my colleagues on the coalition favor yet another possibility. That you are a complete fool. Being played by Chen. Being set up to take the fall. That he sees you as weak, incompetent, without support domestically or friends internationally. Your Russia First policy has become Russia Alone. The attacks are Chen’s audacious strategy to take over Russia, and form not just a superpower, but the apex power. Why do you think the attacks happened now? Because he needed some weak leader, some delusional leader, as President of Mother Russia.”

This all came at Volkov like a shotgun blast. He stared back, trying to take it in.

“Well,” demanded Pardington. “Which is it? Collaborator? Fool? Terrorist? Patsy? We all know another attack is coming. If you don’t stop it, we will be in a race with China to take over your country. And no one will object or come to your rescue. You will have destroyed Russia in record time.”

Then Volkov did something completely unexpected. Something even an elder statesman, a seasoned leader, might not have been able to do.

He ignored the personal attacks and said the only thing likely to throw the American off.

“Mr. President, while you and your friends have been building a ludicrous case against Russia, we’ve been looking into how those attacks were actually done. How the Chinese managed to drop every elevator worldwide.”

Pardington hated to cede the upper hand but now realized he’d never really had it. This young pup, if he had the information they needed, had held the higher ground all this time.

Still, he rallied. “We know how. It was AI.”

Volkov laughed. “You old shits blame everything on AI. Only because you don’t understand it. It’s either AI or cryptocurrency. Or, worst of all”—his tone was unmistakably mocking, patronizing—“AI paid for by cryptocurrency.”

Pardington was silent. Waiting for the next slap. No use defending himself. Volkov was not wrong.

“AI is a stepping stone, a gateway,” said Volkov.

“To what?”

“To what’s next. To what the Chinese have developed and weaponized.”

“Go on.”

“No, I don’t think I will. Not until you apologize for what you said. Not about me, I don’t care about that. I care about Russia. You have attacked us, in words. And threatened direct action next. We have done nothing wrong. We have lost tens of thousands of people in this horrific attack. Including my own uncle. We have stood ready to help. Reached out to you. Offered our condolences on your losses. And you say nothing about ours. And now you treat us as enemies. I have waited all afternoon for your call. But there was silence. No. Say you’re sorry, and I will tell you how the Chinese have done it.”

Pardington knew when he’d been beaten. This was not the time to bluster. And while demanding an apology sounded childish, they both knew it had real power. To disarm.

How many wars would have been stopped, even avoided completely, had there been a sincere apology?

“I am sorry, Mr. President. It was wrong of me.”

“Good. Thank you.”

Volkov seemed sincerely relieved. He clearly did not want a war with the West.

“Ask your people about APAI and blockchain. The supply chain. That’s how it’s being done.”



Vivien stepped toward her, but Alice backed up. Had her father not reached for her, she would have fallen into the pit.

She shook him off. All sorts of things clustered in her brain, fighting to make it to her mouth. Until one finally made it.

“You’re alive?”

“Shi.” He moved toward her.

“Stay away from me.” She turned to Vivien. “You told us he was dead. You let Kevin and me think our own father had died.” She looked at Liu now, struggling to accept that the man she’d mourned for so long was standing before her. “You’ve been alive all this time and never contacted us? You let us, me, believe you were dead?”

“I’m sorry.” He reached out his arms. But this time, her heart and her head had aligned and she didn’t move.

She was vibrating with anger. But she was also overwhelmed with relief. With a sort of mud-spattered joy.

This man she loved was alive. But this man had also let her grow up without a father. Had left her with unfathomable grief.

She was suddenly more afraid of him than the ones with the guns. Not that he’d hurt her physically, but that the terrible truth would be spoken, creating a wound that could never be healed.

That truth was that he’d left and let them think he was dead, had never contacted them, her, because he never loved them. Had never loved her.

When times were tough, when she’d been in pain, she’d imagine his arms around her. Imagined his jasmine cologne, his minty breath. She’d close her eyes and feel his ghostly heartbeat. But that was all gone, in a blink.

He was alive. But he never loved them. Never loved her.

“Why’re you here?” Vivien asked. Though her anxiety made the question come out harsher than she’d meant.

Alice laughed. The shock was turning into hysteria. “I came to rescue you.”

She felt herself getting giddy. Losing control. It was bubbling up inside her. Like vomit.

She pinched her thigh so hard she knew she’d caused a bruise. But the counterirritant worked. And there was another device she could use to tamp down the hysteria.

Focus on something else.

“What’s Pangu?”

“How do you know about that?”

“I heard just now. You said it’s responsible for what’s happening. You said you’d created it and now need to stop it.” She kept her eyes on her mother, not daring to look at her father. “You created a terrorist organization?”

“No. We created an earlier, gentler version.”

“Which is why you named it after the god of destruction?”

But they’d stopped listening to her, which drove her to the brink of apoplexy. Until she saw what they were doing. Vivien and Liu were looking up. Up, up the side of the concrete wall. To the long narrow window there. And the man looking down on them.

“Who’s that?” Even from there, he looked disheveled. Unshaven. A homeless man who’d wandered into this bunker.

“That is Wang Lai,” said her father. “He runs the MSS, the secret police.”

“He’s a friend of your father’s,” Vivien added, not without relish. “In fact, your father here is about to take over that job. Soon he’ll be rounding up anyone who speaks against—”

Alice raised her hand. “Enough! I get it. He’s a monster. And so are you. Together you created a monstrous organization, named after a monster. And now you are busy killing millions.”

The man at the window slowly shifted his gaze until his eyes met hers. There was intelligence there, but there was also something else. Something bright. Something burning.

“Oh, fuck,” muttered Alice. Another monster.






CHAPTER 23


“Come with me.”

When the women hesitated, Liu held out his hand and waved. “Come on. Hurry. Or stay here with him.”

He gave a very small jerk of his head toward Wang. They followed him down into the pit.

It got colder with every step down. It felt as though they’d descended into a netherworld. Of dirt and wonder. Of petrified figures destined to spend eternity guarding a long dead and buried emperor.

The clay warriors had been a magnificent discovery, a cause for amazement and the source of inspiration to the young revolutionaries, but now they looked like a horrific army. The figures glared at them with dead eyes. Threatening. Looming, reaching out, it seemed, for them. Brushing up against them. Vivien tried to rub the red dust off her Shanghai Tang, but it was smeared there in patches as though she herself might be turning into terracotta.

Is that, her racing mind wondered, what had happened to them? Had these remarkable figures been human once, and were turned to clay by a lunatic emperor?

Was this a mausoleum? A vast grave site about to welcome two more occupants?

She reached for Alice’s hand, but her daughter pulled away. And Vivien realized that if they died there, they’d die alone, together. As they’d lived.

“This is as far as we go.”

It was as far as they could go. They stood at a stone wall.

“Beyond here is the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang.”

“I thought this was the tomb,” said Alice.

“This is just a small part of it.” Liu turned to look behind them, at the ranks of warriors filling that huge room. Just one of a number of equally astonishing excavations. “All this was created to accompany the emperor into the next life. His tomb itself is beyond this wall.”

“Are you taking us there?” Alice asked.

“No. No one has been in it since it was sealed two millennia ago.”

“Why not?”

“A decision was taken years ago at the very highest level to leave Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s tomb itself undisturbed.”

“Why? Aren’t people curious?”

“Very, but there’s power in mystique.”

“Power?”

“To create whatever story we want. Some things are best left a mystery. Undisturbed.”

The closed door, thought Alice. Hitchcock would approve. Her father’s message wasn’t lost on her. This far, but no further. Do not ask … Better not to know.

“Why did you leave?”

And there it was. Though it could not have been a surprise. They must have known she’d ask eventually. What did surprise Alice was the look of fear that stole across not her father’s face, but her mother’s otherwise granite expression.

“We don’t have time for this,” said Vivien. “There’s an imminent terr—”

“Then you’d better answer quickly.” Alice turned away from her mother to glare at her father.

“Your mother and I no longer shared the same ideology,” he said.

“That’s it? You left over ideology? That’s bullshit. You didn’t just leave her, you left us and allowed us to think you were dead. We were children. Can you begin to understand what that was like? I…” Adored you. “What’s going on? Come on.” She turned back to her mother. “Why did you say he was dead? The truth.”

“Your mother was sent information that showed—”

“No!” Vivien now looked terrified.

“All right then, you tell her.”

“And when I do?”

“Either you do, or I will.”

Vivien glanced up at Wang, who was still watching them. She wondered if he could hear what she said. But at this stage, the head of the MSS probably already knew all this.

“I received a message from a contact in China. We were trying to find out what happened to those arrested in Tiananmen Square. My contact had unearthed documents showing that your father was the one who had turned in Kai-wen.”

“My uncle?” Alice turned to her father. “You turned in Tank Man?”

Liu held her eyes and remained silent.

“He died in prison,” said Vivien. “Killed by the regime. Killed by your father.”

Liu opened his mouth to speak, then closed it.

Alice could barely breathe. If he could do that, what else had he done? What else could he do?

The wall between Alice’s fantasies and reality was rubble, and she finally saw beyond the piano at night. Beyond the coconut buns in the morning. Beyond the deep embrace. There lived a monster who had dimples and smelled of jasmine.

“Pangu,” she whispered. “You two created it. A terrorist organization. You sent hundreds of thousands of innocent people plunging to their deaths. You admitted you started it.”

Vivien was shaking her head. “When I found out that your father had turned in my brother, that he wasn’t really a revolutionary but an informant, I kicked him out and wrapped up Pangu. Told everyone to go to ground. I was afraid he’d inform on them.”

“I didn’t,” he said. “I knew Pangu had been disbanded. No longer existed. There was no need.”

“But it hasn’t been disbanded,” said Alice.

“That’s why I’m here,” said Vivien. “To find out. To discover what your father knows. To try to stop whatever’s going on.”

“And what do you know?” she asked her father, almost afraid of the answer. Everything she believed about her parents had suddenly been upended. Had Vivien been right about everything all along? Where did that leave her? Who was her father, really?

“I know that this version of Pangu must include people high up in the Politburo,” said Liu. “High-ranking officials in different departments, including Double Dragon.”

“So Double Dragon does exist,” said Alice.

“It’s the cyberterrorist arm of the Politburo,” said Vivien. “That’s where the real power lies. Not in the CCP. Not in bombs and soldiers. Not in wealth. Not even in tyrants. Not anymore. Those who control cyberspace control people’s thoughts, which control emotions, and emotions dictate actions. In cognitive hacking, you have the ultimate weapon.”

“So”—Alice dropped her voice—“if not you two, then who’s running Pangu?”

“I don’t know,” said Liu. “But I think I know someone who does.”

“Who?” asked Vivien.

Liu glanced up at Wang, watching them. Lowering his eyes and his voice, he said to Vivien. “Hug me as though we’ve made up.”

She hesitated, then stepped forward. Once in his embrace, she felt her body conform to his. Felt her traitor muscles and bones and feelings melt. Until the two bodies formed a whole.

She found, again, that indent in his shoulder, where her head fit so perfectly.

Though that all changed with what he said next.

“Your brother is alive,” he whispered. “I got him to Taiwan.”

Vivien pulled back, stunned. Liu then turned to Alice. “Laugh, then come to me. Pretend you’ve forgiven me.”

What in the world had he said to Vivien? Alice asked herself. Was she crying?

But it was her turn now. Alice laughed, though it sounded even to her own ears slightly hysterical. Then she walked into her father’s arms.

She could feel his rounded belly against hers. How alike they really were. If only that were a good thing.

“Don’t say anything, don’t react, but I think your mother is still running Pangu.”






CHAPTER 24


“Mr. President?”

“Yes, what is it?” Chen looked up.

From his office in Beijing, the Chinese President was watching Wang live stream video from Xi’an.

He could clearly see Liu, Vivien Li, and some doughy young woman Wang identified as their daughter. They were now deep in the pit, almost lost among the crowd of warriors.

“President Pardington is calling. Again.”

“Fuuuuck,” sighed Eeyore.

He’d hoped Wang would have tracked down, and shut down, the terrorists before he had to speak to the American President again. Or at least be further ahead than they were.

Wang was becoming less and less reliable. Less and less coherent. But Chen did agree with his head of the MSS on one thing. Whoever was running Pangu had to have contacts high up in the regime. Perhaps within the Politburo. Maybe even the Standing Committee.

Maybe even Liu, Wang had said. Though Chen was wary of that suggestion. It was almost certainly Wang’s ham-fisted effort to discredit the man poised to replace him.

And yet … it was just possible he was onto something. Given Liu’s background. Maybe the original Pangu hadn’t been disbanded. Maybe Liu was still working with his former wife.

Maybe their divorce was a ruse. Maybe—

He stopped himself. That was the problem with being a dictator. The “maybes” got into the brain. Infected it. Ate it away until rational thought and craziness were indistinguishable.

And yet … there was Liu on the monitor, hugging his wife.

Liu was his sharpened sword. One Chen had been mentoring, tempering for a decade or more. And was now ready to use.

He turned his attention to the young woman, the daughter, on the monitor. She looked less than impressive. Soft. Slightly stupid.

He was taken, though, by how alike father and daughter were, at least in appearance. The thought crossed his mind, were they alike in other ways? Was it possible he was underestimating this young woman, who all but disappeared when stood beside her formidable mother, much like Liu himself disappeared?

But rather than being a weakness, that was one of Liu Tongzheng’s great weapons. To disappear, then reemerge when least expected.

Time was short, Chen knew. He needed information. If this didn’t work, they’d have to resort to the time-tested method of torture. Chen considered himself a civilized man, but torture, however distasteful, was sometimes necessary.

If China, if the CCP, if he himself was going to survive, they needed to stop the next attack before one and a half billion people realized he no longer had his hand on the tiller. If that happened, China would dissolve into chaos.

The collapse would be just the excuse Russia and the US would need to invade. The two remaining superpowers would then be locked in a fight over what remained. It would be the Korean War writ large. And while the two great armies of two great nations fought to control China, Pangu would appeal to a citizenry infuriated by foreign aggression.

Pangu would take charge. Unifying the country against foreign invaders. Whoever was behind the organization would emerge as a modern-day Qin Shi Huang, leading China into a new first imperial dynasty of the modern era.

Forgetting, of course, the terrible abuses. The grinding poverty. The starvation and humiliation of hundreds of millions under the imperial system. Forgetting that the Qin dynasty was the shortest lived of any major dynasty in China’s history.

No. They must not go back.

One urgent question that Chen needed to answer before speaking to the American President was how involved the Americans were in these attacks.

Chen was beginning to suspect that Pangu must have operatives high up in the US administration. Certainly within the intelligence agency. If not the Oval Office. Pushing for invasion. Lighting the match that would begin the next revolution.

Which was why Chen was avoiding talking to President Pardington. Though he couldn’t for much longer.

“What should I tell the Americans?”

Chen ignored the question and continued to study Liu Tongzheng. A clever man, so easily overlooked.

He was hugging his former wife. Now what could that mean? The microphones couldn’t pick up what he was saying. Chen’s brows drew together.

“Mr. President?”

Chen sighed again. Might as well get this over with. Best not to anger the Americans further. The sleeping giant was already awake and spoiling for a fight.

But before he could reply, his Chief of Staff said, “APAI.”

“What did you just say?”

“I’m repeating what the American said to tell you.”

“Here.” Chen held out his hand. “Give me that.” He grabbed the phone. “What about the APAI?”

“Hold for President Pardington,” said the pleasant female voice.

After ignoring the Americans for two days, Chen now thought he might explode with impatience.

“President Chen,” came the American President’s voice, with its flat Midwestern accent. “I’m—”

The line went dead.

The lights went out.

The next attack had begun.






CHAPTER 25


The pit was plunged into darkness.

A moment earlier, Alice had pulled away from her father and was staring at him. Had he really said that?

Did he really believe Vivien was still running Pangu, but instead of the kinder, gentler god of creation, this one was a terrorist organization responsible for the murders of hundreds of thousands?

She could feel laughter bubbling up inside her like acid. A reflex. A reflux.

It was then that the huge lights illuminating the pit went out. Poof.

“What just happened?” Alice spoke into the void. She stood absolutely still. “Mom?”

And there, she had the answer to an unasked question. Who would she turn to when things got bad?

For better or worse, it was the woman who hadn’t left. Who’d lied, who’d been distant and critical. But who had always been there. And was there still.

Somewhere in the void.

“Come!” Her mother grabbed her hand and yanked her in one direction, just as her other hand was grabbed and she was pulled in the other.



There was immediate confusion in the room.

Lights on mobile phones came on and bobbed around like huge fireflies, illuminating in flashes the walls, the windows, the chairs. The President.

A light was shone directly on Chen’s face. He lifted his arm as a shield. “Stop that. Find out what’s happening.”

“Yessir.” There was the sound of scurrying. A door opened and closed as a firefly left.

“And get me the American President!” Chen stared at the dead phone in his hand.

APAI. They’d said APAI. Was it possible? Was that the answer?

He was desperate to know what they knew. Though Chen feared it was already too late.

The next attack was underway. And now their only hope, his only hope, was to find out what that woman in the pit, Liu’s former wife, knew about Pangu.

The time for talking was over.



Wang moved to the door.

The time for talking was over. It was now time to take those two women into custody and beat the truth out of them.

“It’s locked, sir,” said one of the guards. “Electronic bolts.”

“Why hasn’t the emergency generator come on?” someone demanded, an edge of panic in his voice. No one answered. No one knew.

Worse than no lights, without electricity, without a generator, there was no air circulation. No air.

They were in a sterile environment, built to help in the preservation and restoration of the Terracotta Warriors.

Wang felt a mad desire to laugh.

How ironic, to be trapped with the first emperor’s army. Killed by them. Just as Qin Shi Huang had threatened, should he be disturbed.

There was little doubt that Qin Shi Huang, if he came back to life, would not approve of the China he found. He would almost certainly muster his army against the CCP.

And maybe that’s what was happening now. Beyond the window. In the pit. In all the pits, all the rooms they’d excavated.

Was Emperor Qin Shi Huang awakening and, with him, thousands of warriors? While the head of the MSS, one of the most powerful men in a powerful nation stood with a dead phone in his hand.

Powerless.



Pardington sat in darkness, the dead phone clutched in his hand.

“What just happened?” he demanded.

“We’re in a blackout,” said Kathleen.

“That much I can see,” he snapped. “How extensive?”

“We’re trying to find out. Looks like the internet is down.”

“The whole thing?” Pardington turned and looked out the window. Night had fallen in DC. “I don’t see any lights. It’s not just us. We have an emergency system, don’t we? Surely there are generators in the White House—”

“They haven’t kicked in. We’re blind.”

“Oh Christ. If we’re blind…”



The pilot tried again. “Tower, this is flight AC 426, coming in for approach to Heathrow. Are we clear to land? I don’t see any lights.” Pause. “Tower?”

The black box would later reveal the beginnings of panic in her voice.



The engineer knew this section of track well. Had been up and down it, between Paris and Lyon, for years. It was a journey that took two hours and never failed to lift his heart. He loved this route through France. Loved his job. Loved his train.

But now something was wrong.

The light that should have told him if it was safe to proceed was out. Not red. Not green. Not amber.

Just nothing.

He slowed down. Behind him in the train were hundreds of souls counting on him. He reached for the phone that would connect him to the Gare de Lyon. But it was dead.



All the subway, metro, underground trains worldwide stopped. Their electrified rails dead.

Those in tunnels were plunged into darkness.

Lights on mobile phones were shone in each other’s worried faces as passengers fought to tamp down rising panic.



Traffic lights stopped working at intersections. Worldwide.

Cars and trucks plowed into each other at full speed. Pedestrians were mowed down.

Calls for help, for aid, for ambulances went nowhere.



Alarms that had sounded worldwide less than two days earlier were now silent.



“Come on. Quick!”

Liu gave a mighty yank, and Alice almost lost her footing as she was dragged in his direction, bringing Vivien along with her.

“Quick, quick. I know the way.”

Alice clung onto her mother’s jacket. There was the slight sound of tearing.

“Watch the Shanghai Tang,” Vivien barked. But Alice continued to cling, knowing if she let go, her mother and the fucking jacket might be lost. Left behind.

She did, though, take this opportunity to yank just a little harder, and heard another ripping sound, a little louder, a little longer.

The bodies of the warriors scraped against her body. Brushing against her ribs, her arms, scratching her face, pulling her hair as she ran past. Invisible figures, like ghosts, reached out for her. Trying, it seemed, to grab hold. To keep her from leaving.

Liu suddenly stopped, and Alice grunted as she hit a wall. And then her mother ran into her.

“You must have a phone,” said Vivien. “Put on the light, for God’s sake.”

“And let everyone see where we are?” Liu snapped. “Help me.”

“How? What’re we looking for?” asked Alice.

“A door. It’s here somewhere. Hurry, before the lights come on.”

Alice and Vivien ran their hands over the rough stone of the ancient walls.

“Got it,” said Vivien.

Alice heard a slight squeal as the heavy metal door was opened, then closed behind them. Now the light on Liu’s phone came on, and he handed them back their own mobiles. There was no reception. But their flashlights worked.

They were in another chamber, with more ghastly figures. But this time, Alice could see them. Smiles that had seemed in photographs benign, even kindly, now looked smug. Knowing. Spiteful.

Vivien, unused to running, was breathing heavily. As they moved forward again, more quickly this time, she tripped over the wheel of a great chariot and fell to the ground. Alice stopped and pulled her to her feet.

When, she wondered, had her larger-than-life mother become so tiny? Insubstantial. Almost frail.

“Okay?”

“Okay.” Her mother smiled at her, and Alice realized she could not remember the last time, the first time, any other time that had happened.

But there was no time to consider. They had to get out. Get out.

Get out!

Vivien was limping now but kept moving forward. Tiny, maybe, but still formidable.

No one spoke. They all knew that the darkness, this second attack, was for them, and perhaps for them uniquely in the world, a blessing. They could use it to escape. Where to was not at all clear.



It was far too late by the time the engineer saw the freight train coming around the bend.



Far too late, the pilot got the proximity warning.



Patients, their chests and abdomens open on the operating table succumbed, one by one, despite the frantic efforts of nurses and doctors to keep the breathing machines going manually.



Grant McAllister took advantage of the blackout to search Alan Zhou’s office.

He’d been the first on the scene when the elevator had crashed to the ground floor. He’d bent over the body of the young man, his protégé. And, while apparently feeling for a pulse, had, in fact, rifled his pockets and taken Zhou’s phone and bloodstained dossier.

The dossier, when he had a chance to go through it, showed that Zhou knew a lot more than he had let on. But McAllister needed to know what more he had been hiding.

Now the seasoned spy took the next step. He’d waited for the lights to go out, racing down the back stairs, two at a time, until he reached Zhou’s office. McAllister knew the benefits of darkness. No one must be alerted to his presence.

The young man had “unexpectedly” succumbed to his injuries. Had the young agent hidden more proof in his office?

Zhou had asked to meet his boss after Liam Palmer’s body was fished out of Victoria Harbour, and McAllister knew why. Palmer must have told Zhou that he’d found proof about the mole in the White House. Proof the head of the CIA now possessed.

But McAllister needed to know if he had even more evidence.

Was there something among Zhou’s papers that could tell them for sure who in the administration was a member of Pangu? Who had been turned? Who in the administration was helping to destabilize Communist China?

It was, McAllister knew, to the West’s advantage that Pangu succeed. Though not everyone would agree with the methods. Which was why he had to find out what Zhou had discovered.



“We can’t just sit here,” said Pardington.

He was pacing the Oval Office.

The Secret Service agents had brought in flashlights and were hooking up battery-operated flood lamps.

They could now see each other, but that was the limit, the boundary of their vision. With all communication down, it was impossible to get information or even deploy the National Guard.

“The head of the Secret Service detail went onto the roof,” Kathleen reported. “He can’t see anything. No lights anywhere.”

It was ridiculous that this was how the President of the United States got a crisis update. From an agent on the roof of the White House.

“Hospitals?”

She shook her head.

“Airports?” He’d been afraid to ask.

“I don’t know. Though the agent on the roof reports fire in the direction of Reagan National. The first attack only lasted eighty-three seconds. This one’s been going on for three minutes already.”

Only three minutes?

“It must be over soon.”

“Must it? Fucking Chen is trying to bring us to our knees. He has no idea what he’s just done. As soon as the power comes back, we put the plans into action. There’s no doubt now. We’re at war. Find McAllister. What the fuck is he doing? I need to know more about APAI and blockchain.”

He’d passed that information on to their intelligence agencies, as well as their consultants in the tech sector, and their allies, and was about to challenge Chen with it, when the lights went out. When everything went out.

When the power failed.

It was inconceivable that the Russians had found out how the Chinese did it before the US did. This was the Information Era equivalent of Sputnik. A national humiliation, but in this case much more.

This wasn’t a space race; this was a land grab, with all of China in play.

If the Russians knew more, were they also planning an attack? After all, they are right on the border …

“How can we still not know anything?” he demanded.



Alice, Vivien, and Liu got to the third room, the largest of them, the first discovered and excavated. The one normally open to the public. But closed now.

“Up here.” He took the stairs two at a time while Alice practically carried Vivien up.

“Careful.” Her mother straightened her clothes at the top of the stairs before following Liu through another door.

Daylight was streaming in, and with it, they could see hundreds of warriors. But these were tiny.

“The gift shop?” said Vivien. “You brought us to the gift shop?”

Hundreds of the five-star red flags of the People’s Republic were on sticks, to be bought and waved at every opportunity. The largest star represented the Communist Party of China, and the four smaller ones represented the workers, peasants, middle class, and the bourgeoisie.

While the intellectuals had disappeared below the blood-red background.

There were pins and big badges with President Chen’s smiling, fatherly face. Chocolate coins wrapped in gold foil sat in little mesh bags. A bin held paper snakes ready for the New Year celebrations coming up.

They ran to the exit.

“Wait,” said Alice. “I saw a bathroom.”

“Not now, for God’s—” But it was too late. She’d dashed back into the shop.

“God almighty, don’t tell me you stole a bag of chocolates,” said Vivien as Alice came out, shoving something into her pocket.

“There.” Liu was pointing to an army vehicle parked a small distance away. “We need to get to it. Wait.” He held Alice back. “Stay here.”

As he walked out, half a dozen guards turned their weapons on him. Alice held her breath. But they lowered their weapons and bowed when they recognized him.

Liu went quickly to the commanding officer. Gestured emphatically. Alice and Vivien watched as the squad took off for the low bunker building.

“What did you say to him?” Vivien asked as they ran to the vehicle, unobserved now.

“I told them Wang Lai was trapped in one of the restorations rooms, and air was running out.”

“Still can’t drive?” Vivien said to Liu when he got in the passenger side.

“No need. Besides, I like looking at the scenery.”

Vivien laughed. It was a nice sound, thought Alice. Almost girlish.

My mother loves a monster. Now there’s the title of a bad B-movie. The sequel would be My Mother Is a Monster.

Perhaps Vivien was not quite as bad as Alice had always thought, but then her father was not nearly as good as she’d always believed.

“Turn here.” He pointed.

This was like some parody of her childhood drives with them. Sitting in the back seat while her mother careered around corners and her father gripped the door handle, as though deciding whether or not to jump out.

Alice looked behind to see if anyone was following. So far, nothing.

“Left here,” Liu said, and the vehicle skidded around a corner, kicking up a cloud of dirt.

“Who said Asian women can’t drive?” he said, looking to Alice more frightened than he wanted to let on.

“There.” He pointed to a barn in the middle of a field.

Once parked, they leaped out. Alice realized it looked like a barn but was actually a hangar. A small plane was inside.

“What?” Vivien said to Liu as she climbed in. “You can’t drive a car, but you know how to fly?”

“Let’s hope,” he said.

Alice was just relieved her mother was not going to fly the plane.

“Internet’s back,” she said.

“Which means the electricity’s back,” said Vivien as Liu started up the prop plane.

“Where’re we going?” Alice asked.

“You’re going to Fuzhou, then on to Taiwan. We can’t fly there, they’d shoot us down, you’ll need to take a boat from the mainland.”

“We need answers,” said Alice. “And they’re not in Taiwan. I think they’re in Hong Kong.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Liu as he pulled back on the stick and the plane rose.

“Because that’s where Liam was. He found out something.”

“The young man murdered by Pangu,” said Liu.

“Murdered by someone,” said Vivien, and shot a warning look at Alice that Liu could not fail to see.



“Where’s Pardington?” snapped Chen. “I need him. Now!”

The lights had just come back on and, with it, telecommunications.

“I’m trying. The White House isn’t answering our calls.”



Wang burst out of the building and ran to where his vehicle was.

Should be. Had been.

“Where’s the car?”

“Liu Tongzheng took it. He said they were your orders.”

“Get me another one, quick, and get me President Chen.”



Grant McAllister sighed with relief.

He was right. There was more proof. Zhou had hidden it behind the framed photo of his parents and younger sister.

McAllister scanned the paper. It was damning. There could be no doubt for anyone reading it who the Pangu agent in the White House was.

His phone sprang to life. It was slammed with messages, but he replied to only one.

Tell the President I’m on my way. I have news.

The head of US Intelligence stopped in at the bathroom. Locking the door, he went to a cubicle, tore what he’d found to shreds, and flushed it down the toilet.

Then he took out another piece of paper with notes written, with the help of AI, in Zhou’s hand.



“Why’re you taking us to Taiwan?” Alice yelled over the airplane engine. “What’s there?”

“Your uncle.”

“Who?”

“Kai-wen,” Vivien shouted from the copilot seat. “He’s not dead. He’s in hiding in Taipei.”

Alice pushed back into her seat with a thud and stared out as China rolled by beneath them.

Tank Man was alive? Her father hadn’t killed him after all. He was in hiding. But, Alice wondered as she looked at the back of her father’s head, from whom?

And most of all, why would her father let Vivien believe he was guilty of turning him in all these years?






CHAPTER 26


“Come on,” demanded Alice, once they had a moment to talk. “Answer me. How’s it possible your brother has been alive all this time and he didn’t even try to contact you?”

It was the third time she’d asked.

Alice couldn’t imagine her own brother not moving heaven and earth to find her, to let her know he was alive. And vice versa.

It had been a mad scramble after her father landed the plane at a small airport outside of Fuzhou. He’d slipped them their travel documents, then handed them over to a woman waiting by a car.

“She’ll get you to the HaiXia ferry to Taipei. Go.” He looked around, then back at them. “Quickly.”

“But how are we supposed to find Kai-wen?” Vivien demanded.

“You’ll figure it out.” He turned to Alice. “I know I’ve been the worst possible father. But I love you and your brother. Always have. Always will.” As he hugged her, he whispered, “Trust no one.”

“Come with us. They’ll kill you for this.”

“If being married to your mother didn’t kill me, nothing will.” He smiled, to take the sharp edge off that comment. “I’ll die of old age, in my bed.”

“With coconut bun crumbs stuck to his pajamas,” said Vivien.

“Not for the first time,” said Liu.

Reaching out to his former wife, he straightened her Shanghai Tang. And for a moment, a blessed moment, the world paused and there was no crisis. No mounting catastrophe. The big bad thing hadn’t happened. Wasn’t happening.

The big bad thing wasn’t one of them.

“Go.”

And they did.

At the port, they found complete pandemonium. Thousands were pushing and shoving, elbows up, panic on their faces, as they fought to get inside the terminal and onto the ferry to Taipei. Fought to get out of China.

“Fuck,” whispered Alice.

“Fuck this,” said Vivien. Without looking back to make sure Alice was following, Vivien plunged into the crowd.

“Excuse me. Excuse me,” said Vivien, while Alice pressed up against her. Any distance between them would mean being swamped and separated.

Oddly, saying “Excuse me” seemed to work. At least the courtesy amid the chaos surprised people just long enough for the two women to push past. Trailed by a slipstream of abuse.

Normally Alice would have been mortified. But she’d discovered in the past twenty-four hours a deep desire not to die. They were getting on that ferry to Taipei no matter what.

Moments later, just as the door to the terminal was within reach, Alice felt more than heard her mother moan. She followed her gaze and saw a slender man in a dark suit making his way toward them. The solid wall of flesh between the man and the two women liquefied as people moved away. Dropping their eyes.

Not wanting to see. Not wanting to know.

Alice tried to back up, but no movement was possible. They were cemented in.

“Madame Li?” He bowed.

To Alice’s surprise, and grudging admiration, her mother hauled herself to her full height and bowed back. “Shi.”

There was no use denying it, so might as well meet Fate with dignity.

For her part, Alice wanted to weep and beg and fall to her knees. She was exhausted and had no fight left. No dignity. She couldn’t even muster terror. All that was left was garden-variety fear.

“Come with me.”

It was not a request. The man gripped Vivien’s elbow, while Vivien held on to Alice. They were dragged forward, toward and into the terminal building. As soon as they entered, they were surrounded by wails of anguish. It felt like an assault, as hundreds of men, women, and children read the messages on their phones and learned the fate of loved ones.

Communication was being restored, and with it came the scope of the disaster. The planes. The trains. The cars. The fires—those were proving the worst, as transformers and generators and furnaces and wall sockets burst into flames when the power came surging back.

“Come,” the man said. “Hurry.”

Alice considered screaming, shouting, drawing attention to their own looming catastrophe. But she knew no one would respond. Those who were not overcome by grief were far too afraid of the MSS to come to the rescue of two strangers.

She could not blame them. Alice suspected she’d also turn away. Had turned away. Yes. She was no different. A coward.

How had this MSS agent found them? Surveillance cameras probably. But were they even working? Maybe her father had been captured. Tortured. And had told.

Or maybe he hadn’t needed to be captured. Tortured. Maybe he’d just told. Informed. Wasn’t that what people of his sort did? Maybe this was the plan all along.

“Through there.” The man pointed to a door. “Now.”

On the other side, a woman in a uniform was waiting. She bowed to Vivien. “Come with me, Madame Li.”

“What’s happening?” Alice whispered to her mother.

“Be quiet. Just keep your eyes down and do as she says.”

The uniformed agent looked around to make sure no one was watching, then pointed to the loading bay. “Quickly.”

Before Alice knew it, they were on the ferry. They found seats on the upper deck, at the bow. The point closest to Taiwan. To safety.

To Kai-wen.

Alice sat on the hard wooden bench and took a deep breath of the fresh, cool sea air.

“What just happened?” she whispered. “They let us go?”

“We’re not out of China yet,” Vivien hissed. She brought out her phone.

“No,” said Alice. “If you turn it on, they’ll find us.”

Vivien smiled, but without humor. “You think they don’t know? No one escapes China unless the regime wants them to. They’re letting us go.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. I wondered, when your father got us out so easily, but now it’s obvious.”

“What’s obvious?”

Vivien turned in her seat to look at her daughter. The main gangway had been lowered and passengers were rushing in, scrambling for seats.

“The keys to the vehicle just happen to be in it? The plane? The driver waiting for us? At first, when we were in the car, I thought we were escaping, but then I realized it wasn’t an escape so much as an ushering out of the country.”

“And Dad was in on it?”

“Not just in on it, I think he planned it all.”

“Why?”

“I don’t really know.” Vivien looked out to sea, while elbowing an elderly woman who’d dared shove against her on the bench. “But I think they must want us to lead them to Kai-wen.”

“Wouldn’t Dad know where he is? If he is the one who got him out?”

“They might’ve lost track of him. He might know he’s in Taiwan, but not where. That’s why he didn’t tell us where to find him.”

“He doesn’t know.” The awful truth was sinking in. “But why would they want him now?”

A large man pushed against her so violently she almost fell off the bench. Her mother leaned over and punched him on the shoulder. He turned to retaliate, then looked into her eyes and leaned away.

So it’s not just me, thought Alice.

“Tiananmen was decades ago,” she said. “Look at what’s happening now, today. These attacks. I’m thinking Chen and the MSS have bigger worries than Tank Man.”

More and more people were boarding the ferry. Fighting over the few remaining seats. Shoving people to the deck. Pushing. Yelling. Desperate to get out of China before something even worse happened.

Vivien was silent. Staring ahead. And Alice followed the train of thought. To the only possible conclusion.

Dear God, she thought, the MSS, the regime, my father all think Tank Man, Kai-wen, my uncle, is running Pangu.

“Is he?” Alice asked.

“Is he what?”

“Running Pangu? Is that why they’re trying to find him? Is that why he never contacted you?”

Vivien’s silence took up more space than the yelling and crying all around them.

More and more and more people were appearing on the deck. Standing, leaning, sitting on the floor. Trying not to get trampled.

Why don’t they close the gates? Lift the bridge? Why don’t they stop them??

“Jesus.” The panic attack slammed into her. “We have to get off. This thing’s going to sink. We’re going to—”

“Pull yourself together! We stay, we die. At least this gives us a chance. Sit. Stay.”

Alice had a sudden realization that her mother had always treated her and Kevin as unruly puppies.

People were pressed up against her. Their bodies in her face. She could smell their odor. Their terror. It was smothering.

Alice felt herself suffocating. Drowning in their fear. In her own.

“Deep breath in,” Vivien ordered. “Through your mouth. Come on. Listen to me. Deep breath out. Four times. And think of something nice.”

Coconut buns. Coconut buns. Coconut—

And that brought her to her father. Who had given her coconut buns, and played piano softly as she drifted off to sleep. Her father with his comfortable paunch and deep, protective hugs.

Was he dead? Had Chen’s people found and killed him? It seemed likely. Or—

Was he alive? Had her father orchestrated their escape, not to save them but to help the regime track down Tank Man, trusting that his former wife and daughter could find him? And once they did, what would Chen to do to him? Them?

The ferry began to move. She heard splashes. Screams. She closed her eyes tight, but of course that did nothing to drown out the cries of the people who’d fallen into the water, trying to leap into the departing boat.

