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  Prologue


  


  


  A low vibration reverberated through the factory. It buzzed at the back of Xeizhen’s molars, bone deep and out of place. The factory hummed with activity, robots whirring over the assembly lines where workers assembled electronics.


  Xeizhen looked across the conference table at her cousin and her grandfather. “Do you hear that?”


  Her cousin James frowned. “Pay attention, Xei.”


  A holographic schematic hovered over the table between them. James went back to his prattling, explaining the latest changes to the family’s glasses manufacturing process. The electric tang of solder filtered through the open conference room door.


  Her grandfather, Tianyu, patriarch of the Yan family, squinted at the schematic and then at Xeizhen. “Check the sentries, child.”


  The Syndicate had sentries out in the warehouses and machine shops that surrounded the factory. All the senior members of the family plus the trusted members of the Syndicate had access to the private network that tied their security operations together. Xeizhen tried to open a video feed to the sentry nearest Shenzhen city limits, but the signal failed to connect.


  “We have a problem,” Xeizhen announced. A rumble of machinery and cooling fans buzzed out on the factory floor, but under the familiar noise the rumbling changed.


  Thump. Thump thump.


  “Helicopters.” Across the table from her, James adjusted his glasses, checking the same sentry statuses Xeizhen had already queried. His voice rose in pitch: “Where are the alarms?”


  Xeizhen cycled through more sentries, querying their statuses. Only half the queries connected, and those reported a terse “all clear.” She switched the factory’s own cameras and scanned the darkness beyond the perimeter fences.


  A sea of shadows advanced through the darkened city streets outside the factory. The shadows moved in even ranks, and the odd reflection revealed the bulky shape of helmets and body armor.


  The sound of helicopters strengthened, and with it Xeizhen’s concern. The sounds came from at least two directions, maybe more. A police raid they could handle. Had handled dozens of times. But the police would not bring so many helicopters. And they wouldn’t silence all the sentries. Xeizhen shifted to a different video stream. A boxy six-wheeled vehicle lumbered through the streets three blocks away. An armored personnel carrier.


  “We need to go,” Xeizhen said, transmitting the evacuation signal to the factory supervisors as she spoke. James could complain later. “We need to go now.”


  Her grandfather knew more about government raids than everyone else in the factory combined. Xeizhen offered him an arm to help him to his feet. He patted her hand and pushed himself up on his own. “Go to the tunnels, children. I will stay and distract the government.”


  “No, grandfather,” Xeizhen said. “It is not safe here for you.” She executed a command in her glasses, wiping all the custom software that could incriminate the family. “They will not shoot a woman. You and James go.”


  She would not be able to distract the police for long, but her grandfather and her cousin would not need long to flee. Xeizhen took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. The police probably wouldn’t shoot a woman in an expensive qipao, but it wouldn’t matter how nice her dress was if they found the illegal glasses on the factory floor. Still, James and her grandfather were more important than she was.


  James shook his head, not bothering to argue. He reached behind his back, under his suit jacket, and came up with a burnished silver pistol clutched in either fist. Xeizhen didn’t recognize them, but they were large and covered in elaborate scrollwork, certainly not something one of their factories had manufactured.


  He worked the slide on each gun, chambering a round.


  James moved to the catwalk outside the conference room, his slight frame not quite blocking the door. Beneath them the workers in blue jumpsuits swarmed like ants, forming into lines and filing to the emergency exits. Most of them were innocents without knowledge of what the family Syndicate was really manufacturing, but a few clusters of blue carried boxes of electronics toward the hidden doors that led directly to the pre-planned escape routes.


  “Don’t be foolish,” Xeizhen whispered.


  “I’ll meet you in Hong Kong,” he said. “There are too many soldiers in this raid. Warn the elders.”


  Even as he spoke the doors to the factory burst open. Soldiers in chitinous black body armor swarmed through, machine guns drawn and ready. Behind the first wave came a man that stood a full head taller than the rest. He wore the same armor, but where the other soldiers had helmets with bulbous night vision goggles, his bald scalp was bare, glowing in the harsh sodium lights. He pointed the soldiers toward the fleeing workers as he marched toward a cluster of people still carrying boxes. Xeizhen’s heart caught in her throat. The pale giant had a pistol in his hand, and the first shot boomed through the factory like a thunderbolt. A worker staggered and fell.


  A cry of panic rose through the factory. Workers pushed and shoved, trying to escape. A few made it through the doors before the soldiers started firing. Xeizhen stood, horrified, as her people started to fall.


  The leader—he could only be their leader—scanned the factory floor, then turned his attention his attention to the balcony. His gun began to rise.


  “Go!” James shouted, pushing Xeizhen back into the conference room.


  Gunshots sounded, pinging against the steel lattice of the catwalk. The hollow boom of the giant’s pistol was punctuated by the staccato chatter of the soldiers’ machine guns. Below, the screams grew louder.


  Xeizhen darted through the door in the back of the conference room and found her grandfather waiting in the red-lit stairwell on the other side. The air in the stairwell smelled stale. She looked back and saw James pulling the pin on a smoke grenade. He would escape or he wouldn’t; there was nothing she could do to help.


  “Come, child,” her grandfather said, tugging her out of the doorway.


  “Tunnels or city?” Xeizhen asked.


  “City,” her grandfather replied as he scrambled down the stairs. “There are too many soldiers for the tunnels to stay safe for long.”


  Yan Tianyu moved on spry legs that defied his eighty-odd years, and it took an effort for Xeizhen to keep up with him. She shoved her pistol back into her purse as she followed her grandfather through a covered walkway. Fresh air reached her then, blowing through the metal slats that shielded them from the soldiers on the ground below. An armored personnel carrier passed beneath them, the rumble of the engine making Xeizhen’s ears ache.


  A cry rose from below, and flashlights speared the night, illuminating the walkway.


  “Run, Grandfather.” Xeizhen burst ahead, but her grandfather stayed close behind, matching her pace.


  Bullets rattled against the metal a scant ten meters behind them. The high chatter of the soldiers’ weapons was overwhelmed by the heavy booming of the machine gun mounted on the armored personnel carrier. Light flooded through fresh holes as the machine gun raked the walkway.


  Yan Tianyu stumbled and felt to his knees. The shafts of light grew closer as the machine gun swept blindly toward.


  “Grandfather?” Xeizhen caught him under the arm, pulling him back to his feet.


  “Go, child,” he said through gritted teeth.


  His pant leg clung wetly to his calf. Xeizhen reacted without thinking. She scooped him up, tossed him over her shoulder, and ran as if both their lives depended on it.


  She stumbled out of the walkway, bullets flying behind her. The walkway opened into another factory, one not unlike their own, though it smelled of saltwater and dead fish rather than solder and electronics. Xeizhen made it to a set of rusted stairs and sagged against them, heart pounding like a tanggu at New Year’s Eve.


  “I can walk, child.” Tianyu wiggled from her shoulder and landed on the stairs with a wince.


  Xeizhen wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Lean on me. We will go faster.”


  The next twenty minutes passed in a blur of running and panting and hiding. When Xeizhen and her grandfather finally emerged on the street, they were a kilometer away from their factory, but it was impossible to miss where it was. Half a dozen helicopters hovered above it, their search lights sweeping the alleys between the buildings and their rotors providing a drumbeat of terror for the people caught beneath them. Even so far away, the crackle and pop of gunfire could still be heard.


  Xeizhen watched in silence, chest heaving from more than just physical exertion. The people back there were her people. Some of them her friends. All of them her responsibility. The ones that died, she knew, would be the lucky ones.


  Chapter 1


  Four Months Later


  


  


  Porter Melo hated dogs. Not just any dogs—guard dogs. German Shepherds and Rottweilers and Malinois. They set his teeth on edge and his hand to aching. And unless his ears deceived him, there were at least two at the top of the cliff.


  “Sam, can you get eyes on the mutts?” Porter whispered. The mic snug against his neck meant he barely had to think the words for them to get transmitted. Military-grade smart glasses wrapped around his eyes and back to his ears. The mic and the glasses were both wired into a thumb-sized laser that transmitted from its perch on his shoulder harness down to the buoy he’d left anchored in the crashing waves below him.


  “Negative on eyes. I’ve got ears on them over your uplink. Give me a minute.”


  Porter grunted. Time they had. That and heat. The sun wasn’t beating down on him at the moment, but it was still a hundred and fifteen degrees on the rock face. Four in the afternoon was a hell of a time to sneak into a well-defended mansion, but the sensors on the ridge couldn’t pick up his body heat as long as the rocks were warmer than he was. The problem was the dogs and their damn noses.


  “Sounds like you’ve got two distinct vocal patterns.” Sam’s voice had a modulated, stretched-out quality, an artifact of the multiple layers of encryption and compression their communications software used to keep them hidden from the Chinese police. “I can’t tell what breeds they are, though. I think you’re going to have to shoot them.”


  “I don’t shoot things anymore, Sam, least of all dogs.”


  “You’ve got a couple hours to go before you crest the ledge. Maybe they’ll go inside.”


  And maybe he’d sprout wings and just fly right over their heads. Porter eased himself up another inch and settled a fist into a crack in the rocks. Tai Tam Bay spread out below him, and beyond it fishing smacks and container ships and super-yachts in the South China Sea. It was late September, and the weather was as dry and clear as it had been in the last two months. Not a bad day for climbing, if he hadn’t been forced to make the ascent one painful inch at a time.


  Porter worked his way toward the top of the cliff and the dogs that still guarded the mansion. By the time the shadows started to gather in earnest, he was only a meter from the edge. The good news was that he had a finger on the dogs’ pattern. They circled the mansion, or at least the backyard, in fifteen-minute increments, but they weren’t perfectly spaced. He had a gap of five minutes on one side, ten minutes on the other. The ten-minute window was plenty of time to get to the house, but it all depended on whether the dogs went all the way to the front or not. And there was no way to know without poking his head over the cliff.


  He eased up further. Right to the edge. “Sam, in ten seconds I want you to see what’s in the yard.”


  “But—”


  Porter slipped his glasses off his head and lifted the lenses over the edge of the cliff, only the mottled gray plastic and the tips of his chalk-stained fingers visible. He turned the glasses left and right, swiveling slowly to give Sam plenty of time to scope out the guards and the dogs, then settled the glasses back over his face.


  “I was right about the dogs,” Sam said.


  “I don’t care if you were right. I want to know if they go around the house.”


  “One was coming back your direction. Didn’t see the other.”


  “Then how do you know there were two?”


  Sam didn’t respond. Few people could do more with a keyboard and a set of glasses than Sam Melo, but the boy didn’t have the common sense God gave a billy goat. Porter settled in against the stone, giving the guard and his dog time to circle the backyard.


  The time before action was the worst. He couldn’t chalk his palms again without leaving residue in the mansion, so instead he wiped them on his jumpsuit. His stomach churned, sour and knotted. Once he got moving, he’d loosen up, but watching the timers tick down until he had a dog-free window was the worst kind of torture.


  The ten-minute timer ticked to zero and Porter was up and running. The lawn was spongy beneath his feet, each step spring-loaded as he raced from the edge of the cliff toward the back door. The scent of freshly cut grass filled the air. The sourness in his gut froze into a ball of ice that stretched out through his veins, giving him a cold, familiar purpose. He had his mission. He had his target. All he had to do was execute.


  Porter slid to a stop on the back door and slapped a jammer to the bottom of the doorframe. It was small enough that no one would notice it in the darkness and expensive enough that he needed to take it with him when he left.


  “Jammer’s in place,” Porter said. He pressed a microphone to the door and let it feed into the processor in this glasses.


  “On it.” Sam’s voice had that breathless quality that meant he was in the same adrenaline-soaked zone as Porter. The jammer’s transmitter uplinked to his glasses, and a soothing green glow activated once Sam had disarmed the alarm. “You’re clear. I’m working on the electronic locks.”


  “There’s a physical one, too.” Porter confirmed that the audio detection software hadn’t found anyone in the room and went to work. He squirted a burst of graphite into the lock and slid his pick into place. He could have used an auto-pick, but it would have left marks on the pins. Instead he did it the hard way, the way the Navy had taught him. Probe gently, apply pressure, pick one pin at a time. It took two of his precious ten minutes, but the lock finally clicked. He squirted in a burst of compressed air to clear the graphite, then eased the door open.


  Seven and a half minutes remaining. All he had to do was find the picture, switch it for the one in his pack, and get the hell out of Dodge.


  Fine art ran down both walls. Canvases, framed and unframed. Chinese artists, European masters, and there, on the left, the one painting Porter cared about: a simple landscape of the Great Wall wrapping through tree-covered mountain passes. A heavy desk at the far end of the room could have provided someone cover, but he already knew the room was empty.


  No sounds came from the house. No alarm, no chatter, no worries. Mayor Zhang wasn’t supposed to be home until much later in the evening, but his wife and youngest daughter were less predictable.


  “Going in,” Porter murmured.


  “Roger, that. Be safe.”


  Porter slipped into the room, and as soon as he crossed the threshold his visual overlay lit up with a red warning indicator telling him that his network connection was lost. A Faraday cage. Nothing gets in, nothing gets out. But that only applied to electronic signals, not physical objects. Porter permitted himself a smile as he slid the replacement painting from the carrier on his back.


  The painting was barely a foot wide, but no less gorgeous for its size. Blue skies met mountain slopes covered in blooming cherry blossoms. The replacement looked identical to the original, and it was the work of seconds to switch the two and store the original in his pack.


  Porter spared the office a glance, recording the walls for later analysis. If the fake went undetected for a few months, the mayor’s private art collection might need to be revisited. And the next time he’d aim his sights for something more valuable.


  Porter had one hand on the door knob, his timer reading six minutes, when someone in the room cleared their throat.


  “It takes some brass balls to steal from the mayor of Hong Kong, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Melo?”


  Porter’s heart skipped a beat. Someone knew his name? He turned slowly, poised between attacking and fleeing. It registered in the back of his mind that the man had spoken in English, not Chinese.


  Chapter 2


  


  


  “You’re a difficult man to find,” the man continued, “but I do appreciate you making the time for this meeting.” He was Chinese, middle-aged, and of indeterminate size and fitness. He sat in the high-backed executive chair behind the desk at the far end of the room.


  Porter wasn’t sure how he’d missed the guy, but he’d worry about that later.


  “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Porter said.


  The man didn’t have any obvious weapons, but for all Porter knew the guards were on the other side of the door, just waiting for it to open before unleashing the damn dogs on him. God, he hated dogs.


  “Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Melo. And I have a proposal for you.” He raised his hands, displaying that they were empty. It didn’t help Porter’s nerves. “Chairman Longzhi will be in Hong Kong this Friday to give a speech for National Day. On the dais with him will be every ranking party official for southern China, including our dear mayor.”


  “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not interested. I don’t do murder.”


  “This isn’t a charity case.” The man rose, revealing that he was maybe 5’5”, 200 pounds. Not physically intimidating, not by any stretch. But he had a glint in his eyes that Porter recognized. This was a man who expected to be obeyed. Whoever he was, he was no civilian.


  Porter’s hand tightened on the door. The timer in his vision ticked past the two minute mark. He needed to go and now. But he stayed, watching the man approach. The man said Porter had brass balls, and here he was trying to put out a hit on the mayor in his own house.


  “My card, Mr. Melo.” The Chinese man held forth a plain black business card.


  Porter took it, scanned it and handed it back. “It’s a website.”


  “It is,” the man agreed. “It contains additional instructions. I’m not asking you to work pro bono.” He smiled, revealing crooked yellow teeth. “Ten million dollars, U.S., not Hong Kong. You will want to relocate somewhere outside of Asia afterward, of course.”


  “I don’t want your job.”


  “You don’t want my job yet. But you will. I know who you are, Mr. Melo. I know who you are and where you live.” He smiled again, a predatory feline thing that never reached his eyes. “This isn’t a threat. It’s a business opportunity. You possess unique skills, and I wish to utilize them. How you accomplish the objective is up to you.” He nodded toward the door behind Porter. “You may want to go out the way you came in. The guards are not aware that you’re here.”


  Great. Just great. Porter nodded once, shoved the door open, and sprinted across the yard.


  “Sam, are you there?” he asked he ran.


  No response came.


  “Sam?” Porter’s heart lodged in his throat as he rappelled down the cliff.


  Chapter 3


  


  


  Baolian let the American leave and gave him a minute to get out of sight before following him outside. A figure detached from the shadows of the house and approached. Baolian’s head reached only to the middle of Tomasu’s chest, and even though the giant worked for him, Baolian still found himself nervous to be so close to the man. Creatures like Tomasu were worse than dogs. Strong and vicious and single-minded, but with less loyalty.


  “Follow him,” Baolian said. “I want to know where he lives, where he eats, where he fucks his mistress.”


  “I should kill him,” Tomasu rumbled.


  “No, do not kill him. We need to find the rest of his team, too. You can kill him later.”


  “I should have killed him the last time we worked with him.”


  Baolian sighed. Single-minded was right. “You can cut him into cubes of sushi in a few days, but we need him first. Go. Follow him. Meet me on the boat tomorrow.”


  Tomasu nodded, his massive head moving into the light that spilled out the back door of the mansion. Burn scars covered the giant’s face, the smooth pink wounds a constant memory of the last time they had encountered Porter Melo. Baolian felt an involuntary shudder begin, but stilled it before Tomasu could see. He would sooner show weakness in front of a shark.


  The giant trotted toward the cliff. In the gloom of the backyard the man’s black fatigues hid his torso, and it appeared he was just a disembodied head flowing two meters above the ground.


  Baolian watched Tomasu reach the edge of the cliffs, then turned toward the corner of the mansion. Something caught his eye near the bottom of the doorframe. A taller man, one like Tomasu, for instance, might have missed it. A less observant man certainly would have missed it. But down at the corner of the door was a thumb-sized knob that didn’t belong. Baolian squatted, his knees creaking in protest, and used his handkerchief to tug the knob free of the doorframe.


  It didn’t have any obvious markings, but it was housed in a streamlined plastic shell that didn’t fit with the stone and wood of the mansion. How curious. He pocketed it. Someone at the office might be able to tell him who made it, or at least who made some of the components that were surely inside.


  Baolian strolled around the corner of the house, waving to the guards that waited with their dogs. Tomasu and Porter were tools. Tools to be used when they were needed, and discarded when they weren’t. Men like them were not used to the burdens of command. Not many men were. It took a special kind of man to lead a government. The state had to come first, not foolish personal rivalries, and certainly not personal enrichment. Zhang was a fool to believe that Hong Kong could be a separate entity and still be part of China. Longzhi was a bigger fool to allow such weakness in the country. But soon—soon they wouldn’t matter, and China would finally be whole again, as it should have been all along.


  Chapter 4


  


  


  Porter roared through the marina’s no-wake zone, pulse pounding. Seawater peppered his face, the salt rubbing raw after a forty-minute ride across the channel. His eyes danced over the redial button in his heads-up display, but the call rang until Sam’s voicemail picked up. Again. Not good enough.


  The way the party hack had talked there at the end scared Porter right down to the marrow of his bones. He could handle threats. He could handle violence.


  But Sam couldn’t.


  Threats against Sam worried him more than any threat against himself ever could. That’s why they used a line-of-sight laser for communication rather than the mobile network that covered the islands. That’s also why he insisted they use multiple layers of encryption, even while Sam assured him that it was overkill.


  He slowed as he weaved around a fishing boat. His ears still rang with the roar of the engine. Porter gunned the throttle again, jetting between a yacht and a tourist junk. The yacht’s captain cursed at him in French and waved a useless fist.


  The lights of the harbor held the night at bay as Porter swerved to a stop at the thirty-five-foot Mastercraft sailboat he and Sam called home.


  “Sam! Sam are you there?” Porter shouted. He leaped from the jet ski onto the stern of the sailboat. The rubber knobs on his shoes squeaked on the slick deck.


  Sam’s head of curly black hair emerged from the cabin. “Porter? What the hell, man?”


  Porter let himself breathe properly for the first time since he’d left the mansion. “I’ve been trying to get through to your for half an hour.”


  “Someone was trying to trace the connection. I had to shut it down.”


  “You could have warned me!”


  “I tried, man.” Sam raised his hands. “Really. You musta hit a Faraday cage or something.”


  “You couldn’t send an email?”


  “I shut everything down, okay? Just to be safe.”


  Porter sighed. The boy had done the right thing, even if took two years off Porter’s life. “Did they?”


  “What?”


  “Trace us!”


  “What? Naw. No way.”


  “Sam, I’m serious.” Porter pushed his hand through his hair. “The office had someone in it. They knew we were coming.”


  Sam’s grin slipped. “Someone in it? Did you get the painting?”


  “The fact that you asked about me before you asked about the job really means a lot, you know.” The tension bled out of Porter’s body as he unshouldered his backpack and withdrew the painting, still secure in its protective case.


  “We’re good,” Sam said. “No one got past the second buoy, and I scrambled them all. You doing okay, brother? You look a little green.”


  “I was worried.” Porter slid the picture from its case and handed it to Sam.


  “Looks the same to me,” Sam said, taking it. He turned it sideways and leaned in close, inspecting the detail.


  “Whoever James had make the replacement knew what they were doing.”


  “Let’s get it downstairs and away from the saltwater,” Sam said.


  Porter looked around the harbor, checking the shadows for anyone who wouldn’t normally be skulking. Kowloon Harbor wasn’t exactly a place devoid of criminals, but they were his kind of criminals rather than the ones that wore uniforms and extorted taxes.


  “Let me set the lock on the jet ski.” Porter retreated to the stern and went through the familiar motions of attaching the lift and hoisting the jet ski up out of the brackish harbor water. It gave him a moment to still his pounding heart. And to plan his next conversation with Sam.


  “I think we ought to pull up stakes for a while,” Porter said once he followed Sam into the main cabin. “Maybe cruise down to Vietnam and Thailand for the winter.”


  Sam set the picture on their tiny kitchen table, not responding. He looked up, head shaking. “I can’t leave yet. We’re close to getting into the PLA’s data center, and I can’t cut out right now.”


  Porter ground his molars. “The guy at the mansion wanted us to do a job.”


  “I thought this was the last job for a while? We can’t draw too much attention, and if—”


  “It is. I don’t want whatever the guy is offering, but he knew my name.”


  Sam’s attention jerked back to Porter. “Syndicate?”


  “No idea. Never seen him before in my life.” Porter triggered the uplink on his glasses, sending all the video and telemetry data he’d recorded to Sam’s server. “See if you can get an ID on him. Whoever he was, he’s a heavy hitter. Or batshit crazy. Or both. He wants us to assassinate Longzhi.”


  Sam’s eyebrows rose.


  “And he wants it done this Friday.”


  Sam dropped into his chair as if he’d been clubbed. “At the National Day speeches.”


  “You got it. And he wants us to take out Zhang, too. Along with everyone else on the platform.”


  “That’s insane,” Sam said.


  “I already said that. And I turned him down, but he didn’t strike me as the sort to really take ‘no’ for an answer.”


  Sam’s eyes turned from Porter to his own glasses. His fingers blurred over his keyboard. “I’ll see if I can find out who it is.”


  “So you see why I think we should bail, right?”


  “I can’t go off the grid that long. If I leave now, I’m blowing six months of work.” Sam looked up, expression earnest. “Give me a couple weeks, and I’m game.”


  “Can’t you use a satellite connection?”


  “Not safely. Not unless you want someone pinpointing where we are. And…”


  “And what?”


  “I told Emre I’d meet her this week. For the march on Central.” Sam rested his gaze on Porter, his jaw clenched.


  Porter knew that look. Knew that arguing with his brother was going to end up with both of them pissed and Sam digging in his heels.


  “Is it worth dying over?” Porter asked.


  It took Sam a while to respond. “Yeah. I think it is. We can run away, but not many of the folks here can. Emre and Wei don’t have passports. China doesn’t want them. Australia won’t take them. You let the PLA keep parsing those databases, eventually they’re going to track them down, and I don’t know if I could live with myself if I left here knowing that would happen.”


  “Sam...”


  Sam shook his head, his frown deepening. “I know, okay. You don’t have to care about random people on the internet, but I do. They’re not random people to me—I know them better than most of the real-life friends I had in Colorado.”


  “They’re not random people on the internet if you meet them in real life, Sam. Is it worth the risk?”


  “They’re my friends.”


  “Can’t you work with them from Singapore?” Porter asked, squeezing his fists together.


  “I gave my word, Porter. I told them I’d march, and I told them I’d help.”


  Porter slapped a hand against the bulkhead and headed back up the stairs. He paused just as he reached the deck. “Come on, Sam. You can’t do this. It’s not safe here.”