Slowly the sounds faded. Stopped. Out of the harbor the ferry rolled and swayed and pitched and rocked. Heading for Taiwan. For Kai-wen.

“How’s it possible your brother has been alive all this time and he didn’t even try to contact you?” she asked yet again. “Is he running Pangu? And why did Dad let you believe he betrayed you and turned him in? Especially because you left him!”

“Enough!” Vivien snapped. “I don’t know, all right? Satisfied? I didn’t even know he was alive, so stop asking me.”

Vivien clasped her hands together into one tight fist. Her carefully manicured nails were chipped and broken, her fingers bleeding and smeared with red dirt from the centuries-old warriors.

Her Shanghai Tang was ripped and ragged.

She knows, Alice thought. Or at least she suspects. And the answer scares her.



Vivien’s mind was racing.

It was, she had to admit, not just a good question, but an important one.

If Kai-wen really was alive, why hadn’t he gotten a message to her? And why hadn’t her husband told her the truth when she kicked him out? Did he want to leave? Her stomach knotted up.

The ferry lurched. Paused. Sank down in the waves, then bobbed back up.

There was silence as everyone waited to see what would happen next. Then the engines revved and strained, and the boat moved forward again.

Vivien was staring straight ahead. Oblivious to their impending doom.

The answer she came to was that her brother hadn’t contacted her because he didn’t want to.

And he didn’t want to because Liu must have told him what she’d done.

The secret she’d kept for decades had been eating her up inside. She’d had to tell someone. So, she’d told the only person she totally trusted. One night, while lying in his arms, she’d whispered the truth into Liu’s chest. Not daring to look into his eyes.

As it turned out, he was the last person in the world she should have trusted, should have told.

Still, maybe there was another reason. Her fingers were intertwined now, twisting each other as she followed that thought.

When Liu had left them at the airport, he’d turned to Vivien. His soft body and round face still reminded her of a dumpling. She very much liked dumplings. So delicious. So very Chinese.

“Welcome the future world,” he sang softly to her. Out of tune, but the lyrics clear. And familiar. “Infinite, ultimate glory.” He stared at her, hard. “Infinite, ultimate glory.”

It was the old Pangu folk song. One they used to sing, wrapped in each other’s arms. One she hadn’t heard in decades. Not since they were young and idealistic and so deeply in love.

Alice, standing beside her parents, also recognized that song. The lyrics had seeped under her door every night as she’d drifted off to sleep. She’d thought her father was singing to her, about her future. Her glory. Telling her he believed in her.

Instead, he’d been singing to her mother about the triumph, the ultimate glory, of a terrorist organization.

And he still was.

That they had created Pangu was not in doubt. They admitted it. That one or both might still be leading it was the question.

Dear God. Let me discover I’m adopted.

Alice glanced at her mother. Could her father have been right? Could this disheveled little woman on the overpacked ferry be running the most dangerous terrorist organization in the world? One responsible for hundreds of thousands, and now, after the power failure, perhaps millions of deaths?

And if her mother wasn’t, was her father?

Coconut buns. Coconut buns. Coconut buns.

“Tell me about the Terracotta Warriors.”

“You know about them. We were just there.”

“No, I want to know why they inspired you and Dad.”

Vivien turned to her. “You don’t still think we created a terrorist organization.” She studied her daughter, searching her face.

“I want to try to understand, that’s all.”

Vivien was quiet for so long Alice thought maybe she wouldn’t talk, wouldn’t open up. But finally …

“They reminded us of a time when visionaries ruled. When China could produce something so astonishing. So beautiful and powerful. Everything that is beautiful in China was created in the before time. The architecture, the poetry, the art, the music and opera. It was all almost wiped out by Mao. Free thinking, creativity, expression has been pretty much criminalized. The warriors seemed to show up to inspire us to stand up, to fight back. But the fact they were buried also seemed a sign. To use soft power. To lie in wait. To be patient.”

“And you have been.”

Vivien shook her head. “No. My Pangu is dead. I killed it. Or I thought I had.” She stared out, past the people throwing up over the side of the ferry. “Until we stood there, at that wall, I had actually forgotten about the legend of Qin Shi Huang.”

“Who?”

“The first emperor. The one who had the warriors made. He united China, built a road system, built the Great Wall. He was a genius, a visionary, and a tyrant. His atrocities are a thing of legend. He died, finally, a madman.”

“So you were inspired by the creation, the vision, of a lunatic?”

Vivien actually smiled. Thin but there. “It appears so. We didn’t realize it at the time. Or maybe we just overlooked the cruelty.” Now she turned to look at her daughter straight on, studying her round face. “I wonder if we ever really understand the things we create.”

“Is it true they haven’t opened up his actual tomb?”

Vivien nodded. “As far as I know.”

“Why not? Aren’t they curious?”

Vivien closed her eyes, tilted her head back, then spoke softly, “Palaces and scenic towers for a hundred officials were constructed, and the tomb was filled with rare artifacts and wonderful treasure.” She opened her eyes and looked at Alice. “That’s a quote from one of the historians.”

“See?” said Alice. “Wonderful treasures. You can’t tell me grave robbers at the very least haven’t broken in, over two thousand years.”

“There’s more.” Once again, Vivien closed her eyes, as though reading from her lids. “Craftsmen were ordered to make crossbows and arrows primed to shoot at anyone entering the tomb. Mercury was used to simulate the hundred rivers, and set to flow mechanically.” She opened her eyes. “Still want to break in?”

Alice tilted her head. “No one believes that, do they? Booby traps? Rivers of mercury?”

“Scans have been done, and there are dangerous levels of mercury inside the mountain. If that’s true, maybe the rest is too.”

“Booby traps and a vengeful ghost?” said Alice.

“The Chinese are superstitious.” Vivien said it as if she wasn’t Chinese herself, or superstitious. “There’s a lot we don’t know about this world, and the next.”

Alice nodded slowly. It was true. She seemed to know less and less.

“I have to show you something.” She put her hand in her pocket and brought out—

“I knew it,” said her mother. “You stole a bag of those chocolate coins. That’s bad luck, you know.”

“And we wouldn’t want any of that,” said Alice, putting the small string bag on the wooden bench between them. “This is what I want to show you.”

She held the paper snake.

“You stole that too? The world is falling apart and you steal crap from a gift shop?”

“No, this one was inside Liam’s li bien ball. In all that’s happened, I almost forgot about it. He must’ve been to Xi’an and picked one up. Then shoved this into the ball.”

“Come on. It’s the Year of the Snake. Every shop in China must have them. Why do you think he got it in Xi’an?”

“Look at it. Look at the dirt. Now look at your hands. It’s the same red dirt.”

Unexpectedly, Vivien did as she was told.

“Clever girl. Liam wasn’t just in Xi’an, he was in the pit with the warriors.”

“Must have been. But there’s more. Open it.”

The ferry lurched, and a man fell against her, then apologized and sat down on the deck, where he vomited.

Alice felt bile burn her throat as her gag reflex kicked in. But she kept it down and turned toward her mother.

“It’s a list of corporations,” said Vivien, studying the worn paper. “I recognize these. American. German. This one’s Canadian.”

“Others are British, Japanese, Russian. Liam’s colleague showed me a list of his accounts. These are some of them. Others he must have tracked down. I think this is how Pangu is managing to sabotage so much. Through the supply chain.”

Vivien was quiet, considering. “Not supply chain, blockchain.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Supply chain is a network for the distribution of goods. Blockchain exists only in cyberspace. It’s a tool that controls delivery, that links suppliers and the final destination. Liam must’ve found a connection between these corporations.”

“Corporations that would normally compete, not be linked. I can tell you what they have in common. They all distribute food, of one sort or another. Liam would have known that.” Alice brought out her phone and put on the video of the li bien ball. “There, right there, at the top of the mountain, you can see the small hole where he got the paper inside.”

Vivien nodded. Liam must’ve realized he was compromised, and tried to hide what he’d discovered. Inside the cheap ornament. And then mailed it to someone no one would suspect.

Vivien looked more closely at the image. “I’ve seen this before.”

The ball was painted, from the inside, with the image of a rugged mountain. There was a tiny cabin partway up, and in the foreground a river with trees beside it, the banks scattered with leaves.

It was rough, not well-made. The artist had missed in some places and smeared black paint on the sky.

But it was pretty.

“Where did you see it?” asked Alice.

“I don’t know. Maybe Xi’an. No, I’m wrong. Not Xi’an. Somewhere else. I can’t remember, but for some reason it reminds me of my mother. And—”

“Yes?”

“Kai-wen.”

“Your brother? Was it somewhere you visited together, as a family?”

Vivien thought, trying to throw her mind back, but there was a thick wall preventing her from going there.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Vivien?” There was something in her daughter’s tone that made Vivien come out of her reverie.

“What is it?” When Alice hesitated, Vivien said, “Just say it.”

“Is it possible Dad was lying?”

“You’re just thinking that now?”

“No, I mean…” For most of her adult life Alice had been looking for ways to get back at her mother. To hurt her in ways that were both passive and aggressive. But now that she had in her hand the perfect bludgeon, she hesitated.

“You can tell me,” Vivien said, her voice soft. Coaxing the puppy out from under the sofa.

“Is it possible that your brother isn’t alive? Maybe we were getting too close, and Dad knew the one thing that would get you, us, to leave quickly was the thought of meeting Kai-wen?”

“No. No. He’s alive.” She looked down at the image of the now shattered li bien ball. “He must be.”



Kai-wen had been heading down to Chang’an Avenue the last time Vivien saw him. The day after the tanks had moved in and the government started firing on protesters.

They had been in the crowd and had helped move some of the dead and injured out of the square. Many of the protest leaders had disappeared overnight. Dead or arrested or hiding.

Brother and older sister had set out early to continue the work of collecting the dead.

“Be careful, 凱文.” She looked him in the eye. “I’ll meet you later at our flat. Don’t get arrested.”

He laughed. “I’ll write that down.”

“Silly shit.”

“Bossy bitch.” He kissed her on the forehead. “You be careful too.”

That was the last she’d seen of him. At least in person.

Later that day, after she’d heard about the extraordinary bravery of a man who’d stood in front of a column of tanks, she still didn’t know it was him. When he didn’t come home, she became sick with worry. Days went by without word. She and Liu, her fellow protester, not yet her husband or even fiancé, searched everywhere.

It wasn’t until she finally saw the photograph that her heart sank. She recognized the bags he had been holding. The white shirt. The skinny body. Her little brother.

Silly shit …






CHAPTER 27


“If he was alive,” Alice said, more softly this time, “wouldn’t he have tried to contact you?”

“Maybe he was mad at me, for leaving without him.”

Now it was Vivien’s turn to regress. Before Alice’s very eyes, her mother became a frightened young woman in her twenties.

“I was desperate to find him. We looked everywhere.” Her voice quivered, as if reliving those horrible days after June 4. It was as though the roles were reversed, and Alice had become the parent. And Vivien was trying to convince her she’d done her best. She really had. “But finally, I had to leave Beijing. The MSS was closing in. Your father and I made a quick trip to his home in Xi’an—”

“Where you went to see the Terracotta Warriors again and the two of you dreamed up Pangu.”

“Shi. With your father’s help, I escaped to the United States with false documents. He said he’d continue the search for Kai-wen. When he escaped a few months later and joined me, he said there was no sign of him. He’d vanished.”

“What did you think had happened?”

“I allowed myself to hope he’d gone to ground and that one day he’d show up on the doorstep, like your father did.”

“But…?”

“But then, years later, an informant told me that Kai-wen had been arrested, tortured, and killed. And that Liu was the one who’d turned him in.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone what he’d done?”

“It was important to keep the legend of Tank Man alive, even if Kai-wen was not.”

Vivien’s hands were trembling, tapping her thigh in what looked like Morse code. An urgent SOS.

But it was, Vivien knew, far too late. Her soul, if she had one, had been damned years ago. The task now was to hide the truth. That had been the price Liu had exacted. If she kept silent about his unforgivable act, he’d keep silent about hers.

“If Kai-wen was dead, don’t you think the government would’ve made a show of it?” asked Alice. “Tank Man was the most wanted protester. They wouldn’t hesitate to announce that they’d executed him.”

“It’s the one thing that didn’t make sense to me, yes.”

“So…” Alice’s mind moved slowly forward. “Maybe he did escape to Taiwan, maybe Dad got him out. But why didn’t Dad tell you that when you accused him of turning him into the MSS? Why didn’t he tell you the truth then? Why allow you to believe that Kai-wen was dead and he was responsible?”

This was the question that had troubled Vivien since her ex-husband had whispered into her ear in the warrior pit. Why would he let her believe he had betrayed her by turning in her only sibling?

Alice continued, trying to rationalize the lies. Generations of lies. “Maybe … maybe he didn’t want you to look for him. Because you would have, Vivien. And you would have exposed yourself, Tank Man, and Pangu. You would have looked for him.”

The ferry was rolling side to side. Up and down. Lurching. Pitching. Twisting. Vivien began to feel sick.

People clung to each other to keep their balance while vomit sloshed on the deck. A ripple of panic moved through the crowd.

A voice came over the loudspeaker, speaking in some adulterated form of Mandarin, to Alice’s ears.

“What’s he saying?” Alice asked, her own voice high with anxiety.

“He’s speaking in Fukinese. It’s the first officer. He’s telling people to stand in the middle of the deck and not fall to the sides.”

Everyone moved. Except those in seats, reluctant to give them up. But when the rolling got worse, even they moved.

“Come on.” Alice pulled her mother to her feet.

They stood with the others. Knees bent. Legs wide apart, swaying with the waves. Trying to keep to their feet. Trying to find their sea legs.

Alice stared at the water splashing the windows at the front of the ferry, and her father peered back. It startled her for a moment, thinking he’d joined them after all, until she realized it was her own reflection. There was the same round face, the eyes, even the hairline.

Maybe that was why Vivien was so distant. When she looked at her daughter, she saw the man who’d murdered her brother and broke her heart.

Despite what Liu had said, it seemed more and more clear to Alice that they had been led astray, set on a wild-goose chase to find a man long dead and buried.

“You asked why Kai-wen didn’t contact me,” said Vivien. “Probably for the same reason you haven’t contacted your brother. It just wasn’t possible.”

“But I have contacted him.”

“What do you mean?”

Alice was surprised by the look of anxiety on Vivien’s face.

“I left a message for Kevin, telling him I was coming to Hong Kong, to help you. Don’t worry. I wrote it out longhand and left it in the kitchen. No one else will see it.”

“Except his husband.”

“You know?”

“You think I’m an idiot? I knew he was gay when he came out of the womb high-kicking and singing the theme from A Chorus Line.”

Alice raised her brows. Kevin was a singular sensation.

Still … “Paul? What about him?” The crowd continued to roll with the ferry. Trying to keep it from tipping over.

“He’s a Chinese agent.”

The ferry took a sudden lurch to starboard, and the women grabbed each other as others fell into them. There were shouts of panic as the boat listed, listed. Leaned. People began to fall, to slide to the edge.

Then it slowly righted itself. There was the sound of retching, and Alice felt her own stomach lurch.

Coconut buns, coconut—

No, that was making it worse.

“What’re you saying? Paul’s a Chinese agent?”

“You don’t think he’s with Kevin just for Kevin?” Vivien demanded. “Think about it. His fascination with me? Asking all sorts of questions—”

“You’re delusional. You think everything’s about you.”

“And it generally is. This gives me no pleasure to say—”

Alice doubted that. “You’re just being paranoid.”

“Right, and that’s a bad thing when dealing with China. Think about it, use that clever brain of yours. Who works in supply chain and technology? Who are the easiest people for the UFW to turn? To groom? The tech billionaires and wannabes. Because their only allegiance is to themselves. To power. And money. They have no other loyalty. If they think doing business with China would be good for their bank accounts, they’d toss aside all human rights. If they think getting rid of the CCP would be more profitable, count them in.”

“But he’s not even Asian.”

“Who better? He’d be beyond suspicion. A guai lo.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“Without proof? And like Kevin would listen to me. And even if he did, they’d just send someone else. Someone I might miss. This way I could control what Paul saw and sent back.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“I hope I am.” But it was clear Vivien didn’t believe that.

The ferry had stopped its violent lurching, and now there was just the back-and-forth, up-and-down of a normal passage. People began grabbing seats again. Two men were sitting where Vivien and Alice had been, but at a look from Vivien, they slid to the floor.

Spineless, thought Alice. She knew the feeling.

“Okay, so if you’re right and Paul is an agent, is he working for the regime or Pangu?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible he doesn’t even know. Or care. Unfortunately, he now knows we’re here. If it’s the regime, that’s okay, since Chen already knows. If it’s Pangu…”

“Vivien, how did you know about the elevators? You sent Kevin and me a warning right before they fell.”

“An informant got word to me.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know, but wonder if might have been your father wanting to protect you, but that doesn’t make sense either. I assumed it was one of my sources.”

“If it was Dad, that means he knew about it, and that means he’s with Pangu.”

Vivien hesitated a moment. “Not just ‘with,’” she said. “I think it’s possible he’s running it. What’s so funny?”

“He said the same about you.”

“Shithead,” said Vivien.

Oh dear God, please let me be adopted.

Her mother had gone back to staring at the image on the li bien ball. “The recluse scholars.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Vivien turned to look at Alice, full on. “The day our parents were taken away, Kai-wen and I each only had time to grab one thing from our home. Our father taught math, but his hobby was mythology. I chose his favorite book—”

“The one in your study. The one with Pangu.”

Vivien nodded. “Our mother was a professor of history. Her favorite book was a biography of the recluse scholars. This”—she looked down at the image frozen on the phone—“was one of the paintings in it.”

“And Kai-wen took that book.”

“Yes. He became obsessed with the recluse scholars. He was by nature a hermit himself.”

“And now it’s on the li bien ball Liam sent back. What does it mean?”

“It means I know what Liam was trying to tell us. I know where to find Kai-wen.”



“I need to know how many Americans have been hurt.” The bank of monitors in front of President Pardington showed the scale of the disaster. “Killed.”

The numbers were, even now, so staggering as to be near impossible to grasp. The power going out, suddenly, everywhere, all at once, was catastrophic. But it coming back on, everywhere, all at once, was almost as bad, as blown transformers burst into flames. As surges crippled computers and other electronics, the sparks igniting homes and businesses. Fried power stations created brush fires, which quickly escalated into wildfires.

It was, in the words of the Secretary of State, the nation’s top diplomat, a clusterfuck.

“I have news,” said Grant McAllister, striding into the room.

“Good news?” The President of the United States looked and sounded like a hopeful child.

But no, judging by McAllister’s face, it was not. Though everyone in that room knew bad was a sliding scale.

Pardington steeled himself. “Go on.”

“We have an informant in the White House.”

Oooph. This was bad.

“I’m pretty sure he was working for the terrorists.”

With that, they slid right off the scale.

“And it looks like Pangu is, in fact, an arm of the Politburo. Probably through Double Dragon. I think their informants were selected and groomed by the United Front Work Department.”

“Eeyore is fucking with us,” said the SecState. A sentence never before uttered in the Oval Office. Or anywhere else, for that matter.

Pardington was trying to keep up. He’d only just learned about those entities two days ago, and now they were coming at him fast and furious.

What was the United Front Work Department again?

Still, his quick mind cut to the core. “Who’s the informant? Do you have a name? Proof?”

“I do. For one, at least. You’re not going to like it.”

“Really? ’Cause so far, this has been a delight. Just tell me.”

McAllister handed him the bloodstained folder. The President took it. Read it. Closed it and placed his hand on it, pressing down. As though to keep the bad in.

“Alan Zhou?”

“Yessir.”

“Are you sure? Why would he risk getting in an elevator if he knew it was a death trap?”

“Maybe he got the timing wrong. He isn’t running the show, but he’s involved. It’s all in there.” McAllister pointed to the dossier. “This’s my fault. I hired him. I placed him in a position of trust. You have my resign—”

“Right, and now’s the time to abandon ship. We’ll talk about this once the crisis is past. For now, we’re in too deep. What else did Zhou have access to?”

McAllister sighed. “Everything.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded the Secretary of Defense.

McAllister turned on her. “It means what I said. Everything. He was clever. He managed to get access to all the sensitive files. For all we know, he’s messed around in there. Double Dragon has created a huge AI factory. Sending out doctored videos, manufacturing voice clips. There’s a chance a lot of what we believe is legitimate intelligence has been fed to us by the Chinese.”

“Christ. Is there no way to tell?” demanded the Secretary of the Navy. “We’re moving the fleet into position. Troops are on alert. The coalition is lining up behind us, preparing a possible invasion. A declaration of war. Against China. And now you tell us everything we thought was true might not be?”

“Well, the attacks are real. The hundreds of thousands of dead aren’t AI-generated.” McAllister gestured angrily at the monitors. “Who do you think did that?”

They looked at each other and then at President Pardington, who was staring at the bloody file under his splayed hand.

“Where’s Zhou now?” he asked, speaking into the manila folder.

“Dead,” said McAllister. “He was in an elevator when it fell.”

Pardington looked up; he had heard Zhou was injured, but thought he was recovering. Now, staring at his head of intelligence for a moment, he nodded and tapped the bloody dossier. “He had this with him?” It seemed odd, but nothing surprised him at the moment.

“Yes.” McAllister paused, afraid he’d said too much. But Pardington seemed almost in a daze.

“Mr. President?” said the Secretary of State.

“Get me Chen.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” asked McAllister.

“Wise? Wise? No, it’s not fucking wise! We left wise a long time ago, now I’m just trying not to be completely reckless. What else is there to do? So far, whoever’s behind this—”

“The Chinese,” said McAllister.

“—has been upping the ante. I’m afraid the next level will be something we can never recover from. After this latest attack, what do you think is next? What could be worse?”

He glared, dared them to say it.

“A nuclear attack,” said Kathleen. Her words dropped into the silence. A tiny verbal mushroom cloud, incinerating what little was left of “wise” or reason.

“You don’t really think…,” the Secretary of the Navy said. “That would be madness.”

“That would be MAD,” said Pardington. Mutually assured destruction. The one thing that had stopped itchy fingers from pressing the button. What a Canadian Prime Minister described in an address to the UN as the “balance of terror.”

If everyone had a bomb, no one could use it.

But what happened when the terrorists had the bomb? When an unbalanced mind had their finger on the button?

“Why hasn’t Eeyore made demands?” asked the Secretary of the Navy. “What does he want?”

“Maybe he wants a war,” said the Secretary of Defense. “But why?”

“To bring us to our knees,” said Pardington. “And save himself. Cracks are showing in the regime. Chen is scrambling, replacing members of the Standing Committee, people he once trusted. He’s losing his grip. What happens when a nation is threatened? It pulls together. He wouldn’t be the first leader to start a war to save himself.”

“But a nuclear attack? Do you really think Chen would go that far?” asked the Secretary of Defense.

They turned to McAllister. He shook his head. “I don’t know. Alan Zhou’s analysis said no. But it now seems all the intelligence he gave us on China, on Chen, might be wrong.”

“So if Zhou said no, that probably means yes?” said the SecState.

“Oh, fuck,” sighed Pardington. He wanted to tell Kathleen to turn off the monitors. They were distracting. But he owed it to the dead and injured and the living to witness what was happening. What he’d failed to prevent.

“Sir, I think—” McAllister began, before a wave of the President’s hand stopped him.

“Enough out of you. How am I supposed to make a decision that could affect hundreds of millions of people, with the bullshit you give me?” Pardington was on his feet, glaring at McAllister. “So far, all you’ve brought me is a dead boy and his bloody file. And news that everything we thought we knew might be a lie. So much for intelligence.”

McAllister dropped his eyes to the plush carpet.

“I need Vivien Li brought here.”

“The dissident?” said the Secretary of State.

“No, the Southern belle. Of course the dissident. Oh dear God,” he muttered to himself. “We’re all gonna die.” He turned to his senior advisors. “If we can’t trust our own people, our own intelligence, we can at least trust her. I want her here when I speak to Chen. I want her read on the man.”

“Sir, I think that’s—” began McAllister, but Pardington lifted his hand again and cut him short.

“Your ‘thinking’ hasn’t exactly been helpful. Go. Go yourself. Bring her here. Now.”






CHAPTER 28


Taipei was in a state of utter chaos. Not a city known for calm, it was off the charts now.

Communication was coming back. And with it came news. Of dead and injured. Of the scale of the calamity.

Emergency crews were rushing to huge office towers in flames. Ambulances blared. It looked like a large passenger plane might have struck the mountain in the center of the city.

It was bedlam.

Alice and Vivien stood for a moment, shocked, while all around them, people jostled, pushing and shoving. Almost knocking Vivien to the ground, but Alice steadied her.

When did her mother become so fragile? Had the colossus always been tiny?

Dazed people tripped over bodies, too shocked, too grief-stricken, too distracted by the cries of the injured to do anything for the dead.

“Come on.” Vivien grasped Alice’s hand.

“No, we have to help.”

“We are helping.” Vivien turned and stared straight at her daughter. “If we can find Kai-wen, he might know something. Liam seemed to think so. That image on the li bien ball isn’t a fluke. Maybe we can pick up where Liam left off. Finish what he started. Look around. The people you see now? If we fail, most of them will die.”

A young man, barely out of his teens, was lying on the ground. Moaning softly. With each shallow breath, blood bubbled at the corners of his mouth. He was dying.

Vivien stepped over him, then turned, knelt, and whispered into his ear. Then she hauled Alice forward. Into the mayhem.

Pushing forward, Vivien made for a private car briefly paralyzed by the crowds. She got in. “Take us to the National Palace Museum.”

“What?” The driver turned, staring at them wild-eyed.

Vivien repeated it.

“Get out. I’m not a taxi. I have to get home to my family. To see…”

“Here.” Vivien held out a fistful of American dollars just as Alice reached for the door handle.

“Sit,” her mother commanded. “Stay.”

Once again, it worked.

“Get out,” he shouted.

“We will not.” Vivien dropped the money onto the passenger’s seat. “The National Palace Museum. Now.”

Alice slid down in her seat. Then sat up again. The car was moving. Though where they’d end up was anyone’s guess. Some muddy ditch probably.

She stared out the window at the bodies. At the grief. At a normally orderly society gone mad.

People wandering the streets, cars on the road, stoplights flashing red. A few store windows were smashed, no doubt by people looking for food, water, while emergency crews rushed to stop fires from engulfing the entire city.

Alice knew her mother was right. Their job, their focus, had to be laser sharp on stopping the next attack. But that seemed less and less likely as they got farther and farther away from the source. From China. They were just bumbling along, playing at being agents.

“Why’re we going to this museum?”

“Because it’s where Kai-wen would’ve gone. That book our mother had, the one that Kai-wen kept, was published by the National Palace Museum here in Taipei. The poetry and paintings by the scholars are part of their permanent collection. That painting on the ornament is in this museum. If Kai-wen was brought to Taipei, he would’ve gone there. And so did Liam. This image isn’t a coincidence. It’s a message.”

When Alice shook her head, Vivien said softly, “Where would you go if you were lost, alone, frightened, a long way from home? If you’d just seen friends slaughtered by your own government?” She gave Alice a moment to think before going on. “Some people would go to a church, some to a library, some to where they could get a nice cup of tea. Comfort.”

Alice nodded slowly. She was beginning to see her mother’s logic. It wasn’t actually about logic, about facts. It was about feelings. About a frightened young man. Suddenly on the run. Lost and alone in a strange city. Where would he go?

He’d head to someplace, the only place, where he’d feel safe. He’d head for the comfort and company of the recluse scholars.

She herself would go to a noodle bar. Her brother, Kevin, would go to a bookstore. Vivien? Where did she feel safe?

She’d go to brunch at a luxury hotel in DC, that’s where. Where she could eat avocado toast and be fawned over by perfect strangers.

“I understand your thinking,” she said gently, while outside, men and women knelt on the pavement over bodies, keening and howling with grief, and begging for answers from a God who had blinked. “But that would have been almost forty years ago. He wouldn’t still be there.”

“You don’t know. It’s at least a start.” Vivien’s eyes were on the road ahead. Straining to see both the past and the future.

It felt like a forlorn hope. But for one important fact. If the image on the li bien ball really was copy of a fifteen-hundred-year-old painting by a recluse, then Vivien was right. Liam must have gone to the museum too. Where else would he get it? And he’d chosen that particular glass ball and mailed it home.

It could not be a coincidence.

“What did you say to that young man? The one on the sidewalk.”

“There.” The car stopped in front of a magnificent building and the driver pointed. “Now get out.”

“I told him he was loved.”



McAllister stood in the study and reread the note Alice had left for her brother.


Kevin, I’m pretty sure Mom has gone to Xi’an. Am going to find her.



His lips were pressed together so tightly they were drained of blood.

Christ. Xi’an. How much does the Li woman know?

Communications were now extremely difficult between China and the US. He had no idea if one or both women had actually made it there.

This was not good. He’d clearly underestimated Madame Li. A relic, he’d thought. Trading on some dusty old events from her youth. Enjoying some callow celebrity, while making no impact on human rights at all.

A woman of no importance.

And now this.

He looked around the study. It was neat, tidy, almost to the point of obsession.

The door was closed, though he needn’t have worried about anyone interrupting. Paul had slipped Kevin a heavy dose of sleeping pills, and he was passed out in one of the bedrooms.

“I found the note when Kevin and I got here and tried to contact you, but…” Paul held up his unresponsive phone. “And there’s something else. Look.”

He picked up the large book from the desk and gave it to McAllister, who opened it to the bookmark.

“Pangu,” said Paul.

“I can read,” said McAllister, his voice calm. “Thank you.”

He snapped it shut. The sudden noise made Paul jump.

“And the other book?” He nodded to the second one on the desk.

Paul handed it to him. It was fragile. Hand-bound. Inside were sketches. McAllister felt his stomach lurch.

The Terracotta Warriors. Fuck.

Still, she couldn’t know. Suspect, maybe, but she couldn’t know what was down there. Hidden there.

By now, Vivien Li could be anywhere. In Xi’an, with the warriors. She could be dead, with the warriors.

Without the ability to communicate, he was blind. He had no idea what was happening half a world away. He had to stick to the plan. One that was fraying because of some elderly Asian woman and her food blogger daughter. It wasn’t possible …

“We need to search this room,” he said.

“I already did. There’s nothing more.”

“Do it again!”

And sure enough, taped under one of the desk drawers were papers. Some in English, most in Mandarin. McAllister scanned them. They dated from when she’d first come to the United States many years ago.

How could she be so foolish as to keep this? But egocentric people did foolish things.

“I thought you searched her study.”

“I did,” said Paul. “I’m sorry.”

McAllister nodded. “Understandable. Can you hand me those books?”

When Paul turned his back, McAllister grabbed him from behind and twisted. There was that moment, just before the final crack, when Paul’s eyes met his murderer’s. And he understood what was happening.

And then the boy became a body. McAllister let him slip to the floor.

He took a deep breath. The President was expecting Madame Li. What was he supposed to tell him? Not the truth, that was certain.

He stood stock-still in the middle of the room. An idea was forming.

Could this work in their favor? He worked through various scenarios until he landed on one and felt that frisson of excitement when disaster morphed into triumph.

Vivien Li going to China, going to Xi’an, could be the best possible thing for them. And these papers…? He’d have to have the ones in Chinese translated, but that was easily done. She was damning herself. It was perfect.

He put what he’d found into his satchel, then dragged Paul’s body out of the study and tossed it down the basement stairs.

Then he went into the bedroom, where Kevin was passed out. He picked up a pillow and approached the young man. Then, hesitating, he replaced it and instead sprinkled the remained pills around the bed and put the empty bottle in Kevin’s hand.

“The White House, please,” he said to the Secret Service driver. “And hurry.”

Siren wailing, they rushed through the empty streets of Washington, DC.



The main door into the museum was unlocked and unguarded. The treasures abandoned.

For a city that had tumbled into chaos, the bedlam seemed to have missed this place. The beautiful grounds were deserted. Not a soul. Not a guard. No one.

The peace and quiet were absolute, as though a neutron bomb had gone off, killing people but keeping the magnificent buildings intact.

It was deeply unsettling. Eerie. The wail of sirens in the distance was almost comforting.

Even Vivien seemed spooked.

Alice held the door open. “Come on.” She had to coax her mother forward. “We’ve come this far.”

Vivien was no longer the university student. She’d regressed and was now a little girl. Ten, eleven years old. A precocious child suddenly unsure. Afraid of what she might find through the open door. Or not find.

It was dim inside. Cool and calm.

Not a sound. Not a footfall on the marble floor. The interior was as magnificent as the exterior. With murals and wall hangings, remarkably intricate works of Chinese art.

For all the serious geopolitical issues facing the region, the people of Taiwan were still Chinese. And this was their heritage.

If her uncle had managed to make his way here, from the tragedy of Tiananmen, Alice hoped he’d found the peace she herself could feel at that moment.

Safe.

It was, she knew, one more illusion. But a welcome one. However short-lived.

“What now?” her mother asked.

“Now we find the scholars.”



“That can’t be.”

President Pardington was standing in front of the Resolute Desk, staring at his head of intelligence.

“I’m afraid he’s right, sir.” The director of Homeland Security lowered her phone. “I’ve just confirmed that Madame Li used a false passport, in the name of Florence Ng, the name she’d used to escape China years ago, and boarded a flight to Singapore. From there, she got on—”

“For Christ’s sake, I don’t need a travelogue. Is she in China or not?”

“She is. As is her daughter. What Mr. McAllister reports is true.”

Did that mean the other thing McAllister reported was true?

“You’re saying Vivien Li is running Pangu? That she’s responsible for everything that’s been happening?”

McAllister, glum, grave, nodded. “I’m not saying it, those papers I found in her home do. And she’s in Xi’an, where the pulse that triggered the attacks came from.”

Pardington shook his head. “I refuse to believe it. I’ve known her for years. She’s a passionate crusader for human rights, a bitter opponent of the regime in China. She can’t be behind this.”

“I suspect most terrorist organizations started off with legitimate, even laudable goals,” said the Secretary of State. “But failure to reach them, frustration, despair, and then a charismatic leader can turn something honorable into something horrific. No terrorist thinks of themselves as a terrorist. They’re all freedom fighters. And they believe it.”

Up until now, Grant McAllister had remained mostly silent. Letting them convince themselves. This was exactly what he’d hoped would happen. But now he spoke.

“I’m with you, Mr. President,” said McAllister. “I’ve admired Madame Li for years, but…”

Before reporting to the President, he’d had the Mandarin documents quickly translated. They were even more damning than he’d expected.

“The documents found hidden in Madame Li’s study, in her own hand, confirm that she created Pangu. They outline its mission, directed by her, to place followers within the Communist Party who would then rise to positions of authority. When they achieved that, Pangu would make its move.”

“That’s a helluva long-range plan,” said the Secretary of Defense.

“Patience and a plan,” said McAllister. “Very powerful.”

“But there’s no indication in those papers that violence would be used,” said Pardington. “It would be achieved by a fifth column. Quietly. And once in positions of power, they’d bring in legislation to open up China. To have elections. To reopen libraries and universities to diverse ideas. Debate. No mention of—” He gestured toward the tragedies unfolding in real time, on television.

“The papers Mr. McAllister found do not rule out violence,” said Kathleen. “And they’re clearly old. Things change. People change. Goals change. Peaceful organizations are infiltrated and co-opted. I’m sorry, Mr. President, but the evidence against Madame Li is overwhelming. And in her own hand. And the fact she’s fled to China…”

President Pardington bit his lower lip and stared once again at the papers. Then he looked over his reading glasses to his head of intelligence. “Remind me. Who’s Liu Tongzheng?”

“Her former husband.”

“According to these documents, he cofounded the organization,” said Pardington. “Maybe he’s running it now. Not Madame Li.”

The Secretary of State shifted.

“What is it?” demanded the President. “Out with it.”

“I know Madame Li and knew her husband. Not well, but we moved in the same social circles. They divorced years ago. Liu left DC for somewhere in the Midwest. Kansas City, I think—”

“Kansas or Missouri?” asked the head of Homeland Security.

“How can that possibly matter?” demanded the President. “Go on.”

“I’d heard he’d died shortly after,” said the SecState. “In a car accident.”

“Not true,” said McAllister. “This is still to be confirmed, but it looks like that was faked and he returned to China. That photo of the mystery woman rumored to be the new head of MSS? Our people say it’s AI-generated. Madame Li’s information was wrong. In fact, our latest intelligence says the new head of the MSS will be Liu Tongzheng.”

“Oh God,” muttered Pardington, sitting down heavily. “What fresh hell is this?”

Joanne Clavelle, the Secretary of Defense, wondered if the President knew he was quoting Dorothy Parker.

“This’s not just plain terrible,” she said. “This is fancy terrible. This is terrible with raisins in it.”

All eyes turned to her.

“Dorothy Parker,” she said. “Never mind.”

The President closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “So what does this mean?”

“I think Liam Palmer was getting close. He might’ve found out about Pangu and suspected who was behind it. She had her agents in China kill him before he could say anything.”

“But how would she even know? He wouldn’t be likely to tell Madame Li he suspected her.”

“No, but”—Kathleen went to her laptop and hit some keys—“he did send a message to her daughter. Remember? Probably thinking it was safe since it was clear mother and daughter barely spoke.”

One half of her screen was Liam on the Star Ferry, surrounded by Chinese men. All smiling. The other half was his last email. Short. Innocuous.

“Then there’s his last blog, posted the afternoon before he died. There’s a photo of beef noodles, and this text.”


Proceeding along the edge of the stream, I forget the distance of the road I have walked. I suddenly come across a forest of blossoming peach trees that extend uninterrupted for several hundred paces on either bank. Fragrant grasses are delicate and petals fall in riotous profusion.



“We’re trying to trace what he’s describing. He might be trying to tell her where he’s been,” said the SecState. “But the message is so vague…”

“But it says nothing about Pangu or terrorists,” said the head of Homeland Security. “Are we supposed to believe that somehow Vivien saw this post, or the message to her daughter, and was so spooked, she had him killed?”

They all leaned closer to the screen, as though proximity would make it clearer.

Pardington was shaking his head. “This doesn’t make sense. If he was onto something, why didn’t he just say it? And why not send it to someone here?”

“Because he’d worked out that there was a spy in the White House,” said McAllister. “He might have even suspected Zhou. So he couldn’t risk it.”

“You found nothing else in Zhou’s office?” asked the President.

“Well, there was one thing, on his laptop. But—”

“What?”

“I don’t believe it. I think it’s AI-generated.”

Pardington was beginning to see what the Russian President meant. Anything they didn’t like was immediately dismissed as AI.

“Show me.”

When McAllister handed him the printout, Pardington stared. Then looked up.

“Is this Tiananmen?”

“Yessir. And that’s—” McAllister pointed to the young woman in uniform, pointing her rifle at Tank Man.

“Vivien Li,” muttered Pardington. “She wasn’t a dissident, a freedom fighter.”

“It doesn’t appear so. The one big question we haven’t asked is how Madame Li managed to escape China in the first place, if she really was at the Tiananmen protests? How did her husband?”

“You’re saying they were allowed to leave.” President Pardington felt a weariness come over him as all his energy bled out.

“And set up as activists, yes. China regularly hunts down and kills those who are too vocal against the regime. And yet Madame Li has been allowed to criticize it for decades?”

“So now you’re saying she’s working with Chen and the Communists?” demanded the SecState. “Which is it? Pangu or the CCP?”

McAllister turned on him. “I don’t know. I wish I did. But at this stage it doesn’t really matter. Whoever Pangu is working with, the target is the West. And God only knows what’s coming next.”

Pardington roused. “If she left DC for China…”

The others in the room immediately understood what he was saying, but only McAllister voiced it.

“It might mean that she knows that the next attack won’t be in China.”

“DC,” said the head of Homeland Security, whose thoughts immediately went to her family. “It’ll be here.”

“Zhou and Li,” said the President, reenergized. “Who else? We have to find out who else is involved. We need answers.”

“Before we’re all incinerated,” said the Secretary of the Navy.

“Fresh hell,” said Pardington, looking at his Secretary of Defense. “With raisins.”

“Mr. President,” said Kathleen. “I have President Chen on video.”






CHAPTER 29


They made their way deeper and deeper into the museum, past the artifacts, past the eerie suits of empty armor, past the statues and bronze pots, past the jadeite cabbage, each room growing darker and darker.

Night was falling.

They’d found a schematic of the museum on the reception desk and followed it. The room dedicated to the recluse scholars was, ironically or intentionally, itself reclusive. Almost hidden away. Clearly not the most visited.

Finally, they found it.

Vivien stood on the threshold and stared. Expecting, Alice knew, to see a young man standing still, immovable, holding bags of groceries.

But there was no one. And yet the room felt occupied. Not in a haunted way, but calm. Content. Peaceful.

Alice could feel herself drawn in. Could understand the lure of a life away from the hustle, the bustle. The manic energy. The fears that accompanied modern life. There was simplicity here, amid the drawings of nature. There was gentle, whispering beauty here.

But this was not the time to contemplate peace when they were trying to prevent a war. Quickly scanning the room, Alice found the mural that contained the detail from the li bien ball.

She stood in front of it. In sending the li bien ball home, Liam had guided them here. Alice was now sure of it.

But why? What did Liam want them to see?

Kai-wen almost certainly saw a deep peace when looking at what the recluse scholar created. Had Liam seen war?

On the wall next to it was a text written fifteen hundred years earlier.

“Vivien.” She spoke so softly she barely heard herself. Then, louder. “Mom.” Now she shouted. “Come here! Look.”

Vivien appeared at her shoulder and immediately felt herself drawn into it, stepping toward the mountain and the small cabin by the brook.

“Look at this.” Alice pointed to the words beside the picture.

Reluctant to leave the cabin, Vivien finally turned her head and read in the traditional Chinese.


Proceeding along the edge of the stream, I forget the distance of the road I have walked. I suddenly come across a forest of blossoming peach trees that extend uninterrupted for several hundred paces on either bank. Fragrant grasses are delicate and petals fall in riotous profusion.



“It’s Liam’s last post for his food blog,” Alice whispered. “In it, he wrote about his favorite noodle joint, some hole-in-the-wall he’d found. But he didn’t name it. I thought it was in Hong Kong. But it was here. It must be.” She looked at the wall. “And he quoted this.”

Her mother was paying no attention. She’d reentered the drawing and was walking beside the stream toward the log cabin, breathing in the sweet, soft scent of peach blossoms.

Alice brought out her phone.

When she’d first read his blog, his final one, she didn’t realize it was a quote. She’d thought he’d written it himself as a sort of game, a clue to how to find the restaurant. Now she felt incredibly stupid. Of course he hadn’t written it. The description was so perfect, the words so luminous, only a poet could have captured the simplicity. The joy. The joy of simplicity.

But what did it mean?

It seemed obvious now that the restaurant he wrote about was here, in Taipei. He wanted them to find it, to go there.

Alice looked at the drawing again.

How she longed to sit on the bench and spend the rest of her life in this room, staring at this picture. Was that how her uncle had felt? After the turmoil, the tragedy, of Tiananmen, did he want to sit here for the rest of his life? A recluse dissident?

And who could blame him? He’d done his best. Done his bit …

The sound of shattering glass broke the spell.

And then came the shouts. And then came the shots.

The two women looked at each other.

The world had found the recluses. The world was coming …

“We need to leave.” Alice took a few quick photographs of the image and words and was halfway to the door when she realized she was alone.

There were footsteps on the marble floor now. Running toward them. More glass breaking. Another gunshot. A shout.

Closer. Closer.

“Come on!” she called, but Vivien just stood there.

Alice ran up to her mother, and was about to yank her away, when she saw the expression in her face. And her rheumy eyes.

To leave was to leave her brother behind, again. The fact he wasn’t actually there didn’t matter. He had been. This had been his safe place. And Vivien obviously thought, believed, hoped that given the attacks, he might return here.

And if she waited long enough …

“Please,” Alice said softly, though her head was shrieking and her heart pounding, and the footsteps were getting closer. “Come away.”

Vivien turned to look at her. A child, not sure what to do.

“We need to go. Now.”

There was more gunfire. That jolted Vivien out of her trance. “Yes, yes.” She wiped her face and nose with the sleeve of her Shanghai Tang and nodded.

The two women moved out of that room and into the wide corridor. The footsteps on marble were getting closer. Running. Fast. Fleeing. And others. Chasing.

It was almost completely dark now. Alice, scanning the way ahead, saw a shadow approaching. The women ducked behind a case displaying a huge jug. Kneeling down behind it, they peered through the glass as a figure ran by.

Bang! Bang, bang, bang!

The shadow was propelled forward and fell from view.

“We need to go,” hissed Alice.

Grabbing her mother’s sleeve, she pulled Vivien forward. This time there was no protest. Running as fast as they could, the women rounded a corner. Then hid as more and more people poured into the magnificent museum.

There was the slight whiff of something off.

“Smoke,” whispered Alice, and her mother nodded.

Ahead of them was an emergency exit. There was a break in the descending mob. If they ran now, they could probably make it. Vivien started toward it, but Alice stopped her.

“No. We need to go to the gift shop.”

For a brief moment, Vivien thought her daughter was joking. Then she understood.

“You go,” said Alice. “I’ll join you outside.”

But Vivien stuck with her daughter. No time to argue.

The shop was a shambles. The till on the floor, broken. Money gone. Anything that could be of value had been taken. The rest broken, including …

Alice was on her knees. “Look. Liam did buy it here.”

She held up a large shard, the remains of a smashed li bien ball. The image was still recognizable. It was the mountain of the recluse scholar. They had their proof.

“Let’s go.”

They bolted out the front door, passing armed young men on their way up the long steps. The authorities chasing them paid no attention to two disheveled women.

Women of no importance. Being invisible had its advantages.

Once out, they got a block away before daring to sit down on the curb. Vivien closed her eyes and lowered her head to her knees, trying to catch her breath.

“Vivien?” Vivien opened her eyes when Alice touched her arm. “I know where the restaurant is.”

“Did it come to you in a dream?” As far as Vivien knew, Alice had been with her the whole time, so how could she suddenly know? “Or are you channeling your crazy Auntie Lu, who claimed to be able to find lost items. Once—”

“No. Listen to me. That painting is called Peach Blossom Spring.”

“Yes.”

“Liam went to a noodle bar called that.”

“How do you know?” Vivien leaned closer and looked her daughter in the eyes. “Auntie Lu, is that you?”

“Stop it,” snapped Alice, though she had to smile. The weird thing was, Auntie Lu really could find lost items.

Alice showed her mother the photograph from Liam’s final post. “This’s the shot from his last blog.”

For once, Vivien didn’t roll her eyes at the word “blog.”

“He mentions three noodle bars,” said Alice, taking the phone back. “But he only posted a photo of his favorite, and he doesn’t name it. Some bloggers do that, as a sort of tease, but also to keep their secrets secret. Often it’s bullshit, but—”

“Focus! If he didn’t name it, what makes you think it’s called Peach Blossom Spring?”

“Look.” She showed her mother the photograph again, of a bowl of beef noodle soup. Both women were so hungry, it was torture. Vivien could feel her dry mouth fill with saliva.

“There’s nothing with the name,” she said, looking for a napkin or some sign visible on the wall.

“No, but through the window, we can see the restaurant across the way.”

She enlarged the image, and there in Chinese characters was 两子面馆. “Two Sons’ Noodle Bar. I looked it up on the map. A restaurant called Peach Blossom Spring is right across the street. The noodle bar is two streets over from here.”

They ran/walked/hobbled through the hellscape of Taipei, toward Peach Blossom Spring.



The long, forlorn face of President Chen appeared on the screen.

“Mr. President,” he said. His English, while excellent, was heavily accented.

“Zhǔxí xiānsheng,” said Pardington. Mr. President. His Mandarin, while pretty good, was also heavily accented.

One of Chen’s advisors whispered, “I think we should speak to Paddington through an interpreter, to avoid misunderstandings.”

Pardington raised his brows. “Paddington?”

Chen shot a stern glance at the advisor. Had he had a gun, it might not have been a glance.

The truth was, they had taken to calling the American President “Paddington,” since his name was close and really, he looked so much like the slightly plump little bear.

Though if the intention was to diminish the powerful man, it backfired. Chen had always liked Paddington Bear and felt a sort of kinship with him. On top of that, in reading the Paddington books to his six-year-old granddaughter, they’d discovered a mutual fondness for marmalade sandwiches.

And if Pardington’s intention in calling Chen “Eeyore” was to mock his powerful counterpart, it too had backfired. In reading the Winnie-the-Pooh books to his grandchildren, he’d discovered a certain affinity for the bedraggled donkey.

Like Eeyore, Pardington had all his life felt like an outsider.

Like Paddington, Chen had long felt different from everyone around him.

Chen bowed, and in heavily accented English, said, “Apologies, Mr. President. It is true. In an attempt to humanize you, my advisors … I … have taken to calling you Paddington Bear.”

“Humanize or diminish? Still, there are worse things than a beloved character.” Pardington placed a hand on his ample midsection. “Stuffed or otherwise.”

Around him, all his advisors, guessing what was about to happen, shook their heads vehemently. Don’t …

“We have a nickname for you too. Eeyore. From—”

“I’m aware where it’s from,” said Chen sadly. His English might have been slightly better than Pardington’s Mandarin. Then he smiled and his face lit up. “You probably don’t know this, but my granddaughter calls me Eeyore. Apparently I look like him. A handsome donkey, no?”

Pardington smiled. “He is that, sir. And Paddington is a symbol of great strength and integrity.”

“A godlike figure,” agreed Chen.

The American President suddenly wished they were in a noodle bar in Beijing, swapping stories from the political trenches. And photos of grandchildren.

The Chinese President wished they were in a DC tavern, having burgers and beer and swapping photos of grandchildren.

But they were not.

“What can you tell me about adaptive predictive artificial intelligence?” Pardington asked.

Now advisors and translators in both countries were rolling their eyes. They’d completely lost control of their principals.

“A-P-A-I,” said Chen, as if counting the letters. “Our cyber-technicians have been working on it for years. But as far as I know, while claiming to be close, they have not yet cracked it. I’ve received an update in the last few minutes. There’s still no indication APAI exists. I’m sure your own people are working on it too.”

More vehement headshaking in the Oval Office.

“They are. I’m also told they’re close, but I suspect that’s a ploy for more funding.”

Chen smiled wanly. “Of all the industries that do not need financial support. And yet we give it to them for fear they’ll go elsewhere.”

Pardington raised his brows. So the Chinese feared the same thing.

“The thinking is that if adaptive predictive artificial intelligence could be married to the supply chain, through blockchain,” said Pardington, “then a signal could be sent worldwide.”

His advisors had stopped giving advice and were just staring, wide-eyed. It was as though the American President was defecting before their very eyes.

“Yes. That’s what my people say too,” agreed Chen. “But they would need a place to operate out of. And a great deal of money.”

“And power. It would also need some sort of shield,” said Pardington. In the last few hours, he’d become an instant expert. “Otherwise, it would be picked up in scans. We did pick up a brief burst about the time of the attacks. It came from inside China. The exact location isn’t clear, but we think the Xi’an region.”

He watched Chen for a reaction. There was none.

And then the head of the Chinese Communist Party did something unexpected.

“You’re right. The signals are coming from somewhere in Xi’an. That’s as far as we can get too.” President Chen paused, holding the eyes of President Pardington. “It is vital that you understand that my government has nothing to do with these horrific attacks. I know that might be difficult to believe, but you must.”

“It is not only difficult to believe, sir, it is impossible. The signal is coming from your own country. Are you telling me that a dissident group can not only develop APAI, but weaponize it? Right under your nose? In your home province? And you know nothing about it?”

Eeyore had never looked so miserable.

Pardington studied the familiar face on the monitor. Had he made a terrible mistake?

They’d met a few times, but always on state occasions, and had never spent time alone. Now Pardington desperately needed to judge a person he didn’t know, except for the face Chen chose to show the world.

But what was in his heart?

What others in the room didn’t realize was that Pardington and Chen had opened a back channel. Through, of all people, their private chefs.

The chefs for each president had met at summits and became friendly, exchanging recipes. Pardington had a soft spot for dumplings. Chen loved a burger, cooked medium rare.

In the last few hours, in the middle of the crisis, President Pardington had sent a message, from his chef to Chen’s. To be slipped to the President when no one else knew.

Pardington’s message to Chen was hidden in, of all things, a fortune cookie. The White House chef had reported that Chen had a fondness for them and had a very slight tendency toward the supernatural. Believing that perhaps some god was communicating with him through a slip of paper in a cookie.

And indeed, after a hurried meal a few hours earlier, Chen’s chef had brought him the tiny treat. He’d cracked it open, hoping the god might tell him how to get out of the mess.

And he had.

Inside was a note, handwritten by the chef. It contained shocking information. After some thought, Chen sent a message back containing just one word. A name.

After reading it, President Pardington hadn’t been sure what to do with the piece of paper the White House chef had hidden under the wedge of cheese. It was smeared with Camembert. So he ate it.

Now he stared at Chen. Was what the Chinese president sent true?

This was a multidimensional strategy. One that, if there was a miscue, a misstep, would almost certainly lead to war.

If someone really had solved APAI, it would be a powerful tool. A powerful weapon. The Manhattan Project times a thousand. It would either save the world or destroy it.

This whole conversation within a conversation depended on Eeyore not being a complete tyrant and psychopath. And Paddington Bear not being a complete idiot.

Neither was filled with optimism.



Alice and Vivien had left the museum, leaving the authorities to track down the looting gangs. They had a vague idea of where they were going, to the Ximending district, where so many new restaurants had popped up since the pandemic. They tried to hail a taxi, but the few they saw on the street zoomed past them.

Vivien’s limp was becoming more pronounced. “Vivien,” Alice said, “do you want to rest for a bit?”

Vivien shook her head. “We don’t have time.”

They climbed over street signs that had collapsed, shards of glass from broken windows, the detritus of disaster. Finally, after more than three hours of navigating their way through a shattered city, they saw, lying half on the sidewalk, a wooden plank covered with peach blossoms. A stream meandered through the image and, in the distance, a mountain.

Vivien stooped to look more closely.

“Leave that alone,” a woman’s voice commanded.

When she got right up to them, they saw a woman about Vivien’s age. Carrying a baseball bat.

The woman was prepared, preparing, to swing. It looked like she’d already been in a few scrapes. Her face and hands were filthy. Her dark hair was wild, as were her eyes. Here was someone who’d woken up sane and was now mad.

But then something happened. Her shoulders dropped. The bat lowered. Her face opened and the madness slid away.

“Vivien?”

“Shi.” Vivien stepped closer. “Who are you?”

“My name is Ming-na, but you know me as Shu-hui.”

“Shu-hui? My contact? You work here, at the noodle bar?”

“My husband and I own it.”

She stepped aside to reveal an older man standing in the doorway. He was skinny, with a full head of gray hair. His face was scored with wrinkles. Worry lines, and perhaps, Alice thought, laugh lines too. It was a charming face, a map face, charting this elderly man’s journey through what must have been a rough life.

And then he began to sing in a thin, reedy voice.

“Welcome the future world—infinite, ultimate glory. Infinite, ultimate glory.”

Vivien brought her hand to her mouth, but that could not stifle the sob.



“Before we go further, I need to warn you that we’ve uncovered a traitor in my administration,” said Pardington.

He felt like he’d just thrown himself into an abyss. And, judging by their faces, taken everyone in the Oval Office with him.

Chen was also looking at him with surprise. This was what that slip of paper in the fortune cookie had said, along with a name. But he’d thought the point was to keep it secret. And now Pardington was announcing it?

What was he up to? Chen decided to play along.

“Should you not have told me earlier?” he demanded. “Who is it? Who’s he reporting to? The Russians?”

“Don’t tell him,” hissed McAllister. “The less they know, the better. You’ve already said far too much.”

“And you’ve said far too little,” said Pardington, hitting the mute. “We’re facing a nuclear attack by a terrorist organization that you cannot find. We’re already losing.”

He unmuted. “Not the Russians. The traitor is reporting to Pangu.”

Eeyore looked more morose than ever.

“You know about Pangu?”

“We do. It’s behind the attacks. The only question is, who’s behind Pangu? The Russians? A dissident group within China? Or maybe Pangu is a covert arm of your government, operated through Double Dragon. Yes, we know about that too. It’s possible, sir, you are Pangu. The creator and destroyer.”

“Me?” Now Chen actually laughed. “And why would I attack my own country? To what end?”

“Because you’re insane,” the American Secretary of State muttered.

“To shore up your fracturing support. To create a common enemy and rally the people behind you and against the West. Perhaps even give you an excuse to finally invade Taiwan, on the pretext that it’s behind the attacks. You’d be far from the first leader to declare war to hold on to power.”

“We don’t need a pretext. Taiwan is part of China. Time it was reunited with the homeland. This is not only a waste of time, Mr. President, but dangerous. If there really is a traitor in your administration, he has heard everything we’ve said. You’re a foolish, foolish man.”

Chen reached for the red icon.

“I think not. He’s dead. His name was Alan Zhou.”

Chen paused and stared at Pardington. Then he dropped his hand.

Pardington exhaled. “And now it’s your turn. I’ve told you who our traitor is. He must have been reporting to someone in your administration. Pangu must have placed someone high up, perhaps even in the Standing Committee. I suspect you know perfectly well who that is.”

There was a hubbub around Chen before he muted. The Americans watched as Chen gestured angrily. This was a man who, despite his resemblance to a beloved children’s character, did not take kindly to disagreement.

He unmuted. “You are right.”

This was a seismic admission on the part of the Chinese leader.

Pardington remained quiet. Everything depended on this next bit.

“Just in the last few hours, it’s become clear that we too have a traitor. At, I’m sorry to admit, the highest level.”

And he did look sorry.

“Who?”

More gesturing in Chen’s office. Mute. Unmute. “His name is Liu Tongzheng.”

Now there was a stir in the Oval Office. McAllister began to speak, but Pardington cut him off. Mute. “I know who Liu is. Be quiet.”

He paused to exhale and say a small prayer of thanks for that slip of paper and the name making its way through his digestive tract.

Unmute. “Vivien Li’s former husband. Together they created Pangu.”

“Yes. And are without doubt still running it. They were last seen earlier today in Xi’an, along with their daughter.”

“Have you arrested them?”

“Unfortunately, in the confusion of the last attack, they escaped. But we’ll find them. Our needs have aligned, Mr. President. We have to find them and stop the next attack.”

“Damn,” said McAllister. “Shit. She and Zhou must’ve been working together. Then she had him killed to stop him from talking. The terrorists are cleaning up.”

Pardington glanced at him, grim-faced, then spoke to a morose Eeyore.

“You’re free to do whatever you want with Liu Tongzheng, but Madame Li and her daughter are American citizens. If you do arrest them, I expect you to return them to us.”

“Of course.”

Neither Paddington nor Eeyore stipulated what condition the women would be in.






CHAPTER 30


Vivien couldn’t take her eyes off her brother, but when she’d gone to embrace the elderly man, he’d stepped away. His hands up in the defensive pose.

No further.

“Come with me,” Ming-na whispered to Alice, who was openly staring at her uncle, the living legend. “Let’s leave them alone.”

Alice followed her aunt, though she was far from sure that leaving those two alone was wise. There was a palpable tension between her mother and uncle. Unfinished business. Something she couldn’t understand.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Let them work it out. You and I can make beef noodle soup.”

Alice immediately knew she had the better deal. She was starving. The last she saw of her mother, she and her brother were sitting at a Formica table, across from each other. Like chess champs facing off.



Kai-wen’s reserve, his coolness toward her, made Vivien’s heart ache.

The restaurant was empty but in pristine condition, as though nothing bad had happened in a world that seemed far away but was just outside the window. There was a mural on the wall, a replica of the one from the museum. She ached to enter it. To sit beside the cool, fresh stream. To clear her mind and heal her bruised body.

After decades of longing for her brother, Vivien sat across from him and had no idea what to say.

Kai-wen had no such trouble. “You killed our parents.”



Alice stirred in the onion, ginger, and garlic.

The aroma almost made her faint with hunger.

“Here.” Ming-na dumped Sichuan peppercorn, red chili, and star anise into the pot. “Sauté it for thirty seconds. No more.”

They were in the small kitchen at the back of Peach Blossom Spring noodle bar, making the Taiwanese specialty beef noodle soup. While in the deserted restaurant itself, her mother and uncle talked.



If Kai-wen expected his sister to deny it, he was surprised.

“I’m sorry,” said Vivien. “I didn’t know that would happen.”

Kai-wen stared at her and realized that, up until that moment, he hadn’t believed it. He’d thought Liu must have been lying all those years ago. That it was a way to keep him from contacting his sister.

But now here she was, an elderly woman, a stranger, not denying the awful truth.

“What happened?”

Vivien had been over and over this conversation. What she would tell her brother if they ever met again. Even when she believed he was dead, she still lay awake at night staring at the ceiling and having this conversation. Explaining to him. And he would always understand. He’d even embrace her. Holding her tight and whispering, You had no choice. It’s all right.

But now that the moment had come, she drew a blank.

It was so long ago. Her reasons were like those distant mountains the recluse scholar drew. Shrouded in mist.

Kai-wen was staring at her. And the longer he stared, the thicker the fog grew.

“I had to do it.” That much she knew. The why still eluded her.

He was glaring now.

Think. Think. Come on. There was a reason.

“You were young,” she said, slowly climbing the mountain. “Five years old. You might not remember what it was like for us during the Cultural Revolution. Our parents had lost their jobs at the university. No one would hire them. We were thrown out of our home. Living on the street. Winter was coming.”



The beef ribs, along with palm sugar, had been added to the large pot.

“Now this,” said Alice’s aunt. She gestured to the remaining ingredients. Shaoxing wine and dark soy sauce.

I have an auntie, thought Alice. And one who cooks!

The aroma was overtaking all her senses. Enveloping her, sweeping her up. Carrying her away to a world where all that existed was hearty, aromatic soup.

She was starved for it. And starved for answers.

Both were, she knew, about to be provided.



As Vivien spoke, the fog lifted and she saw it all. More than that, she felt it. Not just the gathering cold and the ache in her belly, but the fear. Each day was worse than the last. They were scorned. Chased. Their father and mother beaten by the Red Guard mob as they tried to protect their children.

They had to scrounge through garbage for food.

One morning, before the sun rose, their mother woke her up and took her aside.

“You need to turn us in.”

Vivien hadn’t understood.

“To the Red Guard. You need to tell them that we’re mocking the Chairman’s Little Red Book.”

“But you aren’t.”

“Listen to me,” her mother had snapped, grabbing her thin shoulders and squeezing until she winced. She still, to this day, had a mark, a fingerprint. “There’s no such thing as truth. Not in China today. There’s just survival. For you and your brother to survive, you must turn us in and join the Red Guard. And then you have to work from the inside. You understand?”

Vivien hadn’t. She just stared.

Her mother lowered her voice. “One day, when you’re older, you need to do what you can to stop this madness. But for now, you need to survive.”

What her mother was asking of her horrified Vivien. She’d squirmed away. But her mother had grabbed her and held her. This time hugging her so tightly it hurt more than the bruise. It hurt her heart. Broke her heart.

Her mother, Alice, whispered over and over, while rocking slowly, back and forth. Back and forth. “You must.”

It had taken a few days and nights of cold and starvation, seeing her parents brutalized, to realize her mother was right.

They would all die. Soon. Unless.

All this she now told the elderly man across from her.



“So now we cover it and let it simmer for two to three hours.”

Alice stared at her aunt. “No. No, please.” She looked around.

“When was the last time you ate?” Ming-na asked.

“I had a chocolate coin on the ferry over,” said Alice.

Ming-na went to the fridge and pulled out a joint of ham. Then she cracked eggs into a bowl and beat them with chopsticks before pouring it into a hot wok to make an omelet. Slicing a loaf of milk bread, she made Alice a huge sandwich with the egg and thick slices of ham. A Taiwanese breakfast. Alice was actually drooling, and had to wipe her mouth with a cloth.

“Thank you, Auntie.” Alice was just about to bite into it when she thought …



“They died in prison,” said Kai-wen.

Vivien nodded. By then, the children were living with a family who were told to treat them with special respect. Any child who turned their parents in was considered a hero of the revolution.

At least publicly. Privately their new “family” and all the neighbors viewed Vivien with fear and suspicion. There was a warm bed and food. But no affection. They were, again, starved and had only each other.

“Was it Liu who told you what I did?”

“Shi. He came to see me after you kicked him out. You know he helped me escape, after Tiananmen Square.”

“I know now. I didn’t then. I’d been told by my contacts in China that you’d been arrested and killed. That Liu had turned you in.”

“Would make sense that you’d believe it, after what you did. Nice bit of projecting.”

Vivien grew still, absorbing the blow. Sending it down the deep open wound.

“But Liu did not turn me in. He saved me.”

“Does that mean he’s working with us?” asked Vivien. “He got us out too, from Xi’an, just now. But I can’t tell whose side he’s on.”

“Neither can I. I haven’t heard from him in years. Last I heard, he was rising through the ranks of the CCP.”

“Yeah, well, he’s risen. He’s in line to take over the Ministry of State Security.”

Kai-wen whistled. “Phew. Let’s hope he’s with us. If not…”

“Why didn’t you get in touch with me? All these years, I thought you were dead.”

Kai-wen looked at his sister. He’d seen her on the news and in the papers but never thought how it would feel seeing her in person after all these years. A lifetime they had been apart. “I have been in touch. You just didn’t know it.”

He glanced toward the kitchen, and Vivien followed.

“You? You were Shu-hui? My contact?”

“My wife agreed to be the front, but yes, all the messages, all the information you received from your informant in Taiwan, they were from me.”

She almost asked why he hadn’t made himself known, but her pretty much having murdered their parents seemed reason enough. And for now, there were more important issues facing them.

“You sang the Pangu song. You’re still a member?”

“No. When you disbanded it, I stepped back. But I still hear things.”

“Like?”



“So now what?” asked Secretary Clavelle. “Do we continue to move the fleet into position?”

Everyone in the Oval Office stared at the President.

“Absolutely!” said Pardington. “Chen is lying.”

“About the traitors?” asked Kwame Bourque, the SecState. “About Madame Li and her ex?”

“No,” said Pardington. “I think the wily old shit knows enough to throw in some truth, to make the rest also seem true.”

“You think Chen is behind Pangu?” asked McAllister.

“You’re my head of intelligence, what do you think?”

McAllister considered. This was a freebie. The goal was wide open. Undefended. All he had to do was kick it in.

“I think he knew that Madame Li and her ex-husband were blown. So he wasn’t telling us anything we didn’t already know. He’s laying blame on them. Using them for cover.”

“He says he can’t find them,” said Secretary Bourque. “But we know that no one disappears that easily in China.”

“Unless Chen is protecting them,” said Secretary Clavelle. “Hiding them.”

“And ready to sacrifice them at any moment. Their usefulness is as scapegoats,” said McAllister. “And probably always was. They’re involved in Pangu, in the attacks, absolutely. But they’re following his orders. He’s running it.”

“Agreed,” said Pardington. “Meet with your counterparts in the coalition. I want attack plans within the hour. You—” He looked at McAllister. “Stay behind.”



Alice appeared carrying a platter with a selection of sandwiches while Ming-na followed with beer.

Vivien had to pinch the saliva from the corners of her mouth.

“What do you hear? Anything about the attacks?” She reached for the biggest sandwich, then, at the last moment, took the one beside it.

The better part of valor, thought Alice. Or gluttony.

Vivien took such a huge bite, a piece of omelet fell from the bread and onto her Shanghai Tang. She picked it off and ate it.

“It’s hard to tell. There was chatter about food.” He was watching his sister with distaste. “A network of food distributers has been formed. Some small independent grocers, dim sum joints, bakeries, vegetable stands. Some high-end Michelin-starred restaurants, some ma-and-pa noodle bars. Burger and pizza and fast-food franchises around the world.”

“Places that wouldn’t normally have anything in common,” said Vivien.

“Except food, yes.” Kai-wen reached out and touched his wife tenderly. “Come, sit with us.”

“Do we have to?” Ming-na asked but was smiling as she spoke.

“Yes, it’s time we were a family.” He looked at his disheveled, famished sister and realized he’d been judging her much too harshly, for the past and the present. He reached out and picked a piece of ham off her jacket. “A family that finally shares everything. Food and confidences. Best of all, confidences over food.”



“What do we do now?” Wang demanded. “You do know the American President is probably lying. Playing for time while he moves his fleet into position.”

“Yes, thank you. That had occurred to me. But we need to show some goodwill, and you need to find Liu and Madame Li.”

For a terrible moment, Chen wondered if Wang was going to ask, Who?

Instead, his head of the MSS asked, “And when I do? What do you want me to do with them?”



Alone with the president, McAllister felt a frisson of fear. He was being cut from the herd. But his concern almost immediately evaporated.

“Do you have a back channel to Wang?”

“The head of the MSS? I don’t, but I think I know how I can get a message to him.”

“Do it. I want you to tell the Chinese to take care of the situation.”

“And by ‘situation,’ you mean our friend and her daughter?”

Pardington stared. “If they do not, or cannot, we have people in China who can, right?”

“Yessir.”

“Good. Do it. We don’t need the problem coming home to roost. Oh, and send my chef in. I’m getting hungry.”

Ordering the deaths of Madame Li and her daughter sat like a lump in Pardington’s belly. But he knew the kill order was already out there. If they were to be blamed for the attacks, the terrorists would need to shut up them up, along with Madame Li’s ex-husband. His adding to it would not, Pardington hoped, put them in even more danger, and it would simply confirm to the terrorists that he really was yet another useful American idiot.

That he’d swallowed McAllister’s lies.

It all made President Pardington want to throw up.



“We need to make an example of them,” said Chen. He’d moved a few steps away from his head of the MSS. Wang smelled of something vile. Something not quite natural.

“The Americans won’t like that,” said Wang.

“Oh, don’t kid yourself. President Pardington wants us to rid him of a huge problem. The last thing Paddington wants is Vivien Li on the witness stand,” he said, using the nickname they gave the American president when they wanted to discredit him. A plump, useless stuffed bear. Chen continued. “No. When news of their deaths reaches him, he’ll lodge a formal protest and privately send me a crate of pastrami. And Wang”—he called after his head of the MSS—“for God’s sake, find out about APAI. Do we have it or not?”

“APAI?” asked Wang.

Chen stared at him. “Adaptive predictive artificial intelligence.”

“Yes, of course.”

Eeyore watched, more morose than ever, as Wang left. He thought of the fortune cookie he’d received earlier that day, with the message from the American President.


McAllister—traitor.



The news had surprised Chen. Not just the name, but the fact the American President would admit it. Chen had sat with the information, considering it. This was an extraordinary moment. Did he trust the foe? He’d been weaned on hatred of the West. Especially the USA. Especially the President.

And now he was being invited to not just trust him but make a dangerous admission.

It was what the French called le beau risque.

A beautiful risk. And he’d taken it. He’d sent a one-word reply.


Wang.



And then Eeyore and Paddington had played that game for an audience of two. Their closest and most trusted of advisors. The traitors. Pretending to believe others had betrayed their countries. Hoping McAllister and Wang would feel safe and drop their defenses.

Chen hit his intercom. “Send my chef in. I’m hungry.”






CHAPTER 31


They’d wolfed down the sandwiches and beer and were feeling human for the first time in … an eternity.

Alice couldn’t stop staring at her uncle. The man who’d stood in front of that line of tanks. And stopped them. His hair was now white, and his hand trembled slightly as he lifted the glass to his lips.

But he was still, and always would be, Tank Man.

She longed to ask him how. How had he found the courage to do it? But they needed to focus on the near future. The past could wait. Though past and future were converging and making a mess of the present.

“My father sent us here,” said Alice. “To find you. Does that mean he’s trying to stop the attacks? That he’s not loyal to Chen and the Communists?”

“He could still be MSS and loyal to the Communist Party,” said Kai-wen. “Chen wants, needs, the attacks stopped too. Your father could be both for us and ultimately against us. When it’s over, if it’s stopped, he might very well round us all up.”

“But if he’s MSS, and he knew all along you were Tank Man, why hasn’t he arrested you?”

“I think because he thought I was a harmless old man who spent his days serving beef noodles and his evenings in the museum, among the recluse scholars. I think he knew I wanted nothing more to do with revolution, or even evolution.”

“He was wrong,” said Vivien, reaching across the table to hold his hand. This time he didn’t pull back.

“He was not wrong,” said Kai-wen, holding her hand and her eyes. “I really do want a quiet life. I’m happy here.” He let go of Vivien and reached for Ming-na, holding her eyes now.

“But sometimes the world comes calling,” she said. “And we have to answer.”

“Do we?” he asked.

“A young man named Liam Palmer was here,” said Vivien.

“You know him?” Ming-na turned her attention to her sister-in-law.

“Yes. He worked for me.”

“We thought he might,” said Ming-na. “He came to the restaurant claiming to be a food blogger.”

“When he showed up and said he wanted to compliment Shu-hui on the beef noodle soup, we knew he was an agent. But we didn’t know who for. I told him to come back the next day, which he did.”

“That’s when Kai-wen gave him the li bien ball.”

“This?” Alice pulled up the video.

“Shi.” Though Kai-wen tilted his head. “At least I think so. The one I gave him didn’t have those smudges in the sky.”

“Dirt,” said Alice. “You can tell that they’re on the outside, not inside.”

“True. I wasn’t sure he’d understand what I was telling him, but he did. Eventually,” said Kai-wen.

“You wanted him to meet you at the museum,” said Vivien. “At the recluse scholars.”

He smiled. “You remember?”

And for an instant, the years, the hurts, the suspicions, the resentments melted away, and they were their younger selves again. About to join others in the huge square in Beijing. To begin the revolution. To change the world. Their world.

“Just before going to sleep each night, you’d open the book and stare at one particular image. When I looked closely at the li bien ball, I remembered this detail from that page. And that the book came from the museum here.”

“She said if you had a safe place, it would be there,” said Alice. “With the scholars.”

Kai-wen smiled at his newfound niece. “Your mother is right.”

“Your sister is right,” said Alice, and saw him nod slightly.

“I go to the museum every evening, when the shop closes. I waited there for Liam. Took him two days, but he finally arrived. He sat down next to me and I told him I was Shu-hui.”

“But not that you were Tank Man?” asked Alice.

“No. I don’t tell that to anyone. For three evenings running, we sat side by side on the bench, contemplating that image of the peach blossoms and the river and the mountain. Not many can sit quietly for hours on end. Especially when they’re dying to ask questions.

“After three days, I broke the silence and asked what he wanted. He said he suspected there was something big planned, globally, but based out of China. An attack, he thought. He hoped we could help.”

“We were also hearing things from our network of merchants,” said Ming-na. “At first, we thought it was about a trade war, putting huge tariffs on food, using it as a weapon.”

“But when we compared notes with Liam, it became clear the weapon was more literal,” said Kai-wen. “We sat in front of Peach Blossom Spring and tried to piece together what it all meant. As we dug deeper, we got scared.”

When Tank Man gets scared, thought Alice, the rest of us should be terrified.

“After the alarms went off, I tried to contact you,” Vivien said to her brother. “Well, I tried to contact Shu-hui. But there was silence.”

As there was now. And it dawned on her what that silence was saying.

“You thought I was responsible? That I was running the new Pangu?”

“We thought it was a possibility,” said Ming-na. “That disbanding it was just for show.”