  “Really? I can’t? Listen to yourself. Who are you to order me around?”


  “I’m… I’m…” The words “commanding officer” were on the tip of his tongue, but they no longer belonged there. Never had with Sam. “I’m your brother.”


  “These are my people, Porter. My tribe. I can’t just leave them.”


  “It’s still not safe here. That’s a fact.”


  “Then I’ll go crash on Emre’s couch. Is that what you want? You can set up a little ambush here, and I’ll just move out of my own place and… You know what? It’s not worth it. I’m going to bed. Good night.”


  Sam stalked off and slammed the door to his cabin. Porter knew he’d run the telemetry in his own time, and they’d finish their argument once they knew what they were facing. Problem was, he wasn’t sure that Sam would care who it was. The boy had set his mind on something and he was harder to sway than a drill sergeant. Porter just hoped it didn’t get them both killed. Or worse.


  Chapter 5


  


  


  Xeizhen stood on the verandah outside the Hong Kong University library at the head of a crowd of twenty or so people. Most of the faces that looked at her belonged to students around her own age, but she recognized a pair of professors clinging to the edge of the crowd, back where the gaslights left the crowd in shadow. Most of the evening classes were already finished, and she’d hoped more people would stop to listen.


  “And we should stay here, secure in our little fortress while average people are herded into their tenements and stacked like cordwood?” Xeizhen said, jabbing a finger in the air. “What kinds of daughters would we be? What kinds of sons?”


  “The living kind,” a guy at the front of the crowd said. He met her gaze. “It’s well and good for you to talk about lifting up the people around us, but how many jobs do you work?”


  “Two,” Xeizhen said, pride filling her voice.


  “Exactly. How many other people here do you think are lucky enough to have a job?” He looked around the crowd. A few people shrugged. The professors looked away. “We should march for what? Blue shirts and a bowl of porridge? Go out to the streets and find your protestors there, if you want bodies.”


  If she’d only wanted bodies, she could have done as he suggested, but other parts of the family syndicate were out talking to people in the tenements. She needed students. Educated people. The state had a long history of crushing peasant revolts, but when all the people united in their protests, that was how thing actually changed. And the fellow in front of her knew it. She could tell by his smirk.


  “What was your name?” she asked.


  “Yuen. What’s it to you?”


  “Are you freshman, Yuen?”


  “Second year.”


  “And do you have a passport?”


  His smirk melted into confusion. “What?”


  “Do you have a passport?” She pointed to a green-haired girl in a black leather jacket. “Do you have one?”


  “Just entry papers,” the girl said. “I go to Shenzhen sometimes.”


  “How many people have passports here?” Xeizhen asked. Four people raised their hands, and that included one of the professors. And of those four, two were Westerners. “This is why we march, people! Beijing does not care about Hong Kong. How many of you have ever been outside of China?”


  The passport holders raised their hands. Feet shuffled in the crowd, and a few mutters passed back and forth.


  Yuen shook his head. “Look, we all know what you’re doing, okay? And probably a lot of people agree with you in some way or another, but we have it good here. If I don’t graduate, I’m going to be lucky to work in a mobile shop. If I do graduate, I can get on at a bank in Central and maybe make something of myself. And it’s not all about me, either. My parents and my cousins are counting me.”


  “This is my point.” Xeizhen grasped the nearby palm tree and stood on the roots for a little more height. “If you truly think it’s okay for one person out of a family of dozens to be able to attend university, stay here tomorrow. Stay in your warm room and study your carefully sanitized history books. But if you want to do something, if you want to change history, come out tomorrow. We’re meeting at Tamar Park at four. Join us. Change the future. Change your future.”


  A few people nodded, a few people shot her dark looks. It wasn’t enough. It could never be enough. But it was something. A few people peeled off from the crowd, but Yuen remained behind. So did one of the professors, a woman in her early sixties. Xeizhen thought she might have been one of the school’s history professors, but she wasn’t sure.


  “It will not be easy,” the woman said. Her voice was a low alto, but confident. “I marched when I was your age, you know. And Beijing gassed ten thousand people.”


  “When did you march?” Xeizhen asked.


  “Many years ago, before they stopped renewing passports. I will offer you advice, dear.”


  Xeizhen hopped down from her perch on the tree. Palm fronds rattled above her. “We can’t give up. I know it won’t be easy, but if we just stay here—”


  “I’m not trying to convince you to stay home, girl. Have no fear of that.” The professor laughed. “Bring an umbrella tomorrow.”


  “An umbrella?”


  “To keep the tear gas canisters away. If you succeed with what you want, if you truly get the people on the street, the government will respond, and it will likely get ugly.”


  “Would you march with us then? My grandfather, he’s about your—”


  “I know Yan Tianyu. We all know Yan Tianyu. Just remember, dear, nothing worth having ever comes easily.” She patted Xeizhen on the arm and shuffled off, leaving only Yuen behind.


  “You really think a bunch of students marching will make a difference?” Yuen asked.


  “Yeah,” Xeizhen said. “I do. And it won’t just be students. You should come join us.”


  Yuen shoved his hands in his pockets. “We’ll see. You want to get a coffee or something?”


  Xeizhen blinked. He went from being combative to asking her on a date? “I… I can’t. But thanks. I need to get home.”


  His expression fell, leaving him with a vulnerability that his earlier bluster had hidden. “Oh.”


  Xeizhen grabbed her bookbag and slung it over her shoulder. “But come march with us tomorrow. Maybe after that?”


  “Alright.” A little color returned to his face. “Sure. Maybe I can bring some of my cousins, too.”


  Xeizhen chatted with him a little more, giving him instructions on how to find her tomorrow. She had to take her leave quickly, though. The heads of the business syndicates were meeting, and her grandfather wanted her to attend. Bribing a potential marcher with the promise of a date wasn’t her greatest moment, but every person counted.


  Chapter 6


  


  


  It was never easy to sleep after a mission. Even back in the Navy, Porter had had a hell of a time getting the adrenaline out of his system, and that had been when pharmacological assistance was an option.


  Now all he had was routine. The routine wouldn’t get him asleep, but it was supposed to get him unwound. But it wasn’t. He wasn’t sure if it was the fact that someone knew is name, or the fact that he couldn’t pull up stakes and leave. Getting out of the Navy was supposed to be about mobility. About freedom. About living a life where didn’t have to answer to anyone, and he didn’t have to harm a hair on a kitten’s head.


  And now someone wanted him to assassinate the President of China?


  Porter stood in the middle of the galley, the boat rocking gently beneath his feet. The smell of freshly ground coffee beans filled the air. Sam’s quiet snores filtered through the open door of his cabin as Porter arranged his coffee filter and poured a few drops of boiling water over it. With the seal between the filter and the beaker in place, Porter carefully shook the ground coffee into the filter, taking care not to clump it. He poured the water slowly, wetting each section of the grounds. Routine. Repetition.


  Rich, dark liquid seeped through the filter, forming a steady stream as it filled the bottom of the beaker. He let it drain, filling the bottom inch of the beaker, then he topped off the filter with the rest of the water and collected his favorite coffee cup—a remnant of his last SEAL tour in Indonesia. When the coffee finished draining into the beaker, Porter cleaned up the grinder and the filter. Only once the kitchen was back to its original state and the coffee had had time to sit was it ready for consumption. He took his time pouring the cup, savoring the smell and rolling the hot mug between his palms.


  The cup was one of the few physical items he still had from his time in the Navy. The quartermasters had let him keep his fins and mask, but there wasn’t much point in keeping uniforms with the rank torn off. So instead he had a chipped coffee cup and a head full of knowledge that was next to useless in the civilized world.


  Porter took a careful sip. The coffee was just a degree short of scalding hot, but it had a flavor that couldn’t be found in any premade container or in any coffee shop in Hong Kong. He had to give Indonesia credit for something besides a bucket-load of bad memories—they grew excellent coffee beans. He took another sip and felt some of the tension bleed out of his shoulders. That was a damn fine cup of coffee, and he’d be happy to tell anyone that asked.


  Porter settled into Sam’s chair and looked over their command and control setup. They made for a strange team: a computer dork with hand-built glasses and a frogman with a dishonorable discharge. A strange team, but effective. Effective enough for someone from one of the local power brokers to be asking for their services.


  Sam had a couple old-school flat-panel displays mounted to the inside of the hull beside his chair. They offered a view of the boat from cameras parked up on the masts. Porter watched the marina through them. Hong Kong, and especially Kowloon, never truly slept, but the wee hours of the morning were about as close to sleep as the city ever got. A family of Indonesian refugees slept on a junk a few slips over, their bare feet poking beyond the sides of their boat. A twenty-five-foot yacht in the other direction rocked out of rhythm with the waves; the Australian boys knocking boots again, probably. Porter sipped his coffee and let his eyes close, just for a quick rest. Sleep would be too much to hope for, but—


  His eyes snapped open.


  A shadow swam slowly beside the boat. Not a fish, unless fish had arms and an oxygen tank. The shadow reached the bow and an arm slithered under the rail.


  Porter was moving before the intruder was fully on the boat. He scooped the chef’s knife from the galley and darted up the steps to the hatch. It opened easily, quietly, the faint creak of the hinges hidden by the sloshing of the waves and the pounding in Porter’s ears.


  Shadows scudded across the deck, chased by slivers of moonlight dancing from water to boat and back again. Porter prowled forward. The knife blade was cold against his forearm, tucked out of sight. His eyes searched left and right, not focused on any particular object, all the better for him to see movement in the dim light. The boat shifted, and Porter paused.


  The intruder could be a common thief. Could be but probably wasn’t, not after that encounter at Zhang’s. So was it someone from the PLA or the city police or the Triads or...? It didn’t matter. Whoever it was, they were on his boat, and he’d be damned if he let someone threaten him or his brother.


  Snarling, Porter dashed forward out of the shadows. He skidded to a stop at the bow, but whatever or whoever he’d seen on Sam’s monitor was gone like smoke on the midnight breeze. He stood for a minute, listening and watching and thinking. Hong Kong had been good to him. Had been better to Sam, perhaps. But they couldn’t stay. Sam would see it, too, when Porter told him of the ghosts in the night.


  And Sam would tell Porter that ghosts weren’t real. Porter sighed. And he’d be right. The knife hung loose in Porter’s hand, more fit for gutting fish than men. Porter felt the weight of his years with each footstep. Ten years in the Navy, most of them spent in the darkest, most wretched places to ever spring forth from the imagination of men. Slums in Dakar and Jakarta and San Francisco. The jungles of Nicaragua and Indonesia and South Florida.


  Porter reached the hatch and wrenched it open, not caring if anyone heard the hinges squeak. What could he even do if the Triads or the PLA took an interest in their boat? Wave his fillet knife and curse them in Chinese and English and Arabic? It wasn’t even as if he had a gun anymore.


  Just as Porter started to close the hatch, he heard it. A splash. Not the splash of a fallen life preserver. Not the splash of a leaping fish. The quiet gurgle and burp of a man entering the water and trying not to make a sound.


  Porter trotted forward, all the dash run right out of him. Whoever it was was gone, that much he knew for sure. There were no ripples at the bow, not by the time he reached it. But there were a few bubbles across the way, up against the Australian boat that had finally stopped rocking. Bubbles that didn’t belong. Bubbles that came from a regulator that wasn’t properly sealed. Bubbles that meant he wasn’t crazy after all, and that he had a problem on his hands that might not go away even if he pulled anchor and set sail for Thailand first thing in the morning.


  Porter leaned against the bow rail, looking out over at the harbor. No one stirred in gloom. It was just him. Him and the cold, lonely breeze.


  Chapter 7


  


  


  Xeizhen kept her shawl pulled tight over her shoulders as she hurried down the dark city street. The stench of dead fish and rotten garbage drifted along with her. Buildings towered overhead, fifty- and sixty- and seventy-story monoliths with faded gray solar panel climbing the sides and laundry in every window. She was far out on the edge of Yuen Long, closer to Shenzhen than to Central. Out where the refugees and the immigrants could be kept away from the business and shopping districts.


  She stopped at a building with less litter than the others on the block. A set of stairs led up from the street over three stories of noodle shops and massage parlors and gambling dens to the main residential entrance.


  Xeizhen looked up and down the street, noting the boys that watched her from where they slumped in entryways. She took in the eyes that peered from behind blinds on the fifth floor of the high-rise. Both the family syndicate and the government had their sentries out, and that was a good sign. If Internal Security had pulled theirs back, she’d have to wonder who or what they’d brought in to replace them.


  The Syndicate watchers were another, altogether more comforting story. Physical eyes were harder to fool than the electronic variety, and no one wanted any surprises tonight, not with all the elders in one place. Any armored vehicles or helicopters would be spotted long before they reached the neighborhood and plenty of warning would be given. More warning than they’d received in Guangzhou, she hoped.


  Xeizhen mounted the steps in front of her, moving with purpose. The new buildings bothered her, not because of their construction—they were just as poorly built as the tenements from the turn of the century—but because of their occupants. The government had grown smarter over time, or at least their surveillance network had grown tighter, and the cameras and microphones of the past had been supplemented with glasses that reported directly back to Guangzhou and Beijing without the residents even knowing they were spies. Beijing had gone so far as to make it illegal to modify the hardware or software of the glasses, and it gave them perfect access to every law-abiding citizen in a nation with nearly two billion inhabitants.


  At the top the stairs planters with dead flowers were interspersed with concrete benches, forming a park on the roof of the shops at street level. Xeizhen took her own glasses from inside her shawl and confirmed they were disabled. She made her way between the benches to an emergency exit, ignoring the row of revolving doors that made up the main entrance. There would be cameras there that not even her people could disable.


  The door wasn’t locked, though the hinges squealed as it opened. Xeizhen closed it carefully behind her, but she didn’t make it two strides before a pair of figures rose from the shadows to confront her.


  The one on the left spoke with a deep, rough voice. “What do you want?”


  Xeizhen lowered her shawl. “A weary traveler seeking her family.”


  The men relaxed a fraction, but a shotgun barrel gleamed faintly where the speaker had it tucked against his leg. “Who do you seek, traveler?”


  “The family Yan.” Xeizhen rolled her eyes. “Dongman, I’m late and Tianyu is expecting me.”


  “Let her pass, idiot,” the second figure said. He stepped forward, folding a knife in half and tucking it into the waist of his jeans. He shrugged and motioned for her to pass. “Sorry, Xeizhen. Protocol.”


  “You did exactly as instructed,” Xeizhen said. She spared Chiang a smile and pretended not to see him blush. The boys watched her as she made her way down the hall to the freight elevator. They were decent enough guards, but they wouldn’t stand a chance if Internal Security ever decided to raid the building and made it past the sentries outside. About all they’d manage was to give the woman guarding the elevator a chance to sound the alarm.


  Xeizhen rode up to the top floor in silence, listening to the clack of the pulleys and the hum of the fans. The building smelled of sweat and despair, and it left a familiar ache of frustration and anger in her stomach. Seventy million people lived within a days’ bicycle ride of the Pearl River: Hong Kong, Macau, Shenzhen, Guangzhou and all the overgrown villages between and around them. Seventy million people, and nearly all of them living hand to mouth, trying to scrape out their existence in any way they could.


  The elevator opened and Xeizhen picked her way over the sleeping bodies and boxes of possessions. It broke her heart to see them sleeping in the hallways, but at least they were off the streets where they could be rounded up by the government and dumped into somewhere even worse than the tenements. They had the Yan family to thank for their safety, even if they didn’t realize it.


  Xeizhen found the fire stairs at the far end of the hallway and crawled out onto the metal landing. An elderly woman sat on a crate beside the window.


  “Cahya, peace be unto you,” Xeizhen said.


  The woman smiled, revealing a mouth with more gaps than teeth. “And you, dear.” She spit betel juice over the balcony and leaned back against the side the building. “Be careful. They are in a mood, and your timing is not helping.”


  “I hurried.”


  “Don’t say you weren’t warned, child.”


  Xeizhen took the extra moment to bow politely to Cahya. “Thank you.”


  She trudged down the stairs to the secure floor where her grandfather was meeting with the heads of the other Hong Kong syndicates. She stopped on the third landing. The stairs kept going for another dozen floors, none of which had elevator access. It wasn’t much security on its own, but it was yet another layer designed to give anyone caught within the building a chance to escape to the neighboring high-rises before the soldiers caught up to them.


  She heard the sounds of the elders before she even entered the building.


  “...don’t need a leader, they need food in their bellies and guns in their hands!”


  “And they need hope more than that.” Tianyu’s voice. “A man can live on rice and water, but to what purpose? He needs direction. A goal. Something to set his eyes on that his children may have a brighter future.”


  “And your idea of a brighter future is to delay Beijing’s thirst for blood with more movies and video games?” The first speaker snorted.


  Xeizhen removed her glasses and entered the room. She found half a dozen elderly men and women, Tianyu amongst them, sitting on straight-backed wooden chairs. James leaned in the corner with his arms crossed and a foot resting on a battered brown box. Other young men waited in the shadows of the room, the elders’ bodyguards. No one wore smart glasses.


  Deming, a thick northerner, leaned forward on his chair, his gaze settling on Xeizhen. “You are late, girl.”


  Xeizhen paused, unsure whether to stand behind her grandfather or go to the back of the room with James.


  “Do you have a tongue? You are supposed to be organizing the students, and yet you do not speak? Tianyu, find a man to replace this slip of a girl.”


  Xeizhen straightened up. “I have been speaking in half the lecture halls in Hong Kong these last weeks. There will be thousands of students on the street tomorrow because of me, thank you very much.”


  “I doubt that,” Deming muttered. It was just quiet enough that Xeizhen wasn’t completely sure he’d said it. Her face reddened, anyway.


  “You know bulls, yes?” Tianyu asked, blessedly dragging the conversation away from her.


  “What, we are going to talk of livestock now?” Deming asked.


  “An angered bull cannot be soothed. Anger it and it will run its course, destroying all in its path. You propose to be the nettle in the bull’s hoof?” Tianyu shook his head. “Do not anger the bull yet. The blood will rise in his eyes, and the streets will run red with it.”


  “I do not mean to be a nettle.” Deming rose, shaking his head. “I mean to stand on the bull’s neck and put a bullet between its greedy eyes.”


  “You wish to take up arms against the Army?” Tianyu stood also, but he raised his hands, conciliatory. “It is a serious question, and not asked with sarcasm. If you take to the street with weapons, it will not be the police that respond. It will be soldiers.”


  “Eventually we must,” Deming said. “Whatever arms we can make or purchase. Perhaps not this month or the next, but surely you agree that the time is coming. Will we sit here in a years’ time and chatter about the future?”


  “The time is always coming,” Tianyu said. “And I do not counsel against it being soon, but we in this room carry a heavy burden for our people. I will not strike hastily and waste their lives only for this conversation to happen again in another generation.” He motioned for Xeizhen to come over and stand beside him. “The wheel of life turns, friends, and this is not the first time some of us have had this discussion. I hope only that when the time comes, more of our people survive.”


  Deming settled back into his chair, the wooden legs creaking. “Corpses will be made with or without our decision. It is only a matter of quantity and timing, and the longer we wait the more will die.”


  “The revolution will not come with tomorrow’s dawn,” Tianyu said. “Unless you know of something the rest of us do not.”


  Deming shook his cropped head. “You speak the word aloud?”


  “If we are not safe here, we are safe nowhere.”


  “And did you say the same thing at your Guangzhou factory? Have you found the source of your leaks yet?”


  Tianyu didn’t show a response anyone else in the room would notice, but Xeizhen knew him well enough to see the way his jaw tightened and his fingers twitched. The raid had left them all unsettled, but her grandfather most of all. The workers had not just been his employees; many of them had been family, and not all had escaped. As for the ones that hadn’t escaped... Xeizhen didn’t know what had happened to them, but their silence spoke volumes.


  Tianyu shifted, adjusting the leg that had been wounded outside their factory. “We believe that Internal Security acquired one of the modified headsets used by the factory supervisors.”


  Another of the elders, this one a woman of Indonesian descent, sat up straighter. “Our encryption, it is safe?”


  “As safe as I can make it,” James said from his corner. He strode forward, stopping behind Tianyu’s chair. “From what I can tell, the keys were not cracked. Internal Security managed to sideload their own software onto the glasses and record video of the factory. Their infiltrator didn’t know anything about it.”


  “And you haven’t warned us until now?” Deming said. He pushed himself up to his feet. “You fool. You could compromise everything.”


  “We’re fine,” James said. He tossed a small object to Deming. A flash drive, Xeizhen realized as Deming inspected it.


  “What’s it do?” Deming asked.


  “Updated firmware. The radios have been refined to use even smaller micro-burst transmissions with secured mobile towers. Distribute it to your most trusted people.”


  “It will keep us safe? If Internal Security knows our faces…”


  “If they knew our faces,” Xeizhen said, “we would all be in cells.”


  James tapped on another flash drive. “The changes offer increased threat detection. Any of our devices that come into direct contact with the upgraded firmware will be scanned and you will personally be notified who is infected.” He produced more flash drives and took them to each of the elders. “We will know who the government spies are, and will be able to direct their attention as we see fit.”


  Deming’s eyes flashed, and Xeizhen thought it might have been the first time in the man’s entire life that he actually, genuinely smiled. “You have done well, James. Perhaps if the rest of your family could carry the Yan name so well, we would all be stronger.”


  Xeizhen’s face flushed again. She wasn’t sure if the barb was directed at her or Tianyu, but she didn’t appreciate it. She started to reply, but Tianyu touched her lightly on the arm and shook his head.


  A short time later the elders filed out, off to their own tenements scattered around the Pearl River Basin. Xeizhen waited with Tianyu and James, watching them leave. Once the clanging on the fire stairs had faded, James took a box from the corner and brought it over to one of the empty chairs.


  “New glasses,” he said, pulling the flaps open. “The updated firmware I told the elders about, but some hardware tweaks as well.” He passed a stack of narrow boxes to Xeizhen. “Take these to our shopkeepers in Tsim Shui Tsa. I’ll take the others to the outlying factories this week.”


  “You did not want to give these to the other elders?” Tianyu asked.


  “Not yet.” James pointed to a sticker on one of the narrow boxes. “Scan the number here before you give the glasses to someone. Each of them is keyed internally to help us detect intrusions more quickly. I wanted to test these more thoroughly before distributing them further.”


  Xeizhen placed a pair of glasses over her ears and booted up the software. It loaded remarkably fast, and it only took her moments to connect it to her public social profile. A quick poke through the settings showed no indication of anything unusual. But then it wouldn’t. James knew his business as well as anyone, and he knew the cost of being caught with illegally modified hardware.


  “Thank you, James,” Tianyu said. He hadn’t equipped his own glasses yet. “But do not be so quick to cast suspicion on our fellows. They are just as sincere about our purpose as we are, and if we cannot trust Deming or Hepesh or Guowan, we are lost already.”


  “Yes, Grandfather.” James bowed his head.


  Tianyu chuckled. “I see the spark of defiance in your eyes. It is good. Go, children, go spread your hardware and let us find our spies. Make no mistake, we have more than one in our midst, but that has always been the nature of things.”


  Xeizhen clambered back onto the fire escape as the first golden fingers of dawn tickled at the eastern horizon. The Peak—a green smudge in the distance—glowed in the nimbus of the rising sun. The city, her city, spread out beneath her, the dark pillars of the buildings climbing from the gloom. To the south, faint sounds of waves mixed with the long moaning of ships’ horns. She paused, admiring the panorama. The hills and the city and the sea. Hong Kong.


  Chapter 8


  Tuesday


  


  A sidewalk overpass on Hong Kong Island was a terrible place to be at lunchtime the day after a job, but it was loud and it was crowded, and it was about as private a place as could be found in the whole city without the snoops watching what happened. Porter leaned against the concrete rail, watching the people that approached from either end of the walkway.


  Beneath him electric buses whirred along the roadway.


  The walkway had the rank odor of unwashed humanity. It echoed with laughter and chatter and the snap of playing cards on cardboard mats. Women—they were all girls or women—sat on their flattened boxes and played their cards and lived their lives. Refugees from one place or another. Porter kept half an eye on them, but they weren’t his worry.


  There, at the far end of the walkway, a familiar face appeared. James Yan wore movie star glasses, big oval brown things that covered half his face and danced with laser-etched images. Other than the glasses, he wore plain clothes. Simple brown slacks and a white shirt unbuttoned at the collar. If Porter hadn’t met him a couple times before, the man would have been completely unremarkable. Well, other than the butt of the pistol that discreetly bulged under his left arm.


  James strolled up and stopped a couple paces away, his arms crossed. “You have the picture?”


  “I do.” Porter gave the briefcase at his feet a nudge.


  “We agreed fifty thousand.”


  “We agreed fifty thousand up front, a hundred on delivery,” Porter said.


  “Fifty more then.” James licked his lips. “That’s a hundred total.”


  The agreed-upon payment had been fair, if a little low. Not too much at all. Not for the risks Porter had taken to get the picture. “A hundred more.”


  James came closer, his fingertips edging toward his armpit.


  Porter sprang before James could get the pistol out and caught him by the right elbow with one hand and the throat with the other. Porter half lifted, half threw him against the railing. James fumbled for his weapon, but with his left arm jammed hard against the rail, he couldn’t get to it.


  “Someone was waiting for me up in Zhang’s study, and the last time I saw you someone was trying kill me.”


  “I don’t... know anything. Let me go, man.”


  Porter dug his fingers tighter into James’s throat, turning his face a shade of purple only an eggplant could love. His eyes bulged, and he had a frantic look to him. Could have been honesty. Could have been asphyxiation.


  He was light, maybe a hundred and twenty pounds. Porter leaned him further over the rail, keeping James’s right arm up his back and giving him good look at the concrete fifty feet below. A veil of heat shimmered over the road.


  “Who did you talk to?” Porter demanded.


  James huffed and gagged, trying to form words without air. Porter relaxed his grip a fraction. “No one! It was a private job.”


  Porter leaned in closer, shifting his hand from throat to collar. James kicked again, but he didn’t have the leverage to do any real damage. Porter hefted the little bastard a couple more inches off the ground. All he had to do was let go and James would swan dive into the buses and taxis and German sports cars that clogged the roadway.


  “I know your name, James Yan. I know where you live. I know who you fuck. If I see any signs of people sniffing around again, I’m going to assume you sent them, and you and I are going to have a very unpleasant conversation.”


  “Just the painting,” James gasped. “I just wanted the painting.”


  “For what? You a collector? You’re going to hang a canvas in one of your factories?”


  “Fuck you, man.”


  Porter pivoted, using his hips for leverage, and slung James across the walkway and into the opposite wall. James slammed down between a pair of surprised Indonesian grandmothers, one of whom rattled something at Porter in a language he didn’t understand.


  Porter was on James before he could get the gun out. A sharp jab to the gut took the wind out of the boy, and Porter jerked the pistol out of the shoulder holster before anyone could get shot.


  “I don’t know what your game is,” Porter said, climbing off him. “I don’t know and I don’t care. We’re done.”


  James clambered to his feet and straightened his glasses. “You’re out of your fucking mind.”


  Porter tapped his own glasses. “You look over that recording later, friend. You look it over and you analyze every last frame of it. I’m sane and I’m pissed.” Porter kicked the briefcase toward James, because what was he going to do with a painting that belonged to the mayor of Hong Kong? If James or his uncle or Chairman Longzhi himself wanted to complain, they could take a number.


  “Transfer the money,” Porter said.


  James spit out a red glob of blood. “I’m not—”


  “Transfer the money or I take my picture back. And I won’t sell it. I’ll leave it in your apartment, and I’ll call Internal Security, and I’ll laugh my ass off when they drag you away.”


  A number in the bottom corner of Porter’s glasses displayed the balance for a bank account in Singapore that Sam had firewalled behind multiple identities and multiple proxies. The balance flashed and reset, a hundred thousand higher than it had been.


  Porter let the briefcase fall. “I’d say it’s been a pleasure doing business with you, but that’d be a lie.”


  “Whoever you ran into, it wasn’t one of mine.” James took the briefcase and briefly checked the contents. “You mind giving me the pistol back?”


  Porter inspected it. As flashy pistols went, a Browning Hi Power Renaissance wasn’t the worst choice in the world. Porter ejected the magazine and ejected the round in the chamber. “Fetch.” He dropped the Browning, gave it kick down the walkway, and started walking the other direction.


  “I’ll see you around,” James said to his back.


  Porter reached the street and headed through the crowds toward the harbor. A block short of the ferry, he realized he had a problem. Another problem.


  Someone was following him, and it wasn’t James Yan.


  Chapter 9


  


  


  The new boat smelled like fresh paint and fiberglass and freedom. It even covered the usual sewage odor of the harbor. Sam sat in his favorite chair in the main cabin. The air conditioner hummed somewhere in the stern, pumping cool air in over his head. The old junker hadn’t had an A/C unit, so it’d gotten awful hot in the summer. Even now, in September, the weather was still sweltering, and the A/C made it so a man could actually get some work done in the middle of the afternoon.


  Sam swept his eyes across his glasses, frowning. The video chat display in the center of his vision kept him linked to the other folks on his team, and one of them had just gone offline without warning.


  “Wei, you there, buddy?” Sam asked.


  No response.


  A video image popped into place under the chat window. Emre, at her apartment in Hong Kong. “Did Wei just go offline?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” Sam said. “Hadn’t talked to him in a while, though. He have something planned?”


  Emre shook her head. “He was running rainbow tables just a minute ago.”


  “Hang on a sec.” Sam fired up a remote desktop session, routed it through servers in Manila, Bangalore, Shenzhen, and finally Shanghai. The link from Shenzhen to Shanghai had a 30 ms ping, but the connection from the router in Shanghai to Wei’s apartment timed out. Sam used his primary connection to ping a server he knew was hosted at a datacenter in Zhanjiang Hi-tech Park. With a direct connection from Hong Kong, it came back with a sub-100 ms response.


  “I’m getting a datacenter response to Shanghai,” Sam said. “Try the redirect for his file server.”


  Sam tried it himself, not waiting for a response from Emre. Her ping would show different times, and that was totally expected, but unless the whole internet backbone dropped out in Shanghai, Wei’s server ought to show up. The guy had a hundred-gigabit line into his building.


  “Nothing.” Emre shrugged. “Should I call his mobile?”


  “He has a mobile?” Wei hadn’t ever mentioned it.


  Emre looked sheepish. “It’s on a dark network. We chat directly sometimes.”


  “Yeah, call him, I guess.” Sam fired off a secure email and another in plaintext from a throwaway public address. The throwaway pained him. Crypto existed for a reason, damn it.


  “It’s just a voicemail with no message,” Emre said. “I hung up. You think it’s the government?”


  “God, I hope not. Keep pinging his server.” Sam double-checked the tripwires he had in place between the sailboat and the datacenter in Hawaii where his primary cutout server was located. Everything came up clean, but the memory of the near-trace last night lingered. Chinese Cyber Command could brute-force anything, and the only protection was to use multiple, constantly shifting proxies. If Wei had caught Cyber Command’s attention, he really could be in trouble. It made Sam wish Porter were around, just in case.


  When he was as confident as he could be that he was untraceable, Sam set to work on the Shanghai police network, using credentials he’d been saving for an emergency. If Wei disappearing didn’t count as an emergency, he didn’t know what did. The credentials got him through the first hurdle, and burning a couple backdoors in official government servers got him the rest of the way.


  Images popped up in Sam’s glasses. Live video feeds from the cameras around the business district.


  Sam scanned the feeds. “Shanghai’s online.”


  “If you can relocate yourself, you might want to do it.” Emre had a spooked look. “This sounds bad.”


  “I can’t. Not until my brother comes back.”


  “You want me to stay on the line? Just in case?”


  “It was probably just his building or something. Hell, I don’t even know where he lives.”


  Sam cycled through more cameras, looking for signs of a fire or a bomb or anything. He saw the lobby of a hotel, the reception area of a police station, even the inside of an empty apartment. What he didn’t see was any signs of panic. No fleeing crowds. No fire engines nudging through traffic.


  “Sam?” Emre said, breaking his reverie. “If you’re worried about—”


  “I’ll be fine. If we haven’t heard from him by tomorrow, then we can panic.”


  “If Wei triggered something, Cyber is going to see that he’s been talking to us.”


  “He’s fine.” Sam wanted to believe it, but his words sounded hollow. Wei hung around the dark corners of the Internet, places Sam wouldn’t go, no matter how many proxies he was running. “Probably.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “No.” Sam scrubbed his hands on his chair. “Tell you what, let me do some more looking, and then I’ll get off the boat for a while. You still planning to go to the march Central tonight?”


  Emre brightened a little. “I am. You want to come?”


  “In a little while, I think.”


  She smiled, and it made Sam feel just a little bit better. Emre gave him directions on how to find her in case the mobile towers were overloaded. She closed her video connection, leaving Sam to work alone for a while.


  Losing Wei could mean anything. It didn’t have to be sinister. Could be construction in the neighborhood. Could be a bad hard drive. Wei had two of the newest quantum drives from Taiwan, and they had like a twenty-five percent failure rate. And mobile towers went down all that time. That didn’t mean anything.


  Except... Except Wei had never gone offline like that before. The guy showered in his glasses. So if something was wrong...


  Sam scanned through more cameras. He switched his glasses to the video feeds from the cameras in the mast. The marina was as quiet as ever. A container ship floated in the far distance. Fishing smacks and tourist junks bobbed in the harbor. And the usual clutter of people and boats and nets and fish clogged the marina itself. Chaos, but normal chaos.


  And then his attention caught on something. A new boat. A slick, black speedboat. Too small to be a tourist trap, too clean to be a refugee boat.


  Sam zoomed the display closer. It pixelated, and the figure behind the wheel lost some detail, but it was enough to see that the man was unusually tall and unusually pale. Sam sent the images to a post processor and waited the fifteen seconds for the stream to buffer. What he’d taken to be rendering artifacts on the man’s face resolved into scars. Strange, but not threatening.


  He slewed the camera across the harbor, inspecting his pier and the ones on either side. People. Dozens of people foolish enough to brave the heat. Fish hanging like laundry. Dogs sleeping in whatever shade they could find.


  After a few minutes, he gave up and started working on the Shanghai police network. If Wei had gotten raided, something ought to show up about him. At least Sam hoped so.


  Chapter 10


  


  


  Porter played it cool with the tail, working his way through the crowds and away from the overpass, but not trying to lose him. Not yet. After a few blocks of weaving down Jordan Road, Porter slowed and panned his camera over the crowd behind him. The software picked out the tail instantly, trailing twenty meters back.


  The smart thing would be to go find somewhere public and sit and wait, then slip off when the opportunity presented itself. But part of Porter wanted to know what he was up against. Operating in the blind was a sucker’s game and the best way to wind up face-down in the harbor. He needed intel, and he needed it quickly.


  The red gates of Temple Street beckoned, and beyond it the crowds of tourists hitting up the few market stalls that had opened early. Porter moved with the surge of the crowd, crossing Jordan and ducking behind the ever-ticking traffic pole. He waited a handful of seconds, letting the tail either decide to close the distance or hang back. When Porter merged back into the crowd, the tail was milling on the far side the street, now separated from him by the taxis that whizzed past.


  So. The guy was either incompetent or working as part of a team. Porter knew better than to assume the former. He let the crowd carry him onto Temple Street. A bare-chested, dark-skinned man hauled a box from a pushcart into a tent. He called out to the boy helping with the cart, probably telling him to lend a hand. Porter didn’t recognize the words, but they sounded like an Indian dialect.


  He walked briskly past the half-assembled tent, continuing for another block and giving the rest of the opposition team time to get into position. No sense in tipping them off that he had spotted them. Before crossing the first alley, he panned the crowd and logged the faces of everyone behind him.


  The next block took him past mama-sans working doorways and trying to entice him inside with promises of good times and young girls. Porter kept going until he reached a corner crowded with food carts. He panned the crowd again and ran a comparison on the faces behind him. The software came back with fourteen matches.


  Porter took the third block at a leisurely stroll, inspecting each of the faces in glasses. One of them screamed government, but he wasn’t looking the right direction. Two more had the hard-eyed look of operators. One or both of them was probably his stalker. Porter used Sam’s software to assign them all red arrows.


  Another block, another pan, another scan, and he still had all three red arrows behind him. Porter paused at a food cart, inspecting the pineapples and oranges. From the corner of his eye he could see one of the tails. Dude was inspecting a rack of shoes and looking about as casual as a red Ferrari in a housing project.


  “You hungry?” the old man at the food cart asked. “Best fruit in Hong Kong. I buy fresh every morning.”


  “Just a bottle of water.” Porter slapped a ten-dollar coin onto the man’s cart and took his water.


  He paced himself deliberately slowly, ambling another block, drinking his water. A quarter turn while he drank let him record the crowd yet again. If the Navy had had software half as slick as what Sam had given him, the business in Indonesia might have turned out totally differently. A lot of lives might have been saved. A few careers, too.


  Focus.


  Dwelling on the past was a bad idea most of the time, and he certainly didn’t have time for it now. So. Plan of action? Lose the tails? He probably could. A six-foot gringo might have a hard time blending into the crowds in Jakarta, but there were enough tourists in Hong Kong that it wasn’t a big deal. Or maybe lose two of the tails and have a little chat with the third? He considered that while he finished the water.


  The trick was getting one isolated. And unless he missed his guess, the original guy was probably waiting for him somewhere ahead. And there were quite possibly two or three more hostiles besides the ones he knew about.


  Porter pressed on, hurrying now. Sweat trickled down his sides. He rounded the last tent of the half-assembled night market, and darted down a cross street. After half a block of running, a glimpse over his shoulder showed three red arrows over figures that were making more effort to blend in with the tourists. Porter’s display flashed, a fourth arrow appearing over a figure a block ahead of him. They were boxing him.


  “Son of a bitch,” Porter said aloud. A woman with shopping bags in both hands frowned at him as she passed.


  Porter pressed on, heading toward the solitary arrow. If he needed to barge past and break for the subway, he’d rather take his chances with one person than three. As he closed on the guy, he caught the signage for one of the shops he was passing. Lucky Dragon Noodle & Rice, a place he knew well.


  Porter swung a hard left down the alley just past Lucky Dragon. The red arrows in the crowd moved in on him, and he had no doubt they were starting to get antsy. Let ’em. He jogged the twenty meters to the back of the alley and emerged onto another street. Instead of breaking for the subway as the tails would expect, he circled to the back of Lucky Dragon and hustled to the back door, gambling that it would be unlocked.


  The door opened at his touch, knocking a heap of foam containers out of the way. Porter waved to the Chinese cook and shut the door quietly behind him. The smell of flour and oil filled the air, blotting out the rankness of the alley.


  “Susannah around here?” Porter asked.


  The cook gave him a blank stare.


  Porter tried again in English.


  The cook shrugged and went back to scraping his wok.


  What the hell kind of cook worked in Hong Kong and didn’t speak Chinese or English? Porter slid around him, stopping at the entryway from the kitchen to the dining room. Fifteen people, mostly tourists, but a few locals, too, sat at the bench-like tables slurping soup and chomping on dumplings. No one overtly dangerous, but there was a trio of white guys in the corner that had enough size to them to be trouble if they’d had any situational awareness at all. He pegged them for military, but none of them even looked his direction.


  “The front door too good for you?” Susannah asked. She leaned against the wall a meter from Porter, her arms crossed. She could have been anywhere from her late twenties to her early forties, but Porter wasn’t about to ask. Sue ran her shop tighter than most captains ran their ships, and he’d seen her crack heads on enough occasions that he’d developed a healthy respect for just how much damage could be done with a wooden spoon.


  “Ran into a little trouble, Sue. Figured any port in a storm...”


  “You talk a big fight, Porter Melo, but I know you’re a softie inside.” Sue straightened up and wiped a few stray grains of rice from her black t-shirt. “Sam doing okay?”


  “Sam’s good. Stayed home in the air conditioning like a sane person.” Porter surveyed the restaurant again, making sure no one was paying him any more attention than they should.


  They weren’t. And there weren’t any obvious goons peering through the front windows, either.


  Sue sidled up beside him and pitched her voice low, “You going to stay a while, or is there a real problem?”


  “I’ll stay,” Porter said. “And I don’t know what you mean by ‘problem.’”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Where’s the new cook from, by the way? He didn’t answer me when I asked if you were here.”


  “That’s because he’s deaf, smart guy.” Sue tapped on an order pad. “I have to write everything down for him. It’s a real pain in my ass.”


  “You didn’t—I don’t know—notice that before you hired him?”


  “I didn’t hire him.” Sue’s expression turned to a grimace, and Porter got the impression that it was a sore subject. “But he’s a good worker, so you just stay off his case.”


  Porter patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll take a bowl of the hot and sour, if you please.”


  Sue shot him a look that let him know he was off the hook, at least for a while. “Dumplings?”


  “With dumpling sauce on the side.” Porter found his way to an empty seat while Sue took the order back to the cook. He settled in beside the group of white guys. If someone came through the front door, they’d offer plenty of cover. All three of them looked as if they had come from the same mold: square jaws, broad shoulders and enough cologne to make a man’s nose twitch. One of them had the globe-and-anchor symbol of the U.S. Marine Corps on his forearm.


  “You fellas mind if I sit?” Porter asked.


  “Whatever, man,” the tatted one said, shrugging. He glanced Porter’s way, then turned back to his friends. “And so she says to me, ‘it’s so big I don’t know if it’ll even fit.’”


  The other two Marines laughed as if it were the funniest thing they’d ever heard. After a few seconds of pounding the table, one of the others spoke, “So that bitch, she had an ass you wouldn’t believe, and the way she jiggled it, I thought I was gonna bust a nut just watching her, yo.”


  “You laid into her good, brah,” the third guy said. “I heard her screaming for hours.”


  Porter wasn’t sure which of the other two guys he was addressing, and he didn’t much care. Jarheads on leave looking for women. Soft pieces of shit that got off on throwing their weight around. Just because a woman didn’t have any other way to take care of herself didn’t give idiots like them the right to treat her as if she were a piece of meat.


  “You smacking that girl around or...?” Porter asked. A couple white boys beating up hookers in the city wasn’t exactly news, but Marines ought to know better.


  “Naw, man, nothing like that. Not beating them hos or anything. Just fucking they brains out. You know how you do.”


  ‘Fucking they brains out.’ Boy didn’t have enough brain cells to make a tadpole jealous. Porter scooted a couple of inches away.


  Sue came over, soup in hand, and set it in front of Porter. “The new cook is liberal with the chilies, so it’s a little more hot than it is sour. You want a beer to wash it down?”


  “I’m good, Sue. Thanks.”


  She turned away, but before she could leave one of the Marines snaked out a hand and grabbed her ass. Two things happened in an extremely short amount of time. One: Porter opened his mouth to warn the guy about Sue, just as a professional courtesy. Two: Sue whipped around, produced a wooden spoon polished blacker than the devil’s own heart, and cracked her harasser across the knuckles hard enough to split the skin.


  “Shit!” The Marine jerked his hand away.


  The other two Marines jumped to their feet, knocking the table off-kilter in the process. Half of Porter’s soup sloshed into his lap, coating him with nearly boiling liquid.


  “Son of a bitch,” Porter said, gritting his teeth.


  “Out.” Sue jabbed with her spoon. “Out of my shop. Right damn now.”


  “She fucking hit me, Sarge,” the wounded Marine said, sucking on his knuckles. “Did you see that shit?”


  “You can either walk out on your own two feet, or you can be carried by the paramedics.” Sue’s spoon didn’t waver. “Your call.”


  The Marines looked to each other, and it didn’t take much imagination to know what they were thinking. “Gentlemen,” Porter said, each word clipped short by the burning in his lap, “there are at least a dozen cameras in this restaurant, and every one of them is recording what you’re doing right now. Think about your next move real carefully.”


  “We’re going,” the one addressed as ‘Sarge’ said. “Y’all have a real good day.”


  The three Marines trooped out, not bothering to fix the table or pick up their chairs.


  Sue watched them go, her lips pressed together and her eyes glittering hard. “I hate soldiers.”


  “I’m still here, you know,” Porter said. “Can you spare a towel, by the way?” He gestured to his lap.


  “Of course. And thank you.” Sue hurried away, leaving Porter alone at the table.


  Porter slid his boot knife back into place. Then he took out the wallet he’d ‘borrowed’ as the soldiers had left. Sure enough, they were Marines. At least one of them was. A buck sergeant at that. And he had two thousand Hong Kong dollars to his name. Not a great haul by any means, but more than enough to leave Sue a tip for her troubles.


  The sad thing was, part of him had wanted to sit near them. The military had been part of his life for so long, he gravitated toward it. Any part of it. Even a bunch of jarheads. Porter shuddered.


  As he was counting out the cash from the wallet, a familiar face went past the front window. A red arrow floated over the man’s head. “Sue, I gotta run,” Porter called. He dropped a few bills on the table, stuffed the wallet into his pocket, and headed out the front door after the tail.


  It was time to get some answers.


  Chapter 11


  


  


  Marines were almost as bad as dogs. A dog had loyalty. A dog had brains. Jarheads just had testosterone and guns, the worst combination in the history of civilization. The group was across the street, huddled up. Probably planning something stupid.


  Ten meters past the jarheads, the red arrow bobbed along on the sidewalk. The afternoon heat was building, and the foot traffic was starting to thin. Porter skirted around the soldiers, nodding to them when they looked his way. “Shop’s owned by the Triads, fellas. Might not want to start something you can’t finish.”


  “Uh, no shit?”


  “No shit at all.”


  “Thanks, buddy.”


  It was total shit, but they’d never know the difference.


  The tail was about thirty meters ahead, strolling along as if he didn’t have anywhere to be or anything to do. He peeked through a window, pausing just long enough to scan the inside of a Vietnamese restaurant. Looking for his target, probably. Didn’t look back, though.


  He might have been an idiot. Or maybe just careless. Either way, it made what Porter needed to do that much easier. He increased his pace, walking briskly but not quite jogging. The target paused at a corner jewelry store, peering in the windows.


  An alley lay beyond the jewelry shop, crumbled bricks and rusty trashcans clogging the narrow entryway like broken teeth in a junkie’s mouth. A group of half a dozen kids crouched in the shade between the buildings, playing cards arrayed between them. As an ambush site, it would do just fine.


  A bicycle messenger zipped past on Porter’s right and weaved onto the sidewalk to avoid a stalled line of faded red taxis. The messenger rang his bell and yelled for the pedestrians to clear out of his way.


  Porter used the distraction to close the last three meters on his target, drawing his knife in the process. A Benchmade CQC9, the knife was the finest close-quarters combat weapon ever crafted by man, and Porter loved it like a second brother. The CQC9 presented more options than a pistol—interrogation was more about fear than pain, and a pistol lacked subtlety.


  Porter gave the tail at the window a little hip check to knock him off balance, stumbling as if it had been an accident. A flick of the wrist sent the tail’s glasses tumbling to the sidewalk. “Excuse me.”


  “Hey watch where—” The tail’s eyes opened wide when he saw who had bumped him.


  Porter slammed him in the stomach with his left fist. Before the tail could recover his breath, Porter caught him by the sleeve and dragged him past the kids and into the alley. The kids scattered, their cards left behind. Porter’s knife flashed, and the razor-sharp blade pressed against the tail’s throat. “You wanted to catch me. Here I am.”


  “You... You...”


  Porter pressed the tip of the knife harder, just above the carotid, and a single drop of blood oozed onto the blade. The tail fell silent.


  “Yeah, me.” Porter used his free hand to give the guy a quick frisk. He transferred a wallet and a compact pistol from the tail’s pockets into his own. “You know who I am, but who the hell are you?”


  “Nobody. I’m nobody. Just a security guard.” The tail’s pupils were wide with fear.


  “A security guard that works with a surveillance team and carries a pistol?” Porter leaned close enough that he could smell the rotten stench of halitosis over the ammonia reek of cat piss and the decaying odor seeping up from the trashcans. “Are you PLA? Hong Kong PD?”


  “Just a security guard. Monoc Securities. Best in Hong Kong.” The man’s left hand, the one opposite Porter, eased toward his pocket. It wasn’t much, maybe a centimeter of movement, but Porter was so keyed up he could practically hear the guy’s heart beating.


  “Be. Still.” Porter twisted the knife around, pressing the blade flat against the man’s throat. A red welt formed as layers of skin parted. All it would take was another ounce of pressure to leave the man bleeding out on the sidewalk. “You move your hands another inch, and I’ll leave your corpse to the rats. Who sent you? James?”


  The man considered the last question for a moment. His eyes narrowed and his shoulders tensed. Before he could do anything truly stupid, Porter drove a knee into his crotch. He doubled over, gasping, but Porter didn’t give him time to go for whatever weapon he’d managed to hold onto. A sweep of the leg left the guy on the dirty floor of the alley, and a pair of sharp kicks to the kidneys took the fight out of him.


  Killing him would be easy. Easier than leaving him alive. Not long ago the man would have been meat, and Porter would have left him before the body drew any attention, glasses be damned. But it wasn’t the old days, and with every corpse he’d left behind, he’d left a little piece of himself, too.