“If you still have doubts about me, why’re we even talking?” Vivien tried to keep the anger out of her voice. Without success.

“Because at this stage, we have nothing to lose. If you’re behind the attacks, then we’re already dead. If you’re not, then maybe, maybe, you can help us stop the next one. It’s ramping up. We’ve been waiting to hear from Liam. I’d have hoped he’d come back and report.”

Vivien and Alice looked at each other.

“Oh,” said Ming-na, understanding what that look meant. “What happened?”

“He drowned. Fell off, or more likely was pushed off, the Star Ferry,” said Alice. She brought up the last photo.

Kai-wen’s face changed. “That’s one of the people we told him to contact.” He pointed to the durian man. “We thought he was one of us.”

“My God,” said Ming-na. “We sent him right into the arms of his killers.”

Now Kai-wen noticed Alice’s face. Her eyes. “You cared for him.”

“I did.”

“He was an easy man to like,” said Kai-wen.

Alice nodded. She was beginning to care very much for her new auntie and uncle.

“We never had children,” said Ming-na. “We didn’t think it was fair, or safe, given who we are and what we do. What we have done. But we both felt if we had, we’d have hoped they’d be like Liam.”

Ming-na reached out for Alice, who grasped her hand. A gesture of intimacy and support that was not lost on Vivien.

“He must’ve found out something important,” said Kai-wen. “Otherwise, they’d never have killed him and risk an international incident.”

“He sent the li bien ball you gave him back home and put this inside.” Alice brought out the now scruffy snake and unfolded it. Kai-wen and Ming-na leaned in, then both looked up.

“Those are the multinational corporations with food distribution arms that he told us about,” Ming-na said, turning to her husband.

“Liam worked for one of them,” said Alice. “That’s how he began to suspect something was off. He must have been seeing connections that should not exist between competitors.”

“Something was building,” said Kai-wen. “And it was so big, so bloated, it had begun to spring leaks. Information was seeping out. But it was still unclear. Something to do, Liam thought, with APAI and blockchain.”

“The next generation of artificial intelligence,” said Vivien.

“Yes. Something linked those competitors, with or without them realizing it. It would create a network that reached into every city, town, and village worldwide. Into every home. Wherever there was food distribution, wherever there was food, there was this presence.”

“That’s how they managed to attack globally,” said Ming-na. “Food. A universal. But what made you think something was wrong?”

Alice brought up the photo again, the last one.

There was Liam with his goofy smile.

“You see what he’s holding?” she said.

“A bun,” said Ming-na.

“A message.”

“In a breakfast bun?” asked Ming-na. “Some bun.”

“It’s a coconut bun. He was severely allergic to coconut,” Alice explained. “There’s no way he’d even hold one, never mind eat one. He’d know that I knew about his allergy.”

“So what’s the message?” asked Ming-na, as Kai-wen enlarged the photo.

“We’re not sure,” said Alice. “I went to the bakery but didn’t get far. That’s where I was kidnapped.”

“Which one did you go to?” asked Kai-wen.

“Kam Fung,” Alice said.

“Wrong one.”

“How could you possibly know?” Vivien asked.

Her brother was leaning over the phone, so close his breath was fogging up the picture. “There, look. Do you see it?”

They shook their heads.

“Look closer. The marks. By his thumb. They look like an imperfection in the pastry, but it’s a stamp.”

“He’s right.” Ming-na brought out her phone, took a photo, then started a search. “Years ago, before Mao and the revolution, every bakery had to register with the government, so that quality could be controlled, they said, but it was actually a form of licensing. It’s no longer used, but the old traditional bakeries have kept the stamp. It’s a point of pride. Most of the bakers who still make pastry by hand use their individual stamp.”

Ming-na held out her phone. Sure enough, there was a photograph of a shop, essentially a stall, with the name on an old wooden board and beside it the same symbol as the bun.

“The Lost Orange Bakery?” asked Alice, translating. Badly.

“The Last Mandarin Bakery,” corrected her mother. “It says it’s on Haiphong Road in Hong Kong.”

But Alice was still staring at the photograph of Liam on the Star Ferry, back to its full size now.

“Liam had already been to the bakery,” said Alice. “Did someone follow him from there to the boat?”

“We need to go to the bakery,” said Kai-wen.

“Back to Hong Kong? To China?” demanded Vivien. “Are you mad? They’ll kill you if they find out you were my informant. And we only just escaped with our lives.”

“You think you escaped? You were allowed to escape,” said Kai-wen.

“Probably to lead you to us. If Chen wants you dead, if Pangu wants you dead,” Ming-na said, looking like she shared that sentiment, “then you’re on borrowed time. And so are we, thanks to you. We might as well make what time we have left count.” Ming-na turned to her husband. “If they can track us down here, so can others.”

It was, Alice felt, a veiled insult. Like saying, If they can do it, it can’t be that hard.

He gave a curt nod, having probably figured that out the moment he saw his sister.

“But,” said Alice, “if we’re in that much danger, wouldn’t we all be safer in the US? I’m sure we can get you in. I agree with Mom. Going back to Hong Kong is suicide.”

“Haven’t you been listening?” Ming-na’s voice rose to a near panic level. “You. Are. Not. Safe. Anywhere. And you’ve probably killed us too. Our only hope, slim as it might be, is to get Pangu before it gets us.”

“I agree,” said Vivien, standing up and straightening her Shanghai Tang. “Hong Kong it is.”

But Vivien was denied her dramatic exit. Alice yanked her down.

“I’m not going anywhere until I’ve had the beef noodle soup.”

Kai-wen watched his niece and wife head to the kitchen, then turned to his sister. “Alice. You named her Alice. Our mother would be proud.”

“But would she forgive me?”

“You only did as she asked.”

“Will you forgive me?”

He tried to answer but realized she deserved the truth. And he didn’t know what that was. Not yet.



The next day, after a shower and surprisingly deep sleep, Kai-wen and Ming-na walked two streets over to the small apartment shared by a mother and daughter. Members of their network.

“We’ll get them back to you,” Ming-na assured them as she took their identity papers.

“I don’t think you will.” The mother smiled at her. “But thank you for saying that. We’ll go into hiding and hope for the best. We all have escape routes.”

Kai-wen and Ming-na bowed deeply. “If there was any other way…”

“If we do nothing, we’ll be as guilty as the terrorists,” said the thirty-year-old daughter. “And probably die in the next attack anyway. At least now we have a chance to stop it. We’ll be fine.”



Vivien bowed deeply when the borrowed identity papers were handed to them by her brother. It was, Alice realized, the first time she’d seen her mother do that. Normally it was others bowing to her.

The act had always seemed contrived. A meaningless, dated tradition. At best a habit. At worst an act of humiliation more than humility.

Now, holding the papers of the women who’d made such a sacrifice for her, Alice saw how wrong she was. How jaded she’d become. And she too bowed.



Chen went straight for the fortune cookie.


I think it worked. We have no plans to attack.



He stared at the words, longing to believe, to trust the American. But felt in his core that would be a mistake. Fortunately, their own fleet was steaming to meet the Americans and troops were already on alert.

If this was a trick, they’d be ready, and the Americans would pay. Though so would he, for having fallen for it.



One of Kai-wen’s contacts at EVA Air got the four of them onto a flight. Once in Hong Kong, they took the train into the city center, then looked around for a taxi. It was futile.

The city, once so vibrant, was unrecognizable. Fires were still smoldering; shops had been broken into, not necessarily by gangs but by men and women desperate for food, for water, for clothing and shelter. The necessities of life that had so quickly been taken from them in the latest attack.

“Now what?” asked Vivien.

“Now this,” said Alice. She’d picked up an abandoned bicycle from the sidewalk.

Vivien was on the verge of protesting, then stopped. Stooped. And picked another one up. A minute later, she was wobbling along the road, trailing the others. It had been years, decades, since she’d ridden a bike. It was not “just like riding a bike.”

She muttered and swore and grumbled. But she kept up.

Half an hour later, sweaty, filthy, exhausted, they stopped by a bridge.

“Here?” asked Vivien, dropping the bike to the pavement and glancing around. It looked deserted.

“Here.” Kai-wen lowered his bike carefully to the ground.

“This bakery was Liam’s last stop,” said Ming-na. She’d been thinking about this all the way there. “It’s possible he was set up by whoever he met here. Are we walking into the same trap?”

She knew no one could answer that, but she still needed to say it.

“Do we have a choice?” asked Kai-wen. “The baker must have told Liam something. We need to find out what it was. Alice is right. He was holding that coconut bun for a reason.”

They walked to an entrance underneath the bridge, and at once, the smell of wok hei filled the air. The cavernous place was packed. It was like a food court ringed with stalls. Hawkers were yelling, trying to get their attention, trying to get them to sit at their tables, though there was precious little space.

People were crammed in together, slurping, chewing, gesturing. Shouting at each other. Makeshift lights, cheerful red lanterns, had been strung up.

Bowls of wonton soup and fish congee were being ladled out. Beef chow fun was being spooned out of woks onto melamine plates.

Kai-wen smiled at his niece, who was staring, open-mouthed. Astonished at the explosion of activity in a city that had seemed dead. It was like waking up to spring after a bitter winter. Life reasserting itself.

She inhaled deeply. If her uncle dreamed of the smell of peach blossoms in May, if that was his comfort scent, this was hers. Food. Asian food. Wok hei.

“There.” Vivien pointed to a modest stall near the back and made her way over.

“I think…” her brother began, but got no further before Vivien spoke.

“Mui-mui,” she said to the young server, using a term for little sister, “can you please tell your auntie that Shu-hui is here?”

It was a guess. A risk.

“Shu-hui?” whispered Kai-wen. “What makes you think—”

“That the baker is one of us? Because Liam did. He was gathering information. Desperate for it. He came here.”

“Yes, and then he was murdered,” hissed Ming-na. “Maybe by whoever’s behind there.”

She jabbed her hand toward the curtain.

It was, Vivien had to admit, a valid point.

The young server’s eyes hadn’t left Vivien. She seemed entranced.

“She recognizes you,” Alice said to her mother, in English.

The server disappeared behind the curtain.

“Was this a mistake?” Ming-na asked. She looked at her sister-in-law. The celebrity. The face of the human rights campaign against the Chinese government. And the face that could condemn them all.

Alice wondered the same thing. So far, no one had recognized Vivien. Not on the ferry, or the flight, or in the streets. But this was a young person who might have access to more outside news. Had Vivien Li’s celebrity, her very public campaign against the regime, penetrated the great social media wall of China?



“I’m sorry to interrupt, sir.”

Pardington looked up to see his private chef standing at the door to the Oval Office. The President was in the middle of a meeting with his counterparts.

They were of a mind. The Chinese leader was both lying and telling the truth. But which was the lie, and what was the truth?

There was huge debate about whether Vivien Li was, in fact, a Chinese agent. Or maybe even the head of a terrorist organization.

“Have you met her?” demanded the Italian PM. “Scariest woman I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah, you consider any strong woman with opinions and an agenda scary,” said the Australian PM.

“But what is her agenda?” demanded the French Prime Minister. The President’s parents had been killed in the latest attack, and she was trying to deal with that, as well as the rest of the catastrophe.

Pardington waved for his private chef to enter.

He looked down at the éclair placed in front of him. The corner of a tiny slip of paper was just visible beneath the pastry.

Pulling it out, he glanced down. It contained three words:


National People’s Congress.



He looked up. The leaders were still squabbling. Stress, lack of sleep, fear, the constant howl of grief, both personal and public—unsustainable pressure from all sides was making rational decisions near impossible. And instead of thinking clearly, calmly, they were taking their fears out on each other.

Pardington knew he was as susceptible as the rest. The desire to scream at them was almost unbearable. He could feel it burning his throat. Instead, he took a deep breath in and exhaled so strongly, the others stopped in mid-rant to stare at him.

“You OK, Fraser?”

“Probably not. Look, we can’t turn on each other. Let’s agree we’re all on the same side. We don’t make war on our allies, and we try to avert war with adversaries. Chen was right. Our needs have aligned, however temporarily. We need to take advantage of that.”

“You believe him?” asked Italy.

“I don’t think we have much choice. And honestly, he’s more vulnerable than we are.” He looked down at the slip of paper in his hand. “What do we know about the National People’s Congress?”



“Auntie asks that you come,” said the young server. Like Vivien, she’d used the affectionate term reserved for older women, “Auntie.” It was essentially an honorific.

Alice realized no one ever called her mother “Auntie Vivien.”

The young server was holding open the curtain that divided the public from the private.

Their dividing line between relative safety and possible danger.

Vivien had used the code name, the one that identified them as spies. And spies were imprisoned, interrogated, beaten, then shot. On the other side of the curtain.

Kai-wen stepped forward, but Vivien touched his arm and moved in front of him.

“My turn. Wait here.” She crossed the threshold.






CHAPTER 32


“Nǐ hǎo, Mengwei.”

The elderly woman had used Vivien’s Chinese name, the one her parents had given her. The one almost no one knew and fewer used.

It was the name registered by the People’s Republic of China.

Vivien froze.

She was in the food stall kitchen. That was what was behind the curtain. That and one of the tiniest women Vivien had ever seen, and she herself was no mammoth.

It was tight, hot, cramped. But it was also bright and cheerful. As was the elderly woman standing so erect in front of her. The baker was a perfect reflection of her domain. Small, bright, cheerful.

She waved a wooden spoon at Vivien as though it were a wand. “Or is it Shu-hui?”

Her smile suddenly seemed less friendly. And the spoon less like a wand and more like a bat.

The wizened woman by the hot stove wore her gray hair in a bun. Which seemed appropriate. There were deep lines around her clear eyes and a mole on the right side of her mouth …

Vivien peered closer. “Auntie Gugu?”

“Shi.”

“Who?” came a voice behind Vivien.

She swung around. “You scared me!”

“I scared you?” said Alice. The others had crowded in behind Alice.

“I told you to wait.” What’s happening? Doesn’t anyone listen to me anymore?

But she was secretly relieved to not be alone. Alone was the worst. She knew.

“Who’s Auntie Gugu?” Alice asked again.

“I am,” said the formidable woman in the flour-caked apron.

“Your father’s aunt.” Vivien kept her eyes on the woman as though on an apparition. “Your great-aunt.”

“What?” said Alice, completely confused.

“You must be Alice,” Auntie Gugu said in Mandarin as she moved toward her, but Vivien stepped between them.

“Nǐ shì shéi?” she demanded. Who are you?

“You know me. You just said…”

“No. I know your name. The fact you’re Liu’s aunt makes you more suspicious, not less.”

Alice, coming out of her daze, did the math. This woman must be in her eighties.

“You know me as Dai-mui.”

“Our contact?” Ming-na’s Mandarin had a Taiwanese edge to it. “You’re the one who runs our Hong Kong network?”

Just as she’d found her footing, Alice was plunged off balance again. Whaaat??

“Who are you?” Auntie Gugu had turned to Kai-wen and Ming-na.

“Shu-hui,” said Kai-wen.

Does everyone except me have an alias? Alice wondered.

“The one I report to?” Auntie Gugu glanced toward the closed curtain, smoothed her apron in a nervous gesture, and lowered her voice. “What are you doing here? Do you know how dangerous this is?”

“We had no idea it was you,” said Ming-na.

“Then why are you here? Not for coconut buns, though”—she looked at Alice—“maybe that is why you’re here. Take one if you want.”

Alice couldn’t help it. First her nose, then her eyes, then her entire body had turned to the tray of fresh baked buns on the battered old stovetop.

“Thank you.”

Auntie Gugu had thought she’d wanted a bun to eat, and she wasn’t wrong. But Alice also wanted to examine the pastry. It was, she discovered, definitely the same one Liam had held. It had the stamp.

“Why’re you here, risking all of our lives?” Auntie Gugu pressed.

“Do you know this man?” Alice put down the sticky bun, wiped her hands on her already filthy slacks, and showed her the photo on her phone.

“Yes. He came here a few days ago.”

“Why?”

Auntie Gugu again looked around and smoothed her apron. “Come with me.”

They followed her up a narrow set of stairs. The elderly woman grasped the worn wooden handrail and hauled herself up one steep step at a time.

At the top, they found themselves in a warm room without windows. Cushions were scattered on the floor, and there was a single mattress in a corner, with a cat curled on it.

Auntie Gugu put a dented kettle on a ring.

“What did Liam want from you?” Vivien asked.

“Maybe you should ask him.” On seeing Vivien’s face, Auntie Gugu’s thin shoulders fell. “I see. What happened?”

The water was boiling, and no one spoke until she’d poured it into a well-aged teapot.

“Sit.” She motioned to the cushions on the floor.

They did.

“What happened to him?” she repeated.

“He was killed,” said Vivien. “Right after coming here.”

“How do you know it was then?”

“Because of what he’s holding.” Alice enlarged the photo to the bun and the mark stamped into it.

“Yes. That’s one of mine.”

“Did you give it to him?”

“I don’t normally give away what I can sell.” Auntie Gugu was looking at the sesame seed that clung to the side of Alice’s mouth.

“You don’t remember him buying a bun from you?”

The elderly woman stared blankly ahead of her, thinking; then her eyes came into focus and her brow furrowed as she realized she was staring at Kai-wen.

“You look familiar.” Her gaze shifted to Vivien, then back again. “There’s a resemblance…”

“She’s my sister.”

“Your sister?” she whispered. “Your parents would be proud of you both. But you shouldn’t have come here. You’ve put us all in danger.”

“We had no choice,” said Vivien, but she too was smiling. “Stupidity and bravery are two sides of the same coin.” She was feeling relaxed for the first time in … eons, it felt.

Here she was in a dim room, almost certainly in terrible danger, with a smoldering city outside, and terrorists hunting for them.

But Vivien Li, Mengwei, felt safe for the first time in her life. She was surrounded by family. Her daughter. Her brother and sister-in-law. Liu’s beloved aunt.

She was reminded of a survey from a hospice. Men and women, clearly in their final days, were asked how they felt. Almost to a person, they answered they felt just fine.

They weren’t lying. Their emotional state overrode their physical. They were safe. They were loved. They were dying, but they were just fine.

And now Vivien understood. She too might die soon. But she had family. She had tea. She had a platter of warm coconut buns in front of her.

She was fine. At least for now.

“What did you tell Liam that got him so scared?” asked Ming-na.

“That got him killed,” said Alice.

“I didn’t tell him anything. Liu did.”

“He was here?” demanded Kai-wen.

“Shi. They’d arranged to meet late at night.”

“I don’t understand,” said Kai-wen.

“Liu runs a network of informants. He kept to your original plan, Mengwei. Rising through the ranks. But he never forgot the purpose.”

“Then he isn’t working for Chen?” said Alice, trying to keep up with the conversation. It was not easy, with the Mandarin coming faster and faster.

“God, no. When you two first recruited for the network, the original Pangu, he came to me. He knew I hated the Communists. They destroyed China. Turned family against family.” She glanced at Vivien, but her eyes didn’t linger. “He asked if I’d set up a pastry stall here and stay open all night. I agreed.”

“What good would that do?” asked Alice.

“Civil servants from Beijing come to Hong Kong and lose all self-control. After a day of high-level meetings, they hit the town. Drinking and carousing. Then, in the early hours, they come here to sober up. They eat breakfast buns, drink tea, and—”

“Talk,” said Vivien.

“And talk,” said Auntie Gugu. “They pay no attention to an old woman. I’m part of the furniture. All they see is a veined hand and a breakfast bun. I listen in to what they say.”

“That’s how you get the information that you pass along to us,” said Kai-wen.

“Some. Some comes from Liu directly, but he has to be careful that it can’t be traced back to him. Mostly he confirms what I hear before I pass it along. And he makes sure I’m safe.”

“So my father is on our side?” Alice asked. There was no mistaking the relief in her voice.

“Yes.”

And yet … And yet, thought Vivien, Liu met young Liam, and hours later, he was dead.

“I wasn’t supposed to listen, but I did.” Auntie Gugu looked more proud than embarrassed. “Liu told that young man about the traitors.”

They stared at the elderly woman who was gently stroking the cat curled up on her lap.

“What traitor?”

Auntie Gugu said, “叛徒. Traitors. More than one. One in each camp. No doubt more, thanks to Double Dragon’s remarkably successful efforts in recruiting agents, but Liu had discovered the two at the top. A member of President Pardington’s inner circle and a member of Chen’s Standing Committee.”

“Fuck me.”

“Alice!” said her mother.

“She isn’t wrong,” said Auntie Gugu. “Your Liam said the same thing.”

My Liam, thought Alice. My sweet Liam.

Vivien’s quick mind zipped back to the meeting at the White House, only a few days earlier. It was called to figure out what the alarms that had gone off worldwide could mean.

At the time, it had seemed terrifying enough. They’d had no idea how bad it would get.

But now it seemed at least one person in the meeting did know.

“Alan Zhou,” she said.

“Liu didn’t know who, just that they exist.” She stared at Vivien. “Interesting that you should find me. That you know so much about the resurrected Pangu.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Auntie Gugu raised a veined hand, inviting them to come to their own conclusions.

Kai-wen was staring at Vivien, clearly picking up on Auntie Gugu’s less-than-subtle insinuation. And wondering how much he really knew about his sister. What he did know was that, by her own admission, she’d betrayed their parents.

If she could do that as a child, what was the grown woman capable of? Could Mengwei be behind all that was happening?

Alice was also staring, remembering what her father had whispered to her. That Vivien might still be running Pangu. To not trust her.

“Bù,” she said. No.

Everyone turned to Alice.

“Bù.” She shook her head. “Vivien might be shallow, she might care more about her Shanghai Tang than she does her own children—”

“Hey!” said Vivien.

“She might value celebrity over character—”

“Hey!” Vivien protested louder.

“But she’s risked her life for decades to bring down a despotic totalitarian government and restore freedom. She’s exposed injustices, championed those who’ve been imprisoned simply for being a dissenting voice.

“Vivien Li is no traitor. She’s loyal to China. It’s the Communists who’ve betrayed the people. Not her. Bù shì ta.”

Alice finished, her face flushed. She lowered her eyes, stealing a glance at Vivien, whose lips were drawn in a tight line.

“Well, since we’re being honest,” said Auntie Gugu, “maybe you should know who your mother did betray.”

“Stop!” said Kai-wen. “Enough. We can’t be fighting among ourselves. We’ve all done things we regret. We’ve all betrayed someone or something. And I suspect, before this is over, we will again. But for now, we need to work together. I trust my sister.” He looked at her, and she nodded her thanks before he returned to Auntie Gugu. “Does Liu know who the Pangu member is close to Chen?”

“No.”

But there was a hesitation.

“But…” said Ming-na.

“But I know he’s worried about Wang Lai. Says he’s losing his mind.”

Alice remembered the disheveled man who looked like an escapee from an asylum. The fact he was head of the MSS was terrifying on all sorts of levels.

“There’s more,” said Vivien. “Out with it. We’re risking our lives too. We need to know everything you know.”

“I don’t know anything, not for sure. But I think Liu suspects Wang is involved with Pangu.” Gugu looked from sister to brother.

“Involved?” said Kai-wen. “Or running it?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t. As I said, he keeps these things to himself.”

“But … But…” Alice was finally seeing the way forward. “If Dad agreed to something as risky as meeting Liam, an American agent, that must mean he needed something from him. The information didn’t go in one direction, did it? Liam must’ve discovered something. Not just what was going to happen, but how. I think it was the list of corporations hidden in the li bien ball. He wanted us to know, he wanted Dad to know, that the attacks were made possible through the food chain, the supply chain—”

“Blockchain, shi,” said Auntie Gugu. She looked at the platter of her baking. “Food has long been a weapon, but this takes it to a whole other level.”

“So Liam and Liu combined what they knew,” said Vivien, “and realized that for any attack to work, someone in Pangu had to have access not just to the international distribution network but to adaptive predictive artificial intelligence. Cyberspace’s Holy Grail.”

“If the cup of Christ was an extinction-level weapon,” said Alice.






CHAPTER 33


Chen paced in his office as he waited for his head of the MSS.

It was all he could do not to have Wang arrested and beaten until he gave up the location of Pangu. And he’d come close to ordering it, only to be reminded of the advice of Sun Tzu in The Art of War.

It had become fashionable to dismiss the work as a cliché, since it had been popularized and co-opted in the West. But Chen still kept a copy of it on his desk.

He will win who, prepared himself, waits to take the enemy unprepared.

In order to take Pangu unprepared, Chen needed to appear weak. Needed to appear lost. Needed to bide his time and not pick away at the enemy, but strike “like a thunderbolt.”

The goal was not Wang. To arrest him would simply warn the enemy. He had to gather information, and when he discovered where Pangu was hiding, then he’d strike. At their heart.

Not Xi’an. That’s what Wang, what Pangu, wanted them to think, but it had to be someplace closer. Much closer. Chen was pretty sure he knew where, and when.

In the meantime, he needed to hold firm. Steady. Resolute. Patient.

Where the fuck was Wang?

“Mr. President?” There was a tap on the door, and his executive assistant looked in.

“Yes, what is it? Is Mr. Wang here?”

“No, not yet. But your Minister of Justice is here.”

“Show him in.”

“I have news,” said the minister, striding in. “About that woman. The dissident you wanted us to find.”

The Ministry of Justice was, as in many places, responsible for injustices.

“Mengwei,” said Chen, “Liu’s wife. When she defected to the States, she took the name Vivien Li.”

“The actress?”

“If that helps, yes. Go on. Do you have her?”

“No, but we’ve arrested a ticket agent at EVA Air who admits to letting her, a young woman, and two others onto a flight to Hong Kong. She was using false identity papers.”

“Forged?”

“No. Borrowed. We’ve detained a mother and daughter. The papers were theirs. They tried to deny it, then claimed the papers were stolen. But eventually, under questioning, they admitted they’d given them to a man.”

“Who?”

“A fellow named Kai-wen. Married. Runs a noodle joint in Taipei. Agents have raided it. It’s called Peach Blossom Spring.”

Chen’s brow dropped. “That sounds familiar. Does it to you?”

The man shook his head. “We’re interrogating the mother and daughter. They admit to being part of a network run by this Kai-wen. He must collect information and feed it to his American contact.”

“Almost certainly this fucking Vivien Li woman,” said Chen. “I want her found.”

He could kick himself. He’d had her within easy reach in Xi’an, and didn’t move fast enough, believing Liu had it under control. He would not make that mistake again.

“Find them.” There was no way for the minister to miss the “or else.”

“Shi. It will be done.” The door closed behind him, and once again, Chen was alone in the room, alone with his thoughts.

His fears.

He looked out the window and, to his astonishment, saw his head of the MSS strolling across the quad. In no hurry, even though he was already—Chen consulted the time—ten minutes late.

As he watched, throbbing with anger, he noticed Wang’s appearance. It was getting worse. His stubble and lank hair. His untucked shirt.

Was this deterioration an act? Or was it real? Was Wang acting the part of a man with dementia, or did he really have it? And did dementia really move this quickly? The change had started a year or so ago, but over the last few months, the decline had been dramatic.

Chen’s mind quickly explored this new possibility. Could Wang’s state of mind be a good thing? Could Wang’s inhibitions, his defenses, be lower? Could his confusion allow him to say more than he might have otherwise?

Perhaps now was the moment Chen had been waiting for so patiently. The time to interrogate Wang. Find out once and for all where Pangu was headquartered. Before Wang actually forgot. That new thought frightened Chen and helped him make up his mind.

He moved toward his desk, to call his head of interrogations in, when he heard a shot.

Chen dropped to the carpet, then realized it wasn’t in his direction. Still lying down, the President of the People’s Republic scurried to the window. Peering up over the sill, he saw Wang. Flat out.

Even from there, he could see the hole in Wang’s head. The blood spreading out.

Wang would tell them nothing. Ever again.

So much for taking the enemy unprepared. It seemed Pangu had beaten him to it.



“The National People’s Congress is part of the General Assembly of the Chinese Communist Party,” explained the head of MI6. “It’s held every year.”

“It’s happening in two days,” said the head of the Canadian Intelligence service.

“What are the chances the next attack will be timed for it?” Pardington asked.

“If pro-democracy activists are behind this, as we suspect, I would say almost one hundred percent,” said the Prime Minister of France. “The world will be watching.”

“More important than that, it’ll be televised live throughout China,” said the Australian PM. “Mandatory viewing. A celebration of Chen and all that he’s achieved. A shining future for China.”

“Until he and his cabinet are blown sky-high,” said the Canadian PM.

“Chen must know the NPC will be a juicy target,” said Italy.

President Pardington looked down at the slip of paper he’d kept. The latest message from Chen.


National People’s Congress.



Yes. He knew.

“Maybe he’ll cancel,” said France.

“Did Thatcher cancel the party conference after the Brighton bombing?” asked the British PM. “No. He’ll go ahead. He has to show he’s in charge and not afraid.”

“It will be a mistake,” said France.

“But he has no choice,” said Canada.

Pardington found himself feeling sorry for Chen. They were right. None of them would cancel a major party conference in the face of a possible terrorist attack. They’d have to follow through. As Chen did. Even though it would mean walking into the crosshairs.

“Where’s it being held?” he asked.

“In the Great Hall of the People, in Beijing,” said MI6. “There’s a huge parade first. A display of military might. If Pangu is going to strike, it’ll be then.”

“Let’s get our assets in the country heading there now.”



“Well, we can’t just sit here,” said Kai-wen. “They’ll soon know we’ve gotten into Hong Kong.”

“If they don’t already,” said Auntie Gugu.

“How?” asked Alice.

“Your mother is hardly unknown, even in China. Especially in Hong Kong,” said Ming-na. “She’ll be recognized, if not by a government informant, then facial recognition will clock her. There’re cameras every twenty feet. You can bet it’s been a priority of the MSS to get them up and running again.”

“Shit,” said Alice.

“I agree,” said Auntie Gugu. “We need to get you out of here before they come for us.”

“Before they come for us.” What a terrifying statement, thought Alice. It sounded more ominous in Mandarin somehow.

“Where?” asked Ming-na.

This room that had felt so safe, so comforting—with its scent of tea and sweet buns and its lack of windows and prying eyes—now suddenly felt like a prison.

“Where do we go?” Ming-na’s eyes were wide with fear.

“Cheung Chau.”

They looked at Alice.

“Fish ball island?” asked Kai-wen, and was surprised when his sister laughed. Not with amusement but with understanding.

“Yes! Of course. Fish ball island.”

Ming-na looked at Alice and Vivien as though the two Americans had finally lost their minds.

“Why?”

“Because Liam wrote about it in his last email. The one with the photograph. He misspelled the place. It wasn’t like him to do something like that. I think he wanted to bring it to my attention.”

“Fish ball island?” Ming-na repeated, now looking at her husband, who frowned. Equally perplexed.

“You have a better idea?” Vivien asked.

“If you give me time, yes,” said Ming-na. “It’s a tiny island. If we go there and you’re wrong, we’ll be trapped. There’ll be nowhere to run. What do you think?”

She’d asked Auntie Gugu.

“I think it would be a huge mistake. I think that young man, Liam, made the spelling mistake because he was in a hurry. Stressed, afraid.”

“Then why even write about it?” asked Alice. “No, we need to go there. It’s better than here.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Auntie?” The voice of the young assistant came up the stairs, and with it a note of anxiety.

They looked at each other. It seemed the decision was being made for them. But there was one problem.

They were trapped. Whether fish ball island was a mistake or not, they might never know.



“Mr. President, I have news.”

Pardington looked up to see McAllister standing at the door to the Oval Office.

What now? he thought, but waved the man in. “I’m thinking it’s not good news.”

“When is it ever? This is disturbing and perplexing, though maybe not actually bad news.”

“Go on.”

“I had the Li house searched again, more thoroughly this time. The first time I was there, I only had a chance to go through Madame Li’s study—”

“And?” Pardington didn’t need the play-by-play.

“My people have found her son drugged and his husband dead at the bottom of the basement stairs.”

Pardington sat up. “What happened?”

“We’re trying to piece it together, but there’s a chance the son, Kevin, killed the other man.”

“Why?”

“There are indications the other man might have discovered Madame Li’s connection to Pangu, to the terrorist attacks. Her son might’ve done it to silence him.”

Pardington looked skeptical. “That would suggest that the son was in on it too.”

“And the daughter.”

“But then why drug himself? That’s what it looks like, right?” Pardington asked.

“It looks like a suicide attempt. Remorse. He might not have meant to kill his husband, and when he realized what he’d done, and maybe realized what his mother had done, he was overwhelmed.”

“That could be.”

Bullshit, thought Pardington. You did it, you sick fuck.

And the President also realized that the man standing in front of him, his own director of intelligence, had also almost certainly murdered young Alan Zhou.

That was what had alerted Pardington to McAllister in the first place. His story of Zhou being with the terrorists. The evidence he produced, and Zhou being in the elevator when it plunged, did not track.

If Zhou was a member of Pangu, as McAllister claimed, he’d never have gotten into an elevator, knowing the attack was imminent. And he sure as hell would not be taking papers that seemed to implicate himself up to his boss.

The only explanation, as shocking as it was, was that Zhou had found evidence against his boss, and McAllister had killed Zhou and taken the papers.

Pardington had not risen to President of the United States by shying away from unpleasant truths. And they did not get much more unpleasant than this. He was in the presence of a murderer, and almost certainly a terrorist. He didn’t know who to trust now. Who else had McAllister recruited?

No. Pardington had quickly realized he had to play along.

“Will the son survive?” he asked.

“It’s unclear. He’s at the hospital now.”

“Under guard, of course.”

“Of course.”

Pardington was tempted to go and see the young man, who was almost certainly innocent. But that would definitely mark Kevin Li for death. If he wasn’t already.

Pardington was more tempted than ever to take McAllister into custody. But he didn’t want to alert Pangu and push them into setting off the next attack. He hoped and prayed Vivien Li and whoever she was with could track down Pangu and stop the next, the final, attack.

“Mr. President?”

Kathleen was standing at the door, her hand on the knob. A look of shock on her face.

Pardington rose. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“We have intelligence reports of shots fired in Beijing, in the presidential complex. At least one dead.”

“Chen?” Pardington felt lightheaded.



Chen’s steamy breath left a foggy patch on the window as he stared at the prone man. The dead man. His former advisor, his former roommate, his best man, his best friend.

Quite possibly his last chance. Dead.

He’d just witnessed a murder. An assassination. Someone had killed his head of the MSS. Someone had come to the same conclusion as Chen, only sooner. Too late, Chen had realized he had the perfect opportunity.

In his addled state, Wang might just have told him everything. Probably, if handled properly, would have. If questioned gently, if Chen had even intimated he was supportive, Wang might have confessed.

Chen watched as people ran across the grass to get to Wang. Then he turned at the sound of a commotion. His own security people came rushing into his office.

“Sir, there’s been shooting. You need to come with us.”

“I don’t think so.”

That, he knew, would be a mistake. One more mistake in a parade of them. But going into “protection” would be his last error.






CHAPTER 34


“Auntie?” The voice came from downstairs again.

If there’d been any doubt about the tone before, there was none now. The one word was ripe with fear.

Those in the small room looked at each other.

“Yes?” Auntie Gugu locked eyes with Vivien as she spoke.

“Some men are looking for you.”

“I’ll be right down. Just using the bathroom.”

“Hurry.”

“What do we do now?” whispered Vivien.

Kai-wen was scanning the walls, as though maybe a window would magically appear.

“You don’t think I’d allow myself to be trapped, do you?”

Auntie Gugu got to her feet with Alice’s help and, leading them into the small bathroom, she pointed to the ceiling.

“What?” asked Ming-na. “I don’t see anything.”

“You aren’t supposed to. It’s never been used, but it’s there.”

Auntie Gugu grabbed what looked like a pole for hanging laundry and poked the ceiling. An opening appeared above the toilet.

“Get up there. Follow the attic along. There’s a small ladder between the two buildings. The gap is narrow, but you should be able to make it down.”

They looked at each other.

“Go! For God’s sake.” Auntie Gugu waved the stick at them.

“I’ll go first,” said Kai-wen.

“No. Let me.” It was Vivien who spoke, volunteering not because she wanted to escape first, but because they were clearly heading into the unknown. Would the ceiling cave in? Would the ladder even be there? Would it come away from the building?

Would there be agents standing at the bottom ready to arrest her, or worse?

She smiled at her brother. A tight grin. It was her turn.

“Auntie?” came the voice from downstairs. “Can you come now? Please.”

“On my way.”

Alice boosted her mother up and through the hole. Ming-na next. Then Alice and finally Kai-wen. Once in the attic, he reached down for Auntie Gugu.

She smiled and, hugging the cat to her chest, she stepped back.

“Go. I’ll distract them.”

He was about to protest, but she’d disappeared from sight.



They wound their way through back alleys and finally made it to the docks and the ferry that would take them the short distance from Hong Kong to Cheung Chau. Fish ball island.

Few people were traveling. Those on the small boat were clearly islanders trying to get home. It was primal, this pull toward home in a crisis. Alice felt it. Home. She longed to get back to the States. American soil. No matter how soiled, it was still home.

As she looked at the family huddled in the bow, she could almost see their DNA elongating, stretching out. Reaching for the tiny island. For home.

Vivien led the group to the stern, where they found seats and could finally talk.

“What will they do to her?” Alice asked.

No one answered, which was pretty much confirming the worst.

“She knows we’re going to Cheung Chau,” said Kai-wen. “Will she talk?”

“No,” said Vivien, though of course she didn’t know. She looked at Alice and was about to say, You’d better be right about fish ball island. But stopped herself.

Going to the island was her daughter’s idea. But in the face of no other option, they’d all agreed. They all owned the decision now. And it was, Vivien knew, a good one.

Unless, of course, Auntie Gugu talked.



The coroner was perplexed.