  Porter slid his knife back into the sheath on his calf and checked the guy for gang or military tattoos. He was clean. His medium-length hair didn’t even peg him as military. Porter dragged him toward a dumpster deeper in the alley. “It didn’t have to be like that, you know. You could have just answered my question.”


  The tail whimpered.


  Once at the dumpster, Porter squatted and jerked, hefting the guy up and flinging him over the edge of the dumpster and into the mountain of food scraps and trash bags inside it. Flies swarmed up at the disturbance, buzzing hungrily.


  The man groaned as Porter swung the dumpster’s lid closed over him. A rusty bolt jammed into the latch secured the lid from the outside. He wouldn’t die in there, probably. He wouldn’t get out any time soon, either. Not unless one of his friends showed up and let him loose. Or the kids came back and heard him yelling.


  Porter peeled a hundred dollar note from the wad he’d taken off the Marines and let it drift from his fingers to the dirty concrete. He addressed the kids he knew had to be hiding somewhere deeper in the alley: “If no one has come for him by sundown, let him out of the dumpster, but not any sooner.”


  The tail properly disposed of, Porter checked the pistol he’d taken off the guy. It was a Chinese copy of a Glock. Slim, light, well-maintained. It had seventeen rounds still in the magazine and no obvious signs it had been fired lately other than the wear marks on the metal. It was nowhere near as nice as the Browning he’d taken away from James, that was for sure. He ejected the magazine, wiped down the gun and tossed it into a trash can. The clip went into another.


  The wallet was even less interesting. A few hundred dollars. No identification, no pictures. Porter wiped any possible fingerprints from it with his shirttail and let it fall. The alley rats could have it, too, money and all.


  As he left the alley, Porter spotted the tail’s glasses. They were up against the corner of the jewelry shop. One of the lenses was cracked, but the laser housing on the bridge of the nose looked good. Porter scooped them up. They were plain, but well-made. He turned them over, rubbing the dirt off. The nose pads had gunk up under them, and the body lacked a manufacturer’s mark.


  He couldn’t take them back to the boat, not with the chance that they had a tracking device, but maybe he could get Sam to take a look at them just the same. It would make a fine excuse to get him off the boat and out to a decent restaurant. He deserved a break. They both deserved a break.


  And if Sam couldn’t help, the CIA still owed him favors. That sonofabitch Alistair Brown might not want to help, but he wouldn’t have much choice, not if Porter showed up unannounced in his condo.


  Porter headed toward the marina, finally starting to feel better about his day.


  Chapter 12


  


  


  Xeizhen stood in a courtyard with tenements on all sides. An elderly history professor with skin like stretched parchment sat near her, eating nuts from a gray plastic bag. A white sign leaned against the professor’s knee, the lettering in Chinese and English saying the same thing: DEMOCRACY NOW!


  A clump of students a few years younger than Xeizhen—the youngest probably not even in college, and the oldest barely past twenty—milled behind the older woman, scuffing the dirty concrete and muttering amongst themselves. A low current of anger and defiance hummed in the air, and it felt as if sparks would jump from one generation to the next at any moment.


  More students—Xeizhen counted at least a hundred on just one side of the courtyard—huddled against walls of the tenements, trying to stay out of the worst of the heat. The towers provided shadows to keep the sun at bay, but the intermittent breeze couldn’t provide enough relief to the oppressive blanket of mid-afternoon heat that shimmered above the concrete.


  The door behind Xeizhen squeaked and opened, and Tianyu emerged from the dark doorway.


  “Grandfather, they are restless,” Xeizhen said. “And there are so many of them.”


  “We are all restless.” Tianyu surveyed the crowd until his gaze settled on one of the young men. Tianyu limped toward him, raising a hand in greeting.


  Xeizhen rose and followed, frowning.


  Closer up, the boy looked barely fifteen. And scrawny. Arms like chicken wings and legs like drumsticks. A few sprouts of black hair protruded from his chin. He glanced at his friends and rubbed his hands on jeans. He might have been a student, but he definitely wasn’t a college student.


  Tianyu beckoned to the boy, who came over, kicking pebbles as he shuffled. “Uh, what can I do for you, Uncle?”


  Tianyu rested a bony hand on the boy’s shoulder. They were about the same height—only a few centimeters taller than Xeizhen. “How long have you been in the city?”


  “In Hong Kong?”


  Tianyu nodded.


  “Seven, eight years.” The boy shrugged. “I dunno.”


  “Why are you out here?” Xeizhen asked.


  “My brother,” the boy said.


  The boy shook his head. Behind him, the people in the courtyard gathered, forming a loose arc around Xeizhen and Tianyu. The other young men stood in the middle, hands jammed into their pockets, a motley collection of glasses perched on their noses.


  “Do you have parents?” Tianyu asked the boy.


  “Just my brother.” He nodded toward the clump of boys. “He’s been watching out for me. Baba and Mama are dead.”


  Tianyu squeezed the boy’s shoulder and turned toward the crowd.


  “Grandfather, I can talk to them,” Xeizhen said.


  “Let me, child.” He patted her on the head and stood up as straight as his back would allow. “Folks, we’re here for people like this young man. We’re here for people like you. We’re here for you. We’re here to put a stop to the depredations of the government.”


  A murmur passed through the crowd. All those glasses. All those witnesses. Within seconds the government would have audio and video of Tianyu denouncing them. His nose flared.


  “We are people and we have basic human rights. Jobs. Shelter. Hope. If the government cannot provide for us, then we will provide for ourselves. If we stand together, we will survive together. Beijing in strong, but Hong Kong is stronger. If we fight directly, if we fight violence with violence, we will be swatted aside like summer flies. No riots. No weapons. No angry mobs battling with the police. I have seen what kind of destruction that brings, and I assure you that we will fare worse than the police.


  “So go forth, friends, go forth into the city and tell your brothers, tell your sisters, tell all that will listen that change is coming to Hong Kong. Change is coming to the Pearl River. And change is coming to China. This is our country, not Beijing’s, and we will not be treated like cattle, but like the citizens that we are. Today we take our future into our own hands.”


  A cheer rose from the crowd, and even the old woman with the parchment skin stamped her feet in approval.


  Tianyu clapped the boy on the back. “Son, tell your brother and your friends to keep their heads down. We need to stand together. We all need to be heroes, but none of us need to be martyrs.”


  “O-okay.” The boy licked his lips, then headed back over to the other boys. He muttered something to the boys, asking what a martyr was.


  “They won’t listen, you know,” Xeizhen said when he was out of earshot.


  “I know, but I had to tell them, anyway.”


  “You’re going to start a riot, not a march.”


  “It will start with or without me. At least now they have a fire in their bellies.” Tianyu raised an arm and pointed to the street. Xeizhen marched beside him, and together they spilled into the street. She should have felt like a general at the head an army, but instead she was trailing in her family’s wake. As always.


  Chapter 13


  


  


  Look for the girl in the red t-shirt, she’d said. At the time it had sounded entirely reasonable, but as Sam edged through the crowd inside Admiralty Station, spotting one girl in the mass of people seemed impossible, red t-shirt or not.


  More people than he expected already had their signs out. They stood in clumps, watching the people exiting the station, but also watching the police that had gathered to watch them. All the marchers wore glasses, and if they were anything like him, they were all live-streaming. Whatever happened with the march, the world was going to see it.


  “Sam! Hey Sam!”


  Sam let the crowd carry him toward the nearest clump and ducked out of the stream as he approached. Emre waved him over. She had a dark complexion, a byproduct of her Chinese mother and Indonesian father.


  “Emre!” Sam grinned. “Sorry it took so long to find you.”


  “No problem.” She pointed both fingers at her t-shirt. “What do you think? Too subtle?” Her shirt had a serious-faced Chairman Mao on it, his fist held high.


  “Uh, you realize he was on the other side, ride?”


  “It’s supposed to be ironic, Sam.” Emre pouted a little, but someone squawking a bullhorn outside caught her attention.


  “Attention marchers,” a tinny, amplified voice said, echoing through the station. “We’re heading down to Tamar Park as a group. Form up outside.”


  “You ready?” Emre asked.


  “Yup.”


  Emre slid her arm through Sam’s and pulled him ahead with her. She leaned in toward him, and for a second he wasn’t sure what her intentions were, but then she said, “Have you heard anything from Wei?”


  Sam shook his head. “I have notifications set up, though. If he so much as logs into IRC, I’ll get a ping.”


  “If you hear something, let me know, okay? I’m getting worried. It seems like a pretty big coincidence that he’d just go off the ’net with the march happening at the same time.”


  “I’m sure he’s fine. He’s in Shanghai. It’s not like he was going to be out here with his face in front of the cameras.”


  Emre nodded, but without conviction.


  The heat shimmered over the pavement outside the station. Even in the early evening it pressed down like an anvil, and the humidity left Sam’s skin sticky. At least at the marina the breeze provided some relief, but in Central—tucked in between the buildings and the hills—it felt like a jungle.


  More police stood on each corner. One of the officers, a stout man with a pleasant face, approached Emre. “You don’t want to be seen with this lot.” His English was passable, if accented.


  “Uh, thanks,” Emre said. “But I think I do. These are my friends.”


  “No, no, you go home. These people trouble.” The officer looked Sam up and down. “You both leave now.”


  “Right, well, thanks then.” Emre pulled Sam forward. “Can you believe that guy?” she asked as they left him behind.


  Sam glanced back and saw the officer imploring someone else to go home. He looked at Emre and shrugged. Guy was probably trying to help as best he could, and it was sure better than swinging a nightstick to make his point.


  They made it to the park, and just getting off the sidewalk helped the temperature. Thousands of people milled about on the pounded-flat grass, waving signs and smoking cigarettes. Scattered pockets of song carried from further in the park, but they were too far distant to make out the words. Not for the first time Sam wished he could read more Mandarin.


  He was ruminating on his language skills when one of the other marchers caught his attention. She was about Emre’s height, with the same close-cropped black hair, but she had a look that made same feel like a field mouse caught in the gaze of a bird of prey. She stood with an older Chinese man, talking quietly to the dozen or so people that surrounded them.


  “You don’t even have a chance,” Emre whispered.


  “What?”


  “That girl? I see you staring at her. That’s Xeizhen Yan.”


  Sam looked away, focusing on a banner written in logograms he didn’t recognize. “I’m not staring.”


  Emre laughed. “You were.”


  A loud squeal blared over a bullhorn, and then a man’s voice rang out. “Thank you everyone for coming out tonight. We’re going to form up from here and go down Lung Wo and in front of City Hall. Please avoid confrontation with the police. We don’t want anyone getting hurt tonight.”


  “Except the cops!” a whip-thin Chinese guy about Sam’s age yelled. A chorus of cheers rose with the cry.


  The yells weren’t far from the man with the bullhorn, and he was only a few yards from the Xeizhen girl.


  Xeizhen gestured for the bullhorn, glaring at the guy that had contradicted the first speaker. “No! Not even the police. This is a peaceful march. If you want to get in a fight, go find a bar. We’re here to raise awareness, not provoke a response.”


  “You get this many people together, something’s bound to go wrong,” someone nearby rumbled in British-accented English.


  Sam turned toward the man. He was older, maybe forty, and he carried an umbrella, even though the sky was clear.


  “You think there will be trouble?” Sam asked.


  “This is China, there’s always trouble. The only question is whether it makes the news or not.” The man looked around the park. “But I suppose even Internal Security will have a hard time censoring this many feeds.”


  That jived with what Sam had already been thinking, so he took it as a good sign. Even if things got bad, how bad could they really get if everyone was recording it?


  The people in the park started to slowly work their way out toward the street, and Sam and Emre went with them. The singing from earlier picked back up, and as the people in the park came together on the sidewalk, the music unified, and Sam began to recognize what they were singing: fragments from the old Cui Jian song made famous after Tiananmen Square.


  The shadows between the buildings grew longer, but out on the sidewalk the heat remained omnipresent. A bad vibe hung in the air. Nothing he could put a finger on, but there was a current of unrest in the crowd, and Sam wished Porter was there. If something bad did happen, Porter would know what to do. Porter always knew what to do.


  “You alright?” Emre asked.


  “Yeah, I’m good.” Sam pulled his hands out of his pockets and tried to look like he was enjoying himself. He should have been, and he didn’t know why he wasn’t. The government in Beijing was full of thieves and liars and enough civil rights violations to drown The Hague in red tape for a decade. The world knew it, too, but no one was willing to say anything about it. Well, they hadn’t been, and that’s why he was there on the street, wasn’t it? That’s why he’d been working with Xei and Emre for the last six months, too.


  The marchers snaked forward, crowding the sidewalks as taxis and buses zoomed past in the traffic lanes. Sam would have talked to Emre, but between the singing and the cars, he could barely hear himself think. The crowd itself held his attention, though. It all seemed so simple when he broke it down. Individual people were hard to predict, but when you got them in a large enough group, they weren’t that different than the simulations.


  “Oh shit!”


  Sam didn’t know where it came from exactly, just somewhere ahead of them, but in the seconds after someone cried a warning, the crowd took a collective gasp. And then the firing started.


  Porter would have known exactly what kinds of guns they were just from the sounds, but Sam had no idea. Whatever they were had a deep, hollow thump.


  Booming echoed, and then yells. The sounds of gagging were what tipped him off. He tugged on Emre’s elbow. “That’s tear gas.”


  Her eyes went wide as telephoto lenses. “We should go.”


  “We can’t go.” Sam stood up straighter. They were in Central to march, and if they bailed, so would the English guy and then so would the high school students past him and then the next thing you know the whole crowd would be cramming into the subway, and An Longzhi would have a good laugh about the peasants and their foolish—


  BAM! BAM! BAM!


  Tear gas canisters clattered off the building fifteen meters behind them, and gas started to hiss out. A line of police emerged from a building ahead of them, cutting the marchers in half.


  “Bollocks to this.” The Englishman broke and ran, his gut wobbling like custard as he fled back through the gas and away from the police.


  Emre looked at Sam and Sam looked at Emre, and an understanding passed between them. They pushed ahead as one, out of the spreading cloud fumes and into the mass of people who couldn’t decide whether to run or to flee or to just stand there and puke.


  The tear gas made Sam’s eyes feel like they had doused in bleach and his nose ran like he had the flu. More gunshots rang out. Louder, closer. Sam ducked down, motioning for Emre to crouch with him. A wave of bodies, mostly twenty-something guys and teenagers, but a smattering of middle-aged men and women, stormed off the sidewalk and into the street. Honking taxis added to the clamor of yells and screams and gunshots.


  “With them,” Emre said. She didn’t wait for his agreement, just shoved off into the traffic, slapping the hood of a red taxi as she went.


  Sam followed, and they reached the far side of the street together. The cars nudged closer behind them, cutting off any choice of going back the way they’d come. Police stood at either end the street, riot shields up and batons held high. Sam’s guts clenched. They were trapped between two lines.


  The riot shields dipped, and shotguns appeared. There was a fraction of a second that Sam couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but then the shotguns went off and the protesters nearest the police collapsed, screaming.


  Sam shoved Emre against the glass front of a building, and pressed himself between her and the police. He took it as encouraging that the screams continued. The shotguns roared again, and this time he could see the beanbags whoosh out and collide with the front row of marchers. More people fell. More people screamed.


  “This is insane,” Sam yelled in Emre’s ear.


  “This isn’t a march, it’s a mass—”


  A shotgun blast obliterated whatever Emre was saying. Gunshots followed, and something buzzed past Sam’s ear. Holy shit, he thought, they’re using live ammunition. Beside him, Emre grunted, and a moment later she collapsed into his arms. Her eyes were wide with panic, and blood bubbled from her lips.


  Sam hesitated, unsure what to do.


  Emre coughed, and more blood came up.


  “Apply pressure!” He didn’t know where she came from, but the girl from the park was there, standing beside them. “Here.” The girl guided his hands to Emre’s shirt.


  Sam stood numbly as warm blood coated his fingers. They shot Emre. They shot Emre. They shot—


  More shotgun blasts.


  Sam shook his head. Asked himself what Porter would do. And the answer was: run like hell.


  “Help me carry her,” he said, wrapping Emre’s arm around his shoulder. “I can’t do it and hold this, too.” He pressed harder against Emre’s chest. With her red shirt he couldn’t tell how much blood there was, but there was enough to leave his hand slick.


  The Chinese girl—he finally remembered her name was Xeizhen—gave him a hard look, but nodded curtly and ducked under Emre’s other arm. “Back across the street. We’re blocked both directions here.”


  They crawled across empty taxis, and Sam hoped that they didn’t get gunned down on the way. More gunshots were fired, and more tear gas filled the sidewalk where they had been, but none of the shots hit them.


  Emre could hardly walk once they got across the street. Some distant part of Sam’s mind told him that he should have been afraid, but he’d already lost one friend to the government, and he flat-out refused to lose another, not if he had two legs and breath in his lungs.


  They dragged Emre a block away with people running around them. Time lost meaning. All that mattered was the next footstep. Step, press, step. Step, press, step. He didn’t know where they were going, but Xeizhen aimed them around corners and they finally emerged on a street where traffic was moving.


  “Hold her,” Xeizhen said, sliding out from under Emre.


  Xeizhen helped him load Emre into a taxi. Sam wiped his friend’s blood on his pants, adding a crimson slash to the dirty linen. His ears rang with the sound of gunfire, and his heart still hammered with adrenaline.


  The taxi stopped in a snarl of traffic and Xeizhen kicked open the door, letting the heat back inside. “There’s a hospital up there,” she said. “Help me get her out, and then you need to get scarce.”


  “But...” Sam sure as hell wasn’t going to let Emre go without seeing her in a doctor’s hands.


  “You’re too recognizable, and there are too many cameras at the hospital.” She beamed him a card with her glasses. It had an email address and a mobile number attached. “Call me in ten minutes.”


  Sam helped Emre out of the taxi and her head lolled into his arms. “I carried you too far for you to die on me now,” he told her, wiping the blood from the corner of her mouth


  Emre blinked, but that was all the response he got.


  “Ah, fuck,” he said. And he walked away.


  Xeizhen found him a while later, sitting on the sidewalk with his back against a light pole. “She’ll live.”


  Sam started to get up, but Xeizhen offered him a hand and helped pull him to his feet. His legs felt like jelly, and his head felt like it had been inside a vise. “Thanks.”


  “I’m sorry about your friend.”


  “Not your fault,” he said. He shoved a hand through his hair, trying to think about something besides Emre and those damn gunshots. Xeizhen waited, letting him collect himself. “How many dead?” he finally asked.


  “My people think at least three. Central is completely cordoned off, though, and I don’t know how many are there.”


  “Your people? You’re like the leader of this little shitshow, aren’t you? Why the hell didn’t you do something about those fucking cops? They were shooting at us.”


  “I know.”


  “And they fucking killed my friend.”


  “Not yet.”


  “Bullshit. I saw her, okay?” Sam blinked back the tears that threatened to overwhelm him. God, he had been flirting with Emre just an hour ago, and now what?


  “It’ll be alright.”


  “No. It won’t.”


  “Hey asshole, shut up with your ‘woe is me.’ Your friend is alive. I saw her go into the ER. There are plenty of people still out there that are hurt or worse. You’re obviously not a local, so I appreciate the show of solidarity, but this is bigger than you, and it’s bigger than your friend, and it’s bigger than all of us. So suck it up and go help some people.”


  Sam blinked, too stunned to properly respond. “That was... That...”


  “Was what you needed to hear. And it was serious. Get yourself together.”


  “Why’d you help her? You don’t even know her.”


  “She needed help.” Xeizhen pressed her lips together, and Sam knew that’s all she had to say on the subject. Knew it was all that really needed to be said, for that matter.


  “Well, thanks.”


  She squeezed his shoulder, and then she was gone, probably off to save other lives. Sam trudged the other direction, heading for the harbor to find a boat that would take him home. Wherever that was.


  Chapter 14


  


  


  Xeizhen’s whole body ached, and smears of blood still streaked her arms where she hadn’t full washed it way. Everything had seemed so clear on the street. Scary as hell, but clear. She had a purpose, mostly knew what to do. But now that the adrenaline was gone, she felt hollow inside, like her legs were just tubes of jelly, and she might collapse into a puddle at the slightest push.


  She entered a building a few blocks from Hong Kong University, a former apartment the family had planned to renovate but hadn’t ever finished. A helicopter buzzed somewhere outside, but it diminished as she shuffled deeper into the broken-down tenement where she was supposed to meet her grandfather and James.


  Fifty meters of corridors and dripping water didn’t make much of an entryway. Xeizhen hurried through the gloom as fast as she could, finally emerging into a room with a dozen trestle tables scattered about it and a cash register in the back. Wan light filtered through dirt-streaked windows, casting the whole place in pallor.


  Her grandfather sat at one of the tables, nursing a steaming cup of tea.


  “You made it out,” Xeizhen said.


  “I did. Things escalated quickly.” He set his tea aside and looked her over, his gaze drawn to the blood on her clothes.


  “It’s not mine.” Xeizhen wiped her hands on her pants. “They shot at us, Grandfather.”


  “I know.”


  “The world will know what we face now.”


  “It might. But will it care?” Her grandfather took a sip of his tea. “It has always been thus for China. We will make the feeds for a few days, yes, but then what? Will we keep standing up for ourselves, or go back to being cowed?”


  “We will stand. We have to.”


  “Perhaps you are right,” he said. “I hope you are right. We cannot afford to fail.”


  “We’ll march tomorrow. And the next day. And everyday. Until Zhang and Beijing give us a voice.”


  “You do not need to rally me, child. I am already on your side.”


  Xeizhen nodded. She could count on him. When all else failed, Yan Tianyu stood with his family and with his people.


  A cobweb fluttered in the neon light that leaked through the windows. It landed on Xeizhen’s arm, sticking to damp patch of fluid. “This place is beyond disgusting,” she said.


  “It has its purpose,” Tianyu replied. “It is a place beneath notice. That has value.”


  Beneath notice was good. They would march again tomorrow. They would, at least, if the government didn’t find them first.


  A door hidden in the dust and gloom groaned open and James came through. Sweat dripped down his face, plastering his hair against his forehead. “Sorry for the delay.”


  “You could have called,” Xeizhen said. “We thought you’d been picked up.”


  “Lost my glasses.” James set a briefcase on the table. He eyed the bench, but opted to stand. Xeizhen couldn’t blame him.


  “Did you get caught in the troubles?” Tianyu asked.


  “No, heard about it, though. You’re both okay?” He looked at Xeizhen’s blood-stained clothes and frowned.


  “We’re both here,” Xeizhen said. “That should tell you plenty.”


  Her grandfather pulled the briefcase over and his long fingers worked the latches, opening the case. “It is... comely.” He withdrew a hideous painting of the Great Wall.


  “So I ran into a little trouble of my own,” James said. “With the thief.” James wiped the sweat from his eyes. “He said there was someone in Zhang’s study, and they knew him by name.”


  Tianyu looked, up head cocked. “Knew him?”


  “He said everything went to plan getting there, but as he was leaving, this man called him by name. He thought we were behind it.”


  “We weren’t,” Tianyu said. “I would eat rotten fish bones before I lifted a finger to help Zhang.”


  “That’s what I told Melo, but he wouldn’t listen.” James pulled his collar down, revealing a series of bruises on his neck. “He gave me this.”


  “He gave you a hickey?” Xeizhen asked. “Didn’t know you were into—”


  James made a sour face. “We had a disagreement.”


  “Do not find yourself on the wrong side of Porter Melo.” Tianyu snapped the briefcase closed. “He is a dangerous man, and we will need his services again.”


  “Again? Uncle, come on. He tried to kill me today. Surely we can use one of our own people to extract the sensors?”


  “With the reaction today, things are going to escalate. We will need intelligence, and who else do we have that could enter Zhang’s office without alerting his security team?”


  “Gopal.”


  “That we can trust?” Tianyu shook his head. “If he is not working for Beijing, he is working for New Delhi.”


  James pondered that a moment. “Well, we can’t trust Melo. He tried to choke me to death today.”


  “And yet here you are, moaning like a birthing sow. Be happy you weren’t shot. Others were not so lucky.”


  “He’s a rabid dog, and he should be put down.”


  “And dogs have their uses.”


  Xeizhen picked a cobweb out of her hair. “Perhaps we could bring in a specialist, Grandfather? Someone from New York or San Francisco? If we only need to get the surveillance devices out of Zhang’s mansion, it might even be better to use someone who won’t suspect why we placed the picture in the first place.”


  “Anyone besides that asshole.” James rubbed his neck. “Seriously.”


  “We will not need anyone for a few more weeks,” Tianyu said. “Perhaps—”


  The faint sound of screams erupted somewhere in the distance. The crump crump of a helicopter grew louder.


  Xeizhen brought up the video feeds from the cameras on the buildings. Four soldiers in gas masks were on the street outside, weapons pointing at a cluster of youths. A cloud of fog hung in the air and mucus streamed down the kids’ faces.


  “It’s a raid,” Xeizhen said. She switched to another camera. A line of a dozen policemen in full riot gear swept up Bonham Road, their bulky shields held in front of them. “They are coming up Bonham from the east.”


  Tianyu latched the briefcase and gathered it. “They are moving too quickly.”


  The sound of the helicopter increased to hurricane strength, showering dust down in the little cafeteria.


  Tianyu’s eyes went distant as he scanned the feeds in his glasses. “Xeizhen to the tunnels. James to the north. I’ll go out the west. See you soon, kids.”


  Chapter 15


  


  


  Sam paced across the cabin, fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. He kept his focus on the video feeds in his glasses, but he could see enough of the boat to avoid banging into the narrow sofa or the two-person kitchen table. The feeds in his glasses alternated between social media covering the “disturbance” in Central and the utterly normal streets in Shanghai.


  A green notification popped up in the bottom-right corner of his vision: an email indicator. Sam opened it eagerly, hoping that it was Emre telling him she was fine after all. Instead it was an advertisement for Huawei’s next generation of glasses. Now with even higher definition video taps, probably. He marked the email as spam and continued his search.


  The hospital database had her information, and she was marked as being in a room near the intensive care unit. It wasn’t what he wanted to see, but at least she was still alive. If it would do the slightest bit of good, he could tap into every networked device in the hospital, watch the doctors with their scalpels and the nurses with their bedpans. And all that would do is drive him crazy, more even than he felt now.


  Sam closed his eyes. A tremor passed through him. He worked his jaw, trying to release some of the tension that gripped him.


  Focus on what you can help, he told himself. If he couldn’t do anything at the hospital, at least he could look for Wei.


  Sam switched to a video feed in Shanghai, zooming in on a policeman and studying him as the policeman studied the crowds of passersby. The man wore the black tactical uniform of every decent-sized police department in China. A white helmet covered his head, the silver visor likely giving him a heads-up display with information about every citizen within a hundred meters. He carried a submachine gun parallel across his chest. Porter would probably know what kind it was. Would probably know the size of the magazines and the muzzle velocity and the trigger pressure.


  Sam switched the feed again, moving to one a couple blocks away, nearer the harbor. It was high up on a utility pole, looking down into an alley between a red-lit massage parlor and a boarded-up cell phone shop. Four guys slouched against the walls of the alley. Two of them were alert, watching the street as the talked to each other and smoked cigarettes. The two others stared at the battered brick wall across from them, their eyes distant as they watched something on their glasses. Sam zoomed in closer on one of them.


  He wore bold red basketball shoes and blue jeans with tears around the knees. His shirt was a button-up dress shirt, short-sleeved and collared. The tail hung long in the back, but tapered to the front, leaving his waist and his black leather belt visible. Very stylish these days, if you didn’t mind sitting on your shirttail. The camera didn’t have enough resolution to see what model of glasses he wore, but judging by the slimness they were either very high-end or very cheap knockoffs. And with the guy so engrossed in whatever they showed, they were probably high-end.


  The question was, who knew more about Wei, the cop or the gangster? It would take some effort, but Sam could break into either of their glasses and view any messages they had sent or any videos they had uploaded. But to get that kind of access in a hurry would leave traces even a dumb gangster would detect, never mind one that might be part of a Triad. And if he went after the Shanghai police force, breaking into a patrolman’s glasses would have half the city’s cyber forces hunting him.


  Sam flopped onto the sofa, considering his options. He could call Porter. See what he thought. Yeah, and as soon as Porter heard Wei had been picked up and the cops had shot up the march, he’d spook like a noob with a wiretap, and they’d be off sailing for New Guinea or something. No, if he wanted to find Wei, he had to do it himself. Sam popped open a secure email window and started to subvocalize a message, but he heard something upstairs.


  Footsteps.


  “Porter?” Sam called.


  The footsteps stopped, but no one responded.


  Sam flipped his surveillance feed from the alley in Shanghai to the camera at the stern. It looked over the boat, taking in the wheelhouse and the mast and the bow. A shadow stood at the bow where the bow rope kept the boat secured to the dock. Sam zoomed the camera on it, but as he did, he heard the footsteps again.


  The shadow wasn’t moving.


  “Porter, if that’s you...”


  The door to the wheelhouse slammed open and the figure that was supposed to be at the bow stood silhouetted in the marina lights.


  “There you are, little fish,” the man said.


  Sam scrambled from the sofa to the kitchen, lunging for the knife hanging on the wall. A great thump sounded behind him as the intruder’s feet reached the deck. Sam got his fingers to the hilt but a cudgel caught him across the wrist, battering his arm away. A wall of fire blossomed up his arm. A hand caught his shoulder, twisting him away from the knife.


  “No.”


  Sam slammed against the wall, his teeth rattling. The intruder closed on him. His face leered red and grotesque, but it lacked any emotion. Even as his fist arced into Sam’s gut, the man didn’t grimace or smile or—


  The world flashed black for a moment. Sam gasped for breath, the injury to his arm forgotten as he just tried to breathe. He braced himself for another blow, but instead the intruder grabbed him under the arm and heaved him to his feet.


  “What do you want?” Sam mumbled between gasps. “Money? Hardware?” If he could stall the guy a little, maybe Porter would come back.


  “I want you, Mr. Melo.”


  Sam looked up, seeing the smooth flesh that covered the intruder’s face. The man’s lips were pressed into a flat, bored line. “Me?”


  The man had a cloth. Black. And it descended over Sam’s head. He tried to call out for help, but the chemical stench inside the bag took his breath away again. The last thing he remembered was being lifted and carried, and then all was darkness.


  Chapter 16


  


  


  


  Helicopters buzzed over Kowloon, difficult to see in the night sky. Porter stood on a pier not far from the harbor ferry, watching choppers disappear behind the distant buildings, only to emerge moments later. One of them stopped—hovering just above a tenement—and a squad of soldiers fast-roped out.


  Porter whistled, long and low. Whoever had gotten the government’s attention was surely regretting it. The Hong Kong Police were quick to send out the choppers, but that kind of response was more than he’d ever seen. But it wasn’t his problem, fortunately. They were far from the marina.


  Taxis and limousines swept past ten meters away, their headlights glowing on the road. Porter stood down in the shadows and made a call to Sam. It rang through to voicemail. Porter didn’t bother leaving a message. Either Sam would see that he had called and message him back, or he wouldn’t. The boy never listened to his messages.


  Porter took the long route back to the marina. The news out of Central was that some idiots had started some National Day trouble a few days early, and he didn’t want to get caught up in something that wasn’t his problem.


  A dress shop with a plate glass window gave him an opportunity to check out the season’s latest fashion. It also gave him an opportunity to record the sidewalk behind him in the reflection. Two blocks later a department store offered a place to duck inside and wait, making doubly sure he wasn’t being followed. He ran Sam’s facial recognition software over every video in his glasses’ local memory, but none of the earlier tails showed up again.


  He might have been clear, or he might have been tailed by a much larger, much more sophisticated surveillance team. It was enough to make a body wonder just how the safe the city was, period. He really would have to lean on Sam harder and convince him that they needed to go on a little cruise. Go spend the winter in Thailand or Australia, anywhere but Hong Kong.


  After ten minutes of hiding amongst purses and wallets, Porter headed deeper into the store and back out onto the street through a different exit. Three more blocks brought him to the salt water and diesel smells of the harbor. He still had a good half-kilometer of wharfs and piers until he reached the boat when his glasses flashed with an incoming call. It was an unlisted number, but that didn’t mean much—half the people in Hong Kong were hiding their calls behind firewalls and proxies, Sam amongst them.


  Porter slid over to the edge of the sidewalk and accepted the call. It was encrypted, and encrypted calls always took a few seconds to exchange public keys and establish a connection. Porter stood beside a rusty chain-link fence. A video stream winked into life, and Porter’s breath caught in his throat.


  “Hello again, Porter Melo.” It was him. The pudgy little man from Zhang’s study.


  “What do you want?” Porter asked. “And how did you get this number?”


  “Mr. Melo, I know more about you than you can possibly imagine. Have you given any thought to the proposal we discussed yesterday?”


  “I don’t want the job. I already told you that.”


  “Ah, so you did, but recent events may require you to rethink your position.”


  “You mean the tail you put on me? I noticed them, in case you haven’t heard. I don’t know who you are. I don’t care who you are. In fact, I’m just about to take a little vacation. Get out of China for a while. May never come back.”


  The man’s little grin collapsed into a flat stare. “You can do whatever you like, Mr. Melo. It would be in your best interest to wait until you have concluded our business with An Longzhi and Zhang Guowei, however.”


  “You keep making these threats, and I don’t appreciate them. I’m not the killer you want, but if you keep at it, you might make me change my mind and pay you a personal visit.”


  All that brought was a laugh. “Then I will endeavor to be less vague. You will terminate the lives of Longzhi and Zhang, or I will return your brother to your little yacht in one-kilogram pieces.”


  The connection went black.


  Porter sagged against the fence. They had Sam? How did they even know where to find him? Or maybe it was a bluff. Maybe they didn’t have him yet. Porter scanned the sidewalk in both directions, pushed off from the fence, and raced toward the boat.


  Chapter 17


  


  


  


  Xeizhen emerged from a dark warren of buildings and found herself on the side of High Street. Police lights flashed in the distance behind her, a blue and red glow two blocks away. She jammed her hands in her pockets and tried to look natural. Tried to look like she wasn’t a wanted criminal. She might not be. She didn’t know. All she knew was that she needed to clear the area.


  A block of steady walking, head down, eye contact minimal, brought her to where High Street turned into Pok Fu Lam. She slowed, taking in the apartments on either side and the roadway that ramped down to meet the sidewalk. A block or so ahead lay Hong Kong University. If there was a safer place on Hong Kong Island than the university, she didn’t know where.


  Xeizhen broke into a jog as the sound of a siren passed somewhere a street over. The tall brick walls of the university came into view, dark trees silhouetted above them. She broke into a run then, pelting past the other pedestrians and through the traffic. A guard at the gate tried to wave her down but she blew past, sucking wind.


  “ID! Student ID!” The guard’s cries fell behind her.


  She slowed as she reached the curve in the driveway outside the library and jogged up the verge, heading toward the sound of voices. She emerged from the relative darkness of the trees into the gas-lit verandah of the library. How long ago had it been that she had stood there, under the palm tree, and encouraged her fellow students to join the march? Maybe twenty-four hours, but it felt like a lifetime.


  The verandah itself was clogged with people. Many of them wore the green-and-white smocks of the biomedical college, but plenty more sat or lay on the gray paving stones in various states of undress. The masked nurses and doctors moved from person to person, squirting bottles of saline into eyes, wiping faces with cloths, and just generally attending to the sick.


  It took Xeizhen a few moments of gasping breaths to fully comprehend what she was seeing. The people before her were mostly young, mostly students. Their eyes wept. Their noses ran with snot. Many of them had skin blistered red. A man in the corner whimpered, occasionally crying out as a doctor attended to him.


  One of the nurses came over, a woman with tired brown eyes. “Are you injured?”


  “No, I’m… I’m good,” Xeizhen said. “What happened?” Even as she asked the question, she knew. Broken umbrellas lay discarded in a corner of the courtyard. A few of the students lay on the pavers, retching into the grass.


  “Tear gas. These people have been straggling in from Central for hours.”


  Xeizhen raised a hand to her mouth. “Can I help?”


  “Are you a student here?”


  Xeizhen nodded.


  “Then of course. This way.”


  The nurse led her to a triage station and equipped her with a bottle of mineral spirits and a second bottle of rubbing alcohol. She took Xeizhen to a young man on his hands and knees wiping spittle from the corner of his mouth.


  “Sit down, please,” the nurse told the man. She offered him a rag and guided him to the grass. Then she showed Xeizhen how to wipe down a small patch of skin, first cleaning it with the mineral oil, then cleaning the mineral oil with the alcohol.


  Xeizhen set to work.


  “Did you go to Central tonight?” the young man asked.


  “I did,” Xeizhen admitted.


  “Did you see what they did to us?”


  “I did.” She swallowed. Now, later, it was painful to see the after-effects. It was harder even than helping the wounded girl to the hospital. Then at least she’d had adrenaline to carry her. Now it was just the harsh realization of what she’d gotten herself into.


  Oh, part of her had known it would be hard. Tianyu had been telling stories her whole life. But fifteen years of relatively easy life in Hong Kong had left her unprepared. It was one thing to listen to stories and lay the groundwork for the protests; it was another thing to stand on the front lines and watch people be shot beside you. And now, standing in the makeshift hospital, it was something else entirely. Something sobering. Something frightening.


  A group of students entered the courtyard, two of them carrying the third. Xeizhen did a double-take as she realized who was being carried. Yuen. She hurriedly finished the patch of the man’s back she was cleaning.


  “I need to help him,” she said, rising.


  She rushed toward Yuen, meeting him at the triage area under the palm tree. He coughed when she arrived, but his eyes were vacant, unseeing. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. Xeizhen gasped when she saw the bone protruding from his arm.


  One of the medics hurried over, an older man with the unforgiving look of a doctor. “What happened?”


  The students lowered Yuen to the grass. “Don’t know, man,” the elder of the two boys said. “We just found him out front. Brought him up here because the guard said you were treating people.”


  “Move out of the way.” The doctor crouched over Yuen, checking his neck. He looked back, eyes wide, and found Xeizhen watching. “You. Girl. Fetch nurses. Right now!”


  Xeizhen rushed away, calling for the nurses. She stood back, watching as the professionals worked on the boy. Watched as they gave him an IV. Watched as they bound his broken arm.


  “It’ll be okay, Yuen,” she whispered. “We can still have that cup of coffee.”


  His eyes fluttered, but they never looked her direction. He just stared off, unseeing.


  “Shit!” The doctor threw his stethoscope aside. One of the nurses looked away, tears in her eyes.


  Xeizhen rushed forward, tugging on the doctor’s sleeve. “What’s wrong?”


  “He’s dead, girl. They literally beat him to death.”


  It hit her like a cricket bat. Dead? Yuen? He’d wanted a date. Coffee. And if she hadn’t offered it, he would have never been in the park. Would have never been caught by the police.


  It was her fault.


  The realization sank in, bitter and cold. If she hadn’t convinced him to join them, he’d still be alive.


  Xeizhen sank to the ground. She cradled her head in her hands. Yuen was gone. She sat a while, listening to the groans and the chatter and... something else. She looked up, finally hearing it for the first time. The hope. How strange that she’d hear hope in the voices around her, but there was an undercurrent.


  Yuen was gone, yes. But he would not be forgotten. She would see to that. Him and the others like him. They were heroes, and she’d be damned if she let their sacrifice be in vain.


  Chapter 18


  


  


  


  The sight of a man running through the harbor with a knife in his hand was not one that occurred often, so it didn’t surprise Porter than people were turning to gawk. He didn’t care. All that mattered was the oxygen that flooded into his lungs, the slap of the aluminum against his shoes and the sight of that boat a hundred and fifty meters ahead him.


  Porter dodged around a wheelbarrow full of nets, bumping his shoulder against the fisherman.


  “Watch where you’re going, gweilo!” the fisherman called.


  Porter didn’t respond. Twenty meters short of the boat he slowed. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. His breath came in ragged gasps.


  The boat sat silent, bobbing gently in the swells. The solar sails were still spread, the lines securing the boat to the pier were still tied, there was even a seagull perched on the stern railing.


  Porter carefully stepped onto the boat, doing his best to not to disturb the rhythm the waves imparted to it. The way he saw it, there were three options.


  One: Sam was on the boat and everything was fine. It didn’t seem particularly likely that the asshole from the video had been bluffing, but it was possible. Could be that he had just wanted to spook Porter into something foolish. If that were the case, it had worked.


  Option two: Sam was gone. Someone had come for him and taken him off the boat, and any signs of struggle were out of sight down in the cabin. That seemed far more likely. On the plus side, the boat probably wasn’t booby-trapped. It was hard to recruit a dead assassin, after all.


  Option three: there was a welcoming party. That worried Porter less than option two. He had a weapon and they wanted him alive. But still, it was a threat he couldn’t ignore.


  He prowled forward, knife held at low ready. The deck chairs were in place. The coffee mug Porter had left out the night before was still tucked into the cupholder on the starboard chair. He came around the wheelhouse and found the hatch into the main cabin open.


  Porter held his breath and eased his way down the steps. He was ready to attack. He was ready to be attacked. He was ready for just about anything except what he found: a note pinned to the kitchen table by a chef’s knife.


  He’s safe for now. If the job is not performed as discussed, he will not be safe for long.


  Simple and to the point. Porter left the knife where it was and looked around the boat. Sam’s bed was made in his personal cabin. No drawers were pulled out. The spare glasses were still in their zip-top bag, stored in Sam’s t-shirt drawer. Even the computer gear was where it belonged in the living area.


  The computer gear.


  Porter stuffed James’s pistol into his pants and dropped onto the sofa. A few quick commands in his glasses brought up the folders where Sam kept the boat’s security feeds. Most video files they uploaded to other servers, but Sam always kept the local security feed on a local server. No sense in giving a potential cyber-thief videos of where they lived. There was just one little problem: the folders were empty. Porter hurriedly searched the whole disk, but every video file on the machine was gone.


  It couldn’t have been accidental. So had Sam done it, or had whoever took him? Probably the latter, Porter decided. He checked two of Sam’s upload sites—the only ones he knew how to access—just to see if there was anything there. There wasn’t. Of course not.


  Why couldn’t Sam lock the doors like a normal person? And why didn’t he have some kind of panic button for their surveillance feed? It was insane that he’d be gone and there wasn’t a single trace.


  Porter slung a pillow across the cabin. He pounded his fist into the arm of the couch. His fight-or-flight instinct was barking like a junkyard dog. Put that bastard from Zhang’s in front of him, and he’d tear the guy in half and feast on the marrow of his bones. A low growl escaped Porter’s throat.


  No.


  He couldn’t focus on that. Going in with guns blazing wasn’t an option. Not yet. Not until he knew who his enemy was, where his enemy was, and what his enemy’s weaknesses were.


  Porter stalked across the apartment, kicking the pillow again. If he hadn’t spent so much time screwing around with the tails, he would have been home to cover Sam’s ass. He should have insisted they each check-in regularly, just to be safe. He’d known there was a threat.


  “Damn, damn, DAMN!” Porter slapped his palm against the table so hard the knife quivered.


  His head turned slowly, looking at the blade. Sam wouldn’t have left a knife out. Whoever had stuck it there had to have touched it. And that meant there might be fingerprints. He could work with that. Running prints couldn’t be too hard, right? And there had to be videos on the web about how to dust for them. There were videos for everything else.


  What else could tell him who had broken in? There had to be clues. He needed to think like a cop, not a soldier. Think like a cop and find out where Sam was held, then he’d think like a soldier and get Sam out. The last few years of not-quite-breaking but very-definitely-entering had taught him a few things about the police. How to avoid leaving fingerprints was a small portion: you wore gloves. The bigger trick was how to bypass the most cutting-edge security systems in Hong Kong. And the biggest trick of all was how to avoid leaving video and audio evidence.


  Porter paced across the cabin, drumming his fingers on his thighs. Fingerprints were a start. That was something a cop would do. What else? Interview people? He could do that. Someone else might have seen something. And if they hadn’t, maybe their glasses had. Yeah, he could do that. Real detective work. It would be like a 3D, fully immersive crime scene drama. Folks back in the States paid big bucks for stuff like that.


  Porter stopped his pacing. Who was he kidding? The locals weren’t going to talk to him. He went around the marina asking questions, he was going to be lucky if someone didn’t try to stick a knife in him thinking he was undercover. Or worse, a snitch. And dust the boat for fingerprints? All he’d do was get graphite all over the damn place.


  He went to the kitchenette and poured himself a shot of American whiskey. It went down harsh and raw and helped clear his head. He wasn’t a thief at heart. He wasn’t a cop at heart, either. He was a killer. The Navy had spent ten years and God-only-knew how many dollars turning him into a stone-cold killer. And whoever had Sam wanted him to be a killer.


  Routine. Repetition. Focus, Porter!


  It wasn’t about who would want to harm Sam. It was about who wanted to harm the party chairman and the city’s mayor. That list was longer, sure, but it was one Porter at least understood. The Triads were at the top. At least for Zhang. The mayor had been hard on them the last few years, and three-quarters of the city wouldn’t mind dumping that particular body in the harbor.


  But why would they want to kill Longzhi? The party and criminal underworld went together like scotch and soda. It could be the Triads, but this was a power play that went beyond the coastal cities. Unless they were trying to get into government.


  He chewed on that for a minute. Could be the Triads, then. Just the possibility made them worth investigating.


  Next option: someone already in the government. Some rival to Longzhi. That made as much sense as the Triads. The list of folks that could take Longzhi’s place couldn’t be too long. Porter made a note to do some research on who would be next in line if the chairman were to die. Anyone with that kind of power would need military backing, though. And if they had military backing, why contract something out to a foreigner? Just arrange a quiet plane crash and call it done.


  What about foreign powers? The U.S. or Taiwan or South Korea? None of them would lose any sleep over Longzhi or Zhang, but they would also know that the replacements might not be any better. Porter knew better than most that the U.S. wasn’t above interfering with foreign heads of state, especially if it could be done with plausible deniability. So why contract it to an American? That didn’t make much sense. Taiwan and Korea made only slightly more sense. They hated the Communists, sure, but murdering the chairman would be like poking a sleeping lion.


  The Russians, maybe? Or someone else? Possible, but not convincing. And why would any of them want Sam?


  Who next? James’s syndicate folks? It was possible. They had just about as much love of Zhang and Longzhi as the Triads. And they didn’t have the kind of muscle or know-how it took to put an end to anyone truly important. Minor party officials, sure. Any idiot could put an RPG through a limousine, but Zhang and Longzhi had real security details, the kind that swept the roads for explosives and then flew their clients in by helicopter at the last second.


  That seemed awful ambitious for a group of people that barely even qualified as criminals. But they were easy to check, if he called in a favor with the Agency. They were a place to start, at least.


  Porter pushed a hand through his hair. If he was going to go out hunting, he needed the proper gear. And he did need to get away from the boat for a few days. The longer he paced around, the more time it gave them—whoever they were—to decide to bring him in for more in-person convincing.


  A trip to his cabin and a rummage through his trunk of gear produced his mask and fins. He stripped out of his clothes and pulled on a jet-black wetsuit. Kowloon Harbor might not have been the worst place he’d ever been in the water, but it was pretty bad. He gathered up some clothes and his glasses and stuffed them into a waterproof dive bag.


  Properly attired, Porter went up to the deck and put on his mask and fins. One side effect of working in the Chinese underworld was a need for protection. Milspec body armor and a proper assault rifle weren’t things a man could leave lying around, though. He hopped over the stern rail and dropped into the warm water of Kowloon Harbor.


  It didn’t take long to dive down through the murk of the harbor and find the bag of gear hidden against the boat’s keel. The bag itself was stored in a fiberglass housing that looked like little more than a blister growing from the keel. It wouldn’t have passed a real inspection with an underwater X-ray, but it served to keep his stuff out of sight of the authorities. Out of sight of the harbor rats, too. The last thing he needed was a couple punk kids blowing up half the marina.


  Back on the boat, the first thing out of the bag was a set of Chinese-manufactured night vision goggles. They didn’t offer the field of vision or the thermal sensitivity of the military-grade goggles Porter had once used, but they were worlds better than relying on his glasses for everything. Under the goggles was his pistol, a Colt 1911 in burnished black. It was a similar size to the Browning that James Yan had carried, but far more subtle.


  And then there was the pièce de résistance. If the goggles and the Colt didn’t get him a death sentence, the kilo of plastic explosives surely would. Russian-made, the red lump of gel was to C4 what Semtex was to gunpowder. A few grams, properly shaped, could blow the turret off a tank. The whole lot could put a hole in that aircraft carrier the PLA Navy sailed up and down the coast for the news feeds. The Russians called it Krov Boga, God’s Blood, but the special ops community had long ago dubbed it “hell gel.”


  It wasn’t much, not by his old standards, but the gear was a hell of a lot more than the locals normally carried, and it, coupled with surprise and his years of hard-earned experience, might be enough to get Sam out of whatever hole the Syndicate had stashed him in. The real trick would be finding the hole. Porter gathered his gear and headed out into the humid Hong Kong night.