Why would President Chen insist on an autopsy when it was clear that Wang had died from a single bullet to the brain? He tried to reassure the President that his chief of the MSS, and longtime friend, had felt nothing.

“He never even knew it had happened,” said the coroner. “He was dead before he hit the ground.”

“That wasn’t my question,” said Chen, his voice steady. “Do the autopsy and tell me if you find anything unusual.”

“Unusual?”

He was about to say, Like a bullet in the brain? But wisely decided not to. And actually, there’d been no bullet. That, along with most of Wang’s skull, had been found embedded in a nearby tree. And there was very little brain left in his body.

Chen didn’t answer. He’d already hung up.

He’d ordered agents to go to Wang’s home, only to find someone had gotten there first. It had been burned to the ground. Pangu was cleaning up. Preparing for the final assault.

As it turned out, what was left of Wang’s brain was enough for the coroner to discover something very unusual in it. In fact, inexplicable.

When he’d finished the autopsy and written up his findings, the coroner called to ask if they could meet. “Here, if possible, Mr. President. I did find something.”

Chen was in an emergency meeting with his military advisors and security people. He was trying to keep the assassination of Wang under wraps—the public must not know—while at the same time demanding that whoever did it be caught.

Pangu was inside the presidential complex. Audacious enough to take the shot from one of the offices. In broad daylight.

“Alive,” said Eeyore. “I want them alive.”

He’d made the mistake of not interrogating people when he had the chance. He’d not make that mistake again.

Chen listened to his inner cabinet and shifted slightly in his chair. No position was comfortable. He could feel the walls closing in. There were times he could barely breathe. They had less than twenty-four hours before the National People’s Congress. He could not possibly cancel it without looking weak and afraid.

This time tomorrow, great displays of China’s power, her magnificence, her rich heritage and military might, would be paraded past him, in open defiance of the horror that had gripped the rest of the world.

China, Chen, would not be cowed.

Troops would march in sharp precision. Horses would prance. Tanks, armored vehicles, rocket launchers, any number of immense, terrifying-looking weapons would be driven along. Many of them mocked up. Created by an opera designer to look threatening. But totally useless.

Something to occupy analysts in the West. Chen’s little joke.

But nothing was striking him as remotely amusing as he listened to his advisors. All reassuring him that things were under control. That the Congress would go off smoothly. That they were closing in on the assassin. On the terrorists. That they must be outside agitators. Agents of the West. Not, never, citizens of the People’s Republic. That was unthinkable.

There was absolutely nothing to worry about. He was beloved. He was powerful. The most loved, the most powerful leader China had ever had.

One even had the audacity to compare him to Emperor Qin Shi Huang.

It was not a compliment, though it might have appeared as one.

Chen nodded to his personal security, who grabbed that advisor and dragged him out of the room. Ironically, if he really was like the first emperor, the man’s head would be placed on a pike in the market square.

The first emperor had once been hailed as a symbol of great strength, vision, unification. But in the new China, Emperor Qin Shi Huang was considered a lunatic, who drank mercury thinking it would grant him eternal life. A leader who might have once done brilliant things but had descended into madness and cruelty. To compare him to this madman was an affront.

Was it a simple misstep by an exhausted advisor or a deliberate slur? They’d find out soon enough.

Chen liked to think of himself as a thoroughly modern man. A visionary. But he was also a product of his culture, and he believed in magic numbers and signs, in the gods and superstitions.

And that extended to believing what the historians claimed. That opening the first emperor’s tomb would release his ghost. An immortal creature of such savagery it would put all others to shame. All modern weapons to shame. Worse still, Qin Shi Huang would have his wakened Terracotta Army at his command.

Nothing could stop him.

Chen believed that. Though he would never admit it, even to himself.

No, if Chen thought he had troubles now with Pangu, the first god, he did not want to compound them by releasing the first emperor.

Which was why he’d ordered the tomb sealed. Why risk such wrath?

Listening to his inner circle alternatively arguing and sniveling, Chen retreated into his own thoughts. Primarily wondering where Liu had gone. And what he was doing.

So much of this depended on Liu Tongzheng.

Facial recognition had clocked Vivien Li walking into a food market in Hong Kong with three other people. Agents had been dispatched.

The facial recognition technicians had also reported that the man with them was familiar, though it hadn’t yet made a match. It wasn’t Liu—that much was clear.

So where was he? Was he on the trail of Pangu, or was he Pangu?

“Mr. President?” The coroner was still on the line, waiting for an answer. “If you’re occupied, should I send the autopsy report to your advisor? Hello?”

The line had gone dead.

The coroner stared at his computer, knowing that a wrong decision could cost him his life. President Chen definitely said he wanted to know.

So, in the presence but also the absence of Wang, the doctor sent the report over a secure server to Chen’s next closest advisor, who would get it to the President at the appropriate time.

That advisor, everyone knew, was Liu Tongzheng.

It was not the wisest of decisions.



The small ferry gently rose and fell, rose and fell. The group of four was so exhausted, their need for sleep overwhelmed their fears.

The movement of the boat proved lulling, and they fell asleep, leaning against each other.

They were jostled awake by a thud as the boat bumped up against the dock. Alice awoke to see a woman staring down at her. Shaking her.

“Are you all right?” she was asking. But her accent was so broad, her speech so rapid, all Alice could do was stare.

The woman, deciding Alice might not be “all there,” turned to the older woman in a torn and filthy Shanghai Tang jacket. Something, the other family members had concluded while watching the disheveled group, she must have found in a dump.

“Poor ones,” said the grandfather. “We should offer them food.”

They looked down at their small sticky rice packages wrapped in banana leaves and set one aside. Now the woman shook Vivien awake and held out her offering.

“For you.”

Vivien was on the verge of some sarcastic reply when she stopped herself, having realized two things. She was indeed famished. And she was looking at someone far kinder, far more valuable as a person, than she’d ever been.

“Thank you.” She took the leaf-wrapped rice and bowed.

The family was leaving the boat when Vivien ran up to the older woman.

“We’re looking for curried fish balls in wonton soup.”

The statement was such nonsense, the older woman laughed. No one ate that combination. It was one or the other, but never together. That was disgusting.

Then the younger woman broke in. “Can you tell us where to find the best curried fish balls?”

The grandfather was now tugging at the sleeve of the woman. Trying to get her away from the lunatics. But she recognized something in the two women. They were not, in fact, nuts. They were strangers from a strange land. And, more than that, they were desperate and asking for her help.

She shook the grandfather off and gave them her full attention.

“What do you want?” she asked slowly, articulating clearly as though to a child.

“Want best curried fish balls, yu daan,” Alice managed, also speaking slowly and, she hoped, precisely.

“Fish balls?” the woman repeated. This at least made some sense, given the island was justifiably famous for them. But they looked like vagrants. Had they really traveled this far for fish balls? And how did they plan to pay for them?

Still, they seemed adamant.

“Come.” The grandfather was now gesturing wildly, clearly not happy about this turn of events. The woman turned to him, and the two went at it.

“Come,” the woman finally said, having won the argument. She gestured to the group of four.

They trudged away from the harbor, past all sorts of food stalls, most serving steamed or deep-fried fish balls with different sauces, though curry seemed predominant.

Finally, the woman stopped and pointed. The sign above the small stall said Kam Wing Tai.

“The best curried fish balls.”

“Thank you.” Alice reached into her pocket and brought out the small red envelope her father had slipped her when they’d left him at the helicopter.

On it was a gold-embossed dragon, and inside was a crisp new twenty yuan note. It was a traditional gift at the New Year, to wish the person good fortune.

She gazed at it for a moment, then offered it to the woman, who looked stricken.

No part of her wanted to take what must have been the last precious thing this young woman owned. But she also knew to refuse would be an insult beyond imagining.

Better to take it and be gracious. The gods would reward the young woman for giving away her good fortune.

She took it and bowed deeply. Then turned and walked quickly away.

It was now early in the morning of Friday, the twenty-sixth of February. The day chosen for the National People’s Congress as auspicious since 2 plus 6 added up to 8, and 8 was the luckiest of numbers.






CHAPTER 35


“Mr. President.”

The Secretary of Defense had arrived in the Oval Office, having asked for a private meeting.

“Make this quick, Joanne. I have a call with the UK PM and her COBRA committee in ten minutes. Is the Seventh Fleet in position in the South China Sea?”

“Yes, sir.”

Pardington looked at her closely. “But you could have phoned that in. What’s up?”

“We’ve intercepted a hacking attempt on the fleet’s ERM 4 system.”

“Shit.” He took a deep breath. “That can’t be good news.” He was trying to remember what that was.

She smiled wearily. If she was tired, she could see he was exhausted. “It isn’t.”

“I think I know what the ERM 4 is, but you need to be clear. This’s no time for confusion.”

“It’s the AI system designed for our navy. The USS Ronald Reagan is the first nuclear-class warship to have it installed. To even attempt to get into the ERM 4 means someone has an AI program that is considerably more sophisticated than ours. It means that another AI has figured out how to get into our military.”

Pardington sat up straight. If confidence had nuts, his had just taken a direct hit.

“You think it’s adaptive predictive AI.”

“I do, sir.”

“You think the Chinese got there first?”

“I think someone did.” She paused and looked him straight in the eyes. “I think only your head of National Intelligence can answer that.”

Was Pardington mistaken, or had Secretary Clavelle just intimated that Grant McAllister—and not her—should be the one bringing this news to the President?

How could he not know about this serious, perhaps fatal, breach?

But the President knew the answer to that. McAllister did know about the breach. He’d made it happen.

As though reading his thoughts, the Secretary of Defense said, “Someone must have given the intruders access. Someone on our side, sir, opened the door.”

It was, Pardington knew, how the Great Wall of China was finally breached after holding back invaders for centuries. Someone on the inside—a general, in fact—opened a door. And let them in.

“You say it was an attempt. They didn’t get in?”

“We don’t know.”

“How can you not know?” he shouted. Then lowered his voice. “A clear threat, almost certainly a hostile nation, might just have broken into our military, and you don’t know?”

“APAI is, as you know, adaptive. Just as we think we have it, it shifts, disappears.”

“So it’s in the system?”

“We think so. We’re tracking something. We believe that so far we’ve managed to block it. But—”

“But eventually it will get through.”

“If it hasn’t already.” She stopped suddenly.

“Go on, Joanne. Out with it. I need to hear it all.”

“It’s also possible this particular attack is a stalking horse.”

“A what?”

“A blind. That the real threat is hiding behind something that looks like it belongs in our system. It is predictive but not predictable. It adjusts.”

Pardington was reminded of Darwin’s famous line, so often misquoted. It was not the fittest that would survive, it was those that could adapt. Which was what made adaptive predictive AI so very dangerous.

If APAI could adapt, then they had to too. And quickly.

“What do you think the end goal is?” he asked.

She hesitated.

“Come on, you must have thought about it before coming to me.”

“I don’t think the Chinese leadership is behind it.”

“Joanne, I asked about the end goal. And if the leadership isn’t behind it, who is? If it’s Pangu, they’re Chinese.”

“But not the regime. Not the leadership.”

It was still far from clear if the CCP and Pangu were, in fact, one and the same. Pardington had bet a lot on Chen being as in the dark as he was. More so. But still …

“Why are you so sure?”

“I wasn’t until…”

“What?”

She took a breath. “I could be wrong—”

“For Chrissake, out with it!”

“This hacking happened just as our fleet got into position. Our missiles are now aimed at the mainland.”

“What’re you saying?” Pardington paled. “Oh, shit. You think APAI is trying to take control of our nuclear weapons, and when it does, it will fire on China.”

“And others, perhaps. Likely.”

Pardington’s mind worked quickly. “How far do you think they have gotten? Their AI is probably in the ERM 4 already, but have they breached our other systems?”

“You can bet they’re trying. We’re doing a diagnostic now, but we only found the ERM 4 incursion because it’s our most sensitive system, and even then, we can’t actually find it. It’s like trying to grab hold of mercury.”

“You said it might be targeting others. You mean North Korea. Iran. Even Russia.” Now the president sat back heavily in his chair. “We’re being set up as the aggressors. It’ll look to the world as though we were the terrorists all along. What was it you called it? A stalking horse. The world will think, our allies will think, we’ve been hiding behind some mythical, fabricated organization named for a Chinese god. If our missiles hit those countries, in unprovoked attacks…”

Paddington Bear looked like he’d just swallowed an arsenic sandwich.

His Secretary of Defense glanced at the time. It was close to midnight. “Tomorrow is the CCP National People’s Congress. If our rockets hit Beijing—”

“The entire Chinese leadership will be wiped out, and we’ll be blamed. And if our intercontinental ballistic missiles are compromised, no country is safe. Fuck. We have to stop it. Disarm the missiles.”

“That will leave us completely defenseless, and it’s possible that’s their intention. We either fire and set off a world war, or we disarm and expose our chests to an enemy.”

Chests, thought Pardington, or something lower. Like most men, his first thought was of his genitals.

Now another thought struck him. He stared at his Secretary of Defense.

“What?” she said, her turn to demand an answer.

“Could we even fire on ourselves?”

That had not occurred to her.

Secretary Clavelle felt herself going faint. A war vet with extensive combat experience, cool and calm under pressure, this was a step too far even for her.

She took a deep breath in. Held it for a count of four, then released it before she dared answer.

“Yessir. If it is APAI, anything is possible. If it senses we’re about to shut down, it could fire immediately. If it senses we’re informing allies, it could shift to domestic targets. If we can think of something, it can too. It will protect itself and carry out its programming, at all costs.”

The President nodded. “Okay. Options?”

This was something Clavelle, like the three-star general she was in the army, had prepared for. “We only have one. We need to find out where the terrorists are operating from and shut it down. Have we had any luck?”

Luck. Pardington almost laughed. They had the most sophisticated intelligence and surveillance network in the world, but it came down to luck. Once again, she wasn’t wrong.

“Not yet.” Now he too looked at the time. They had hours now. Hours. “Do what you can to keep the APAI at bay, Joanne.”

“Yessir.”

“And as you leave, ask Kathleen to send in my private chef.”

Passing along the message, the Secretary of Defense said, “How could he be hungry now?”

“People react to stress in different ways,” said the ever-loyal Kathleen.

And yet Joanne Clavelle was left with the tiny nagging suspicion that maybe the President was not as shocked as he said he was about the APAI incursion. Maybe, just maybe, the US really was behind Pangu. Maybe the USA had cracked the APAI code, the next gen of technology, and was using it to bring down China. To own China.

Was the US to blame after all? For the alarms. The elevators. The worldwide blackout that had taken so many lives.

As she stood in the hall, the chef hurried by. As though food were the answer to the crisis.



“Good. Take this down,” said Pardington to his chef. “APAI taking control of our missiles. Targeting Beijing? Others?”

The chef, who was a fully trained chief petty officer in the navy, looked up in shock. Then nodded and ran out.

Secretary Clavelle was hurrying down the hall to an urgent meeting with the cyberterrorism unit when the chef passed her at a run.

What had Paddington ordered that was so urgent? Éclairs? Profiteroles? A soufflé?

She picked up her pace, breaking into a jog, then a run.



President Pardington dropped his face into his hands and rubbed, feeling the scrape of two days’ growth of beard. He hadn’t shaved, hadn’t showered since the blackout.

He’d caught a few hours’ sleep on the sofa, and once found himself face down on his desk, saliva spreading over a top-secret document plastered to his cheek.

Within minutes, it would be Friday, February 26. The day of the National People’s Congress in Beijing. The last chance to stop Pangu before it wiped out the CCP, and God knew who else. And the USA got blamed.

It was a strange position to be in. The US President desperate to save the Communist regimes in China and North Korea. Never mind the bloody regime in Russia.

But here he was. He had to adapt to this new reality. Or they would all go the way of the dodo.

The President hit a button. “Find Mr. McAllister. Send him here.”

He’d beat the truth out of McAllister if he had to. Pardington knew Joanne Clavelle was right. Their only hope was to discover where the APAI was being controlled from and shut it down. His hope was that McAllister knew and could be “persuaded” to tell them.

But … could detaining McAllister set off the attack?

The problem was, he didn’t know who to trust.

He’d considered having McAllister monitored, his communications examined. But McAllister ran the intelligence services. He’d probably recruited, subverted, agents to his cause. Telling them God knew what to convince them to turn on their own government.

Probably, thought Pardington, telling them the government was not legitimate. That it had betrayed American values by getting into bed with foreigners. That it was in cahoots with China and other Communist regimes. And that they had a moral right and duty to stop it.

For young, impressionable minds, a strong father figure like McAllister could shape their thoughts. Their loyalties. Their actions.

No. There was no one to turn to for help. Like Chen, he was reduced to playing a lone hand. But he still had one slim hope.

Vivien Li.

Though he’d subtly suggested to Chen that if he killed her, it would not be a bad thing, he didn’t want the human rights activist murdered. But he knew her death warrant had already been signed by Chen, so he might as well play into it. It would not hasten her death, and it might give Chen more confidence that he could trust the American President.

But now he had to stop it. Was desperate to keep her alive.

“Sir.” Kathleen’s calm voice came over the intercom. “The UK Prime Minister and COBRA are waiting.”

“Let them wait. Send the chef back in.”

He had to send another message to Chen, to get him to stop the hunt for Madame Li.

“The chef? Perhaps it can wait until after your meeting.”

“Now. I need her now.”

What he really needed was for Vivien Li to still be alive. To succeed in tracking down Pangu.

What I need is luck.



Alice tried the door to the fish ball joint. It was locked. Inside, a young man sweeping the floor looked up and shook his head. Not open.

“What do we do now?” asked Ming-na.

“This can’t be the only door,” said Alice, and without looking to see if anyone followed, she walked around the side of the building. At the back, the smell of curry was stronger.

They could hear sizzling.

“No,” said a cook when Alice opened the door. “Closed!” She shook her spatula at them.

“We want curried fish balls,” said Alice slowly, clearly, then, remembering the rest of Liam’s message, “… in wonton soup.”

The spatula stopped waving. It froze, suspended, in a stance reminiscent of Auntie Gugu’s initial reaction to them.

Auntie Gugu.

Alice shoved away the thought of the fate of the tiny elderly woman and focused on the chef, who was staring at them. Then she went back to waving the utensil.

“No. That’s just stupid. Go away.”

“Curried fish balls in wonton soup,” Vivien insisted.

After years as a vocal critic of the Chinese regime, her survival instinct had sharpened her ability to read even the subtlest of expressions. She was pretty sure she’d seen hesitation in the cook’s face.

The chef was right, or course. It was a ridiculous order. No one ate them together like that. Fish balls were deep fried and served on a skewer. Not plopped into soup. And certainly not wonton soup.

And yet that’s what Liam had described.

The cooks in the cramped kitchen glared at the newcomers, who stared back. A tableau of suspicion.

Could they have it wrong? Had Liam been to a different stall? He hadn’t specified. Just said it was the best on the island.

“It’s okay, let them in.” The beaded curtain separating the tiny kitchen from the small dining room had parted. “You made it.”






CHAPTER 36


Liu was standing in the doorway.

Filthy, exhausted, but alive. And apparently relieved to see them.

They, on the other hand, were not so sure.

He took a step toward them, and when Alice also stepped forward, Vivien held her back. Then released her grip and let her go.

They were beyond the point where caution might be helpful. If Liu was working for, maybe even running Pangu, they were clearly screwed. It was over.

If he was not, then maybe they had a chance.

Either way, holding her daughter back from him would not keep her safe.

After hugging Alice tight, he turned to the others. His smile widened as he looked at the man and woman standing beside Vivien.

“Kai-wen?”

“Shi. And this is my wife, Ming-na.”

She bowed. “You saved him many years ago. Thank you for that.”

“I didn’t really know if you were still alive.” He turned to Vivien and Alice. “You found him. How?”

“We’ll tell you later,” said Vivien. “Maybe we should start with why you’re here. And why we are. Why did Liam want us to come to fish ball island?”

“Because he knew this was one of my covert sites.”

“One of them?” asked Vivien.

“I set up food stalls throughout China, to collect and pass along information.”

Now Vivien smiled, taking in his girth. “You always were insatiable.”

It was not, however, clear by the way she looked at him that she was talking about food.

“So, you’re working against the regime?” asked Kai-wen.

“I’m loyal to China, but not this regime.”

“Are you Pangu?” asked Alice.

He looked his daughter full in the face. “I was once, with your mother. But not this Pangu. These are terrorists. Thugs. Fanatics. The end does not justify the means. The end is defined by the means. Nothing good can come from the mass murder of innocents. The new China, if there is to be one, could not survive on that foundation. Nor should it.”

“Your network of food stalls includes Auntie Gugu’s bakery?” said Vivien.

“Shi. You met her? Isn’t she wonderful?” His broad smile flattened when he saw their faces. “What?”

“Security agents tracked us there,” said Kai-wen. “She distracted them while we escaped.”

“They have her?”

Kai-wen nodded and watched as Liu reached his hand out to grab the back of a chair before his legs let go. He’d been teetering on the cliff for too long, and this news pushed him over.

He sat down with a thud, barely saving himself from falling off.

“She knows we were heading here to Cheung Chau,” said Ming-na.

“But not to which stall exactly,” said Alice. She paused, thinking, and then asked quietly, “Do you think they’ll force her to talk?”

Liu looked at his daughter. Something about her naivete warmed his heart and he hated to crush it. “She will. Everyone does eventually. But she’s tough. She’ll hold out as long as she can. Which is why you made it this far. But we have to leave.”

There was a commotion in the kitchen. The cook ran in and spoke so quickly, in such a thick accent, only Ming-na understood.

“She says the security forces are searching all the food stalls and restaurants. They’re looking for us. They’re two streets over.”

“Go, go,” shouted the cook, once again waving her spatula, which seemed an extension of her arm.

This they understood: Go. Run!

“No, stop,” Liu ordered them. “It’s too late. Vivien, you need to hide. You’re known. The rest of you, get into the kitchen.” He turned to the crazed cook. “Give them aprons and something to do. Quickly!”

Coconut buns, coconut buns, coconut buns. Alice’s hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t get the apron on. She needed another mantra.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“Here.” Someone grabbed the apron and put it over her head. They were her mother’s hands.

“Get out of sight,” Liu ordered Vivien, and while she automatically bristled at being bossed around by him, she did as she was told. He then turned to the cook. “Ready? Open the doors.”

Stunned by the suddenness with which everything had changed, and the authority in his voice, they did as he commanded.

Alice was given a knife and cutting board. Kai-wen and Ming-na were placed at the sink to wash and dry, while Vivien folded herself in an opening under the kitchen counter. And screwed her eyes shut.

How did it come to this? The great pro-democracy activist who spoke in front of the UN Security Council to a standing ovation. Who networked with the great and the wealthy, at cocktail parties. Now hiding under a chipped Formica counter on fish ball island.

A new, horrifying thought occurred to her. Was that what her obituary would say? Vivien Li died on fish ball island, huddled under a counter?

Her Shanghai Tang smelled of dead fish, the villagers would be quoted as saying.

The ignominy. But it was not enough to propel her out. She shoved her tiny body deeper into a corner. She was surprised to find herself praying for deliverance. What was shocking weren’t the prayers, but that they were for her daughter. Not herself.

Alice must survive. Alice must survive. Please, God, let Alice live.

Alice had no sooner picked up a knife and begun chopping shallots than she saw armed agents approaching the stall.

She watched as her father stepped outside and confronted them.

Their weapons rose, all aimed at Liu.

He stood fast, glaring at them. “I want all your names. Do you realize what you have done? What you’re doing?”

“Step aside,” ordered the most senior agent.

“On whose authority?”

“Get on the ground, hands behind your head,” he insisted.

“Put down your weapons!” Liu commanded as the senior officer approached.

The agents paused, surprised, and stared at the man who’d spoken with such authority. One young man lowered his weapon, but the leader kept his solidly on Liu.

“Do you know who I am?” demanded Liu.

“You’re the one standing in our way. Get down or be shot. This is your last warning.”

“You’re threatening not just a senior officer, but the most senior. The commander of your commander.”

The senior agent did not believe this filthy, disheveled man.

“I am Liu Tongzheng, second-in-command at the Ministry of State Security. About to be named as head. A member of the Politburo. And you are…?” Liu stepped forward to look at the man’s name tag. “Put down your weapon, Captain Hu. Now.”

“Stand your ground!” commanded the officer. “ID.”

Liu slowly brought it out. As confident as he wanted to appear, his heart was beating furiously. This was a dangerous, delicate situation. The agents were on edge, nervous. If a balloon popped, if someone dropped a plank, if there was any sudden loud noise or movement, they’d shoot.

An agent grabbed the ID and handed it to her commander, but not before glancing at it. Her eyes widening as she saw the photo.

“He’s telling the truth,” she whispered.

Captain Hu glanced at it, then back up at Liu. Then down again.

Then he stood up, holstered his weapon, and saluted.

Inside the café, they watched. This was the moment of truth. Would Liu turn them in?

“What’s happening?” Vivien hissed.

“Shhhh,” said Kai-wen. “For once in your life, be quiet.”

Liu had turned to the young security agent who’d lowered his weapon when first commanded.

The young man was smiling, obviously expecting a commendation. He was mistaken.

Liu held out his hand. “Give me your weapon.”

He did. Liu put it into his belt. “You’re suspended. Surrender your ID.”

“Why?”

“You lowered your weapon on the word of a complete stranger. Your commander did not tell you to. You disobeyed orders.”

“But you’re the deputy head of the MSS. Our ultimate commander.”

“You didn’t know that.” Liu turned to the senior officer. “You need to report back that you have apprehended the traitors. None survived.”

“I’m sorry, sir. What?”

“Tell them they were all killed in the exchange. Including Vivien Li.”

Captain Hu hesitated for a moment, gave a brisk nod, and sent off the message.

“Good. We’ll take a photo of the bodies in a minute. Choose your most trusted agent, and tell the rest to stand down but stay here. They must contact no one. No matter what happens. In fact, collect their phones.”

His team was perplexed but trusted their leader. They gave up their phones. Then Hu and the agent followed Liu into the stall.

“Come out.” Liu offered Vivien his hand. “It’s safe.”

She took it, stood, and came face-to-face with the MSS agents. The very people they were running from. Hiding from.

This was safe?

She looked at Liu. He’d turned them in after all.

Vivien stepped in front of Alice. Straightening her jacket, she stood as tall as she could. And waited for the inevitable.

“No need to be so dramatic, Viv,” said Liu. “They’re going to help us.”

Vivien, Alice, Kai-wen, and Ming-na all stared from Liu to the MSS agents. Whose weapons were holstered. And who now bowed.

Vivien, Alice, Kai-wen, and Ming-na bowed back.



The two messages arrived on President Chen’s desk at the same time.

He’d already received the American President’s fortune cookie, about APAI and the missiles.

He’d sat down heavily and stared at it, open-mouthed.

Dear God.

He’d begun to hate the cookies. More like misfortune cookies.

Search his mind as he might, Chen could not think of any way to stop the missile strike from the USS Ronald Reagan, short of sinking the ship first. But he’d have to sink the whole fleet. And then the Americans would have no choice but to level all of China.

If Pardington couldn’t stop it, he certainly could not. Unless he managed to track down Pangu and shut it down.

His feeling that Pangu wasn’t in Xi’an had proved right. After Liu and his ex-wife escaped the site, he had ordered a search, to make sure there wasn’t anything more there. Not just the dig itself, but warehouse after huge warehouse of broken warriors, fragments, researchers. Hangars filled with equipment.

All stripped. All clear. No sign of anything that should not be there.

His attention had then turned to where he really suspected the terrorists were holed up. Beijing itself.

Though, of course, Pangu could be anywhere in the world. Such was the reach of the cyber-verse. And ancient gods.

Standing at his desk, holding the tiny slip of paper warning of not just his imminent death but the end of his China, Chen looked up. Looked around. And realized he was totally alone. There was no one to turn to.

Wang was dead, and a traitor. And Liu was missing, and possibly a traitor too. There was no one to consult. No one to offer comfort. He’d shoved everyone away so that he could stand magnificent. The sole focus of attention. Of adoration.

How had he missed the traitors all around him? How had he not seen it? It was possible his wife was right and his head was up his own ass.

“Too dark in there to see.” She’d been smiling as she said it, and he’d laughed too. Thinking she was just teasing him. The only one, besides his grandchildren, who could.

How he longed now to hear their laughter, and have them call him Eeyore.

But he knew he almost certainly would never hear it again. And that his wife had not been kidding. It had been her gentle attempt to get him to wake up. To pull his head out before it was too late.

And he had. Too late.

Eeyore crumpled the paper and set it on fire. Then his chef had rushed in with another misfortune cookie.

Breaking it open, he read: Vivien Li our only hope. Leave her.

Hard on that another message arrived, this one a text on his secure line.

Traitors found. All killed in exchange. Photo to follow.

Eeyore picked up the phone and told his wife to get the family as far away from Beijing as possible. Then he sat down and, alone in his splendid office, he lowered his head to his hands and wept.






CHAPTER 37


The photo of Vivien and the others covered in tomato sauce and lined up on the ground, face up, had been taken. And sent.

“Sir, you need to see this.”

They’d just sat down to talk next steps when Captain Hu handed Liu his phone. The others gathered around and read. It was an internal email. Strictly confidential.

Liu took a deep breath in but showed no other emotion.

“Jesus,” whispered Vivien. “Wang’s been killed. What does this mean?”

“It means Pangu is panicked.” Liu’s mind was racing. He handed the phone back.

“But isn’t Wang Pangu?” asked Alice.

Her father was nodding, staring ahead, trying to see clearly. “He is. Was. He shares the duties with his American counterpart.”

“Who’s that?” asked Vivien.

“I don’t know. But whoever it is must have known that Wang was growing unstable. Signs of dementia. He must have realized Wang, in his delusional state, was in danger of talking.”

“This is good news, right?” said Vivien. “It means Pangu is falling apart.”

“It means Pangu is close to its endgame. Do you know what today is?”

Kai-wen answered: “It’s February 26.”

“The National People’s Congress is starting today,” said Captain Hu, now leaning into the group. His second-in-command, Corporal Song, also joined their circle.

“With the grand parade past President Chen scheduled for eight this evening,” said Liu. “The Standing Committee and entire Politburo will be on the reviewing stand with him.”

“The perfect target for the final attack,” said Vivien.

“Dear God. A nuclear attack,” said Kai-wen.

“What?” demanded Hu. “You know this? We need to warn the President.”

“I’m sure he knows.”

“You have to stop it,” said Hu.

“We’ve been trying,” snapped Vivien. “And we’ve ended up on this godforsaken shithole of an island.” She turned to the cook. “No offense.”

Alice brought out her phone and looked again at Liam’s last message. The words. The image.

But they’d squeezed every ounce of meaning from both. Even the li bien ball had given up all its secrets. Liam had done all he could. And here they were, as her mother had said, stuck on fish ball island with just hours left.

“I need to get to Beijing,” said Liu.

“Why?” demanded Alice. “If that’s where the next attack will happen—”

“Believe me”—Liu turned to her—“if there is another attack, nowhere will be safe. I need to search Wang’s office.”

“Surely someone’s already been through it,” said Alice.

“True, but he had another, where he kept the most sensitive material. Things the MSS and Double Dragon collected on others. He might have documents there about Pangu.”

“We’re coming with you,” said Vivien.

“That won’t help. You need to head back to Taiwan.” He looked at Captain Hu and nodded to Corporal Song. “Can you two get them out?”

“We have two helicopters. We can fly them to the coast and onto a boat to Taipei.”

“Good. I’ll need the other to take me to Beijing.” Liu rose just as his phone dinged. He looked at it, then sat back down. “It’s from the coroner. Wang’s autopsy report. Shot once in the head. The angle suggests someone in the West Building of the Zhongnanhai.”

Liu reread the message, then shook his head, perplexed.

“What is it?” Alice asked.

“Turns out Wang was as mad as a hatter.”

The very reference struck terror in Alice. She remembered those grotesque illustrations from Alice in Wonderland. That creature with the top hat, creating bedlam.

“We need to go.” Liu shut off his phone and got up.



“So, Mr. McAllister,” said President Pardington. “What progress?”

McAllister was a bit surprised that the president’s private chef had been invited into this meeting. Though the chef was also in the navy, holding the rank of chief petty officer. Still, the woman was wearing an apron and covered in flour. Hardly dress code.

Anything unusual this close to the end set off alarms. And his early-warning systems were sounding.

McAllister realized that the President probably suspected him. But there was nothing Pardington could do. There was no proof. Besides, it was too late.

“I do have news. I was on my way to give it to you when word came through that you wanted to meet me, Mr. President. It’s good news, as it happens.”

“Really?” Pardington was wary. Anything that made McAllister happy would have to be very bad news indeed.

“Yes. The MSS has caught and killed Vivien Li along with her daughter and two unidentified people with her, possibly bystanders. They were on an island just off Hong Kong. The one that young man, Liam Palmer, mentioned in his email. Cheung Chau. Fish ball island.”

President Pardington tried not to show his shock and the wave of terror that was dragging him under. Vivien Li, dead. Their last hope, gone. And the terrorist on the other side of the Resolute Desk.

“How do you know?”

“We intercepted a message to President Chen. A text. There was also a photograph.”

He turned his phone around and showed Pardington the grisly picture of the bodies. The President forced himself to look at it. Then looked away.

He took a breath before he could talk.

“I wish they’d taken her alive. For questioning. We still don’t know where Pangu is operating from. Could it be from there?”

“The MSS is now scouring the island, to find out.” But McAllister knew there was nothing to find.

When he’d first seen that email from Liam Palmer, at the meeting in the White House after the alarms had gone off, he’d sent operatives to Cheung Chau island to figure out why Palmer would go there. As it turned out, he was only on the island to eat curried fish balls and write up something for his ridiculous food blog. He was establishing his cover.

And now Madame Li and her daughter had been misdirected there too, thinking it was about more than a regional specialty.

He took back the phone, clocking the expression of dismay, despair, on the President’s face. Here was a man who’d just seen the last house on the road burst into flames. Nowhere to go now.

McAllister glanced again at the photograph.

He’d have to make sure Vivien Li’s obit mentioned fish ball island. He might even leak the picture to contacts in social media. This was how the world would remember the great dissident, the righteous fighter for human rights. As a traitor, a terrorist, and finally a filthy corpse in the dirt.

“You’re right, sir. If Madame Li was running Pangu, there’s a good chance it’s the headquarters of the terrorists. Who’d suspect fish ball island?”

Which means Pangu definitely isn’t there, Pardington knew.

He was tired of this farce and could feel himself about to do something he might regret. But time was short, and something had to be done to shake things up. With Vivien Li dead, it was past time when prudence was a virtue. They now needed bold, perhaps even reckless, action.

“You say you intercepted the message to President Chen. How?”

“I have informants deep within the Chinese leadership. We hear things.”

“You also, I believe, have contacts within Pangu,” said Pardington. If he was going over a cliff, he was taking this shit with him.

Pardington had the short-lived satisfaction of seeing the surprise on McAllister’s face. He clearly had not thought him capable of decisive, even bold action.

“I’d like you to hear this.” He stood up, and as he spoke, he walked around the desk. Closer and closer to McAllister. Closing in on him. “I know you killed Alan Zhou. You almost certainly murdered that young man at Madame Li’s home and are responsible for the murders of Vivien Li, her daughter, and those other people. I know that she is not running Pangu. You are, you fucker. What I don’t know is why you’d betray your country and engineer the murder of hundreds of thousands. But right now, I don’t care.”

He turned to the chef. “Chief Petty Officer Bahri, arrest this man.”

“Yessir.” She stepped forward, her gun, hidden until now beneath her apron, already out and pointed at the Director of National Intelligence.

“You’re under arrest, Mr. McAllister.”






CHAPTER 38


Liu’s helicopter flew low over the Forbidden City on its way to Zhongnanhai.

He looked down at the centuries-old compound that had been the near-mystical residence of generations of divine emperors. It was indeed a thing of great beauty. Thank God, he thought, the Red Guard hadn’t destroyed it as it had destroyed so much, in a vain attempt to wipe out China’s past. Mao’s misguided Great Leap Forward had turned out to be a horrific step back into anarchy and brutality. An era the first emperor would have been proud of.

But here it was, this temple to an older, more predictable time. Not necessarily easier, but people at least knew the rules. Unlike under the Communists, when there was rigid chaos.

Liu had some sympathy for Pangu, for their desire to wipe away this current corrupt and brutal regime, though not for the organization’s methods. His Pangu, created to bring about a peaceful evolution, had been corrupted just as certainly as the CCP. Infinite, ultimate glory had turned sour. As it always does.

When the helicopter put down on the roof of the foreign ministry building in Zhongnanhai, he and the young MSS agent with him were immediately surrounded by armed guards, their weapons drawn.

“Your weapons and cell phones,” demanded the lead guard.

They were handed over.

“I need to see President Chen, immediately.”

“The President wants to see you too,” snapped the head of security, a man Liu had recruited and mentored. But who now looked at him as though he were something rotting in the dumpster at a street market. A once vital internal organ discarded and stinking.

Chen, he knew, was at heart a good man, but a man raised in the system, who believed in it. And who resisted change with all his might. But change had found President Chen. His might was proving not mighty enough.



Vivien, Alice, Kai-wen, and Ming-na sat silent, strapped into the army helicopter flying them to the coast and a boat that would take them to Taipei. Back to the calm of the recluse scholars. To the peach-blossom-strewn riverbank. And at least a temporary peace. Until …

Kai-wen had an almost wistful smile on his lined face. How he had missed his home. His noodle shop. His peach blossoms. His tiny perfect life.

They’d failed. He knew it. They all knew it. There was nothing more to say. Or do. And now they could only wait for the next, the final, disaster.

Alice, unique among them, still clung to hope. Two in particular.

She hoped that her father would succeed in finding what he needed among Wang’s documents and could still stop Pangu. And, equally important, she hoped that her mother would not see herself in a mirror.