  Chapter 19


  


  


  


  The back door of Susannah’s restaurant was locked when Porter tried it. His gear hung over his shoulder, the dive bag disguised by a black trash bag, but that didn’t make it smart to go trotting around the city any more than necessary while he was carrying enough explosives to start a war.


  Footsteps sounded at the head of the alley. Porter turned slowly, trying to stay in the shadows. A city cop stood silhouetted in the dim light. A flashlight beam swept through the darkness, scattering rats and roaches. It missed Porter’s feet by inches before flicking off. The cop strolled away.


  Porter waited thirty painful seconds, then gave the door a few solid whacks. He didn’t particularly want to call Susannah and risk someone noticing the contact.


  No one responded to his racket.


  “Fine, damn it.” He dug his glasses out of his bag and set them on his head. The first call went to her voicemail. Because of course it did. He was just about to try kicking the door again when an incoming call flashed in his vision.


  “Please tell me you’re not in my alley,” Susannah said, when Porter answered the call.


  “Yeah, I am.”


  “The restaurant is closed.”


  “I know. I’m not hungry. I—”


  “You’re not drunk are you?”


  “What, no. I just—”


  The door rattled and opened. Susannah stood on the other side, wearing a pink bathrobe and slippers. The phone call ended without warning and Susannah beckoned him inside.


  “What do you want, Porter?”


  He swung his bag around and set it beside the stainless steel sink. “I need a place to crash tonight.”


  “I run a restaurant, not a hotel.”


  “Can I leave some stuff here for a few hours? I need to check on some things and I can come back later.”


  “What kind of stuff?” She took a step back and eyed him like he was contagious.


  “Stuff I can’t get caught hauling around the city.”


  “You and Sam get into it or something? Go find a hotel like a normal person.”


  “Sam and I are fine, thank you very much. And I can’t. Not right now. Look, Sue, I won’t bother you, okay? But I have some stuff in here I can’t exactly carry around.”


  “Oh, Jesus. Do I even want to know?” She shook her head and pulled her bathrobe tighter. “Porter, I can’t afford to lose this restaurant. I don’t have anything else, okay?”


  “I’m running out of options here, Sue. Sam’s in trouble, and I need to stay away from the boat for a few days.” He couldn’t afford to take that gear back outside, not with as many cops on patrol as there were out there.


  “Are you going to fuck me, Porter Melo?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “You’re a playboy and a thief, and those are your good qualities.” Susannah sighed. “Fine. You can crash back here. Stay downstairs, huh?”


  “I will. Thanks, Sue.”


  “You owe me.”


  “I know.”


  She trudged back to the narrow stairs that led up to her apartment, but paused on the first step. He could feel her gaze on him, and it made him wonder just what she saw. An old dog that didn’t have sense enough to come in out of the rain, probably. After a moment, her footsteps went on up the stairs, and he was alone in the near-darkness.


  Porter took his bag to the storage room and stashed it in a back corner behind a pallet of rice. He took out his night vision goggles, a set of lock picks, and ski mask. Not real subtle, but the night was short, and he wasn’t in the mood for any more subtlety than strictly necessary. Before he left, he found a burlap bag that had once had rice in it. It was a twenty-pounder, plenty big for what he needed. Porter hung the goggles from his neck, stuffed the picks and the ski mask in his hip pocket, and tossed the rice bag over his shoulder. Then he headed out the back door and into the night.


  Chapter 20


  


  


  


  A SEAL never really left the Navy. Certainly not one with Porter’s background and experience. Over the last few years the U.S. Government had dropped him a line a few times, offering little contract jobs here and there that leveraged some of his local expertise. The last job had been from the CIA, and had ended with him leveling a death threat to the local station chief.


  Like any other government agency, there were the people in charge, and there were the people who actually got things done. It was to one of the latter that he turned.


  Convincing Fuchsia to meet him hadn’t been easy, and she’d only agreed when he’d mentioned that his brother was involved. What was it about women taking pity on Sam?


  She had suggested the meeting place and the time, which was how Porter found himself sitting in a Starbuck’s in Central at ten o’clock on a Tuesday night. Fuchsia wasn’t supposed to be there until eleven, but in Porter’s experience it was better to be early when the CIA was involved.


  Kids in black t-shirts wandered past outside the shop, none of them in any apparent hurry to be anywhere. A few businessmen went past, too. They were dour in their navy suits and Italian shoes. If he’d woken up every day forced to go to some job he hated and then stayed there until 10:00 p.m., he’d have thrown himself off the nearest building.


  Fuchsia arrived half an hour early. She ignored him and ordered a large coffee, only coming over to sit down when she had a steaming cup in her hand. “If my boss knew I was here…”


  “Does he?” Porter asked.


  “No, and let’s keep it that way. You said Sam is missing?”


  “Yeah.” He told her about the note, but left out the part about Zhang and Longzhi. Left out where he was staying, too.


  “And you think the U.S. might have him?”


  “I don’t know who has him. Could be you all, though I imagine you’d actually call me before abducting my brother.”


  “How generous of you,” Fuchsia said. She laughed, but there wasn’t much mirth in it.


  “Yeah, well. I call it like I see it.”


  “So you’re thinking locals?”


  “That’s what I figure. My guess is Syndicate, which is why I messaged you. I know a few people in their organization, but I don’t want to tip them off that I’m onto them. Not yet.”


  “What do you think they’d want with Sam?”


  “Well, he’s a pretty decent computer jockey. Some kind of robbery?” It was plausible enough. He hoped.


  “Why am I here, Porter? The less I know about what you do between contracts, the better off we both are.”


  “You’re here because I asked for a favor, and I know the work Sam has done for you all since I fell out with Alistair.” Porter watched for a reaction and got it when she held her breath a half-second too long.


  “Well, I’m not sure what you mean.”


  “Don’t bullshit me, Fuchsia.”


  “We don’t have him. I can tell you that much.”


  Porter let himself relax a little. She was talking to him, and she was interested. That might mean that Alistair was keeping her in the dark about a kidnapping, but it was more likely that the CIA wasn’t involved at all. At least not directly.


  “How sure are you that one of the syndicates has him?” Fuchsia continued.


  “They’re my best lead, and I need to know how to find someone. You have any record of a James Yan?” Porter used the near field communication capability of his glasses to send her the video of his last meeting with James, at least the part before they’d discussed the man in Zhang’s study and Porter had been forced to relieve James of his pistol.


  Fuchsia looked into the distance, doing some kind of lookup through her glasses. “He’s local. A Hong Kong citizen. No criminal record, no real details, either. Works for a small manufacturing company—Kowloon Springworks—as a systems analyst and pays his taxes on time.”


  “That’s it? All you can tell me is that he’s clean?” He expected her to play things close to the vest, but that was ridiculous.


  “What do you want from us? I can do a lookup on the guy without anyone caring, but if I start digging deeper Alistair’s going to want to know why.”


  “That video is from yesterday about noon. We were on the bridge over Murray by Lambeth Park. If you track the city surveillance feeds, you can see where he went. That’s what I want to know. And tell Alistair about it. Tell him I asked for a favor, and I’ll owe him one. As far as he’s concerned, the guy owes me money.”


  “You’re asking too much, Porter. We don’t even have access to the public feeds—”


  “Bullshit.” Porter leveled a flat stare at her. “This is my brother we’re talking about. He’s not part of the game, okay? He’s a nerd. An idealist.”


  “I think there’s a lot more to Sam than you realize.”


  “Maybe. But either way, I’m not going to let him twist in the wind. I know what you people can access, and getting into the public security feeds is something one of your interns could handle.”


  “It’s not like that anymore, Porter. We have... relationships to consider.”


  “What, you’re afraid that if you start poking around the Hong Kong surveillance net that Cyber Command will start poking around the San Francisco net?”


  Fuchsia set her coffee up on the table and sighed. “The CIA can’t just—”


  “They. Have. Sam.”


  “Fine. I’ll do what I can, okay? And I’ll leave Alistair out of it as much as possible. Is that good enough?”


  “It’ll work. You think you can get me something in the next twelve hours? Sooner would be even better.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”


  Porter started to stand, but paused halfway. “Oh. One more thing.” He took a set of glasses from his inside pocket and pushed them across the table toward Fuchsia. “I found these yesterday. I think they may be related. Could you take a look inside and shoot me whatever you find?”


  Fuchsia stared at them a moment, letting a pregnant pause develop, but she finally reached out and took them. “Don’t call me again, Porter.”


  “This is all I have, right? And don’t think I won’t remember this next time you need a little job done.”


  “We’re done here.” Fuchsia slid the glasses into a pocket, grabbed her half-empty coffee, and headed for the exit.


  Porter scooted around her and opened the door, holding it for her as she left. “Thanks.”


  “I’ll do what I can, Porter, but seriously, don’t ask again for a while. A long while.” She slipped off into the crowd of bankers and businessmen, leaving Porter still holding the door.


  All in all, he had to consider it a success. Fuchsia would be good to her word, and even if she couldn’t tell him where James lived, she had given him a starting point. Porter searched for “Kowloon Springworks” and added it to a map of the city. He had business near the harbor first, but he didn’t mind making another stop.


  Chapter 21


  


  


  


  Porter settled down on the curb across the street from a dark warehouse. Cigarette butts littered the sidewalk. A rusty chain-link fence groaned in the harbor breeze across the deserted street. In the far distance, lights at the shipping terminal glowed. Ships’ horns sounded, distorted by the night breeze.


  A hundred meters past the fence was a Triad warehouse. Twice in the last six months he’d visited, taking jobs from an oversized Indonesian named Idra. In Porter’s experience, Idra was more a businessman than a gangster—he’d wanted financial records surreptitiously removed from a private network in the International Commerce Center and a virus planted on a non-networked computer in a bank in Shenzhen, the kinds of things Porter could handle, but his own people apparently couldn’t. Unlike a regular businessman, Idra had used a warehouse as his base of operations, but Porter was under no illusions about the kind of folks that hired a high-caliber thief.


  From the outside the warehouse looked like all the others in the area. Blue and red paint flaked from metal walls. Orange-hued sodium lights glowed on the corners. And, patrolling between the rusted walls and the rusted fence, a pair of guard dogs.


  Fucking dogs.


  Porter zoomed his glasses in closer, superimposing a live video onto his field of vision. The image resolved over the course of a few seconds. Thermal sensors and light amplification provided more detail than any pair of binoculars. The dogs came into focus from squat, blurry blobs to well-defined black killing machines. Boxy noses and powerful shoulders took shape. Even their black fur with hints brown came through perfectly. Rottweilers. They wandered around the corner and out of sight, sniffing after rats or cats or each other’s assholes.


  The fence wasn’t a problem: it didn’t even have concertina wire across the top. The dogs were the problem. A well-trained guard dog wouldn’t sniff twice at bait. And the Triads wouldn’t have a pair of untrained show dogs out there. No, if they had Rotties, that meant they were real guard dogs, not a pair of mutts that would get distracted by the first morsel to fall in their path. Tossing out a juicy porterhouse would just be a waste of a perfectly good steak. A pastrami sandwich had worked a real treat once down in Guatemala, but that had been on some half-trained sheepdogs. What Porter needed was in the rice bag at his feet.


  “How you feeling, fluffy?” Porter gave the bag a poke and got a hiss for his trouble.


  To call the cat angry was to do gross injustice to the concept of fury. The cat was not angry. The cat was positively incandescent. The first thing that cat saw was going to get pureed like tofu in a blender.


  And the first things that cat was going to see were those Rottweilers.


  Porter tossed the bag over his shoulder and headed for the fence. The cat hissed harder than ever, but its claws couldn’t reach him through the tightly woven fabric. Three minutes later, Porter was strolling through the darkest part of the warehouse parking lot, whistling softly. He heard the dogs before he saw them, the growls and the skitter of nails on asphalt. And then the barking as they caught his scent. Porter stood his ground, both hands on the wriggling sack. The barking came closer. He didn’t wait for the dogs to clear the corner. He loosened the drawstring and gave the bag a heave, sending the ball of hatred beyond the edge. Then he flattened himself up against the side of the building.


  The cat dashed out of sight, yowling. In the space of a heartbeat the dogs went from full attack mode to full defense mode, their warning barks turning to cries to pain amid the cat’s furious hissing and spitting and clawing.


  Porter used their distraction to tease open the lock on a side door and sneak into the warehouse. Fluorescent lights burned above bay doors at either end, giving Porter’s goggles enough light to map out the interior from where he hid in the shadows. Row upon row of faded shipping containers occupied most of the warehouse. A stairway about thirty meters away led up to a catwalk and what Porter assumed must be offices.


  Outside, the cacophony continued, but the shouts of the guards were added to it. At least two sets of footsteps ran past. Porter couldn’t hear what the guards were saying, but he could imagine their confusion and then their laughter as they saw their big, strong guard dogs getting worked over by a pissed-off alley cat.


  Laugh it up, boys.


  The noises outside eventually shifted from hissing and barking to pained whines. The cat had either been turned into dinner or had gotten away. Porter suspected it was the latter. He waited another ten minutes, giving the guards time to wander back to wherever they belonged.


  Porter crept past the containers toward the stairs. Nothing stirred inside. No rats, no dogs, no guards. The last container before the stairs had an open door. Darkness loomed within, but Porter couldn’t resist a quick peek.


  What he found caused his jaw to drop.


  Two crates were already open, one with an AK-47 still glistening from the packing grease. The other had an open box of 7.62 millimeter ammunition. Dozens more boxes lay beneath the first. A quick inspection of the crate with the AK revealed additional rifles. Porter opened another crate. More rifles. He opened a third. More ammo.


  Porter eased back out of the container. There was commerce, and there was insanity. The government would take a dim view of any organization that imported weapons, but to have a whole container of assault rifles? They wouldn’t bother with a trial—they would go straight for the airstrikes.


  He left the container, heading up toward the offices. The stairs creaked under his boots, echoing across the warehouse like a thunderclap. Porter eased his pistol out, ready for anything, but no one came. He hustled up the stairs and peeked in the office windows. No Sam. No guards, either. Just desks and filing cabinets.


  Back downstairs, Porter headed for the door he’d used to enter. And then it hit him. He’d used the cat to get inside, but the dogs were still out there. He took a deep breath, resisting the urge to smack himself on the forehead.


  There had to be a way around this. The warehouse was full of goodies. Worst-case scenario: he could borrow an AK and blast his way out. But there had to be a better option. Preferably one that didn’t broadcast his presence to everyone within two kilometers.


  Other than the one container that was already open, the rest had locks. He couldn’t imagine someone with a key ring big enough for so many padlocks. A few minutes of work with his picks had the first lock open.


  Inside the container, Porter found more crates. These were stacked more neatly, and none were opened. He used his boot knife to pry open a lid. The knife slipped from his hand, clattering on the metal floor. The crate held an olive drab tube and a launcher for a FIM117 Stinger III. The Stinger IIIs weren’t even officially part of the U.S. arsenal yet. Another, smaller tube lay underneath the first, concealed by foam padding. Extra ammo.


  “You have got to be kidding me.” Porter closed the lid and collected his knife. He moved to another crate. This one had different markings, but the contents were much the same. Olive drab plastic tubes. The only difference was that it was an anti-tank missile.


  Someone was planning to start a war. Porter closed the crate, but he hadn’t yet taken his hand away when he felt the movement behind him.


  “Hands up, and turn slowly,” a man’s voice said.


  Porter turned slowly and found a guard in all black with a Kalashnikov leveled directly at him.


  Chapter 22


  


  


  


  The Russian yacht lay two hundred meters off the stern. Baolian stood at the rail, both hands gripping it tightly. The Russian: she was more hideous than she was beautiful. Two helo pads. A mini-sub. But what manner of debauchery was concealed within its glossy white hull?


  The breeze gusted, carrying the first hint of autumn coolness. Hong Kong might be a sweatbox in the summer, but when the heat finally broke, it would be a little slice of nirvana on Earth for a few weeks. Twenty degrees, breezy, and with all the comforts of home.


  Baolian licked his lips. His time would come. And if Porter Melo did what he was supposed to do, that time would come soon. Maybe even before the summer ended.


  Baolian let his attention drift from the yacht to his glasses. The feed from Shanghai moved to the center of his vision, expanding to fill the silvered lenses.


  “Are you ready, sir?” The interrogator in Shanghai bowed to the camera. “I will continue at your convenience.”


  The Shanghai police had, with the guidance of Baolian’s own cyber agents, finally caught up to one of the nettles that had been stuck in their shoe for the better part of two years. Some young punk computer jockey who thought he knew what was better for China than his elders. That was something Baolian could help him with, and in return, perhaps the little bastard could identify his accomplices. If a lifetime of working for the state had taught him nothing else, it was that dissidents never worked alone.


  “Oh, very well,” Baolian said. He waved for the interrogator to get on with it, then realized that the man couldn’t see his gesture. It made him feel old.


  The interrogator, a man in his late thirties and well-experienced in his chosen field, approached the prisoner and turned him toward the camera. “Your name?”


  The prisoner glared. The boy was not even twenty, according to the file. No municipal record in Shanghai, though the cyber division had terabytes of data on him.


  “I will ask you one more time, and then we return to our former method of questioning. What is your name?”


  The boy edged away. He didn’t move far—the restraints on the chair wouldn’t permit him more than a centimeter—but it was enough. He didn’t want to show his fear, but Baolian didn’t need the ultra-high definition video feed to see it. “Wei,” the boy spat.


  “Wei, do you know why you’re here?”


  “You wanted to see a real man’s pecker.”


  The interrogator didn’t take any visible action, but electricity coursed through the leads attached to Wei’s elbows and knees. The boy’s whole body went rigid, and when the voltage ceased after three seconds, he didn’t scream or cry or beg. He just whimpered.


  “Wei, do you know why you’re here?” the interrogator asked again.


  “C-computers,” Wei stuttered.


  “Very good.” The interrogator asked more questions, and it took a few more jolts to coax Wei through the answers.


  Baolian moved the video feed to a smaller window and turned his attention to the boy’s file. They found him in Shanghai, of all places. The notes from the cyber division had indicated that he was likely in Singapore or Bangkok, judging by his IP address. Agents had visited the physical locations associated with those addresses, but all they had found was a vacant lot in Bangkok and a brothel in Singapore. A two-week stakeout of the brothel had revealed nothing more than a house of overworked prostitutes.


  A proxy, they called it. A redirect. A way of making himself appear to be in another country, when he’d been hiding under their noses all along. And all it had taken was connecting to a chat room one time without using his cloak, and they’d had him. Unfortunately, no one else had visited his apartment in the week since they’d located it.


  Screams rose from the video again and the boy thrashed against his restraints.


  Baolian let it subside, then asked, “Has he revealed anything about his accomplices?”


  The interrogator stepped out of the room where the boy couldn’t hear him. “Not yet. He will soon, though. You can be sure of that.”


  “Of course. It is very important that we find them quickly.”


  The boy would break. They always did.


  Baolian closed the file and the interrogation feed, both. He took one last look at the Russian yacht, fixing the lines of it in his mind. Maybe if everything went well, he could build himself one even bigger in a year or two. That would be a lovely New Years’ present.


  His yacht was only sixty meters, and it only had the one helo pad, currently empty. Baolian strolled into the central cabin. A blast of cold air hit him as he passed through the French doors. Light classical music played over the speakers.


  “He’s awake,” Tomasu said. The Japanese giant lounged on one of the white leather sofas, picking at his fingernails with a knife that had to be twenty centimeters long.


  Baolian ignored the mongrel and went to the bar to mix himself a drink. Whiskey with a single round cube of ice. He brought up more files, scanning through them as he sipped.


  The lab report on Porter Melo’s jamming device was not as long as it should have been. He’d expected it to report on the exact capabilities of the device, but it only listed a few things. It would jam any alarm using the 2.4 to 5 gigahertz range. The battery was good for approximately thirty minutes.


  Baolian read further:


  It appears to be from an American or Israeli intelligence agency. The individual components have had all identifying marks removed. One of the memory units matches with a part from an American flash drive. Similar transmitters have been used by Mossad devices in the last eighteen months.


  American or Israeli? He already knew Porter was American, but that didn’t mean Alistair Brown had hired him. And that was the question. Who else wanted to spy on Zhang Guowei?


  “Fetch the American,” Baolian said, his attention still on the file.


  Tomasu nodded.


  “Bring him to the foredeck. And bring a clean rag.”


  Torture was such an ugly word. It was, in Baolian’s informed opinion, not even all that effective. But it was better than nothing, and when time was short, it had its uses. And perhaps the American boy would know more Baolian expected. He did work with Porter Melo, after all.


  Chapter 23


  


  


  


  “Your weapon,” the guard said. “Set it on the ground. Slowly.”


  Porter eyed the distance from where he stood in the shipping container to where the guard stood outside the door. Eight meters. He could cover than in less than a second. The only question was how fast the guard’s reflexes were. If he’d been holding a pistol, it would have been an easy decision, but that AK gave him far too many bullets to work with. Most of them would miss, but with a gun like that, all it would take was one.


  The guard’s finger twitched, stroking ever so lightly over the trigger. Okay, so rushing was out. Definitely out.


  “All I have is a knife,” Porter said. “On my leg. How do you want to do this?”


  “Stay there. Don’t move.” The guard’s attention flickered away, just for a second, then it locked back on Porter. He switched languages to Indonesian, but Porter was still able to get most of the meaning. “Dewi, the intruder is armed. Get your ass in here.”


  “I know this looks bad,” Porter said, “but I’ve done some work for you folks before. Can you call Idra? Idra Kusuma. Tell him you have found a jungle ghost.”


  “No call,” the guard barked. “No Idra. You shut up or you get beat.” He shifted nervously, the barrel of his rifle wobbling, but never enough to make it worth the risk of rushing him. “Put the knife on the ground and kick it to me.”


  The guard was in his early twenties, about Sam’s age. His uniform was much like Porter’s. Black tactical pants and a long-sleeved black shirt. One of his pockets bulged, probably with extra magazines. The clothes screamed “Triad,” but the training indicated that he had a military background. And that was something Porter could use.


  Porter very carefully followed the guard’s instructions, but instead of kicking the knife all the way to him, he gave it just enough shove that it stopped on the lip of the container. “How long have you been out of the army?”


  The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Six months. Hands on your head.”


  “How long were you in?” Porter laced his fingers behind his head.


  “Three years.”


  “I was in twelve, myself. You leave on your own terms?”


  The guard grunted.


  “I loved it.” Porter flashed him a smile. “I really did. For the first ten years.”


  “And the last two?”


  “The last two were a special kind of hell that I will never be able to forget. The funny thing is, I miss it now. The routine. The adrenaline.”


  “You talk too much.” The guard took his finger off the Kalashnikov’s trigger, but he kept it stretched along the trigger guard. Any doubts about him being well-trained evaporated—the average gangster didn’t believe in trigger discipline.


  “How long are we going to be waiting? I have other appointments tonight.”


  The guard just rolled his eyes.


  Fine, be like that. Porter scratched his ear, then used both hands to adjust his glasses. When the guard didn’t complain, Porter tried edging forward a few centimeters.


  A door slammed somewhere out in the warehouse, and footsteps echoed amongst the containers.


  “Another step and I shoot,” the guard said.


  A second figure emerged into view. She was older than the first guard, early thirties, with coal-black hair that hung just past her ears. She took one look at Porter and scowled. “You.”


  Porter blinked twice, processing who he was seeing. When he spoke again, he switched to English. “Hi, Dewi. Did you miss me?”


  “What are you doing in my city, Porter?” Her accent was Australian, with a heavy dose Indonesian. “I thought you went back to America.”


  “I did for a while. Ended up here last winter. I thought you were dead.”


  The first guard looked between them, uncomprehending. Dewi waved for him to lower his weapon. “Samir, go back to your station. I will take care of the prisoner.”


  “You know him? He asked for Idra, but—”


  “He has worked for Idra before. I will take care of him.”


  “He is a soldier,” Samir said. “He told me.”


  “I know. Go.”


  Porter waited for the Samir to leave, then retrieved his knife from the edge of the container and tucked it back into the sheath on his calf. “So about you being dead?”


  “I’m not.” Dewi’s expression stayed cold, but there was a flicker in her eyes. Porter couldn’t be sure what it meant, but it bled some of the tension out of shoulders.


  “Sounds like there’s a story there.”


  “There is, Porter, but this isn’t the place for it. What are you doing in my warehouse?” She pointed toward the loading doors. “Let’s go.”


  Porter marched ahead of her. “I’m glad you showed up. I was going to feel bad hurting your guard.”


  “Samir might have surprised you.” She glanced over at Porter, eyebrow raised, as if she were daring him to challenge her statement. “He would have been very successful had he stayed in the PLA.”


  “Why’d he leave?”


  “Same reason we all leave, Porter. The cost got too high. So are you going to tell me why you’re poking around my warehouse, or are we going to have to stop being friends?”


  “I’m all for friends, believe me. I didn’t realize this was your warehouse, though.”


  Dewi stopped at the big sliding door at the head of the warehouse. She opened it, letting Porter go out before her. “So it was an accident? Porter Melo, the Ghost of the Jungle, just happened to wander into a warehouse full of weapons and it was an accident?”


  “I had no idea it was full of weapons.”


  “Let’s pretend for a second that I believe you. I don’t, understand, but let’s pretend. If you weren’t nosing around after the guns, what else were you doing?” Dewi ambled toward a gate set into the fence that separated the warehouse from a smaller concrete block building on the same stretch of wharf.


  “Looking for someone.” Porter trailed behind her, starting to wonder just where they were going. The last time he’d seen Dewi had been on a mountainside in Bali. He’d been part of the Indonesian Special Forces team assaulting a terrorist camp. Dewi had been the government’s informant, working with him to identify the cell’s leaders. He had a feeling the Triad leadership didn’t know that little morsel of her past.


  Dewi stopped at the gate, arms crossed. “My boss already knows you were here. He’s going to want to—”


  “I know Idra. I wasn’t kidding about having worked for him. He knows I wouldn’t cross him.”


  “Idra’s dead.”


  “Oh, shit.”


  “Shit, indeed. He didn’t die well. Mainland Internal Security got to him, and they made an example out of him. My boss does not give two shits about what you have done in the past. His only concerns are the present and the future. Now, I can tell him why you were really here, and I can tell him that it was a misunderstanding and that you are in fact working for me, but I, personally, want to know what the fuck you were doing in my warehouse.”


  “Looking for... a friend.”


  “In my warehouse?”


  “Does your boss want to kill the chairman and the mayor?”


  “Who doesn’t? But what does that have to do with anything?”


  “Someone’s trying to blackmail me into offing both of them, and they’re using my friend for leverage. I thought it might be you all, but that was before I knew you were working for Idra. Sorry. For whoever.”


  “You think I wouldn’t use you if that’s what needed to be done?”


  “No, I think you’d give me a fucking phone call and tell me what you wanted done without bringing my family into it. I mean, unless I turned you down. Then...”


  Dewi laughed as she opened the gate. “Alright, Melo. I’ll buy that. You were sniffing around for your ‘friend,’ and you found our little cache on accident. The problem is, now you know about the cache.”


  “The Triads have illegal weapons. News at eleven.”


  “Fair point.”


  “I don’t really give a shit what weapons you have, to be honest. If you’re going to start a war, though, could you give me a little warning? I’d just as soon get out of town.”


  “Perhaps we are. You know any soldiers that might want to fight with us?”


  “I’m out of the fighting business. Besides, which side are you on?”


  Dewi grinned. “We’re on the side with the money, as always.” Her smile faded quickly. “We don’t have your friend.”


  “You don’t even know what he looks like.”


  “Unless your friend is a middle-aged Taiwanese businessman that owes us half a million Euros, we don’t have him.”


  Whoever that poor bastard was, he wasn’t Sam. “Okay.”


  “If I let you off the hook on this, am I ever going to see you again?”


  “You mean, like a date?”


  “No, asshole, I mean like sniffing around my warehouse.”


  “Not if I can help it.”


  “Good.” Dewi pointed to the dark street. “I assume you can handle getting home on your own?”


  “Yeah, just about.”


  “Take care, Porter. And stay in touch. Like I said, I can always use a soldier.”


  Porter’s glasses flashed with an incoming business card. A mobile number and public encryption key. “I’m still out of the soldiering business, Dewi. But thanks.”


  “Yeah, no problem. And Porter?”


  “Yeah?”


  “If I catch you around here again, I’ll shoot you myself.”


  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He felt her gaze following him as he crossed the street and headed down the block, but when he looked back, she was gone. Dewi Darmadi. Not someone he’d expected to see again, and certainly not working for the Triads. But when it came to folks with their kind of background, it really was a small world.


  Chapter 24


  


  


  


  The boat rocked gently beneath Sam, but with the blindfold still over his eyes he didn’t have any idea where he was. The room echoed slightly, so the boat had to be decent-sized. Definitely bigger than Porter’s. A faint breeze moved through the room, chilling him through the linen pants and t-shirt he’d been wearing when the goon had jumped him however many hours ago that had been.


  He sat on a padded chair with his arms and legs tied securely. His elbows and knees ached like he’d run a marathon. His wrists and ankles were chafed raw, partially from when he’d thrashed against the chair, but also from trying to worm his way free.


  The air pressure in the room changed. A door opening somewhere, maybe? A few seconds later footsteps thumped outside, coming toward him. Sam’s guts clenched. They were going to question him again, and he didn’t have the strength to fight them for much longer.


  “You awake, gweilo?” a voice asked in badly mangled English.


  “Fuck you,” Sam rasped.


  The ropes on his wrists pulled even tighter, then the left wrist was free. Sam reached for blindfold, but a powerful hand clasped his arm, stopping it cold. Something metal pressed against his check, pushing in painfully until the flesh ground against his molars.


  “You move, I beat you. You scream, I beat you. You do anything other than what I say, I beat you.” The men’s breath smelled of sulfur and rotten fish.


  Fighting with a gun to his head wouldn’t do much good. Even Porter would agree with that.


  “Okay.” Sam let his arm go limp.


  The other restraints came off quickly, and the man grabbed Sam by the arm and propelled him forward and out of the cabin


  “Do I have to stay blindfolded?” Sam asked.


  The blindfold tore away. Sam blinked in the sudden brightness, then quickly glanced behind him. He did a double take at his captor’s size. He was a giant. Nearly seven feet tall. And those scars... Sam remembered him in a flash. “You.”


  “I will not kill you, American. Not yet. But I will hurt you so much that you will wish you were dead. Now march.”


  The boat was big, as Sam had thought, but they didn’t stay in it long. The giant shoved him rudely up a carpeted staircase and out onto the deck of a yacht. Sam’s breath caught. Was he going to just shoot him?


  After twenty meters of marching, they rounded a corner and found a blue swimming pool built into the bow of the yacht. White deck chairs surrounded the pool, and it was to one of the chairs that the giant pushed Sam.


  “Be still.” The giant uncoiled a length of rope from his shoulder and used it to secure Sam’s arms and legs.


  “I’m not really into tanning,” Sam said as the ropes tightened.


  “Quiet.” The giant produced the blindfold, but rather than just cover Sam’s eyes, he wrapped it around the chair, strapping Sam’s head tight against the wood.


  The knowledge of what was coming hit Sam in the gut so hard he couldn’t breathe. They were going to drown him. Or near enough to drown him that it wouldn’t make any difference. Porter didn’t talk about Indonesia much, but he’d told Sam enough.


  “You don’t have to do this.” Sam licked his lips. “I’m just a regular guy. I don’t know anything important.”


  The giant grunted, but otherwise didn’t respond. His footsteps receded, leaving Sam feeling excruciatingly alone. Porter was looking for him. He had to be. Porter had seen worse in the Navy. Sam had heard the stories. The grisly tale of being captured in Thailand and held for three weeks before another team of SEALs had rescued him. He’d seen Porter’s scars. The cigarette burns on his hands. The missing toenails.


  Thirty seconds. Most people didn’t last thirty seconds on a waterboard.


  It felt like forever while he waited. Hours had surely passed while he was in the chair, but they were nothing compared to baking on the deck, knowing what was coming.


  Footsteps thudded on the deck. Two sets this time.


  “Your name?” the giant asked in Chinese.


  Sam tried to remember how Porter had said he’d handled being questioned. Before he had time decide how to answer, something covered his mouth. Sam spit part of a towel out of his mouth and tried to suck in as much as he could. Maybe they were just going to suffocate him.


  Water splashed, and a moment later a wave of coolness washed over Sam’s face. The first drops worked their way through the towel and into his mouth. They dripped into his throat, and Sam tried to twist his head, tried to spit, tried to do anything, but the water crept down his throat and he couldn’t do a single damned thing to stop it.


  Part of him knew he was tied to a deck chair and not really drowning, but a deeper, more animal part of him recognized the water creeping in, and it was that part that seized him.


  “Your name?” the giant asked again.


  “Sam Melo.” The words came out a slur. His gag reflex kicked in, and his whole body strained against the ropes.


  “You have family?”


  “Yeah.” The water increased, and he couldn’t breathe. He shuddered, spitting and choking and dying.


  “How long have you lived in Hong Kong?”


  The water relented, and he managed to draw air. “A year.”


  “Where is your brother?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The water came again. Washing over him. The world diminished to the burning in his lungs and the primal fear that clutched him. Sam didn’t know how long it lasted, only that it wrapped him in a fist that. Would. Not. Let. Go.


  When it ended, his body wouldn’t respond. He couldn’t lift his head. He couldn’t wiggle a finger. All he could do was breathe, thankful for even that.


  “Why are you in Hong Kong?”


  “W-w-work.”


  “You are a tour guide?”


  Tour guide? They didn’t know about the computers? That was a plus. Maybe Wei hadn’t been taken, after all. “Y-yes.”


  Someone sighed, and more water filled his mouth.
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  Four girls in navy and teal tracksuits stood in a circle with their arms linked. Xeizhen watched them, curious. They should have been on their way to school, laughing and chatting as they made their way down the sidewalk, but instead they were huddled up, heads down. As Xeizhen came closer, she saw tears streaking one of the girls’ faces. One of her friends patted her back, murmuring comforts and encouragement just low enough that Xeizhen couldn’t understand the words, only the tone.


  Hundreds of people clogged the sidewalk, but the usual businessmen in their suits were largely absent. Central should have been swarming with them, but instead there were large clusters of young people, groups of middle-aged women, and even a knot of elderly men with canes. They filled the sidewalks, even overflowing into the street and blocking the first lane of traffic.


  Filtering through the mass of people were policemen. They had their black carbines slung over their body armor. Glasses covered the top halves of the policemen’s faces, reflecting the orange of the morning sun, but each one wore a dour expression. They tried to coax the crowd back onto the sidewalk, but for each group they moved, another filled in behind them like grains of sand slipping between their fingers.


  Xeizhen stopped beside the crying girl. “Are you okay? Have they hit you?”


  “It’s Ching Lan’s brother,” one of her friends replied. She lowered her voice. “The police shot him last night, and he didn’t make it.” The girl turned back to her friend, patting her on the back.


  Xeizhen slid around them and worked her way through the milling throngs. What else could she have done? She had helped as many as she could. But in the end, what had that really accomplished?


  Xeizhen clutched her face, squeezing her cheeks and forcing herself to remain calm. Regret would serve no purpose. The people were out on the street, and that was what she had wanted. She just hadn’t expected it to be so bloody.


  She forced herself to keep moving, to keep wriggling through the crowd. She still needed to check on the Syndicate’s mobile towers. There would be a reckoning soon, and what she did in the meantime could impact just how effective that reckoning would be.


  From the outside, the building looked like any other in the area. Forty stories of brick and steel. Concrete planters full of red and white tropical flowers out front.


  Xeizhen pushed open the shop door, rattling the old brass bell that hung from the inside handle. Inside, it smelled of fresh plastic and new electronics. “Hello? Liling? Meixiu?”


  Sniffles came from beyond the locked cabinets full of glasses. Xeizhen approached the counter, unsure. Had one of her shopkeepers been caught up in the trouble? And to call it trouble, she thought, would be to give the government too much credit; the response last night had been outright murder.


  A slight, gray-haired woman in a short-sleeved blue dress came around the corner, wiping at her red rimmed eyes. “Can I help— Oh. Good morning, Xeizhen.”


  “Are you okay?” Xeizhen slid around the counter and went to Liling, embracing her.


  “It’s... It’s Guowan...” she sniffled. “She was visiting Liwei last night, and she... she didn’t come home.”


  “I’m sure everything is fine.” Xeizhen patted her on the back, trying to sound as consoling as possible while she seethed on the inside. “Girls her age, they make bad decisions sometimes. That doesn’t mean anything happened to her.”


  “The news. Have you watched the news?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “The official news says there was a small protest.” Liling pulled away and wiped at her eyes again. “But I saw the videos. It was near Liwei’s apartment complex. I saw it. And it was crawling with soldiers, and they were beating people and hauling them away. And Xeizhen,” Liling took a deep breath. “Neither of them are answering their phones. Guowan always answers.”


  “I will check with my people. If they are at a hospital or a jail, I will find out where.”


  Liling bit her lip and nodded. Her shoulders shook. “Thank you.”


  It broke Xeizhen’s heart, and she knew that there was more heartache to come. The government would not be able to put its thumb down on a few people and stop what was coming, not with what had been on last night’s feeds, and not with so many more people on the street this morning. That didn’t mean change would be painless, but it gave her renewed hope that it would come, after all.


  A hallway behind the electronics shop led to the building’s elevator bank. Xeizhen took a car to the top floor. The doors opened, revealing a hallway with a woman sitting behind a reception desk.


  The woman smiled brightly, her right hand hidden under the counter. “Can I help you?”


  “Stand down, Meixiu, it’s me.” Xeizhen stepped into the hall, letting the guard get a clear view of her face.


  “Xeizhen, thank the heavens.” The guard, Meixiu, lowered her hand and the tension bled out of her face. “Liling has been despondent.”


  “I know. I spoke to her.”


  “Were you in Central last night? The feeds have been saying the most horrible things.”


  “The police gassed everyone. And Internal Security came in helicopters.”


  “Did you actually see it?”


  “Yes,” Xeizhen whispered. “I was there for it. All of it.”


  “We are lucky you escaped then.” Meixiu hugged her close. “We could not do this without your family. Nor without you.”


  “You could and you will, if anything happens. Now, has everything been quiet?”


  “No one has come by here in the last two days. We have been watching.”


  “Good. I need to check the diagnostics on the transmitter.”


  “The laptop or the tower itself?” Meixiu asked.


  “The tower.”


  Meixiu produced a key from her jacket pocket and opened the lock on a metal door further down the hall. She led the way up a short flight of steps to another door and a second key unlocked it. The second door opened to bright morning light and a fresh breeze.


  Xeizhen walked outdoors, ducking under the laundry lines that crisscrossed the roof. Gravel crunched under her feet. Shirts and pants flapped in the breeze. The laundry lines ran from the cinderblock hut that housed the door to camera posts on the corners of the building. The post on the southwest corner wasn’t really a post at all, though it had the same cluster of cameras affixed to a corner. It stood twenty meters tall with rusted, drooping arms that leaned drunkenly toward the rooftop. It might have once been a windmill. Or maybe it was a broken-down electrical tower. Conduits ran from the drooping arms down to a person-sized metal box affixed to the leg nearest the rooftop door.


  Xeizhen inspected the tower, looking for any signs of tampering or damage. No fresh scars adorned the pitted metal surface. No extra wires ran into the rear conduits. She produced a physical key and opened the access panel on the side of the box. A burned-out circuit board was affixed within, with a single coiled wire hanging from a popped capacitor. It wouldn’t fool an expert, but the cellular transmitter hadn’t yet been noticed by the authorities.


  Xeizhen unspooled the wire and connected it to her glasses. A moment later the transmitter’s diagnostics appeared in a visual overlay. She checked through James’s custom intrusion detection software and verified that no one else had accessed the controls. When everything came back clean, she returned to the diagnostic menu and adjusted a few dials. A hum rose from the transmitters above her as they reached full power. The Syndicate’s communications network could prove the difference between victory and defeat when the PLA started disabling the commercial communications networks, and Xeizhen knew her people needed every advantage they could get.


  “It’s good?” Weixiu asked from the door.


  “It’s good.” Xeizhen unhooked the diagnostic wire and coiled it back into place. “I have more errands to run.”


  “Xeizhen.”


  Xeizhen paused at the doorway.


  “Is Tianyu okay? The feeds are saying he was taken last night.”


  Xeizhen shuddered. They could afford to lose nearly anyone, but Tianyu would be the bitterest blow imaginable. Every movement needed a leader, and all of Hong Kong knew his face. Or they would when the vids of his speech made their rounds. “I spoke to him this morning. He’s in a safe house, and I’m going to pick him up this afternoon.”


  Weixiu sighed with relief. “Good.”


  “You have been watching the other buildings, yes?”


  Weixiu nodded. “No one in them acting strange. I watch the cameras, and I check on the laundry every few hours.”


  “Good. The whole Syndicate relies on this tower.”


  “Just this tower?”


  Xeizhen smiled.


  “Oh.” Weixiu looked away, ashamed for even asking. “Well, I will watch it. No one will get near it without you knowing.”


  “Thank you, Weixiu. What you do is very important. Don’t ever think otherwise.”


  Weixiu stood up straighter. “Of course.”


  “There may be others that need to access the tower in the coming weeks. They will know the passcodes, and if they do not, shoot them.”


  “Okay.”


  Xeizhen made her way back down the stairs and waited for Weixiu to lockup behind her. She had another dozen transmitters to check before she met James and Tianyu to plan their next steps. She thought of Yuen as she left the building, and her resolve strengthened. The reckoning would come, and her family would be part of it. She would be part of it. And all of China would know the sacrifices of its children.
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  The alarm on Fuchsia’s glasses woke her up at a quarter to nine. She nearly batted them off the nightstand in a half-asleep effort to answer the call.


  “This is Fuchsia,” she said, still settling the glasses on her nose.


  “It’s Alistair. Where the hell are you?”


  “I had a late night. Business.”


  “I need you in the office right now. The PLA has a column of troops moving in on APCs. It just came off the feed from Langley.”


  Armored personnel carriers on their way to Hong Kong? Fuchsia blinked, fighting through the pre-coffee fog. At least Al wasn’t asking her about all the queries she’d run overnight. And were those APCs related to the folks Porter had gotten himself tangled up with? James Yan, it turned out, was a notorious dissident, and the SigInt on him indicated that finding him and his uncle was a high priority for the Chinese Internal Security Service.


  “Fuchsia, are you there?” Alistair barked.


  His tone snapped her back to the present. “Yeah, boss. I’m here. Let me get a shower, and I’ll head on in.”


  “I need you here two hours ago. You can shower after we figure out what’s going on with the army. There’s a car on its way to you.”


  “I’ll be downstairs as soon as I can.” The bastard could wait an extra fifteen minutes for her to clean up, and that was that. She practically crawled to the bathroom and started the hot water tap in the shower. While it heated up she went to kitchen and started the coffee. The world could be ending, but a woman had a right to clean up and have a cup of joe.


  Twenty minutes later, Fuchsia entered her building’s lobby and scanned for a driver. The only folks in sight were the concierge and a deliveryman.


  “Feng, is there a car for me?” she asked the concierge.


  “No, Ms. Fuchsia, I haven’t seen one.”


  Fuchsia chewed her lip, then put a call through to Alistair. “I’ve been waiting fifteen minutes. Where’s that ride?”


  “Stuck in traffic, apparently,” Alistair growled. “Can you find your own way in?”


  “Sure.” Fuchsia signed off and headed out into the morning humidity.


  A wall of sound hit her as soon as she stepped outside, and it became immediately obvious why the driver couldn’t get through. People clogged the sidewalk and the street in front of the building. They talked to each other. They talked to people in their glasses. They talked to the city police clustered on the corner of Hennessey Street. Not even the taxis were having luck nosing through the crowds.


  Fuchsia wormed her way toward the nearest train station. It was only twelve blocks to the office, but they were the long Hong Kong Island blocks, and that translated to three stations. In usual circumstances, that wasn’t a problem, but as she approached Wan Chai Station, she was confronted with a barricade. Four policemen stood in front in their black uniforms and body armor, but behind them were half a dozen soldiers in camouflage.


  A crowd of men and women surrounded the entrance to the station, but the policemen were waving everyone away. The soldiers stood shoulder to shoulder, assault rifles held ready across their chests.


  Fuchsia sidled up to a middle-aged woman near the back of the crowd. “What’s going on here?”


  “Bloody students blocking everything. As if we can afford to skip work when there’s already a holiday this week.” She spat on the sidewalk for emphasis.


  “Why are the police out?”


  “Do you not watch the feeds, girl? They rounded up half of Kowloon last night, and today they’re hunting dissidents.”


  The last word hung in the air like some kind of curse, and it wasn’t clear whether the woman’s concern was with the soldiers or with the dissidents themselves. Given Porter’s interest in the Yan family, she couldn’t help but wonder if the two things were related. That man had an ability to find trouble that a teenage boy would envy.


  It took almost two hours to make it the rest of the way to the office, and by the time she made it through security and reached the floor where the CIA had their front her clothes were sticking to her, her feet felt like they were on fire, and her ears were ringing with the curses of every worker on the island.


  Alistair sat in his office, a dark-paneled, wood-and-leather-decorated monstrosity that overlooked Victoria Park and Kowloon Harbor. He looked up, frowning, when Fuchsia entered. “Took you long enough.”


  “There may literally be a million people between my apartment and here. The sidewalk is packed worse than the subway at rush hour.”


  “You saw the feeds from last night?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Check these.” Alistair beamed her a video stream of APCs and tanks rolling along a highway somewhere. “That’s Shenzhen, right now. They’ll be to Shek Kong in half an hour. In Kowloon before noon.”


  “Any word on why?”


  “All I’m getting back is denial or murmurs about training exercises. That’s why I need you.”


  “So what do you need me to do?”


  Alistair swung his chair toward her and locked gaze on her like a hawk finding a mouse. “What’s your interest in the Yan family?”


  “Nothing in particular.” Fuchsia picked at her slacks, pulling them away from her still-damp skin.


  “No particular interest, but you ran a dozen queries on members of the family last night. And you also ran a query on Porter Melo. What are you holding out on me, Fuchsia? Things are getting very dynamic here, and I can’t have my best operative gallivanting around behind my back. Are you running something I don’t know about?”


  “No. Not exactly. I got a call yesterday from Melo. He wanted a little information, and I agreed to help him out.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “What? I don’t have professional discretion? We’ve used him twice in the last year and I’ve seen his records from the Navy. I know what can be shared safely or not.”


  “Right now, nothing is safe. I want you to lock that down. Nothing goes out.”


  “I already told him I’d help, Al. Don’t cut me off at the knees here.”


  “Melo is an expired asset. He’s dead to the Agency, and that’s by his own choice.”


  Fuchsia sighed. “He called me. He didn’t go into details, but his brother is missing.”


  “And I care why, exactly?”


  “You ever met Sam?”


  “No.”


  “He’s not the sort to go out and get on the wrong side of a pimp or a bookie. If he’s missing, it’s trouble.”


  Alistair stared at her, brows furrowing. “I still don’t care.”


  “I’ve used him for some computer work a few times. Nice kid. Nerdy.”


  Alistair scowled. “Cut Melo loose. If the PLA is bringing in tanks this fast, things could get ugly here. Tiananmen Square will look like a misunderstanding between friends by comparison.”


  “But he’s one of ours...”


  “Porter Melo is dead to this agency. So is his brother. Do not return his call, and do not approach either of them with work. Ever.”


  Fuchsia clenched her teeth. “I see.”


  Alistair spread his hands open. “You are a wonderful agent Fuchsia, and your country needs your services. Get over to Kowloon and get eyes on Nathan Road. If this escalates further, that is where it will start. I want to know who is running this on the street, who their leadership is, and what they are planning to do.”


  What, did he want a magic pony for his birthday, too? “That it?”


  “Tell Margie to bring me another cup of coffee on your way out.”


  Fuchsia rose and marched to the door. She stopped with a hand on the knob. “I’ll ping you if I find anything.”


  “Fuchsia.”


  “What?”


  “Try not to embarrass us.”


  She left without looking back. What a prick. Leave one of their operatives with his ass hanging out? Go into what might very well turn into a war zone? And on top of that he has the balls to tell her not to embarrass him? It was almost enough to wonder whose side Al was on, but she knew the answer to that already. He was on his own side, as always.
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  Porter woke up hungry and sore. The lights in Susannah’s storeroom burned overhead, casting the narrow space in harsh neon light. Porter fished a fresh undershirt and his toiletry kit from his bag of gear and wandered out to face the world.


  The blare of conversation came around the corner from the dining room. Sounded like Susannah had a full house out there. Not bad for ten in the morning.


  The cook was working three different woks at the gas range. Same guy as before, at least from the back.


  “Hey, you guys slammed still?” Porter called across the kitchen.


  The cook didn’t respond.