That image of the Mad Hatter her father had conjured after reading the autopsy report followed her, was dogging her. The Mad Hatter had introduced the young Alice to a world where terrible, unpredictable things happened. Up until then, her life had been one of complete innocence. Never knowing anything bad.

And then the Mad Hatter appeared.

But Alice in Wonderland was fiction, and Alice in China was all too real. Wang, with his combination of near-infinite power and dementia, was all too real.

The Hatter.

Hatter.

“Wang was as mad as a hatter,” she said.

“What?” her mother shouted above the thudding of the rotor blades.

“Wang.” Alice leaned forward and yelled, “Dad said he was as mad as a hatter.”

“Yes.”

“I need my phone,” she shouted at Captain Hu.

“I’m not giving it to you.”

“Please,” she pleaded. “I need to contact my father. I have to ask him something about Wang’s autopsy. You can call and put it on speaker. I’m not trying to hide anything.”

She hated using the little-girl voice but knew it was one way to get what she needed from this man. He had his weapons, and she had hers.

The officer considered, then decided to do it. She seemed so vulnerable, so fragile. So dirty and smelly too. That just made her seem less a threat, more pathetic.

He dialed and held the phone out.

It rang. And rang.



Liu stood before the head of the Communist Party of China and bowed.

President Chen was already in full regalia. His stiff military uniform was festooned with medals he’d presented to himself. It was unclear to Liu what the President had done to deserve them, though surviving in the thin air at the pinnacle of power in China was no small feat.

Perhaps they were for that.

“Explain yourself, Comrade Liu. You were looking for Pangu, then you disappeared. And now you’ve reappeared. What do you have to tell me?”

Chen had considered telling Liu about the deaths of his daughter and former wife, but thought that would distract the man, and he needed Liu fully focused.

Liu looked at his options and realized that he was reduced to telling the truth. Or at least part of it.

“I haven’t made headway, but I think Wang knew more about Pangu that he admitted.”

“I know Wang knew more, or at least did before dementia and a bullet destroyed his brain. He’s dead. Shot by someone inside this complex. You need to stop telling me things I already know.”

“Not dementia. He had mercury poisoning.”

Now that was new. “How do you know?”

“The coroner sent me his autopsy report. I forwarded it to you.”

“I haven’t read it. You didn’t come here to tell me about the number of fillings in Wang’s teeth.”

“No, sir. We both know that the next target is probably here, today at the grand parade to open the National People’s Congress. If I can get to Wang’s office, I might be able to find evidence. Something that could lead us to Pangu’s headquarters.”

“You think we haven’t searched it? I’ve had it taken it down to the studs, and nothing.”

“Not that office. His other one.”



“Pick up. Pick up,” Alice whispered. “Come on, Dad.”

It was only much later, when his phone had been returned to him, that Liu realized he’d missed a call from Alice. By the time he called back, it was much too late.



Grant McAllister was taken the back way through the White House, down the concrete stairs. The chef was alone, as the president had advised, not wanting to bring anyone else into it. Not knowing who to trust.

It was a good strategy. And would have worked had another woman not entered the stairwell at just that instant. Causing a momentary distraction.

It took a split second. McAllister dipped and turned, grabbing the gun from the chef. Her last thought on earth, just before she hit the ground was, How could I have been so stupid?

The shot echoed up and down the stairwell.

The head of National Intelligence quickly turned to shoot the witness, only to see a weapon in her hand.

His last thought, as the bullet ripped through his brain, was, How could I have been so stu—



Captain Hu hit the end icon, and the line went dead.

Alice bit her upper lip and thought. Thought. Then turned back to the senior officer.

“Can you get Wang’s autopsy report?”

“Why?”

“Please. Can you get it?”

They were descending. She needed an answer before the helicopter touched down.

“I don’t see how.”

Alice closed her eyes—Coconut bun, coconut bun, coconut—and made up her mind.

“We need to go to Xi’an. To the Terracotta Warriors. I know where Pangu is hiding.”

Hu regarded the young woman and this bold statement. Now she sounded like her father, his commander. Calm, certain, in charge.

It was just possible, the idea flashed through his mind, that they had underestimated this girl. He hesitated, and held her steady eyes.

“Suppose I’m right?” she said, meeting his gaze. “Are you going to be the one who destroyed China, and maybe worse? You’ve seen the devastation of the last two attacks. They’re escalating. Imagine a third…”

She could see that, though fighting against it, he was imagining …

“It will happen at eight this evening. When the grand parade signals the opening of the People’s Congress. It will also signal the final attack.”

Still Hu hesitated.

“For God’s sake,” Alice demanded, “if I’m wrong, we’ve wasted time. If I’m right, we might just stop a catastrophe.”

That did it.

“Turn the craft around,” he ordered the pilot. “We’re going to Xi’an.”






CHAPTER 39


Even the other members of Pangu called her Auntie Gugu.

She’d been an original member of the organization, recruited by her nephew Liu Tongzheng. They’d all been so young. Even her. Idealistic. Believing that, despite the crackdown and violence of Tiananmen, they would prevail. The international community would protest, would rally behind the students. Reform would come. Freedom would come.

China would climb out of its primordial ooze and become great again.

And when that didn’t happen, when the international community not only didn’t stand up to the regime but actively promoted closer ties. Business ties. When the years marched on and human rights abuses piled up. When prisons filled up with intellectuals, artists, journalists. When things got worse, not better, that’s when the new Pangu was formed. Created not by the dissidents but by the regime itself. Their excesses, their brutality, forged their enemy.

Auntie Gugu, from her stall in the market, became more and more resolved. More militant. She did not want a new China. She wanted the old one. The one whose borders were closed to foreigners. To foreign money and influence. One where the Han were in charge and all others subservient.

China was becoming nothing more than a mongrel state and, worse, a colony of the West. Their bloodline, their traditions, watered down.

No. Enough.

They had to return to the old days. The good old ways. If they were to build an even less penetrable wall, they’d need to return to the vision and methods of the first emperor.

If they could not actually resurrect his warriors, they had to be the warriors.

They’d planned for decades, setting recruits up in incubators of research. It cost a fortune, but then they had untold wealth at their fingertips.

And then, finally, the day came when she got the message. Their scientists had cracked it. They’d created adaptive predictive artificial intelligence.

A tool so powerful it could end hunger, end pollution, end disease.

A weapon so powerful it could end the world.

Now she sat in her office and looked at the message. Wang was dead. McAllister was dead. It had to be done. She was grateful she had people in Zhongnanhai and the White House.

Vivien Li, her daughter, Tank Man, and his wife were dead. Auntie Gugu spared a moment to inspect her feelings. But she had none.

Liu was still alive, but not for much longer. Not if he was in Beijing.

Auntie Gugu looked at the time. It was five thirty. They’d be saddling up the horses soon. Holding last-minute rehearsals for the young dancers and gymnasts. All for the immense, immeasurable ego of that narcissist Chen.

There would be final security sweeps of the reviewing stand and surrounding area.

None of that would help since the missiles would be coming from far, far away. From the USS Ronald Reagan in the South China Sea. According to her counterpart in the Pardington administration, the President was aware of the APAI intrusion. But Auntie Gugu knew there was nothing anyone could do.

Within hours, the current China would die and the new, old one would be born. Like all the great gods, it would rise up out of the conflagration.



As soon as the helicopter touched down, they were approached by security guards. Not the same ones Vivien and Alice had seen on their last visit. These were holding automatic rifles. Hardly standard issue for an archaeological dig and tourist site.

When the guards saw the senior MSS officer, they hesitated, then continued forward.

“How may we help you, sir?”

“You can come with me,” he said.

The others followed. Vivien wondered if Hu realized these were probably not actual guards.

Once inside the now deserted structure built over the excavation site, Captain Hu turned his gun on them.

“Drop your weapons and get on the ground.”

They did not. But the experienced soldier could read their minds:

“No,” he said. “You should have shot us right away. You lost your advantage.”

He prepared to fire.

They released their rifles and dropped to their knees. Then, at a sign from Hu, they lay prone. As Corporal Song zip-tied their hands behind their backs, Ming-na asked Hu, “How did you know they wouldn’t shoot?”

“They’re clearly hired guns, and mercenaries are reluctant to die for someone else’s cause. Unfortunately, the others we’ll run into will probably be less accommodating.” He turned to Alice. “We’re here. What now?”

“Now we grab these.” She walked past the rifles on the ground and went over to a neatly ordered rack of pickaxes.

“Why?” asked Ming-na, though Kai-wen had already grabbed two.

“Just follow me.”

“Where’re we going?” Vivien demanded. She was half running to keep up with her striding daughter. Where did this confident young woman come from? She was sounding like Vivien herself. “Why don’t you just tell us?”

“If I told them,” she whispered and jerked her head toward the MSS officers, as well, Vivien realized, as Kai-wen and Ming-na—“they wouldn’t come, and we need them.”

“Then tell me.” Vivien had also dropped her voice to a whisper. “I won’t leave you.”

And Alice realized she believed her mother. “Mercury.”

“The planet? I’m not sure this is the way.”

Despite her stress, Alice laughed. Until the past few days, she hadn’t realized that some of what her mother said was meant as a joke. Often on herself. Like now. Vivien clearly did not believe her daughter was taking them to—

“No.” Vivien grabbed her daughter’s arm in a grip strong enough to stop Alice in her tracks. “No, we can’t.”

She looked, and was, terrified. Vivien Li had realized what her daughter meant by “mercury.”

“We can and we will. We must.”

Alice yanked her arm free and walked quickly down the aisle. Past the looming Terracotta Warriors who were taking everything in.

Vivien now knew they were going to where the warriors ended and the thing they were protecting began. The tomb of Qin Shi Huang. The first emperor. Who’d been buried amid flowing rivers of …

“Mercury,” she whispered.



“Put your shoulder into it,” commanded Liu Tongzheng as he watched the young MSS officer he’d recently suspended thump into the door. “Harder.”

They were in the sub-basement of one of the office buildings in Zhongnanhai, just off the janitors’ storeroom. The last place anyone would look for the all-powerful, the feared, often brutal and capricious head of the Ministry of State Security.

Wang had shown this place to his old pal Liu when they were still old pals. It was where Wang, such a public figure, could go to be alone. And latterly, Liu suspected, to drink. And to scheme. And, finally, to hide.

If Wang had secrets, this was where they’d be kept. There’d been no key to this door among Wang’s effects, so they had to break in.

Wang had never had the door reinforced, believing none of the few who knew about this lair would ever suspect him of being a traitor. Though Liu was pretty sure no one involved in Pangu considered themselves traitors. They were, in their own deluded minds, patriots.

But then that’s what he and Vivien had thought too, when they’d created Pangu.

Thud, thud. Sigh. Louder thud.

Wang’s delusion had only been heightened by his exposure to mercury, as the autopsy revealed. While it explained his confusion and twitches, Liu wondered how he would have been poisoned by it. If somehow, in constructing this building, the workers had stored mercury in the sub-basement.

But how? Why? And if that was the culprit, wouldn’t others be affected? While the young and now bruised and exasperated agent continued to throw himself against the door, Liu brought out his phone and looked up “uses for mercury.”

Thermometers. Dental fillings.

He lowered his phone. How many fillings could the man possibly have had? He’d have to ask the coroner. And had they degraded over time so that Wang was swallowing the poison fillings? Could they have rotted his brain? Was it possible?

Liu went back to the article.

Mercury, he read, was highly conductive and, because of that, was often used in electrical components. In the past, it was also used in traditional Chinese medicine, or TCM.

Now that was interesting.

Finally, there was a great rending of wood, and the door burst open.



They’d arrived at the end, and in many ways the beginning.

The gang of four, and the two MSS officers, stood in front of the thick rock wall that had been put in place thousands of years ago and left undisturbed ever since. Not even the ubiquitous and industrious grave robbers had dared violate this tomb. For fear of what would be waiting for them.

It was a fear shared by the six people staring at the stones.

Just a few feet away was one of the great unexplored treasures. An archaeological, historical, mystical mystery.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” said Captain Hu. “You want us to break into his tomb?”

He wouldn’t even mention Qin Shi Huang’s name, for fear it would penetrate the wall and raise the magnificent monster.

Up until they were faced with it, none of them would have admitted they believed the stories. Of a great city, temples and roads, palaces, created for the emperor in his afterlife. Of riches beyond imagining. Of lethal and cunning traps set to protect the man and his treasures. Anyone who violated the tomb would die a terrible death.

Worse still, if it was opened, the emperor himself would rise up and, with the help of his Terracotta Army, slaughter everything, everyone, in his way. And beyond.

“Mercury,” whispered Vivien, looking from the wall to her daughter.

“Shi. Dad said Wang was as mad as a hatter. We know what drove hatmakers crazy hundreds of years ago—”

“They used mercury in the process,” said Kai-wen.

“Exactly. Exposure over time rots the brain. Wang must have been exposed to it for a long time, maybe years. But how?”

“Fillings?” suggested Ming-na. “I have mercury in some of my teeth.”

“Historians wrote that the emperor so believed in the magical qualities of mercury, he started drinking a cup a day. Up until then, he’d been considered enlightened. And then—”

“He became mad as a hatter,” said Kai-wen.

“He ordered that his tomb have flowing rivers of mercury,” said Vivien, staring at the stone wall.

She thought of the last people who touched those rocks. Who created not just a wall but a huge dome, perhaps as much to keep the putrid emperor in, as the world out.

“When he unified all under heaven, more than seven hundred thousand convicts dug through three springs and replicas of palaces, and wonderful vessels, and other rare objects were created.”

They looked at Vivien, who was still staring at the wall. She then turned to them.

“That’s what the historian wrote thousands of years ago, describing the tomb.”

“You memorized it?” asked Kai-wen.

“Shi. Just as you memorized the recluse scholar book. Unintentionally, but through repeated readings.” She closed her eyes, and quoted, “Craftsmen were ordered to make crossbows and arrows which would operate automatically so that anyone who approached what had been excavated was immediately shot. Quicksilver was used to represent the various waterways, the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, and the great sea, being made by some mechanism to flow into each other, and above were arranged the heavenly constellations.”

“Crossbows?” asked Ming-na.

“Where better to hide than in a tomb no one dares enter?” asked Alice, speaking, it seemed, to the wall.

Then she grabbed the pickaxe and swung.

Ping! It dinged off the rock, sending what felt like an electrical charge up her arms. She dropped the tool.

“Fuck, fuck,” she sputtered, dancing around and shaking her arms. “Fuckity fuck.”

“Wait,” said Captain Hu. “If what you say is true, the terrorists must’ve made an entrance. Wouldn’t it be easier to find it?”

“The wall surrounding the tomb is more than six kilometers around,” said Vivien. “And any entrance they created would hardly have a welcome mat. It could even be a tunnel, dug from somewhere in the terracotta pits. No.” She stared at the stones. “Alice is right. If we’re going to get in in time, this is the only way.”

“Please yourself,” said Hu. “But we’re going to search for the opening.”

He nodded to Corporal Song, who hesitated, knowing what his commander was actually doing.

They all knew.

He was running away.

Then Song joined his commanding officer, but not before taking his automatic pistol out of its holster. He paused a beat, looking at the other four. The two. Vivien and Alice.

Then, unseen by his boss, whose back was already to them, he made up his mind. He handed the gun to Alice. And then he followed his boss into the crowd of Terracotta Warriors.

Alice looked at the weapon. She’d never held one, never mind fired one. Could she?

She hoped she’d never have to find out. Though she suspected that moment would soon come.

Then, after tucking the pistol in her back pocket, Alice picked up her axe and hit the wall again.

Again.

And again.

“As mad as a hatter,” sighed Vivien and, grasping her own pickaxe, she too swung at the wall.

Soon the four of them were hacking away at the only thing standing between them and the tomb.

Huffing and puffing, as three of the four were well over sixty, they kept it up until, finally, one of the huge boulders shifted. A little.

They redoubled their efforts, frantic now. Time was not their friend. It was quickly deserting them.



President Pardington looked at the time.

No longer able to sit still, he began pacing the Oval Office, in a circuit familiar to almost every president. Around and around.

Twice he called his Secretary of Defense, who reported no progress in getting APAI out of their weapons system.

Also worrisome was that the chef, Chief Petty Officer Bahri, had not reported back.



In his Zhongnanhai office, Chen paced, back and forth, back and forth. Awaiting word from Liu.

“Mr. President, it’s time.”

Chen took a deep breath and nodded.



Liu looked at the time. It was forty-three minutes to eight. Chen would be on his way to the site of the parade and the reviewing stand.

They’d rifled Wang’s secret office and found nothing. Well, proof that he’d been siphoning off millions of dollars into a private offshore account. Enough to get him sent to a detention camp and hard labor. But not, Liu thought, enough to fund Pangu. That money was coming from elsewhere.

He’s lucky to be dead, thought Liu. He’d had a much more humane end than the one awaiting those in the camps.

He stood in the middle of the small shambolic room and looked around. Nothing. They’d found nothing about Pangu.

To create an APAI system that far-reaching, they’d need electricity, power, and lots of it. How could that be hidden?

They’d looked throughout China for the power source. Then, with satellites, they’d broadened the search globally.

Nothing.

It must have been cloaked. But how? How do you hide something that big? Over years?



The four stepped back and stared at each other, then at the rock they’d loosened.

Working desperately now, they clawed at the stone with their bare hands. Their fingers left bloody marks where their nails had been ripped away.

And still they scratched and clawed for purchase, desperate to dislodge a rock that had been placed there thousands of years earlier by people at least as desperate as they were.

And then it budged. An inch. Two.

In one final heave, they rolled it away, and out of the long-sealed tomb came a whoosh. A sigh. As though some great being were taking a breath.






CHAPTER 40


The look on Kathleen’s face said it all. Well, almost all. The red stains on her dress were also eloquent. Pardington still needed to hear the words from his Chief of Staff.

“What is it?”

He’d risen from behind his seat at the head of the long, gleaming oblong table in the Situation Room. He’d moved in there to monitor what was happening.

He’d barely taken a step forward when White House security rushed in.

“We need to get you into a secure location, sir,” the head of security said.

Pardington was being shoved along, manhandled. He tried to shake them off, without success. But he did manage to stop in front of his Chief of Staff.

Close up, he could see the stress and fatigue on her familiar face, and the red smears on her clothing. He knew what they were.

“What’s happened? Tell me,” he demanded.

“There’s been a shooting in the emergency stairwell.”

“Oh God. The chef, Chief Petty Officer Bahri?”

“Killed.”

“McAllister? He got away?”

“Got away, sir?” she asked, perplexed now, and Pardington realized he hadn’t told anyone else what he knew about his head of intelligence.

“How did you know they were there, Mr. President?” asked the head of security, trying not to make it sound like an accusation but not quite managing it.

“Grant McAllister is the traitor. He’s the contact for the terrorists, passing information on to Pangu. It must be how they got into the weapons system. Through him.” He spoke abruptly, ignoring the looks of shock verging on disbelief on their faces. “He admitted to murdering Alan Zhou and that young man in Madame Li’s home. And now he’s murdered Bahri.”

Dear God, he thought. This is my fault.

“Mr. McAllister?” said Kathleen.

Pardington could see that his Chief of Staff was trying to grasp events that were moving so fast, and in such an unexpected direction.

“He admitted it?” demanded the head of security. “Why didn’t you tell us? We should have arrested him.”

“I can’t explain it all now, but I had Bahri arrest him—”

“The chef?” said one of the agents.

“Chief Petty Officer Bahri. Yes.” He glared at the man who’d spoken and saw the color rise in the agent’s cheeks. “She escorted him the back way down to the cells. He must have overpowered her.”

But Kathleen was shaking her head. “No, Mr. President. Mr. McAllister is also dead.”

Now it was Pardington’s turn to be stunned.

“Mr. President, please.” The head of security was trying to drag him away, but now Pardington actively resisted. Partly because he needed more information from his Chief of Staff, and partly because he’d quickly realized, with this new information, that there was someone else in the White House, maybe even in the Situation Room, who was even more dangerous than McAllister. He was not going anywhere with anyone.

“No. Stop. I’m safe enough here. This is a national emergency. Find the Vice President. Take him and the senior cabinet to the secure location. But I stay here.”

The team hesitated a beat; then, “Yessir, Mr. President.” The senior officer saluted, then turned and left, with the others following.

“There’re cameras in the stairwell,” Pardington said, turning to Kathleen.

“Yes. I’m having them checked. But I’m afraid whoever did it is long gone.”

The President took a deep breath and glanced at the time. “I doubt it.”



“Holy shit.”

They’d crawled through the hole in the thick wall and found themselves in a village. An entire village. They’d emerged into a warren of narrow passageways. Hutongs. Through an archway, Alice could see a courtyard around which homes with swooping tile roofs had been built.

This was not like some Hollywood set of false fronts. These were actual houses.

The four of them, aliens from another world, stared open-mouthed in disbelief at the village frozen in time.

Alice reached out and touched the structure next to her. It was made in the ancient method, of rammed mud. The earth itself having yielded to the desires of a tyrant emperor.

She quickly realized that while what they were seeing was extraordinary, they should not have been able to see anything, never mind so much. It should be pitch black inside. No light should, could, penetrate. And yet … it was as bright as midday in there.

She looked up. There, shining down upon them, was the sun. A bright orb joined in the azure sky by glittering stars. And over there, just visible beyond the graceful peak of a tower, was the moon.

All the celestial bodies present, together. In one sky. Created to perpetually shine over another celestial body. That of Qin Shi Huang. The man who united China. Who gave the new country his name. “Qin” was pronounced “chin.” China.

This was the sprawling tomb of the first emperor. Where the impossible was made real, by force of will and then some.

“He really did unify heaven and earth,” whispered Kai-wen, bewitched.

The historians were right. This necropolis contained an entire world. Qin Shi Huang’s world. Fifty-six square kilometers of it.

Alice was the first to recover, suddenly overcome with the urgency of the situation. This was vast. Somehow she’d thought they’d emerge through the wall, see Pangu’s headquarters, and immediately stop the attack. With one gun and pickaxes. And pluck.

How could she ever think this little crew of frightened elders and a terrified blogger would be able to stop hardened terrorists? Seemed Wang was not the only one who was insane. And she could not even blame mercury.

How to even begin to find the terrorists in this city? Never mind stop them?

She heard a gasp and turned quickly to see Ming-na shrinking back. Alice followed her stare and felt her heart contract.

There, in the middle of the narrow alleyway, blocking their only way forward, stood a huge soldier. Glaring at them. He’d been waiting. Expecting them. Or would have been, had he not been made of terracotta.

Still, they held their breaths, waiting for the clay man to step toward them. Another impossible thing.

They waited, waited; then first Vivien, then the others chuckled softly, a nervous laugh. He was not real. Though he looked as real as any of them.

Her heart pounding, Alice crept up to him and looked at his face, meeting his ferocious glare. His eyes, she could now see, were rubies. His beard tiny whisps of hair. The detail was extraordinary, right down to the pockmarks from some childhood infection.

She had the sudden fear that he had once been flesh and blood, but had been encased in clay. Baked. And this was the result.

Given what she knew of the emperor, that was not impossible.

The gang of four tiptoed past, afraid to wake him.

As they made their slow, careful progress through the village, they saw other figures. No longer just warriors, here were terracotta merchants in shops, selling their terracotta wares to bickering clay customers. Bolts of silk, bronze vessels, intricately inlaid ornaments. The clay faces were animated with expressions of hard bargaining, of joy, of suspicion, as though they were being bilked. Each emotion tangible. Each one a fully realized individual.

“It’s unreal,” Kai-wen whispered.

“This isn’t.” Vivien was touching an amulet around the neck of a woman. “This is real jade.”

They took a closer look at the vendors. At the clay women and children. At the stray dogs and cart horses. Each had ruby eyes and hair made of strands of fine gold.

Precious stones, necklaces, and wide bracelets spilled from urns.

“So this is how they bankrolled the operation,” whispered Vivien.

One of the reasons governments, including the Americans, were slow to accept such a terrorist organization as Pangu existed was that it would take years and a monumental investment of money to build and maintain it. To bribe. To blackmail. To buy the people, the informants, the scientists and technology necessary to create APAI. Surely, the governments argued, there would be some sign of that amount of money being moved.

It would take hundreds of millions of dollars. Billions.

Or a few handfuls of the emperor’s treasure. Sold on the black market.

“Come on,” said Alice. “We don’t have much time. We have to find—”

Without warning, she fell forward with a loud thump.

“Alice!” Vivien called out.



Liu stood over the hospital bed. The medical staff had tried to stop him from entering intensive care, but he showed them his ID and shoved past their outstretched arms and angry glares.

Now he stared down at Wang’s wife. Hooked up to monitors. Eyes closed, head bandaged. She lay still. Very still.

After failing to find anything in Wang’s secret office, Liu knew there was only one other possible source of information. His wife. Whom Wang trusted completely.

Had he trusted her with this? Might she know about Pangu?

“Lan?” he whispered, bending low and speaking into her ear. “Lan?”

Nothing.

“Lan, I need to find Pangu.” He stared at her, his nose practically touching her cheek.

Nothing.

“Lan!” he shouted.

The heart rate monitor peaked. But her eyes remained closed, her face in repose.

“Give her something to wake her up.”

“No.”

“Do it.” Liu brought out his gun. “Now. There’s going to be another attack, any moment, and she knows how to stop it.”

The doctor looked down at her patient. A woman close to seventy. Was that possible?

Liu took the safety off the gun. “If you don’t do it, I’ll shoot everyone here until someone does.”

A moment later, the doctor was injecting adrenaline into her patient.

Nothing. Nothing.

Then the heart leaped again, and Wang’s wife opened her eyes. Wide. Unnaturally wide.

Liu knew he had moments. Just seconds. “Wang needs help. Where is Pangu?”

The eyes focused for a moment. She muttered something.

“What?” Liu bent closer.

A sound. Slurred. Not really a word. It seemed to come from her depths, expelled on a breath: “Nnnnnnn.”

Then, “Shhhhhoooo.”

Lan’s eyes glazed, then rolled to the back of her head. The heart monitor, so jagged, flatlined.

Liu was shoved aside as the medics tried to revive her. But she was gone. And with her last breath went his last chance.

He backed out of the intensive care room and, turning away from the activity, walked down the hall, pursued by the scream of the monitor accusing him of her death.

It was not wrong.



Alice was lying on her stomach, staring ahead. Hyperventilating. Breathing in soil that had been undisturbed for millennia.

Then she scuttled away in horror. She’d tripped over a skeleton.

They’d been so busy looking around, they’d failed to see what was on the path right in front of them.

“Oh God.”

Now they saw that the place was littered with bones, in the courtyards, in the shops. Through the open doors, they could see piles of them. Skulls. Curved ribs. Bleached bony fingers reached out to them.

“Those who accompanied the emperor in death were extremely numerous.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kai-wen turned to his sister. “What did you just say?”

“It’s what the ancient historians wrote about the tomb,” said Vivien, her voice hushed.

She’d read and reread the description so often, she’d inadvertently memorized it.

“After the treasures had been hidden away, the workers and craftsmen who had constructed the mechanical devices would know about the buried treasures.”

Alice was on her feet, frantically brushing the dirt off her. As though to get rid of the memory. That was not yet a memory.

“Consequently,” said her mother, narrating Alice’s nightmare, “after the treasures had been hidden away, the main entranceway to the tomb was shut off, and the outer gate lowered, so that all the seven hundred thousand workers who’d built the tomb and the craftsmen who had buried the treasure were shut in, and there were none who came out again.”

Consequently. Consequently, thought Alice. Oh God, there are going to be consequences …

The consequences were staring at them.

These were the workers. The remains of the hundreds of thousands of laborers, the designers. The army of artists. The engineers. Entombed with their emperor to prevent them telling his secrets.

They’d died of thirst, of starvation. A slow, agonizing death.

Now Alice was truly terrified. What the hell was she doing here? She wrote a food blog, for God’s sake. She ate juicy dumplings and wrote about them.

“Juicy.” There’s a good word. Must make a note …

But here she was, in a cursed tomb, tripping over skeletons to stop terrorists. Kai-wen knelt beside the skeleton on the path and pulled out a long arrow.

“He tripped a booby trap,” he said. “A quick death. One of the lucky ones.”

“Jesus,” said Vivien. “So that part was true too. All the old myths. Not myths after all.”

She looked back at the hole in the wall, just visible down the alley. What in the world were they doing there? They had no idea.

They sold noodles, and wrote food logs or blogs or vlogs. She gave lectures on democracy and the need to stand up to tyrants, then went out for sumptuous dinners.

She wanted to sit in the Shangri-La hotel atrium, in her Shanghai Tang jacket, wearing her Shanghai Tang water lily bracelet, eating delicate cucumber sandwiches with her manicured fingers. Holding court. Being fawned over.

Not … she glanced around … this.

She looked at her bloody hands. At her torn fingernails. At her ripped clothing, at her wrist where the bracelet should be but had long since fallen off.

The great freedom fighter, the one whose accusations made the Chinese leadership quake, wanted now to sit down and weep.

They were going to die there and become yet more skeletons. And no one would ever find them.

Vivien opened her mouth to speak again. To say they needed to leave. To go back through that hole in the wall and pretend this never happened. They had no business being there …

But instead, she said, “Now what?”

It was, to her surprise, directed at her daughter. They’d all turned to Alice for direction.

Alice took a deep breath in. A deep breath out.

She patted her pocket to make sure the gun given to her by the young MSS agent, the one who’d abandoned them, was still there. It was.

Coconut buns. Coconut buns. Coconut buns.

“We find Pangu.”

She went to step over the skeleton when she felt a hand on her arm.

“I’ll go first,” said Vivien.

“No.” When Vivien began to step forward anyway, as though her daughter hadn’t spoken, Alice said, “Don’t make me shoot you.”

Vivien turned and smiled. It was only in the last few days that she’d realized that a lot of what Alice said was meant to be funny. Self-effacing. Not to be taken literally or seriously. And yet, for decades, she had. And so had missed the point. Missed her daughter.

“Probably not the first time you’ve considered it,” said Vivien.

Alice returned the smile. “But the first time I’m actually armed.”

Then the noodle merchants and the lecturer followed the food blogger deeper into the lunatic emperor’s necropolis.






CHAPTER 41


“Mr. President?”

The martial music was already playing. Normally the first few bars would signal Chen’s arrival on the viewing platform to thunderous and, he chose to believe, heartfelt applause.

But now the military band, several hundred strong, was halfway through the rousing march, and still Chen hung back.

In a rare show of mercy, he’d told the other members of the Standing Committee, who’d normally be standing beside him on the platform, to leave. To get out of Beijing with their families.

Chen had hoped that maybe one, just one, would choose to stay with him.

But they had not.

Alone now, one shiny boot on the step up to the stage, Chen hesitated. Would the missiles launch as soon as he appeared? Or would Pangu wait ten minutes, half an hour? Two hours? Knowing each moment he stood there was torture for him.

Would they make him suffer? Probably.

Chen thought about the many times, hundreds, maybe thousands, he’d done the same thing to his political enemies. Having sentenced them to death, he’d commute their sentence at the very last moment. And do it over and over again, until the prisoner went mad. Only then would they be executed.

Anticipation. Uncertainty. That was the worst.

But maybe, maybe Pardington and his people would figure it out. Maybe his own scientists would be able to track down the APAI serpent in the works and stop it.

Maybe Liu would be successful.

That was a whole shitload of uncertainty.

He glanced at his phone. Nothing.

It was time.

“Mr. President?”

“Shi.” He straightened his uniform. He didn’t want to be blown into the next life looking all disheveled.

He prayed whatever happened would be fast. And that whatever deity might judge him in the afterlife understood his decisions. Though he was beginning to have his doubts. More uncertainty.

Eeyore stepped onto the viewing stand to wild applause.



“How are we ever going to find Pangu in time?” Ming-na asked. “Look at this place. It’s a maze. They could be anywhere.”

“Shhhh.” Kai-wen held up his hand.

“Don’t tell me to—” But on seeing her husband’s face, Ming-na shushed.

They all did. There was a sound ahead.

The gang of four clutched their pickaxes tighter and edged to the corner. Alice peeked around it and quickly pulled back. A look of horror on her face.

“What?” hissed Vivien.

“Pangu. Guards. They look … like the undead.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Vivien sighed. “Now zombies? There’s no way.”

She took a look and immediately pulled back.

“What?” whispered Ming-na. “What is it?”

What Kai-wen had heard was feet shuffling toward them. What Alice and Vivien had seen were the people attached to those feet.

Not zombies. Real living humans. Young. A man and two women. Who knows how long they had been there, but it was obvious that mercury poisoning had taken hold. They were barely living and had the haunted look of being as mad as hatters. Their clothes dirty, hair unkempt. Alive, but maybe already dying inside.

The four of them ducked into a shop and hid behind huge lacquered urns, intricately decorated and overflowing with gold and jewels. They held their breaths. Mostly to keep as silent as possible. Partly because there was an unholy reek.

The Pangu guards stopped, stared in, then shuffled off.

They must have been living in here for months, Alice thought. Recruited by Pangu to guard the place, now imprisoned like the thousands of workers who built it for the emperor. This would be their tomb too. She shuddered at the thought.

“What is that stench?” whispered Vivien, scrunching her delicate nose. “It’s putrid.”

There was very little light inside the shop, and Alice preferred not to put on her phone and drain the battery even further. Instead, she reached out. Patting the ground. The ground. The …

Yuck. She made a sound of disgust. Her hand had touched something soft. Slimy. She quickly wiped it off … on Vivien’s Shanghai Tang.

“Hey.” But her protests stopped when a beam of light from Kai-wen’s phone illuminated what Alice had touched.

Now they all scrambled back.

On the ground was the decomposing body of a Pangu guard. She was clutching a handful of treasure and had been shot through with an arrow. Her death was recent enough that the body was still rotting.

“Jesus,” whispered Vivien. “Let’s get out of here.”

“No, wait.”

Alice took a deep breath through her mouth, held it, and bent over the body. With eyes narrowed for the horror of it, she went through the clothes clinging to the soft flesh.

She was looking for a gun, for any weapon. While she didn’t find one, she did find something else. In the dead woman’s pocket was a government ID.

“She worked for the MSS. For Wang,” said Kai-wen.

“For Dad.”

“Maybe.”

In another pocket, she found a photograph of a child and a drawing, a rough map. She looked at it. Could it lead them to Pangu? But it was just a series of squares and a dot in the middle of one. The plan of a building. But no clue which building.

She took it all and stood up. “Now we can go.”

“Where to?” asked Ming-na. “The attack could be set off any time. We can’t search the whole place for the terrorists. And what about the traps?”

It wasn’t lost on them that they were in the lamentable position of having to save Chen and the Chinese Communist Party. And therefore the regime. One they’d dedicated their adult lives to bringing down.

“The historians wrote about a temple and a grand palace,” said Vivien. “We go to the palace.”

“Why not the temple?” asked Alice.

“Take away all this glitter and it’s still a tomb. Qin Shi Huang is almost certainly in the temple. They’d stay as far away from that as possible. In case—”

“Of booby traps?” asked Alice.

“That, and in case the rest of the legend is true, and if disturbed in any way, the emperor himself will rise up,” said Vivien.

“No sane person would believe that,” said Ming-na.

“Perhaps not,” said Vivien. “But until a few minutes ago, would you have believed this?” She swept her arm around.

“Good point,” conceded Ming-na, whose head did not believe the ridiculous legends of a risen and vengeful emperor, but whose heart just might.

“Besides, the terrorists might not be sane,” said Kai-wen.

“I’m not totally sure we are,” said Alice.

“What’re we supposed to do if we find them?” asked Ming-na.

She was getting on Alice’s nerves. Asking questions. Ones that were, incredibly, annoyingly, valid.

The truth was, they hadn’t thought this through. They were armed with pickaxes and one handgun that Alice wasn’t sure she knew how to fire. Against trained and resolute, albeit insane, terrorists.

Insane and armed. Not promising.

“Let’s find them first, then worry about it,” said Alice. “We have the advantage of surprise. They won’t expect us.”

“I don’t expect us,” muttered Vivien.

“Come on.” Alice moved forward. “Mom’s right. It’s the palace. If we take the alley those guards came down, we know the traps will have already been sprung.”



Liu left the hospital and wondered where to go next.

He looked at the time. Five past eight. Chen would be on the stage. The final act.

Liu looked up into the clear night sky. He couldn’t see the stars for the light pollution, but he knew they were there.

He wished he could see them one last time. He also wondered where Alice was. Where Vivien was.

He hoped and prayed they were safe in Taipei. But there’d been no message from them. Or from the MSS agents he’d sent with them. No replies to his texts. He’d missed a call from Alice and tried to reach her, but there was no answer.

Liu looked around. What to do? Where to go to die? It was now a certainty. He’d failed, and now everyone in this great city would soon die.

He hailed a taxi and headed for the parade that would open a congress that would never take place. Soon Beijing would be a giant crater, filled with the ashes of millions of people.

He might as well die at the parade grounds. At least he wouldn’t be alone. With luck, he’d see Eeyore go first, a millisecond before his own death.

Though, actually …

He leaned forward and instructed the driver to take him to the all-night market instead. If this was it, the end, Liu wanted to go out like that young man Liam. With a coconut bun in his hand.

Goddamned Wang, he thought, leaning back in the seat. Poor insane man. Once so brilliant. Mad people did unexpected things, of course. Liu stared out the window but no longer saw the neon lights and doomed pedestrians.

He’d expected his old friend to have hidden any damning material about Pangu and his plans for the attacks in that secret office beneath the presidential compound.

But that’s what a sane person would do. Someone insane might …

Liu leaned forward. “Take me to Zhongnanhai.”

The taxi changed direction again, the driver muttering curses while Liu closed his eyes and muttered prayers. For his daughter. For a wife he’d never stopped loving.

For himself. And even for the wretched taxi driver.



The narrow alley was dark. Not a lot of the odd light penetrated the high walls, but up ahead there was bright sunshine. An opening.

They ran toward it, unsure if they were heading into more danger, but they had to move forward, had to find where Pangu was operating from.

As they ran, Alice noticed that the terracotta figures were becoming more and more grotesque. Less lifelike. Their faces, their bodies twisted, tormented. Some had horns; other broken wings. Some had terrible wounds.

Many were sorrowful. Grief-filled. Anguished. As though the terracotta figures had also been imprisoned here, with the workers, the designers, the engineers, the scientists and mathematicians. Men, women, even children.

Alice picked up her pace, desperate to get out of this misery. It was like a howl chasing her. She could no longer tell what was real and what her imagination was manufacturing.

They burst out into the open and found themselves in a field. Yet another world. The meadow undulated slightly, as though mimicking waves on an ocean.

And there, in the distance, a palace rose out of the earth, like Oz. Like Disneyland. It was majestic. Magnificent. Mesmerizing. Its turrets of gold dazzled in the sun.

This was the mythical seat of power of the great emperor. Qin Shi Huang’s actual palace had never been built. He’d spent so many resources on his afterlife that the palace he wanted on earth had only lived in his mind. No records exist of what it was supposed to look like.

And now, in front of them, in all its splendor, it stood. Here it was, built underground by Qin Shi Huang’s architects so he could enjoy it for eternity. And for their efforts, he’d walled them in with him.

Even if it had been described by historians, few would have believed it.

Not just the towers and turrets and balconies. The roofs, almost joyous, playful, as they reached for the stars and sun and the moon. Not just the scale of it. What made it astonishing was that it was so cohesive, so harmonious in its proportions. Unified. As though the very structure was a physical reflection of the emperor’s goals. To unify China. To bring together heaven and earth.

It was a reflection of the man himself. The embodiment of the Tao. Yin and yang.

Dark and light.

Great feats, and the greater cruelty it took to achieve them.

It was a monument to hubris and genius, to vision and madness.

And there, beside it, was a Taoist temple. Graceful, its lines strong and yet flowing and fluid. The Taoist priests knew that there was nothing stronger, more powerful than water. And their temples reflected that.

But there was a problem. Between them and their goal was a flowing river that gleamed silvery bright.

“Mercury,” said Vivien.

It wound its way through the fields and toward the palace and temple. But there was no bridge. No way to cross. And no way they were going to try to swim to the other side.

“Look.” Kai-wen was tugging at Ming-na’s shirt and pointing. A boat had run aground on the far shore. Not all that far away really, but too great a distance to reach.

“It’s not a sampan,” said Ming-na. “What is it?”

Though not large itself, the boat had a huge bow that curved up in the shape of a ferocious dragon. It was lacquered bright red with intricate symbols etched into it.

Like everything else in this tomb, it was beautiful and somehow terrifying.

They looked up and down the river. There were no other vessels. Just that one.

“Come on, think. How are we going to get it?”

They scoured the shore for something they could use.

“Your belts and scarves, quickly,” said Alice.

They took them off, and she knotted them together, then gathered up the makeshift rope.

“Quick, quick,” urged Ming-na. As though that would help.

“No, it won’t work. Even if it makes it to the boat, it won’t catch.”

“Here.” Ming-na grabbed the rope and pushed one end through the hole in the handle of her pickaxe, tying it off. “Try that.”

Up until that moment, Alice had been getting annoyed with her aunt’s questions, thinking ahead when the rest of them had not been. But now, she was more grateful than annoyed with this one stroke of genius.

Swinging the pickaxe a few times, she let it go.

They watched as it sailed over the mercury and … landed in the boat.

A cheer went up; then they grew quiet. It hadn’t hooked on. Yet. Like a fly-fisher, delicately trying to keep a huge salmon on the line, Alice carefully drew the rope back.

Please, please catch …

She felt a tug.

It was hooked.

The mighty dragon slowly turned to their shore until its gleaming eyes were staring right at them.

More yin and yang. A terrifying blessing.

It approached, as Alice gently pulled, until Kai-wen, the tallest of them, could reach it with his hand. He grabbed hold of the bow and brought it to shore. Only then did they see what was inside.



President Pardington looked at the time. Then his phone. Joanne Clavelle, his Secretary of Defense, was calling.

The bank of televisions was on in the Situation Room, including a live feed from Beijing of the parade to open the People’s Congress.

As much as he disagreed with Chen’s politics, with his merciless crushing of any dissent, Pardington did have to admire the man’s courage. He could have sent his regrets. Come up with some excuse to leave Beijing.

Instead, Pardington watched as Chen appeared on the platform to thunderous applause.

Kathleen, his Chief of Staff, stood beside the President, her face grim.

Until he knew who in the White House was the murderous traitor, he would allow no one else into the room with him.

He and Kathleen had discussed it, and both concluded that it came down to his inner circle. His inner cabinet. His Secretary of State? His Chairman of the Joint Chiefs? Maybe even Joanne Clavelle, his Secretary of Defense, who always seemed to be around.

“I don’t believe it, sir. The other two, maybe, but Secretary Clavelle has been loyal to you for decades. If it looks like her, then someone is setting her up.”

But Pardington knew the two women were friends. And that kind of relationship clouded a person’s judgment.

“Have you isolated the intruder in our weapons system?” he demanded as he answered the call.

Clavelle was on the other side of the reinforced door into the Situation Room.

“Not yet—”

“Then we have nothing to talk about. You have one job. Stop the attack. Do it. It’s ten past eight. Those missiles will fire any time.” He could not bring himself to be more precise. To call them what they were. Nuclear warheads.

And once they were in the air, it would take twenty-two minutes to hit Beijing. And there would be no way to stop or destroy them.

He also didn’t know what other systems had been compromised. How many intercontinental missiles would take off. Aimed at other cities. Including American cities. And if Pangu’s missiles didn’t strike them, others would.

Whoever survived the attacks would have to unleash their own missiles on the United States in retaliation for what would be seen as unprovoked, unjustified American aggression. Sadly, there was a history of that, so it was a foregone conclusion.






CHAPTER 42


Two skeletons lay intertwined on the ribs of the boat. In either a loving embrace or a murderous struggle. It was impossible to tell.

Kai-wen bent over them.

“Taoist priests.” He picked up a medallion hanging from one of the ribs, with the Taoist symbol on one side and on the other …

“The holy beasts,” whispered Vivien, to Alice’s moan. As if an undead emperor and Pangu zombies weren’t bad enough, now there were holy beasts.

“It’s the emblem of Emperor Qin Shi Huang,” said Kai-wen.

“Of course it is,” said Alice.

After they had boarded the boat, Alice used one foot to shove it away from the shore and into the current. As she did, and the boat rocked, small lead balls rolled out from under the bones.

“They were shot?” Vivien picked one up. “How could that be? China didn’t invent gunpowder until the ninth century.”

It was one of what had become known as the Three Great Inventions of ancient China.

Gunpowder, printing, and the compass. Each changed the world. Each marked the Chinese as master engineers and inventors.

“Are you so sure of that?” said Ming-na. “Maybe it was invented before that by the people who were walled up in here. Their discovery lost for a thousand years.”

“Jesus,” said Alice. “Let’s hope the emperor’s engineers didn’t know about the atom.”

They sat down on the sides of the small boat, being careful not to disturb the bodies, and exhaled, feeling safe for the first time in ages. It was fleeting but welcome.

The boat was picking up speed in the current. Now they saw that more bodies, some just bone, some with flesh still clinging to them, were also in the river. Bobbing up and down in the silvery mercury, as though swimming. As though reaching for them.

The boat was approaching the palace. It was even grander, more magnificent, than at a distance. It glowed, sparkled, almost blinded in the sunshine.

But as they got closer to the dock, they realized they were in danger of rushing right past it. The current, the dragon, was heading for the temple. The one place they definitely did not want to go.

Not that they believed the legends. Of a risen and wrathful emperor. Really. Absolutely not …

“We have to get over there.” Alice pointed to the shore and the dock.

They grabbed poles and together pushed with all their might, fighting the current to land the boat.

Slowly, slowly, it changed course.

“Hold on,” shouted Vivien.

They were now heading at speed for the dock.

With an almighty whack, they hit it and were almost thrown overboard.

Ming-na leaped out and held the boat as it butted against the dock. A rope that must once have secured it had long since rotted away. The others quickly climbed out, and the vessel continued on its way. They didn’t have time to worry about how they might get back. If they survived whatever awaited them.

“I saw something move,” said Ming-na, looking over her shoulder to the palace.

The others turned and looked but saw nothing.

Until it was too late.

Something, someone, came hurtling out from a doorway, screaming. A banshee shriek. “Shéi zài nà’er?!!” Who is there?! The voice sounded crazed.

Kai-wen, closest to the attacker, took a swing with his axe, knocking them sideways. Then another appeared. The smell of old body odor was nauseating. This was a man, tallish, with wild eyes and unkempt hair that looked like it hadn’t been cut in years. He had some kind of spiked mallet in his hands, and he was making straight for Vivien. Vivien grabbed her pickaxe but lost her balance, tripping over the first Pangu guard, who was now moaning in pain.

“Ooof,” she managed as the second one bore down on her.

Ming-na grabbed her pickaxe and swung.

It did the job.

“Oh God,” she said, dropping to her knees. “I killed him. Her.”

“You saved me,” said a very shaken Vivien.

“We need to move,” said Kai-wen.

“What’s that?” Alice turned toward a sound.

The four of them cocked their heads. And then their eyes widened when it dawned on them what they were hearing. More footsteps shuffling toward them. A second, maybe a third pair of guards.

“They must be around that corner and down that alley,” Alice said, patting the pistol in her back pocket to make sure it was still there. “We need to go.”

Kai-wen looked from his sister to his wife. “I’ll stay here with you. You two”—he nodded at Ming-na and Alice—“go. Find Pangu. Stop the attack.”

The first guard felled by Kai-wen now raised a hand. In it, a pistol.

“Run!” Kai-wen yelled, lunging at the man. The gun went off. The shuffle of footsteps sounded closer. Two, three more guards now bearing down on them.

Kai-wen was struggling to subdue the first one. “Go!!” he shouted at them. “There’s no time!”

Ming-na hesitated, but Alice grabbed her. “He’s right. We have to go.”

Alice took the gun from her belt and handed it to her mother. “I love—”

“Go!” her mother shouted as the other guards closed in on them. She held Alice’s eyes for a split second. But it was enough. “I know.”

Alice and her aunt took off, racing up the steps of the palace.

Not looking back. Stumbling over the bones that had stopped being the shocking remains of people and had become simply a hindrance.

They heard shots. Lots of them. Rapid fire. More than a single handgun could produce.

And then silence.

Still, the two women ran, though Alice let loose a sob, as did Ming-na.

At the top of the palace stairs, they turned briefly to survey the necropolis at their feet. No longer interested in the splendor before them, Alice was looking for her mother, Ming-na for her husband.

But there was no movement.

“Come on.” Alice tugged at her aunt’s sleeve.

“No. I need to wait for Kai-wen.”

“He’ll come find us inside, and so will Mom.” Alice was content to live in that fantasy for as long as possible. “Come on!”

She turned back to the palace. Coiled around columns, sculpted dragons, their scales meticulously carved, watched them, their open mouths baring tiny sharp teeth. Ready to devour the intruders if called upon.

Qilins, mythical chimeras, stood guard, their burning emerald eyes closely following the women. The appearance of these creatures foretold a death. There’d been so much death, surely the qilins were satiated.

Once inside the palace, Ming-na took a step forward, but Alice yanked her back just as an arrow flew across the corridor. Barely missing both women.

The qilin was robbed of one more death, for now.

Coconut bun, coconut bun, coconut bun.

Alice knelt down and took out the map she’d found on the body, turning it this way and that. It was a rough schematic, showing rooms that linked to each other.

There was one dot. On the largest room.

But where was the starting point? She looked around, trying to quickly get her bearings.

“We’re in the wrong place,” said Ming-na.

“What do you mean?” snapped Alice. “This’s the palace, right?”

The walls were decorated with intricate scenes of combat. A visual diary of the epic battles Qin Shi Huang had fought to unite this vast country. The wide corridors were lined with sculptures. Larger-than-life depictions of the emperor. Some on horseback. Some wielding a sword.

One with what looked like a flint rifle.

“Turn the map over,” said Ming-na. “Look.”

On the back, someone had written, 魂遁, 饕餮, 穷奇, and 梼杌.

“What does that mean?”

“Hundun, Taotie, Qiongqi, and Taowu,” Ming-na translated. “These are the Four Perils. Symbols of the Tao. Warnings.”

“No. The Tao symbol is yin and yang. Harmony.”

“You think there can be harmony without peril? What do you think we’re doing?” demanded Ming-na, angry now. “Kai-wen and Vivien have given their entire lives to stop the terrorists. To bring peace. That’s how peace works.”

She glared at Alice, as though her niece were responsible for the mess they were in. Kai-wen and Vivien would not have been able to fend off the guards and were now lost to the cause. What cause? In many ways, Alice was responsible. Had she not seen that fucking bun in Liam’s hand, had she not insisted his death wasn’t an accident and set out to prove it, they would not be standing there now.

“If that map”—Ming-na reset her jaw and jabbed her finger at the piece of paper—“has those symbols, then it’s got to be the temple. That’s where Pangu is. That’s where we need to be.”

Ming-na got up and started toward the temple.

“What,” Alice asked as she ran after her, “are the Four Perils?”



Liu stood at the door into Wang’s official office. The one that had been turned inside out and upside down. It was a shambles.

A crazy person would not necessarily hide what needed to be hidden. That was Liu’s hope. His only hope.

Grabbing sheets of paper at random, he scanned them, tossed them aside, then looked at more. When he’d rifled the desk and bookcases, he sat heavily in Wang’s swivel chair.

He noticed that there was glass on the floor and among it a framed photo of a little girl, crushed under someone’s boot. It must be Wang’s only granddaughter. A beloved child. She was holding a piece of embroidery. Liu carefully picked it out of the rubble and examined the somber face. The photo was in black and white, and now struck Liu as being quite old. Wang’s mother perhaps?

Liu had the feeling he’d met this child, somewhere. Though he’d probably just seen the photo on the desk in previous cordial visits.

He turned the picture over and saw that Wang had written something on the back. Nüshu.

Nüshu.

Then he said it out loud. “Nnnnn. Shhoooo.”

It was what Wang’s wife had said with her last breath. Tried to say.

Was she calling for this child? Liu didn’t think so. The look of terror in her eyes when she spoke told him the dying woman was not conjuring a peaceful, comforting last thought.

Besides, “Nüshu” was a strange nickname for a child. It meant, as far as Liu knew, nothing. Normally a pet name would be “little bear,” “tiger moon.” His name for Alice had been “bunny.” A play on the breakfast treat they both loved.

He’d forgotten about that until just now.

He pulled out his phone and typed “Nüshu” in the search engine. To his astonishment, the results sprang out. He didn’t know what he expected, but it sure wasn’t this. He compared his screen with the photo of the child. And more specifically, the embroidery she was holding. Sewn into it was the same series of slashes and dots he saw on his phone.

“Nüshu,” he whispered.



“The Four Perils,” whispered Ming-na as they entered the temple, “are mythical creatures said to be born from the defiance of the emperor.”

Coconut buns …

“Hundun is chaotic and destructive. Taotie has insatiable greed and gluttony. Qiongqi is a fearsome beast with the ability to fly and devour humans—”

“Shhhh,” hissed Alice. “Do you hear something?”

Both women stopped and listened. There was an unmistakable hum. Either some great monster breathing or …

Fans, lots of them.

They looked at each other in shock. My God, we were right. Unless the emperor’s engineers also invented the computer thousands of years ago, Pangu was here. That sound could only be the cooling of mainframes.

They’d made a cursed tomb their headquarters. A stroke of genius, until it wasn’t. The geniuses hadn’t counted on mercury. Or maybe they had, and didn’t care how it affected the workers. Whoever was running Pangu had more than a passing resemblance to Qin Shi Huang.

The women turned around. And around. The sound seemed to be all around them. It was impossible to pin it down.

Ming-na consulted the rough map. “This way.” As they crept forward, she finished the thought. “Taowu,” she whispered, “is associated with the pursuit of power.”

Which was what they were also pursuing, though of a different sort than Taowu sought.

To the ancients, the qualities of the Four Perils must’ve been terrifying. To Alice, they sounded like prerequisites for political office.

Hyperaware of their surroundings. Eyes sharp. The now gang of two had to both hurry and be careful. The sound was getting louder.

“This’s where we are,” whispered Ming-na, pointing at the map. “The opening over there must lead to Pangu.”

Inching forward, their axes at the ready, Alice and her aunt moved toward the wide archway, framed in intricate, delicate latticework made by master artisans thousands of years earlier.

Two large terracotta statues stood sentinel on either side.

“Chang-e,” Ming-na said, and pointed to the one on the left. The moon goddess was dressed in flowing robes. She wore a serene expression, casting a gentle gaze on the intruders.

Opposite her was Xihe, the mother of the ten suns that nearly destroyed the earth. She had fierce, radiant features, and seemed to glower at them.

“Yin and yang,” Ming-na said.

Alice peeked around the corner, then pulled back, her eyes wide.

“Oh Christ. It can’t be…”

“What?” hissed her aunt. “Not the Four Perils?”

Alice shook her head.

“The Four Beasts?”

Alice shook her head even harder, as though trying to shake something loose. “Worse.”

Ming-na took a quick look and just as quickly pulled back.

There, in the middle of the room on an elevated gold throne, sat a massive figure. His thick, powerful legs planted wide, as though astride his world. His barrel chest and arms were clad in the same armor as the Terracotta Warriors. But his wasn’t clay; his armor was made of bright red lacquered tiles, unfaded by time. On his head was a gold plank with strings of beads, gems, hanging down so that no one could make direct eye contact.

Through them, the women could see that his eyes burned deep in their sockets.

In his massive hand was a rod.

“Oh Jesus,” whispered Ming-na.

Jesus had also risen from the dead, Alice thought. There was no doubt who was sitting on the throne, and this wasn’t Jesus.

She shut her eyes tight, then opened them when she heard her name. Ming-na’s voice was strained. A rifle was pointed at Alice’s head. Hovering within centimeters of her now crossed eyes.

“Who are you?” a young woman demanded.

Alice raised her hands, making sure to press her body against the wall, pinning the pickaxe there.

“Who are you?” Alice countered, in what she hoped was a commanding voice, though not loud enough to draw the attention of the creature on the throne.

They were trapped between hell and high water. Between a dead and demented emperor and a very living person with a very deadly weapon.

The young man and woman were obviously fairly new recruits. They had not been in the necropolis long enough to have their brains eaten away by the mercury.

“We’re the ones with the guns,” said the man.

“And I’m the one with”—Alice lowered her hand to her pocket—“this.”

She brought out the MSS ID she’d taken off the dead Pangu woman. “Wang sent us. He needs us to report on the attack. Lower your weapons immediately.”

She glared at them.

The guards looked at one another. They might not know these women, but they sure knew Wang. Or of him, at least.

“Go outside,” commanded Alice, pressing her advantage. “Make sure those lunatics don’t interfere. We saw some on the steps up to the palace.”

“What are they?” the young woman asked, lowering her weapon.

They’re you, in a few weeks, thought Alice, but didn’t say. “It doesn’t matter. You just need to stop them.”

They watched the two guards move away. Farther. Farther. Until they rounded the corner and disappeared.

Then Alice and Ming-na turned back to the archway. Afraid to look. To see what was there. Finally, both peeked.

The room was indeed filled with servers. Mainframes. Fans.

Several men and women sitting at monitors. And a long-dead emperor.



Chen heard it before he saw it. A rumble in the skies. Getting louder.

He knew what it was, even if no one else did. It was the end.

They were twenty-one minutes into the parade. Tanks were rolling past the viewing stand. He’d been saluting for … forever, it seemed.

The first few parades he attended, in the early years of his presidency, were thrilling. To see the might at his command. The soldiers all saluting him. The farmer’s son, from the remote province.

But after a few of these, having to salute for hours became not just tedious but uncomfortable.

Chen glanced up. It was dark, and he couldn’t see them coming. The missiles. But he could hear them. The gods, laughing.






CHAPTER 43


“Do you see it?” hissed Ming-na.

“It” was hard to miss.

Alice gripped her axe handle tighter and pressed her back to the wall.

It can’t be. It must be an illusion, a—

“It’s him. It’s Qin Shi Huang,” said Ming-na. “What do we do?”

How the fuck should I know? Alice wanted to scream. A week ago, I was trying to describe a particularly succulent dumpling for the blog. Oh, “succulent.” That was the word I was …

“How should I know?” she hissed back.

Christ! A hive of terrorists was one thing, but an undead, immortal, mercury-addled emperor?

Focus. Focus. You have to stop the attack. Nothing else matters.

She looked again. Each screen had a map of a different part of the world. But the same countdown.

Four minutes and fifty-four, -three … -two …

She knew enough about computers, about the internet, to know that rushing forward, swinging their pickaxes, and smashing the equipment and the people, or even that monstrosity, would not stop the attack. They had to get into the computers, they had to stop the countdown.

Four minutes and thirty-eight, -seven … -six …

But if her old computer at home was password-protected, if she needed codes to get into her TV streaming, there was a pretty good chance the launch of the final attack also needed a code.

If not to start it, then definitely to stop it.

They had four minutes and … sixteen, fifteen, fuckteen seconds …

One thing was certain, Qin Shi Huang might know ancient warfare, but he would not know how to organize a missile attack using adaptive predictive artificial intelligence. Someone else in the necropolis was in charge of that. Someone in that room had set it up. Had started it. Could stop it.

She peeked around the corner again. She counted. One, two, three, four people. That was it? It made sense that Pangu would have wanted to keep the circle small. Too many people would risk the secret getting out. She regarded them carefully. There was a young woman at a laptop typing furiously. Two other men were sitting across from her, also looking at screens.

Who? Who? Who was the evil genius who programmed this?

Him. That man. The small older man. He sat alone off to the side, hunched over a laptop. Not a terminal like the others, but something he could carry with him. On his screen, she could see a map of the world. With different capitals highlighted. About to be lit up. Beijing, yes, but also London, Paris, DC …

Three minutes and fifty-seven, -six, -five …

“We have to get to the man at the laptop,” she whispered to Ming-na.

“The old guy?”

He was no older than her, but “Yes, the old guy. He can stop it. He has the control.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t. Best guess. You have a better idea?”

“I want this to end,” said Ming-na. “I want to go home.”

It sounded childish at that moment, but Alice totally understood. So did she. She wanted to put down her axe and walk away. She wanted to turn back time, to her brunch with Vivien at the hotel in DC. Over blueberry pancakes and puddles of maple syrup, she wanted to ask Vivien about her life. And actually listen. Really listen. She wanted to tell Vivien about her life. Her cares and triumphs.

She wanted to go to that White House meeting and not see the coconut bun in Liam’s hand.

But none of that was going to happen. At least not in this lifetime. Maybe the next. Where her mother was likely waiting for her. She suspected that Vivien would not have long to wait.

“If I distract them,” said Alice, feeling as though she was taking an irrevocable leap off a cliff, “can you grab that man and his laptop? And drag him away? Make him tell you the codes to stop the attack.”

“How?”

Alice remembered those gruesome scenes from gangster movies. “Use your axe. Cut off his fingers.”

She could see Ming-na about to protest; then she stopped herself, steeled herself.

“No. I don’t know enough about computers. You do. You need to do it. I’ll distract them.”

“Sure?”

“Quick, before I change my mind.”

Three minutes and forty-three, -two, -one …

“On three,” said Alice as her aunt gripped her axe handle tighter. “One, two…”



“Sir,” shouted the Secretary of Defense, through the locked door. Then she pounded. “Mr. President! Let me in! The ICBMs are preparing to fire. They’re powering up.”

“Christ,” snapped Pardington and stepped toward the door.

“No, Mr. President!” said Kathleen, stepping away from the door. “Don’t trust her.”

He turned to her. “I thought you said…”

“I changed my mind.” Kathleen looked panicked. “She has the codes, she could do it all. She’s a friend, my best friend. I didn’t want to—”

“Let me in!” growled Secretary Clavelle, as though possessed.



“… three!”

Ming-na, axe held high, raced from cover, screaming and heading straight for the terrorists at their terminals. The sound of her shriek, fueled by rage and fear, was harrowing. It reverberated off the walls, lodging in bone and marrow.

It scared even Alice, who was expecting it.

And it did the trick. Everyone in the room, including the ghoulish emperor, turned in her direction while Alice ran in the other, toward the man at the laptop. Unfortunately, he was much more alert than the others and saw her coming.

When she was still a few paces away, he snapped the laptop shut and took off.

“Fuck,” she sputtered, and tried to pick up her pace. But her legs were wobbly from all the running and climbing she’d already done. And the pickaxe felt heavier and heavier with each step.

Come on, come on.

She chased him down a wide corridor. He was getting farther away. Behind her, Alice heard shots and understood why the rod in Qin Shi Huang’s beefy hand looked familiar. It was a sort of rifle. Not modern, but the original gun, created by his armorers two thousand years earlier.

And just as lethal.

Ming-na, Ming-na … was she now in Kai-wen’s arms?

But Alice had no time to grieve. It fell to her now.

She dropped the heavy axe and picked up her pace. She was gaining on the man when he suddenly stopped and stood straight up. His feet left the ground. He turned in midair, a look of astonishment on his face.

And then he fell. Arrows in his chest. Dead before he hit the ground.

Alice also hit the ground, as more arrows flew over top of her. She could feel them ruffling her hair. She shimmied forward and grabbed the laptop out of the man’s warm grip. Lying on her belly, as flat as she could, she opened it.

Three minutes and fifteen, fourteen …

She stared at the keyboard. There were no letters. Not even in Mandarin. Each key held just dots and slashes. Each slightly different.

What was she supposed to do with that?

She put her cheek to the cold floor and looked at the board sideways, to see if maybe she could tell which keys had been struck the most. Maybe she could make out the code from the finger marks. But she could not. And even if the keys gave themselves away, she wouldn’t know what order …

Three minutes and four … three …

And yet the slashes looked familiar.

She rifled the man’s clothing. Elderly, slightly addled people could be forgetful. Could he have written down the … Nothing.

Nothing!! Just the photograph of a child. No doubt his grandchild. But the photo was in black and white and appeared quite old. Her name was written on the back.

Nüshu.

But this wasn’t, she realized, the first time she’d seen this picture. Rifling her own pockets now, she brought out the photograph she’d taken off the dead woman in the terracotta village.

The same child. Same picture. Why? She turned it over, and there, again, was the name: Nüshu.

Was it the child’s name? If so, it was no name she was familiar with. A nickname maybe?

The little girl was holding a piece of embroidery with … dots and slashes in a circle around another figure, less visible.

Alice brought the photograph to the keyboard.

Two minutes and forty-one … forty …

The markings on the embroidery matched the keys. It must be the code, she realized. And the photo an aide-mémoire. If found casually, it wouldn’t inspire a second look.

But there was a problem. On the embroidery, the symbols formed a circle. There was no way to tell where to start. Which one to put in first.

Nüshu? Nüshu. If she had internet, she could look it up on her phone. But …

Those huge servers must provide, well, service. This laptop must be connected. She didn’t dare move off the screen with the countdown. In case she could never find it again.

Pulling out her phone, she went to settings.

There was a hot spot. Clicking on it, she watched, watched.

Two minutes and nineteen, eighteen …

She was in. Alice immediately typed “Nishu.” Fuck. “Musku.” Fuuuuuck.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Focus. Steady.

“N U S H U.” Go.

“My God…”

Nüshu wasn’t a name, it was a language. A secret code invented centuries ago in China by women. For women. They were forbidden to learn how to read and write, so they created their own. They’d defied the authorities. Just as Pangu was doing.

One minute and fifty-three, fifty-two …

Alice stopped reading about the language and started putting words to translate into Nüshu. Likely words that might have been used by those running Pangu. Not men at all. Women.

What would they have chosen as a code to start the apocalypse?

“Apocalypse.” Up came the dots and squiggles. She put it into the laptop.

The countdown continued.



The captain of the USS Ronald Reagan watched in horror as the missiles on board her own ship armed themselves and prepared to launch.

“Stop it,” she commanded.

“We’re trying, ma’am. We can’t. We can’t break the connection with the APAI.”

“Scramble the fighters on the other aircraft carriers. Tell them to be prepared to intercept.”

“Yes, ma’am.” They’d been through this. If the worst happened, this was their only hope, though a slim one. The missiles took off at such a speed, by the time the fighters could lock on and fire, the warheads would be long gone.

Still, it was worth a try. It was their only chance.

Though … there was one other option.

“Delay that. Tell them to lock in on us.”

“Ma’am?”

“Do it! Tell them to fire on my command.”

“On us? But that would…”

“Yes.” The captain looked at her second-in-command. She knew exactly what it meant.

The officer, pale, relayed the message, and within moments, they heard the whoosh of jets taking off.

“Sound the abandon ship,” ordered the captain, and the siren wailed. “With me,” she shouted and sprinted through the ship, shoving crew members toward the boats.

It would be too late, the sailors would never get far enough away from the ship, but it was worth a try.

In the missile room, she met chaos. Orders were being shouted. The most highly trained arms technicians in the world sat at terminals, pounding keys. Refusing to leave. Desperately trying to stop what now seemed inevitable.

“Shit, shit,” muttered the captain.

The massive doors above the missile silos had come alive, opening up, with the missiles exposed. They now stood straight up, ready to head into the atmosphere. To their destinations.

No one had put in the coordinates. They’d just appeared. The intruder was virtual. The ghost was in the machine. It would not be stopped. Just as they got close, it slid away. It was, the chief engineer said, like trying to grasp hold of mercury.

Their only hope was to destroy the missiles. And that meant destroying the ship itself, and everyone in it.

The captain stood still, head high. Staring straight ahead.

One minute and thirteen, twelve …



“Death,” Alice tried. The countdown continued.

This was ridiculous. She was putting in words at random. She’d never get it.

What, what? What did those women want so long ago, who’d created this way to communicate? What deep desire did they share with Pangu?

Not death. Not destruction. Something positive.

Democracy? But more than that.

“Freedom”? She tried that. Nothing.

“Nüshu”? But there was no translation for that.

Think. Think!

More shots were fired. She could hear footfalls. Slow. Heavy. Deliberate. Terrifying. The emperor was coming for her.

She looked down at the photograph. At the little girl. Beyond her somber face, there seemed to be, in her eyes, a look of calm. Something even slightly mischievous. And that embroidery. The markings. It was a long word. Actually, it seemed there were many words. The symbols were broken by spaces.

Fuck.

“Nüshu, Nüshu,” she said out loud. “Nu—”

This wasn’t the first time she’d heard that word. That sound. Where? Where?

The plane. The elderly woman next to her whose face had cracked into a thousand lines when she looked at the li bien ball.

“Noooshoooo,” she’d said. And pointed. Not at the cookie, Alice now realized, but at the photograph on her phone. The design on the ornament.

Alice brought up the photos …

There it was. Liam’s final message wasn’t the photo on the boat, it was the li bien ball. The image of Peach Blossom Spring. The river. The mountain. And hanging in the air, something not on the original. Something not painted on the inside but drawn in indelible ink on the outside.

Alice had thought the marks were dirt, or mistakes by a slapdash artist needing to make the cheap ornaments by the hundreds. But no.

With trembling hands, she enlarged the image. It was actually one mark, over and over.

Fifteen, fourteen …

She looked from the li bien ball to the embroidery. There, in the middle of the circle, almost invisible like the women themselves, was another mark. A single one. Larger than the rest. Encircled, embraced, by the rest.

Could the code to start, and stop, a catastrophe really be a single keystroke?

Eight … seven …

Alice scanned the keyboard. Where was it? Where…?

There.

Her finger hovered over the key. Making sure to hit it square on. Her fingers were shaking so badly she wasn’t sure if she’d miss it or hit two keys at once.

Four … three …

Alice clenched her shaking hand into a tight fist; then, taking a deep, steadying breath, she hit the key.






CHAPTER 44


The captain watched as the flare began under the missiles.

And then flared out. Nothing. The missiles went dormant.

She stared. They all stared.

“Christ,” she commanded. “Stop the jets.”

“Too late, they’ve fired!”

“Countermeasures!”

They stared at the radar. At the incoming. Incoming. They braced. A series of almighty explosions hit them. The lights went out. The captain and everyone else were sent flying …



Alice stared at the throbbing curser, and the frozen countdown.

It worked! It had stopped at two …

Her relief was short-lived. The heavy steps were almost upon her. And then they stopped and a shadow fell over her.

Qin Shi Huang was there.



Chen took a deep breath, stood tall, held the salute firm. Looked into the eyes of the young men and women who were about to die with him.

Closer, louder. Closer, closer. And then the missiles were upon them …

Chen wanted to squeeze his eyes closed but forced them open.

There was a whoosh. Chen winced. Tensed.

And then … the sound retreated.

He looked up.

Those watching him in person, along with the hundreds of millions watching on television, saw something they didn’t think was possible.

Eeyore was laughing.

What, they wondered, was so funny about the flypast of China’s newest fighter jet, nicknamed the Mighty Dragon?



The monitor in Wang’s office was tuned to China Central TV, the official channel. The camera was fixed on President Chen, standing erect on the viewing platform.

Twenty-four minutes past eight, and still nothing had happened.

Though in Wang’s office, plenty had happened. Liu had found what he was looking for. He’d sent an urgent message to Vivien and Alice, in the hopes they were alive and could receive it. And act.

The code to stop the attack was in Nüshu, the secret language of women, often embroidered into clothing, or blankets, or fans, to hide it.

He didn’t know what the exact code was, but Liu did know that the embroidery held by the little girl was the key. The longer he looked at it, the more familiar the girl became.

He glanced up from his phone long enough to see Chen on the monitor, laughing.

Laughing? Did that mean…? The attack had been stopped? Was it possible?

He didn’t dare hope. Not yet.

He dropped his eyes to his phone, desperate for a message from Alice or Vivien.

The thought of them jarred a memory loose of that photograph his daughter had shown him of Liam on the boat, minutes before he died.

That was where he’d seen the dots and slashes before. It was on a coconut bun. The one Liam held. No. That was the old stamp Auntie Gugu used.

But this memory was linked somehow to that bun. An eloquent bun if there ever was one.



“Mr. President,” the Secretary of Defense shouted through the locked door to the Situation Room. “There’s been an explosion on board the USS Ronald Reagan. Please, for God’s sake, let me in!”

“Christ!” Pardington stepped toward the door again, then backed away. “Proof. Send me proof.”

He sat down at his laptop. And waited.

Within ten seconds, the email arrived from the Secretary of Defense. It was a message, forwarded by the officer who was second-in-command.

Pardington’s finger hovered over the pad. He looked at Kathleen, whose brow was furrowed, clearly also wondering if this was a trick by Joanne Clavelle.

In opening this, he wondered, could he set off a string of events? Was this the trigger? One that would, in the postmortem, be traced back to the US. To him.

He closed his computer. It was not worth the risk.

Kathleen collapsed into one of the swivel chairs and put her head in her hands.



Alice stood up.

She didn’t know if all the arrows had been shot from the traps the mad emperor had set, and right now, it didn’t seem to matter. Perhaps best to go quickly. Shot through the chest.

Would there be an afterlife?

Would she have to spend it with Vivien?

She could now make out, in the darkness of the long corridor, a greater darkness.

She was unarmed and exhausted. Still, she would not just give up. She couldn’t go farther down the wide corridor—that was certain death from the unsprung booby traps. But she could dash back the way she came and hope she could get by the risen corpse.

And then the darkness moved so swiftly, Alice had no chance to react. It was upon her, around her. There was a horrific reek, of decay, of death.

She struggled for a moment before she realized she wasn’t being attacked, she was being embraced. Hugged.

“Oh, dear child,” whispered the darkness. “I found you.”

“Mom?”

Was she already dead? Was this heaven? She hoped not. That would be bad.

Her mother was sobbing, and now Alice felt her own eyes burning and her throat fizzing. She didn’t know what was happening, just that she was in her mother’s arms. That was all she needed to know.

Alice held on tight and dropped her head onto her mother’s shoulder. Between sobs, she managed, “It’s stopped. I stopped it, Mommy.”

Vivien squeezed her tighter and just kept repeating, “You’re alive. Oh, my dear girl, you’re alive.”

“No time for that.” Hands, large, strong, separated the two women. “Come on.”

It was Captain Hu, the senior MSS agent. He took Vivien, while Corporal Song took hold of Alice.

“Wait.” She grabbed the laptop, then hurried back down the hallway. “How…?”

“We found the way in,” the young man explained as they jogged. “The one the terrorists use. It’s on the far side of the burial mound. Not yet excavated.”

They’d been telling the truth. They hadn’t run away.

“They saved Kai-wen and me,” said her mother.

So those were the shots Alice had heard. “Where is he?”

“Waiting for us outside the temple.”

“Ming-na…” Alice began, not sure how to say it.

“What about her?” said Vivien. “Where is she? We haven’t seen her.”

“I think she’s … gone. She distracted the terrorists so I could stop the attack.”

Just then, ahead of them, there was the unmistakable sound of armor. Of metal-clad legs, feet. Clanking toward them. Then, worse, there was a startling silence.

“Oh, shit,” whispered Alice, slowing down to a stop. “It’s him.”

“Who?” demanded the captain, tugging at her. But Alice refused to move.

“The emperor. Qin Shi Huang.”

“That’s ridiculous,” snapped Vivien. “He’s been dead for—”

And there he was, in Captain Hu’s beam. Looming ahead. Immense. Tree-trunk legs astride. Feet planted firmly. His arms spread. Blocking their way.

Beyond the intricate strings of gems, they could see sunken, burning eyes.

“It can’t be,” said the senior agent, though they could hear the fear in his voice.

“It isn’t.” Came a voice from behind the creature.

There was a resounding whack, and the emperor staggered forward and fell, face first, to the floor. Revealing Ming-na, holding Qin Shi Huang’s rod. With which she had walloped him.

They stared at each other for a moment, a tableau, before Alice and Vivien rushed forward to embrace her.

“How?” asked Alice.

“Who?” asked Vivien, looking at the body.

“Where’s Kai-wen?” Ming-na was looking around.

“Waiting for us outside,” said Vivien.

“How did you get here?” said Alice.

“I ran after you but lost you in the maze. I ended up at the burial chamber. It’s incredible—”

“Focus,” said Vivien, though not unkindly.

“Qin Shi Huang’s sarcophagus has been broken into and his armor stolen. I don’t know who this is”—she looked down at the body on the ground—“but it isn’t a two-thousand-year-old emperor. He’s still dead.”

Corporal Song had rolled him over and taken off the headdress. A stunned face stared up at them. A man. Just a man. A member of Pangu. Scary enough, but no ghoul.

Now they heard footsteps coming toward them. The Pangu guards they thought they had left behind.

“We have to go,” said Hu. “Leave him. Come on.”

They ducked into a side room filled with treasures. Ming-na reached out to touch them, then drew her hand back in when she noticed the MSS agent looking at her.

For her part, Alice was looking at the walls. They were covered in intricate designs. Some looked like equations, some were drawings.

When the guards passed, they ran out, back down the corridor.

Once out of the temple, they heard Kai-wen hiss, “This way, quick. They’re coming.”

He was at the corner of the temple, waving at them.

The terrorists, mad as they might be, seemed to know that if these intruders escaped, their own days would be numbered.

Ming-na grabbed Alice’s hand, while Alice clung onto Vivien’s. The three of them ran after the MSS agents down the steps and across the fields. They moved as fast as they could, but they were exhausted, and falling behind the agents.

“Come on, come on!” Captain Hu snapped. Waving at them as though they were ambling along on purpose. Tourists in the tomb.

They limped and plodded forward, and finally, making it to the village, they staggered through the complex warren of alleys. Each moment, Vivien expected the MSS agents to leave them behind. But they didn’t.

Suddenly, the captain thrust out his arm, his hand up. Stop. Silence.

He edged forward and peered around a corner. Then brought his head quickly back.

“I see it. There’s no one around. We have to hurry. They’ll be on us soon.”

He nodded to Corporal Song to take the lead. The other four followed him to what looked like the entrance to a walled garden. It was a trompe l’oeil, drawn on the wall long before French designers created the trick of the eye.

To their surprise, the corporal moved a terracotta gardener aside, and an opening was revealed.

He ducked through, and Ming-na and Vivien followed him into the narrow passage. Then it was Alice’s turn.

Just before entering the tunnel, she stopped.

“Go on, hurry!” The panic in Captain Hu’s voice was palpable and transmitted itself to her. Alice’s fear ratcheted up to terror, but still she didn’t move.

Then she shoved past him back into the tomb.

“What the fuck are you doing? Are you mad?” Had, he clearly wondered, the mercury already begun its terrible work on her brain?

She didn’t answer. Alice stood staring at the trompe l’oeil. It was painted to look like a garden, with a bright sun shining down.

As the baffled officer watched, Alice reached out and pressed the sun. Then she really leaned into it. As she did, it moved.

There was a grinding.

“What is that?” Captain Hu looked around but couldn’t see anything.

“Look up.”

He did. The bright stars in the azure sky began to wink out. First a few, then more and more, then the moon went dark, and finally, there was an eclipse of the sun. A quarter, half. Three-quarters of it was covered with a disk.

The light faded. It was afternoon. Twilight. Late evening.

Just before the tomb was plunged into complete darkness, Alice paused to take one last look at the remarkable world. The gold spires of the palace, the tiles of the temple’s graceful roofs. The curled dragons and watchful qilins. The village homes, their walls gleaming with precious stones catching the last of the light.

It was straight out of an imaginary world, created by a mad, brilliant tyrant.

And then it was midnight, and out of that darkness came an ungodly howl. A shriek of panic from the lunatic terrorists now lost in the great necropolis.

Then she was in the passageway. It was low, she had to stoop down, but she could still run. She turned on the flashlight on her phone.

Behind her, she could hear Captain Hu entering the tunnel. Then she heard something strange. It sounded like rain. Heavy rain. Hail. And then an “oomph.”

She looked back in time to see the tunnel collapse on top of him.

“Oh. My. God. No!” She began running toward him, then stopped when more of the tunnel collapsed. The cave-in was moving toward her. Ready to go completely.

She could see his legs struggling as he fought to work his way out. She backed away. Then stopped and ran forward, grabbing one of the boots. Tugging it. Him.

Nothing.

More of the dirt rained down on her. She could taste it in her mouth, feel it in her nose. She was beginning to choke.

The movement of his feet was slowing. His legs spasming. In a panic, she began frantically digging with her hands. Once at his waist, she grabbed his belt and pulled.

Pulled.

Arching her back, she could feel his body moving an inch at a time. Farther, farther. Until he was almost free of the dirt. But he was too big, too heavy, and she was too spent.

Then other hands joined hers. Vivien.

They dragged him a few feet before Corporal Song joined them. His eyes bright with terror. To be buried alive …

They dragged the body to the entrance as quickly as they could. Kai-wen, who had been waiting anxiously, rushed over. He and Ming-na had their flashlights on, guiding them. Encouraging them.

And then they were out.

While the agent worked on his boss, Alice dropped to her knees and caught her breath. Then she looked around.

It was dark, nighttime. But still, she knew she was in a forest. The air was fresh and smelled of pine, and grass, and jasmine. She lowered her hands to the ground and felt soft moss.

She heard coughing, and turned to see Captain Hu propped up, dirt embedded in his face. His body encased in muck. Song was brushing the dirt out of his boss’s face.

The senior MSS officer looked not unlike a less-successful Terracotta Warrior.

“Thank you,” he sputtered.

“Not me, sir.” He nodded toward Alice.

Hu struggled to his feet and turned to Alice. “Thank you.”

“My mother helped.”

“That stays between us,” muttered Vivien, clearly conflicted about saving the life of a Ministry of State Security officer. The very people who rounded up people like her. And disappeared them.

He held out his hand to her, and she stared at it. Then she took his filthy, bleeding hand in her filthy, bleeding hand. Lifting her eyes to his, Vivien saw something there.

“You did it on purpose,” she said. “You brought down the tunnel, knowing it would collapse on top of you.”

“They’re terrorists. Worse, they’re insane terrorists. Who knows what they could do in the outside world.”

They imagined those mercury-addled minds, running roughshod, running wild. Killing and maiming at random. Without purpose or brakes.

“We couldn’t let them escape. Not until we get troops in there.” He looked around and pointed to a massive boulder. “We need to seal this end too.”

The six of them struggled and finally managed to roll the rock in front of the entrance to the tomb.

“Incredible,” said Kai-wen, and he didn’t mean the rock. He meant what it hid.

The others nodded.

It already seemed a dream. The tomb of Qin Shi Huang. It was even more remarkable, more beautiful, than any historian had led them to believe. More dangerous. More gruesome. More spectacular. More grotesque.

“Why did you go back?” asked Kai-wen as they limped back to the helicopters.

“To turn off the sun,” said Alice.

“The son?” Vivien asked, confused. “What son?”

“Sun. Stars. Moon,” said Captain Hu. “The sky. She turned them all off.”

While Vivien stared at her daughter, Kai-wen asked, “How did you know how to do it?”

“That room where we hid, it had writing on the walls. Equations. And drawings. Every other room had paintings of battles, of great moments in Qin Shi Huang’s reign. But that wall had writing. I realized it showed how Qin Shin Huang’s engineers and mathematicians created what they did. They wanted a record of their creations. Something that would live well beyond them. That might one day be found. And then they’d be even more celebrated than their lunatic master. There was a schematic of the sun and moon and stars. Where else would you put a light switch but by the door?”

The others laughed.

“But still,” said Vivien, “how did they do it?”

“It must be mercury,” said Captain Hu. “The stars, the huge moon, the sun? All mirrors made from mercury. It must catch, hold, and magnify what little light makes it through a small opening in the roof of the tomb.”

“Ingenious,” said Kai-wen.

Alice did not tell them that she’d taken photographs of the drawings. If they ever got back to the States, she would show them to her friends at Columbia. Who knew what else the emperor’s engineers had discovered?

“How did you know the code to stop the attack?” Vivien asked.

Alice brought out the black-and-white photograph of the girl and showed it to them.

“I don’t understand,” said the MSS officer.

Alice took back the photograph. “You’re not meant to.”






CHAPTER 45


“What was the Nüshu word you put in, to stop the attack?” Vivien asked.

They were strapped into the army helicopter, heading back to Beijing. The dome of the gigantic burial mound, made to look like a small mountain, was in the distance now. Alice looked back at it and imagined the terracotta village, and palace, and temple, and all the crazed men and women trapped in the dark, trying to find a way out.

Her mother was looking at the photograph of the girl holding the embroidery.

Alice brought out her phone. The battery was in the red, but she thought she just had time enough to show her mother one photo.

“The li bien ball?” asked Vivien.

“Look.” Alice enlarged the photo, to the marks marring the image. But on closer examination, it was the same symbol over and over. “The woman in the seat next to me on the plane saw it. Said it. ‘Nüshu.’”

“What’s that?”

Alice explained, then said, “This symbol is also on the embroidery. In the middle of the circle. You can barely see it, but it’s there.”

Vivien leaned closer. Alice was right.

“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know. But I hit it, and the countdown stopped.”

“Wait a minute. We thought Wang and probably McAllister are running Pangu. But if the code is in Nüshu…”

“It must be a woman. Or women,” said Alice. She hadn’t got that far in her thinking. They’d stopped the attack. Found Pangu’s lair. Wasn’t that enough?

Across the way, Kai-wen and Ming-na were holding hands. Like new lovers.

Everything seemed new now. Shiny. Beautiful. Hopeful. The remnants of Pangu would soon be scooped up from the tomb. And they themselves were on their way home.

Home.

Then the niggling began. Alice picked up the photograph and studied it again. It wasn’t the child’s face that was bothering her. Nor was it the embroidery. In fact, it was nothing to do with the picture.

She shifted her eyes, from the embroidery to her mother and her damned Shanghai Tang.

Why should it strike fear into her? Loathing, always, but fear?

Alice’s brows drew together. Trying to dig up the memory. Of another piece of clothing. A Shanghai Tang? No. But …

She grasped at that thread and pulled. It was when they were in that first meeting, at the White House, thousands of years ago.

Someone had admired Vivien’s jacket and asked her about it.

Alice had returned the compliment. Admiring the woman’s jacket. No, not jacket. Scarf.

Embroidered.

“Oh, shit…”



“Oh, shit.”

“What?” demanded Pardington. He stopped pacing and turned to look at Kathleen.

What now? was what he meant.

They were still holed up in the Situation Room. Kathleen gestured toward the screen, unable, or unwilling, to say it out loud.

With his permission, and the help of White House IT, his Chief of Staff had accessed the private messages of his Secretary of Defense. Now she got out of the chair as he slipped in.

While he read, she stared at the TV screen showing that the parade in Beijing was proceeding as normal, with Chen still saluting. And smiling.

Finally, Pardington took off his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes.

“It’s her.” He sounded exhausted. Spent. “Joanne Clavelle. The documents prove it. I recruited her, you know. Brought her into the party. Mentored her. I knew her parents. Both were—”

“Yessir.” Kathleen didn’t want him falling into the sinkhole of self-pity. She needed him to focus. “I’m sorry. But we need to figure out what to do next.”

There was more pounding on the door.

“We don’t know who else she’s recruited,” said Kathleen. “But you can be sure she’s not alone. If she gets through that door…”

Kathleen glanced at the lone weapon. The gun on the table.

Pardington pulled himself together and looked again at the computer screen.

The messages Kathleen had found were not just alarming, damning, they were surprisingly clear. One of the encrypted texts had the codes for the missile systems. They’d been sent to Salt Typhoon, an organ of the Chinese Ministry of State Security.

“What’s this?” He was pointing to the signature on some of the messages. It was just a symbol. Three intertwined lines.

Kathleen leaned in. “I don’t know.”

“Send this to—” He was about to say the Director of National Intelligence. But remembered that he was dead. McAllister. A dead traitor.

Who? Who could he trust if the enemy had infiltrated the highest levels of his administration?

Kathleen was saying something, but he was barely listening anymore. He was nodding, but his eyes seemed unfocused.

“Does that symbol look at all familiar, sir?”

He pulled himself together and studied it. “No. Why?”

“I’ve seen it before. I’m pretty sure. I just can’t think where. May I?”

He got up, and while she worked at the computer, her fingers pounding the keys, he resumed his pacing. After a couple of minutes, she called him back to the laptop.

“I knew it. This was among Secretary Clavelle’s photographs. It was so strange, I remembered it.”

There on the screen was a picture of a little Asian girl holding a piece of embroidery. Kathleen zoomed in.

“It’s the same as that coded message,” said Pardington. “But this photograph is old. How can that be?”

“There’s more.”

President Pardington had come to loathe those two words, always followed by his own two words. “What now?”

Kathleen scrolled through the secretary’s photos and brought up a recent one of Joanne Clavelle with Grant McAllister.

“What am I supposed to see?” asked Pardington.

“This.” Once again, Kathleen zoomed in. “I’d admired it. It was so unusual.”

“Oh, shit,” the President sighed.

Hanging loosely round his Secretary of Defense’s neck was a scarf embroidered with three lines, intertwined.






CHAPTER 46


Liu was on a military helicopter on the way to Hong Kong when the message came in.

From Alice.

Alice, alive. Alice.

He turned his face to the window so that the pilot wouldn’t see his eyes. Alice. He rubbed them dry, then went back to reading her message.

Alice had found the terrorists. They were in the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang.

Liu sat back and shook his head. Of course they were. How could he not have guessed. But he knew how. Like everyone else, he’d stopped thinking of it as a worldly place. The tomb was sealed and could never ever be opened.

But Alice, not imbued with, infected with, this magical thinking, saw what they’d all missed.

The attack was stopped thanks to a symbol Liam had written on the li bien ball, and an old black-and-white photo of a little girl.

Nüshu, Alice wrote. He brought out his own copy of a black-and-white photo. The one he’d found in Wang’s office. Of the little girl. He turned it over. Nüshu. Lan’s last word before he’d left her to die in the hospital.

Then he looked again at the little girl. Her face so solemn. But now he saw something else. Something familiar he’d seen in other eyes.

He looked at the face and added years. And knew who he was looking at.



“We have to tell the American President,” said Kai-wen. “He needs to know that someone with access to him is leading Pangu.”

“Yes, but who can get him that information?” asked Alice. “We already know that McAllister is involved. And now this. A woman.” And not just any woman.

She looked at her mother, who was staring out the window. They’d changed course, from Beijing to Hong Kong. And from there, they’d all get on flights home. Kai-wen and Ming-na to Taipei, home to their noodle shop and the recluse scholars.

Alice and Vivien would go back to DC.

They’d done their part. Or so they thought. Until that memory of the meeting in the White House and an innocent compliment of a pretty scarf had landed the final, huge part right in their laps.

It wasn’t over. And would not be until Alice and Vivien could warn President Pardington.

“If there’s a woman in the US running Pangu, there must be one in China,” said Vivien. “Probably even the ultimate leader.”

Infinite, ultimate glory …

Out the window, they could see another military helicopter also heading for Hong Kong.

Their pilot turned to his passengers.

“We’re being warned off. There’s a senior Ministry of State Security official in the other helicopter.” Their pilot veered to put more distance between them.

Alice and Vivien looked at each other. Then both looked at their phones. Which had finally run out of juice.

They stared out the window at what was now a speck ahead of them.

“Ask his name,” said Vivien.

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Okay, then just tell the other pilot to say to their passenger, ‘Coconut buns.’”

“I’m not doing that either.”

“Do it,” Captain Hu commanded, then looked at Vivien. And nodded.

The pilot did it.

They waited. Waited.

“‘Alice? Vivien?’” the pilot said. “That’s what the other passenger is saying.”

“Tell him yes. And we need to talk. Urgently.”

Their helicopter swung back until it was following Liu’s. Hong Kong rose in the distance.



Their helicopter had barely landed before the door was yanked open and Liu was standing there.

He practically lifted Alice out of the craft, hugging her, holding her close. “I thought you were gone. I thought you were all gone.”

Then he opened his arms and brought Vivien into the embrace. Trying to ignore the stench coming from what was left of her Shanghai Tang.

“Sir,” said Captain Hu, “we need to send troops to Xi’an.”

“Already on their way. I got the message.”

But there was no time to celebrate.

“We’ve found out who’s behind Pangu,” said Alice.

“I know.”

“Then you know we need to get word to President Pardington,” said Vivien. “Not in a text, it needs to be over a secure channel. Video.”

“I know he needs to know eventually, but first we need to get to Auntie Gugu before anything else happens.”

“Agreed,” said Vivien. “But rescuing her can’t be the priority.”

“Rescuing? We need to arrest her. Stop her. She’s the leader of the terrorists. She’s running Pangu.”

The four of them stared at him, their mouths open.

“Have you lost your mind?” demanded Vivien. “She sacrificed herself for us. So we could get away.”

“No. She was never arrested. She let you get away.”

“Why?”

“So you could tell me, tell everyone, about her sacrifice. So no one would ever suspect her.”

“Your own aunt?” said Alice. “Why do you think she’s involved?”

“I found a photograph in Wang’s office, of a little girl—”

“This one?” Alice dug out the one she had.

“Yes. How did you get it?”

“Long story,” said Alice.

“Why would this picture—” Vivien began. Then stopped and stared.

That was why the picture, those eyes, that expression looked familiar.

“That’s Auntie Gugu, as a child,” said Liu. “And the Nüshu? The code? It’s on the sign outside her stall in the market. For all to see.”

“And not see,” said Vivien. “Invisible, like Auntie Gugu herself. Like the women who invented Nüshu. But she can’t be running Pangu. The head of the terrorists isn’t a baker, it’s a member of Pardington’s administration.”

Which made more sense. And yet …

“Why do you think that?” asked Liu. His eyes were sharp, searching.

Alice told him about the meeting in the White House. About the scarf.

Now it was Liu’s turn to stare. Then he brought out his phone and sent a message.



Chen felt his phone vibrate in a certain pattern. It was the signal, the warning, of a crisis.

Christ. He’d thought the crisis was past. He could hardly be seen by the world, by his citizens, to be looking at his messages while the parade marched past.

The phone vibrated again. Shit.

He grabbed it. Read the message. Then, to the astonishment of hundreds of millions, he gave one final salute and left the stage.

The soldiers parading past, not knowing what to do, just kept marching. Saluting an empty dais.

Once off the stage, while aides scurried around him, Chen stared at his phone.

The attack had indeed been stopped, but the attackers were still active. Including one close to Pardington. Chen needed to give Liu the American President’s direct line so that Vivien Li could speak with him.

Are you kidding me? thought Chen. She’s still alive? How many times does she need to die for it to finally take?

Chen’s natural paranoia, nurtured and fed by decades in a hermetic world where paranoia was the only rational response, came to the fore. Suppose this wasn’t Liu but Pangu?

His aides were swarming him. Asking questions, some even touching him. But the Chinese leader remained in his own little bubble. Thinking.

He had to chance it.

We know about US traitor. McAllister. He’s dead.

A moment later came the reply. Not just McAllister. Another.

The cursor throbbed, while Chen thought. Thought.

Then he sent the confidential direct line to the American President. One set up just for these two leaders. Pardington would answer. If this was a mistake, well, he could blame and then execute Liu. And probably, finally, that Li woman.

There was comfort in that.

Chen replaced the phone in his pocket and returned to the stage.

The hundreds of millions watching exhaled. In a world gone mad, at least one thing was stable. Eeyore was back saluting. To wild applause.



“Break the door down.”

“I’m sorry?” said the security chief.

“Do it! Something’s wrong,” said Secretary Clavelle. “The President’s being held hostage in there.”

“He’s in there with his Chief of Staff,” said the agent. “Ms. Wells. There’s no one else.”

“How do you know?”

That brought the agent up short. He considered and realized he didn’t know. He had the President’s word for it, but there could be a gun to his head.

“There’s a national crisis. We’re under attack,” said Clavelle. “And he barricades himself in? It makes no sense. Do it!”

What was the worst that could happen, the agent quickly asked himself. Well, if he broke the door down and the President was killed, that would be bad.

Or he might be saved.

That would be good.

Either way, the terrorists would be stopped. If there were any terrorists in there in the first place.

Maybe the threat was out here. He looked at Secretary Clavelle. So intense.

But the benefits far outweighed the risks.



Liu handed his phone to Vivien.

“Hit send and you’ll be on video call with President Pardington.”

She hit send.



President Pardington looked down at his phone.

Chen was calling. On video.

He looked from the phone to the monitor, where Chen was back on the reviewing stand, saluting.

If not Chen, who was it?

“Fraser, don’t,” Kathleen warned.

He hit answer, but not before wondering why his Chief of Staff had suddenly used his first name.



“Mr. President?”

“Yes?”

He didn’t recognize the face, though the voice, with its soft Asian accent, sounded familiar.

If he took away the filth. Fixed the hair that was sticking straight up. And what was she wearing? A garbage bag?

He squinted closer to the screen. Could it be? “Madame Li?”

“Mr. President, I have vital information. A member of Pangu, one of the leaders, is in your inner circle.”

“Yes, I know.”



Vivien exhaled. He knew. She didn’t have to convince him.

He knew, and it had been taken care of—

On the screen, Kathleen Wells appeared behind the President.

On seeing Vivien’s face, President Pardington smiled slightly. “It’s all right, Madame Li. It’s just us. We’re safe.”



The door to the Situation Room was locked not with a key but a code. One only three people had.

The President, the Vice President, and the Speaker of the House.

The VP was called. Reluctantly, she gave the code.

“Ready?” The head of White House security looked at his team.

“Ready, sir.”

The code was put in. Joanne Clavelle stood close behind them. The agent in front of her wore a bulletproof vest and held an automatic rifle. Clavelle’s hand reached for the gun in his holster and softly drew it out.

She’d flown attack helicopters during her time in the armed forces. She knew exactly what to do.

The lock clunked open, the door burst open, and the armed agents flooded in and fanned out.

“Hands where I can see them!”

President Pardington, wide-eyed with shock, raised his hands, dropping the phone as he did.

“What is this?” he demanded. “Lower your weapons! How dare you draw on me!”

The head of security, scanning the room and seeing the President and his Chief of Staff were indeed alone, signaled for the rifles to be lowered.



From Hong Kong, Vivien and Alice watched, horrified.

There she was. In the room with the President.



“Mr. President?” The tinny voice came out of the tiny speaker.

He ignored it.

“Listen to me,” demanded Vivien Li.

Others in the Situation Room were baffled by this voice. And by the fact President Pardington was now turning his attention to the phone, the face, on the floor.

“Move slowly over to your head of security,” said Vivien.

“But—” He picked up the phone and turned the camera so Vivien could see who else was there. Could see Joanne Clavelle. And now they all saw what she was holding.

A gun. Aimed at the President.

“Trust me,” said Vivien. “We stopped the attack. We’re the only ones you absolutely know you can trust.”

“Chen must’ve given them this private number,” Kathleen whispered. “They must be in his pocket. Don’t trust them.”

Pardington looked at the disheveled woman on the screen. Then at Joanne Clavelle. His protégée.

Then another face appeared on his phone. A young woman who introduced herself as Alice, Vivien’s daughter.

She too was a mess. And not at all like the person he’d met days ago. That young woman had sat cross-armed and moody. Insolent, unwilling to listen.

But then they hadn’t exactly listened to her, and what she’d said turned out to be true.

“What do you have to say to me, Ms. Li? You have one chance, make it quick and make it count.”

He took the phone off speaker, off video, and brought it to his ear. Everyone in the room was staring at him.



The phone went to audio.

Alice could no longer see the room. She could no longer gauge his reaction to what she was about to say. She thought quickly.

Then she told him about Nüshu, the code hidden in garments. The code used by the terrorists. They’d seen it before. On a scarf, worn by one of his closest advisors.

“I see,” said the President when she’d finished. Then the line went dead.



“What happened?” Liu asked.

Kai-wen, Ming-na, and Vivien were all staring at her.

“He hung up.”

“Did he believe you?” demanded Vivien.

“I don’t know.”



President Pardington lowered the phone and considered. His next move, he knew, would change everything.

He looked at Kathleen Wells, who was still holding the gun. “Arrest her.”

He’d turned and was pointing at Joanne Clavelle. It happened so quickly she didn’t resist when the head of security twisted the weapon out of her hand.

“For treason. For murder. For anything you can think of.” He turned away, ignoring her protests.






CHAPTER 47


Kai-wen, Ming-na, Alice, Vivien, and Liu looked up at the old sign.

It had hung outside Auntie Gugu’s bakery for decades. Ever since Liu had set her up, after the catastrophe of Tiananmen. She was a founding member of Pangu. Liu’s eyes and ears in Hong Kong.

As such, she had spent her life baking pineapple and coconut buns and listening in on the drunken conversations of businessmen and government workers. Ministers even. Spies. Informants. Agents. Diplomats.

Some there to deliberately exchange covert information. Most there to get sober, and exchange the information by mistake. To blab.

Tired. Drunk. Alone. Eating sweet buns that made them think of their poh pohs, their grandmothers. Made them think of comfort and safety.

And then they talked.

Too much.

No one noticed the woman serving them. Or the writing on the wall.

“What does it say?” asked Ming-na.

Alice was on her phone, now recharged, inputting Nüshu characters on a translation app.

“Hello. May I help you?” A young woman, not the one they had met previously, had appeared at the counter.

“We’d like to speak to Auntie Gugu.” Over time, everyone had taken to calling her that.

The young woman looked stricken and bowed. “I’m sorry. Haven’t you heard? She’s gone away.”

Liu flashed his ID, and the five of them walked past her into the tiny kitchen. Then up the stairs, where Auntie Gugu was sitting peacefully sipping tea, the cat on her lap.

“How did you know?” was all she said.

Alice handed her the old photograph of a solemn, determined, bemused little girl.

Auntie Gugu nodded. Then looked into Alice’s eyes. “It was a mistake to underestimate you. Do you even know what the code means?”

“It’s in Nüshu. The same symbols in the embroidery are on your sign. They’re names, right?”

“Shi. My great-grandmother’s. My grandmother, who made the embroidery; my mother, who taught me Nüshu. All there.”

“And your own name. And in the middle? The symbol that started and stopped the attack? I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s Nüshu for woman.” [image: ]



They were back in the Oval Office, the President sitting at his desk, Kathleen in her usual place, standing by the large sofa, watching the monitors.

Pardington had showered and changed, and even managed some sleep over the twenty-four hours since the final attack was stopped and the perpetrators arrested. Including the ringleader in Hong Kong. An elderly baker.

Including his own Secretary of Defense.

“They’re here, Mr. President,” said his private secretary.

President Pardington and his Chief of Staff turned as the curved door to the Oval Office opened and Vivien and Alice entered. The security agent, instead of leaving, took up a position at the door.

The President came around the desk, extending his hand.

“I’m glad you’re back on American soil. Thank you. Thank you for what you did. Please sit. I’ve read reports, but it still seems incredible. Please.”

He gestured to the sofas. Vivien placed a large box on the mahogany coffee table.

“We have something for you, Mr. President,” said Vivien.

Pardington opened it. His brows shot up and he looked perplexed. Amused but baffled.

From the box, he lifted out a torn and filthy and, frankly, stinky garment.

Pardington smiled at them. “Thank you?”

Vivien laughed. “There’s a reason we’ve brought this. It’s the final piece of a master puzzle. My daughter actually worked it out.” She turned to Alice and ceded the stage.

“When we were brought here, to the White House, not that long ago—”

“After all those alarms went off,” said Kathleen.

“Yes. And you told me about Liam’s murder. There was a polite exchange at the end of the meeting, between two women. One admired my mother’s jacket.” Alice indicated the garment the President had carefully lowered back into the box, then wiped his hands on his slacks. “And I admired the woman’s scarf. It was more to be polite than anything else. Though the pattern was unusual.”

Pardington was listening. His shrewd eyes bright. He gave a quick glance over to the door, then back to Alice Li.

“That pattern turns out to be a language. Nüshu. The secret language of women.”

“Yes,” said Kathleen. “We found a photograph of Secretary Clavelle wearing it.”

“On the phone, you told me who the Pangu leader in the White House was. In my inner circle. I wasn’t sure then that I believed you, though I was inclined to.” Pardington turned to Kathleen. “I invited Vivien and Alice Li here because they’ve earned the right to witness the final event.”

“We told you that the woman running Pangu wasn’t Secretary Clavelle,” Vivien said.

“It was your scarf I admired,” Alice said to Kathleen. “Your scarf with the Nüshu.”

President Pardington turned to his security, who had been warned.

He stepped forward. “Kathleen Wells, you’re under arrest on charges of treason, terrorism, murder, sedition.”

She protested, of course, struggling to yank her arm away from the tight grip. All the way through the outer office and down the hall her raised voice could be heard.

Then the door closed and there was silence.

Fraser Pardington looked down at his hands, and both Vivien and Alice wondered if he was crying.

Then he got up and walked to the other door. He opened it, and in walked Joanne Clavelle. She was pale. But held herself erect.

“I am so sorry to have put you through that, Joanne. She had to believe we suspected you.”

She looked from one to the other, her eyes returning to the President. “Then it’s over. You believe me? I had nothing to do with this.”

“I know. I’ve known since yesterday, when Alice here told me about Kathleen. But I had to say something, do something, to disarm her. And then give our people time to gather evidence against her. I’m sorry,” he repeated and indicated the sofa. “Sit.”

When afternoon tea had been brought in, he turned to Vivien and Alice. “Now, tell us the whole story.”

Mother and daughter were relieved to see there were no coconut buns. Over delicate finger sandwiches, their crusts cut off, of cucumber, and smoked salmon, and egg. Over pastries, they told them the story. Of hubris, of desperation, of a good, even noble plan for democracy that went sideways. Then south. Before descending into madness.

Over scones with jam and clotted cream, Vivien and Alice took turns describing the tomb. The brilliance and the lunacy.

The President’s eyes widening as they got deeper into the story. Into China. Into the tomb.

When they were finished, and the last slice of lemon drizzle cake gone, President Pardington nodded.

“President Chen assures me that the military has been sent into the tomb, and most of the terrorists have been arrested. Though they still have to be careful about the traps the emperor had set.” He shook his head. “Imagine having that power.”

“Imagine being that mad,” said Vivien.

“True. But also a genius. Chen tells me once the tomb is safe, once the mercury is drained, then the archaeologists will go in. I wish our scientists could get access. God knows what else is in there. I’ve asked permission to send our own team, and the President says he’s considering it, but…”

Pardington raised his hands in the eloquent and universal sign of resignation.

Alice looked down at her phone and thought of the videos she’d quickly taken in the room where those engineers and mathematicians had lived out their last days. Scratching their theorems on the walls. The extraordinary, intricate, delicate designs. That were not simply decorative.

The numbers that were not simple math.

Those videos were now in the possession of her friends from Columbia. The physicist and her engineer husband. On the solemn promise they’d tell her what they meant.



Ming-na joined her husband in the dining room of their noodle bar.

It had been wrecked. Torn apart, not by a mob but by agents of the Ministry of State Security. Looking for Pangu.

Did they even know how close they’d come to finding Tank Man?

Kai-wen sat cross-legged on the floor amid the debris and stared at the mural on the wall. Tank Man sat on the banks of the meandering stream, amid the blossoms, and inhaled the scent of perpetual spring. And was happy.

When he sensed Ming-na beside him, he opened his hand, as he always did, expecting her to put her own in his. But he felt something else.

He looked down and saw an enormous jade necklace, encrusted with emeralds and sapphires and rubies. And diamonds. Huge, dazzling diamonds.

Tank Man raised his eyes and looked at her. And grinned from ear to ear.



When Alice and Vivien finally got home, they smelled beef noodles coming from the kitchen. And something else. Something sweet.

It was not, they knew, Kai-wen or Ming-na. Though they’d been invited to move to DC and live with Vivien, they’d declined. Their home was in Taipei.

“That smells good,” said Alice, standing at the door and watching her father and brother prepare the meal.

“Your mother specifically asked for blueberry pancakes for dessert,” said Liu. “With maple syrup and whipped cream. Go figure.”

Alice put her arm around Kevin’s waist. “Okay?”

“No. But I will be.”

She nodded, then cocked her head. She could hear the piano. Someone was playing Brahms.

She turned to her father. “It wasn’t you?”

“Wasn’t me what?”

“Who played piano every night to help me sleep?”

“No. I don’t play.”

Alice walked into the living room and listened to her mother playing and softly singing, “Lullaby, and goodnight.”

She joined her on the bench. There was a very delicate scent in the air. One Alice found comforting. It was, she realized, flower dew water. Her mother’s fragrance.

“I’m sorry about your Shanghai Tang.”

“Oh, it’s nothing that can’t be repaired.”

Alice smiled. “True.”
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This is the story of political intrigue, but it is, at its heart, about that relationship. About the wounds, the struggles, the need to connect with a parent. It’s about friendship, about love. Lost and found. We hope, too, you will find yourself laughing out loud at some of the things that happen to Viv and Alice along the way.

I want to thank St. Martin’s Publishing Group and Minotaur Books for believing in us. Thank you to Kelley Ragland, our editor and publisher. To our literary agent David Gernert. To my friend and assistant Lise Desrosiers, for being a first reader and cheerleader.

I want to thank everyone who said this was a good idea, even if they thought otherwise. And in that vein, I want to thank everyone who knows the difference between fact and opinion.

I want to thank Mellissa’s amazing husband, Paul Workman, an award-winning chief international correspondent, who covered wars and disasters around the world, then came home and cheered us on. And he did the dishes after dinners together so Mellissa and I could continue our “noodling.”

Mostly, of course, I want to thank Mellissa, for the great gift not just of this book but of her friendship. Anyone fortunate enough to come in contact with her comes away richer.




Mellissa’s Acknowledgments

I could not believe Louise would want to write a book with me. The only other person she has cowritten with is Hillary Rodham Clinton, and I, dear reader, am no Hillary Rodham Clinton.

I was so worried about so many things. I have never written fiction and never thought I could. I am an unknown. She is a whirling, brilliant marvel of a writer. What if I screw it up? I am a notoriously slow writer, and she is prolific. What if I drag her down?

But most importantly, what if it wrecks our friendship? As she said, writing is so personal.

Our friendship.

If you are lucky enough to call Louise Penny a friend, you don’t do anything to jeopardize that, much less let her risk her reputation to co-author a book with you!

But the wonderful team at St. Martin’s Publishing Group and Minotaur welcomed me with trust and confidence—they knew I couldn’t be in better hands.

And the result was a master class in storytelling. In character development and plot twists. In pacing and voice. In decision-making and building suspense. And in mass murder!

What an education and what a privilege to have a front-row seat into one of the most brilliant minds in mystery and fiction today.

If you are lucky enough to call Louise a friend, you know of her limitless generosity—you see, we met because she reached out through Wendy, our mutual friend, to ask how she could help me help Afghan women leave the country in August 2021. Can you imagine? Louise Penny calls you out of the blue to ask how she can help you? Someone she hasn’t even met?

Because of her, I was able to help women leave Afghanistan when the Taliban took over. Because of her, they now have a future they never imagined.

If you are lucky enough to call Louise a friend, you know how much she cares and how much she sees you. The idea for The Last Mandarin was born out of rejection, which is the worst kind of freelance hell. I am first and foremost a journalist, and I had been pitching stories about China’s massive overseas influence campaign to a documentary show I used to work with, but not a single one of those pitches ever got a green light.

Louise saw how much each of those rejections hurt. So she suggested writing a book. Fiction. And when I laughed and said, “I can’t write fiction,” she suggested writing it together. It will be fun, she said. We get to make stuff up and no one gets hurt in real life, which was a welcome relief from the subjects I normally delve into as a journalist.

Out of that early conspiracy of ideas grew Alice and Vivien, mother and daughter, whose edgy and cold relationship was thrown into danger, upheaval, and a test of wills.

We loved them into the complex characters they evolved into; our own families and siblings informed theirs. They are, in a way, an extension of us.

Louise was right. Because of her, I got to have fun writing again and I remembered how much I love it.

This book was a sharing of ideas and knowledge, but I defer to the talent and intelligence that made the experience so special and this book possible. She is Louise; I was Thelma. She was driving, and I would have been happy to go over any cliff with her.

If she had left it to me, dear reader, I would still be in the weeds, or rather, in the Emperor’s tomb … or maybe still stuck in the elevator.

Most of all, this book came together because of Louise’s faith in our partnership—and in me, the neophyte first-time fiction writer. She took a risk that we could create something special together. I lived in constant fear of letting her down. But she always believed in me.

And because she had that faith, so did everyone else in her orbit. I’m indebted so many people … to our agent, David Gernert, for believing this could work. To our editor and publisher, Kelley Ragland, whose edits made it better. To Andrew Martin, who agreed to this crazy idea in the first place. And to all our friends who cheered us on.

Especially to my husband, Paul, whose love and faith in me has never wavered, even in my darkest times, and he has seen too many of those.

And most importantly, to Louise. The gift of your friendship has always been more than enough. To get to share this experience, and this book, with you is a true privilege.

I will treasure it—and you—forever.
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