  Porter poked his head around the corner to the dining room. Susannah was on her stool by the register, and the dining room itself was cram-packed with people shoulder to shoulder. At ten o’clock on a Wednesday, it should have been empty or close to it. Porter turned on his glasses and skimmed the headlines on a few of the better local blogs.


  Unrest in Sham Shui Po


  Panic in Kowloon


  Tanks in Hong Kong


  He did a double take on the last one. Tanks in the city? Some serious shit had to be going down for that to be the case. He was in the middle of an article about some disturbance in Kowloon when a hush fell over the dining room.


  “You are the manager?” a man’s voice boomed. Heavy footsteps marched across the dining room.


  Cops. Or maybe soldiers. Porter snatched an apron off the utility room door and hurried over to a metal table where the cook had left bunches of bok choi and a pile of eggplant. Porter had just picked up the knife when a pair of city police barged into the kitchen.


  One of the cops pointed at Porter. “Your name?” His glasses were surely scanning Porter’s face, so lying to him wasn’t going to do much good.


  “Porter Melo.” Porter’s grip on the knife tightened as the cop looked into the storage room.


  The cop went inside and Porter took a step that direction. If he found the gear in the rice bag, they were all going to be in a world of hurt. Porter was almost to the door when the other cop started yelling.


  “Your name? What is your name, fool?” A loud smack echoed across the kitchen. The cop had the cook by the collar and was screaming into his face. “Answer me, you little fuck.”


  Porter hesitated, torn between trying to distract the search and helping the cook, who couldn’t even hear what the other guy was asking. Porter reversed direction. “Hey, he can’t hear you.”


  The cop backhanded the cook across the face.


  “Hey, motherfucker, he can’t hear you. He’s deaf.” Porter slapped the blade of his knife against the table.


  That got the guy’s attention. He spun around, shoving the cook up against the hot stove. “Who the fuck are you?” The cop pulled his carbine to bear, aiming it at the center of Porter’s chest.


  “Sue, we could use you back here!” Porter called toward the front of the house.


  The utility room door slammed, and from the corner of his vision Porter saw the other cop come out, pistol in hand, his search either finished or cut short.


  “Drop your weapon, shithead.” The cop had his finger on the trigger, and he had look of fear that made Porter suddenly very afraid that Sue’s kitchen was about to get messy.


  Porter’s body ached for action. Every nerve burned with a physical need to do something. And if he did, he’d end up shot, if not from the one in front of him, from the one behind. He couldn’t take them both. And certainly not their partners who were surely in the dining room interrogating Sue and the guests.


  Porter set his knife aside, moving slowly. “I’m just a cook, okay? And that guy’s deaf. You have to talk to him in sign language.”


  “The fuck?” The cop marched forward, jabbing at Porter with the barrel of his weapon.


  “Easy, Huang,” the other cop said. “He’s nobody. I already ran his name.”


  Porter held his tongue. A nobody? It was good to hear confirmation that Alistair Brown had followed up on his part of the bargain after the affair with the weapons shipment, even if it was a little blow to the ego.


  “You. Melo. Have you seen this person?” The cop beamed a video to Porter. An older man, face wrinkled and liver-spotted, talking to a crowd.


  “No,” Porter replied.


  “Then we’re done here. Huang, it’s clean. Let’s go.”


  They trooped out and Porter went to the cook. His face was red, with a bruise forming over his left cheekbone. His right hand was burned and starting to blister.


  “Sorry, man, I tried.”


  The cook shrugged and turned to the sink. He turned on the cold water, wincing when it hit his lobster-red flesh.


  Sue came in, face almost as red as the cook’s hand. “You okay?”


  “I am. Your boy here got the worst of it. What was that all about?”


  “The Army is in the city, and the cops are going door to door, looking for some dissident.” Sue went to her cook, signing something to him.


  “Who was it? They beamed me a video, but it looked like an old man.”


  “Yan Tianyu.”


  “Someone you know?”


  Sue looked him in the eye, expression steady. “Seen him around once or twice. You?”


  She was lying, the way her expression went blank. It was a hell of a poker face, and it probably worked on the cops. “Nope. Never heard of the guy. Heard of some Yans, though. He any relation to a punk-ass named James Yan?”


  “Could be.”


  Fine. If she wanted to be like that, he’d have to try another approach. That or call Fuchsia and see if her searches had gotten her anywhere. But first he needed to take care of the injured cook. “You have a first aid kit around here? I can help your boy with the burn.”


  “Under the counter out front.”


  Porter headed toward it, composing a message in his glasses as he went. He needed to find James, and if there was a link between James and this Tianyu guy, he needed to know about it before he walked into a police raid. If the government was bringing in the tanks, Tianyu wasn’t a small-time rabble rouser. And if they were that worried about him, he might just be the kind of guy who would go in for kidnapping, blackmail, and assassination.
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  If the good people of Hong Kong were serious about protesting, they ought to have waited a few more weeks when it wasn’t so stinking hot. Porter wiped the sweat out of his eyes. It had taken well over an hour to make it from Susannah’s restaurant to the factory Fuchsia had mentioned. Kowloon Springworks had two listings on the map, one in Kowloon not too far from the ferry and another further inland, out toward the slums. If the trains had been running it wouldn’t have been an issue, but hoofing three klicks in the middle of the day was miserable.


  Almost as miserable as climbing a cliff in the baking-hot sun, come to think of it.


  Porter stood across the street from the factory. Chain-link fences blocked access to Kowloon Springworks and the other, similar brick buildings on either side. No smoke rose from the second-story smokestacks. In fact, nothing much moved at all. A discarded Styrofoam box skittered along, borne by the wind. On the plus side, there weren’t any guard dogs. That was fortunate; he was all out of cats.


  Porter ambled across the street to the gate and inspected the padlock. It had the worn, faded look of a well-used lock. No signs of rust around the keyhole. He could probably have it open in less than a minute if he’d wanted to pick it, but there had to be cameras somewhere. Probably up in those dead smokestacks. Instead, Porter worked his way down the street, circling around the next block.


  More signs of life showed up as he got further away. A big truck rumbled down the street and turned into one of the neighboring lots. A few buildings further down, a crew of folks with forklifts were unloading a stack of shipping containers.


  Porter headed toward the workers. “This place always so busy?”


  One of the workers stepped away from the others. He hacked a snot rocket off to the side. “Folks staying home today. Too many soldiers out.”


  “You all braver than the rest?”


  “Dumber, maybe.” The man chuckled. “The tanks come this way, we’ll get inside real quick. What do you need out here, stranger?”


  “I was looking to talk to someone down the way. Kowloon Springworks. You know anyone down there?”


  The man’s friendly demeanor vanished into a guarded scowl. “No. You ought to get on home, stranger. This isn’t a safe part of town.”


  Was that a threat? All because he’d mentioned James Yan’s front? “I will. Thanks.”


  Porter was back on the street, walking back toward the Springworks, when his glasses flashed an incoming call. He answered, and Fuchsia’s face appeared on the stream.


  “Good timing,” Porter said by way of greeting. “I’m at this Kowloon Springworks place you mentioned.”


  “It’s a front.”


  “Yeah, no shit. I hoofed it out here in the heat and it’s completely dead.”


  “I dug up what I could, Porter, but Alistair called me to the carpet for doing it. Said to hang you out to dry.”


  “He’s always been a prick, but you didn’t call me not to tell me anything.”


  “James Yan is a member of the Yan family. Internal Security has them marked as dissidents, and they’re monitoring their business. IS raided one of their factories in Guangzhou back in the summer, but whatever they found is classified at a level I can’t reach.”


  “So is James related to this Yan Tianyu the cops are trying to find?”


  Fuchsia hesitated. “You know Tianyu?”


  “Not exactly, but a squad of cops in riot gear was asking about an old man this morning, and word is they’re looking for Tianyu. It’s related to that business in Tai Wai, apparently.”


  “Yeah, they’re related, Porter. Tianyu is James’s uncle.”


  Those pieces fit. Didn’t mean they had Sam, but it sure meant he was going to find out. “So where can I find them?”


  “There wasn’t anything in the database, but I used the city cameras to track him to an apartment block.” She rattled off an address. “It wasn’t clear if he lives there or was just visiting or what.”


  “So what else can you tell me about this family? How dangerous are they?”


  “I found them linked to electronics manufacturing, some restaurants, and some imports from Indonesia. Nothing overtly illegal.”


  “So they’re what, Triad-lite? A simple family business doesn’t have Internal Security breathing down their necks. Doesn’t have the government sending in a tank battalion, either.”


  “As far as the United States Government is concerned, the Yan family isn’t doing anything illegal.” Her words were measured carefully, and Porter picked up the tone of warning.


  “What’s that mean?”


  “I can’t really say anything further, Porter. I’m sorry.”


  “You contracting work out to them or something?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Alright, I appreciate the heads up, at least.”


  “If anyone asks about this conversation, it didn’t happen.”


  “Of course, not. Thank you, Fuchsia. It helps.”


  “Good. One more thing, though. From what I can tell, these aren’t the kind of folks who would kidnap your brother. It’s just not their MO.”


  “I need to make sure you’re right. Take care.” Porter hung up the phone and brought up his map. He plotted a course to the address Fuchsia had given him, then sighed when he saw how far he was going to have to walk to get to it. Still, it wasn’t as if he had any other options.


  Porter settled into a steady trot and pointed himself toward Kowloon Harbor.
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  Xeizhen peeked out the doorway, checking the street for police. Citizens marched before her, their footsteps a steady thunder. On the far corner stood a knot of police, hiding behind their plastic shields and their silvered glasses. Watching, but too far away to notice one more old man.


  “It’s safe, Grandfather.” Xeizhen beckoned for Tianyu to follow her.


  He came forward slowly, leaning on his cane more heavily than she could ever remember seeing. Where yesterday there had been a spry chicken with an easy smile and a few wrinkles, today there was an elderly man with tired eyes and a pained grimace. “Slowly, child.”


  The sky loomed low overhead, slate-gray clouds promising rain soon. The sooner the better, if it would hide them from the soldiers and the cameras.


  Xeizhen tried to create a little more space for Tianyu, but they were quickly crammed flesh to flesh with everyone else. The smell of unwashed sweat enveloped them, and if she hadn’t caught Tianyu by his thin hands she would have lost him in the press of bodies. Xeizhen wormed her way forward, pulling her grandfather with her.


  “Excuse me. Pardon me. Sorry.” Xeizhen used a hip to nudge a middle-aged woman a few more inches out of the way. “Apologies.”


  “Watch yourself, girl,” the woman hissed. Her eyes swept over Tianyu, not really seeing him at first, but then they jerked back. “It’s him.”


  “He’s no one,” Xeizhen said. “Just an old man trying to get to his wife.”


  “No, it’s him.” The woman’s voice rose louder. “The man from the video.” She turned, frantically searching until she found the policemen on the corner. “Hey!”


  Xeizhen jabbed the woman in the gut with an elbow. “Shut up, lady.” She tugged Tianyu forward while the woman doubled over, gasping.


  “Easy, child,” Tianyu said. “These are our people, too.”


  “Not the ones like her.”


  The crowd carried them in its steady shuffle, and there was no choice but to pass by the policeman. The ones behind the first row had their guns up, not quite sweeping the crowd, but ready to fire between the riot shields at the first sign of trouble.


  And trouble there was. As Xeizhen edged around a group of young men, she saw the pistols at their sides: cheap, extruded jobs that probably wouldn’t pierce the body armor, but would do plenty of damage to anyone without. One of the men saw her looking and turned, revealing a snub-nosed carbine held tight against his leg.


  “Grandfather—” she hated to use a name that the police were actively seeking “—look.”


  “I see it.”


  “Who are these people?”


  “There are more factions than ours at play here.”


  Xeizhen held her tongue. If the people wanted to start a revolution, nothing she or Tianyu could say would stop them. Not with such a large mob. And not with so many people carrying weapons. She waited until they were past the police, then tugged Tianyu deeper into the middle of the street.


  “These people are restless, Grandfather.”


  “Let them be restless. If they...”


  A gunshot rang out, maybe thirty meters distant. A hush fell over the crowd for a heartbeat, and then chaos. The police carbines barked in response. Screams rose from the crowd. And the mass of people began to move. The crowd had been packed tighter than a rush-hour subway, and it quickly turned into a crushing weight of humanity.


  Xeizhen was shoved into Tianyu, and body upon body slammed into her. She struggled to both keep her feet and her grip on her grandfather, but the people around her moved with an animal-like panic, pushing and shoving and kicking and screaming. Tianyu slipped from her grasp, his frail body caught by a shoulder, knocking him sideways. He stumbled and fell, and at first people stepped around him or over him, but there was no time, no space. The first footstep landed on him, and he grunted. The second footstep landed on him, and he screamed.


  Xeizhen swung without thinking. Left fist. Right fist. The training James had forced her to take took over. She waded forward, all hundred-and-sixty centimeters of her jabbing and kicking and screaming. “Get out of the way!”


  She took a battering for her effort, but she made it to Tianyu and crouched over him, protecting him as the crowd surged around her. Shotgun blasts rang out. And more screams. Gas canisters hissed and popped. The crowd abated after another half minute as those that could run spread down the side streets.


  What was left was carnage. Half a dozen people were down on the street, and it wasn’t immediately clear if they had been shot or just weren’t able to handle the gas. The knot of policemen was a heap of black uniforms and ruined riot shields. Blood pooled on the sidewalk around them and dripped into the gutter. Three of the young men with guns looted the weapons from the police while two of their brethren helped the wounded.


  Xeizhen helped Tianyu to his feet. “I don’t think there’s any coming back from this.”


  “I think you’re right.”


  A rumble filled the air, coming from the direction of the cordon.


  “We need to go.” Xeizhen pressed Tianyu’s cane into his hands. “We need to go now.”


  The first armored personnel carrier rolled into the view and started firing. The first shots were hollow thumps, and canisters of gas burst against the building behind the fallen policemen. The young men with the guns took cover behind the cops and started shooting back.


  “Run!” Xeizhen hauled Tianyu as fast as she could. Bullets whined around them, taking chips out of the concrete. She hurdled a body, dragging Tianyu right over it. Another body in front of her jerked as bullets slapped into it. Rock shards tore through Xeizhen’s leg, but she gritted her teeth and kept going. The tear gas clawed at her, sucking her breath away. Tears welled up in her eyes and snot ran down her lip.


  They made it around the corner without taking any direct hits. Xeizhen pulled up, gasping for breath. She wiped her nose as best she could on the back of her hand.


  “Xeizhen, you are hit.” Tianyu lowered himself around his cane and prodded her calf.


  Xeizhen flexed her foot and winced. Her calf stung, but there wasn’t much blood. If she’d been shot, surely it would have hurt more than it did. “I’ll live. Come on.”


  She helped her grandfather back to his feet, and they shuffled forward together as fast as they could. Boots thumped behind them and the sound of gunfire increased.


  “I’m calling for help,” Xeizhen said.


  “No.” Tianyu pulled on her arm. “It is not safe to call. Not here. We must get to the water, then we will call for a boat.”


  “Grandfather, we aren’t going to make it to the water. Not with so many soldiers. We should hole up and get help.”


  Tianyu ground his teeth, but after a moment he nodded once, curtly. “Very well.”


  Xeizhen powered on her glasses and settled them over her eyes. She opened a connection through the only Syndicate-controlled tower in the area and called the dumpling shop in Kowloon.


  “Xeizhen?” Susannah said when she answered. “Are you okay?”


  “I have Tianyu, and we need help.”


  “I’ve seen the feeds girl. Tell me you aren’t near those fools that attacked the policemen.”


  “I’m two blocks south, heading away.”


  An armored personnel carrier turned into the street in front of Xeizhen, and the turret above the cab swiveled her direction.


  “`I’ve got trouble.” Xeizhen switched her glasses to record everything she saw. If anything really bad happened, at least the Syndicate would see it.


  “Don’t try to run, child.” Tianyu stopped and leaned against his cane. “They’ll shoot us like dogs if we do.”


  “We can at least get out of the way.” Xeizhen scooted to the edge of the sidewalk, up close to the side of the redbrick building.


  Tianyu hobbled toward her.


  “Here.” She took a couple steps toward the vehicle, and ducked into a dark alley. An overflowing dumpster blocked the way. Flies buzzed to life as Xeizhen approached the split bags of refuse. The flies’ buzz filled the air, but beneath it was still the rumble of a diesel motor.


  The armored personnel carrier rolled toward them, and while the barrel tracked their direction, it didn’t fire. It didn’t stop, either. No soldiers were visible through the reflective windows, but Xeizhen knew they were in there, watching. She shuddered as the vehicle passed.


  “Xeizhen, keep going two more blocks, then hang a right,” Susannah said in her ear. “I’ll get a driver and a van there as fast as I can.”


  “Alright, we’re going.” Xeizhen killed the connection, but left her glasses powered on. She stumbled out of the alley, trying not to gag from the horrible odor. “We’re walking a bit, it sounds like.”


  “There are many kilometers left in these legs.” Tianyu offered her an elbow, as if he were completely immune to the danger. And the smell.


  Xeizhen slid her arm through his.


  “You’re doing fine, dear,” Tianyu said. “We’ll make a leader out of you yet.”


  “I like being part of the business, Grandfather, but I don’t think I’m ready to be a leader. Not yet.”


  “You did fine just now. Most people turn into animals when the shooting starts. You kept a cool head and got us out of there. That’s no small feat.”


  “Who were the men with the guns? They seemed awful organized for random citizens.”


  “Triads, maybe. Or foreign plants. Could be Taiwanese spies or South Korean commandos. Any government in the region that sees unrest in Hong Kong would love to spit in China’s eye.”


  Xeizhen and Tianyu reached the end of the block. A twelve-story business building rose on the corner, the pitted concrete walls flaking. It was new, maybe ten years old, but it looked worse than some of the hundred-year-old buildings in Central.


  Xeizhen untangled her arm from Tianyu’s. “Wait here a moment.” She eased forward and peeked around the corner. A squad of policemen and soldiers were a dozen meters away, and one of the soldiers pointed her direction. Xeizhen ducked out of his line of sight.


  “Trouble?” Tianyu asked.


  “Soldiers.” She backed up, searching for a way around. The only option was the alley and the trash and the stink.


  “A little smell never hurt anyone, child.” Tianyu hobbled toward, not waiting on her to decide.


  The next ten minutes were the worst in Xeizhen’s life. The garbage covered her legs and filled her nose. The flies buzzed in swarms that blotted out the sun. Rats the size of dogs scurried away. Other rats, just as big, stood their ground, and Xeizhen was forced to give them space for fear they’d decide she looked like dinner. Tianyu picked his way along, pace never wavering. He wore a little smile, almost as if he were enjoying watching her wade through the mess.


  “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Tianyu asked when they emerged from the alley.


  Xeizhen picked a food wrapper from her calf, gagging when she saw the maggots fall from her bare skin. “It was bad.”


  Tianyu chuckled. “Which way to our rendezvous? I would hate to make you late for the shower you’re planning.”


  Xeizhen checked the map in her glasses and pointed. They set off again. Gunfire popped in the distance. A helicopter swept overhead, too high to feel the rotor wash, but low enough to hear the thumping of blades. In the street, more people were coming outside. An old woman pushing a food cart offered them freshly cut pineapple skewers.


  Near the end of the block, as they reached a crowd of people gathered on the corner, the sound of the helicopter returned. It came in fast and low, between the buildings. Xeizhen pulled Tianyu toward the nearest alley, thinking to avoid any trouble, but the helicopter flared and landed, not even twenty meters away. The wind from it blasted rocks and dust across the street, and it battered the people still on the street. The woman with the pineapples hurried toward Xeizhen and Tianyu, the umbrella on her cart whipping her along.


  A squad of soldiers poured out of the helicopter. The biggest of the soldiers wore black fatigues without a helmet. He pointed straight to Tianyu and Xeizhen, and the soldiers fanned out, hemming them in against the side of the building with the other twenty or so people in the same area.


  “What are they doing?” Xeizhen asked.


  “It cannot be good.” Tianyu pointed to the alley they had just passed. “Go through there. Run, Xeizhen. If they are here for me, I don’t want you to be taken, too.”


  “No! I’m not letting them take you, Grandfather.”


  “I am old, and this revolution is young. It will need leaders and martyrs both.”


  The woman from the food cart shouldered her way toward them. “He’s right girl. Go while you can.”


  Tianyu pulled his hand from Xeizhen’s and turned toward the guards. He marched forward, head held high. Everything happened so fast. The soldiers raised their guns, training them on Tianyu. Their leader approached him and grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the helicopter.


  Xeizhen took a step forward, but the pineapple woman clutched her arm. Xeizhen pulled against her, trying to follow her grandfather, but the woman held firm. “You can’t help him here, child. Not like this.”


  Xeizhen watched, helpless, as her grandfather disappeared into the helicopter and it lifted away.
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  Hiding on a street in plain sight felt good. It beat trekking across the city in the blazing heat, and that was a fact. Porter hunched in a tailor’s doorway, a poncho pulled over him. Mannequins towered in the windows beside him, prisoners separated from the world by the aluminum screen and iron bars that shielded the glass. A light drizzle fell, cloaking Hong Kong in gauzy clouds. It was foolish to feel safer for the concealment. He knew that better than most. The PLA had night vision gear comparable to the U.S. military, and the tanks and fighting vehicles that had taken up position in the city wouldn’t be hindered in the slightest by a little rain.


  Fortunately, the military wasn’t his concern. Not yet. His fish were civilians, and they’d fry up real nice, night vision gear or no night vision gear. Porter turned his glasses to infrared and scanned the building across the street again. It was a forty-story job, one of the government-built tenements, and with the clouds as low as they were, he couldn’t quite see the top. In a way, it surprised him. The Yan family had money, and while the tenement wasn’t the worst the city had to offer, anyone with a decent job would have lived somewhere else. The Yans owned enough businesses, they should have been in McMansions, up in the hills on Hong Kong Island, but according to Fuchsia’s intelligence, they all lived down in the city in the thick of things.


  A pair of policemen wandered past on the opposite side of the street. They didn’t pay Porter much mind, instead focusing on a knot of five or so youths hanging out under the awning of a rice shop. Porter could imagine the conversation they were having. The cops giving the kids grief about being out at night. The kids sullen about having an authority figure questioning them. In any other city in China, there would have been martial law. Or the cops would have just laid into the kids with night sticks because they could. Hong Kong was still an anomaly, though, even so long after British rule officially ended. It’s what made it a great city. And it’s what was likely to cause the place to be torn down around the residents’ ears if they didn’t start toeing the Party line sooner than later.


  A dark figure came down the street, raincoat hood pulled up to conceal his face, but Porter knew it was James fifty meters away. The way he carried himself. The way he moved. It was as sure a way to identify a man as a fingerprint, if you knew him well enough. And after an afternoon watching surveillance footage, Porter knew him plenty well.


  James hooked a right into the stairs that led up the second-floor entrance to the tenement. Porter rose and followed him. James disappeared into a dark doorway, but when Porter entered a pair of men stepped from the shadows.


  “What’s your name, stranger?” the sentry on the right asked. He was Porter’s size, but that didn’t matter much. His partner with the shotgun presented a bigger concern.


  “Easy, gentlemen.” Porter flashed his hands, showing that they were empty.


  “State your name and your business, or turn right around.”


  The man with the shotgun shifted, and the muzzle rose a few inches. One squeeze of the trigger and the cops would be on their way. Of course, Porter would be a red smear on the doors. Maybe the cops could stop the bleeding. Or maybe they wouldn’t bother.


  “I’m looking for the Yiu Chung,” Porter said. “My girl’s up in twenty-three-oh-one.”


  The shotgun dropped an inch.


  “Wrong building, fella.” The sentry pointed down the street. “You want the next set of doors above the pet shop.”


  Porter backed up slowly, smiling all the way. “Thanks. Sorry to disturb you.”


  He headed back into the rain, but instead of going back to the street, he took a stroll around the little plaza outside the building. It wasn’t big, maybe ninety square meters on top of the roofs of the first story shops, but it had a second walkway that led to an emergency exit. Anyone with guards at the front door packing shotguns was going to watch the obvious entry points. Thing was, there wasn’t any sign of a camera in the hallway behind the guards. Maybe that meant someone was using hidden cameras, but in a residential complex, half the point of the camera was to send a message. No, more likely whoever lived in the building didn’t want their comings and goings recorded. Someone had something to hide, and Porter suspected that someone was a member of the Yan family. Or maybe several members.


  From the edge of the walkway, Porter could see into the courtyard between the two towers that made up the complex. And in the courtyards was a fire escape. Well, above the courtyard was a fire escape. All he had to do was climb three stories, shimmy around on a rain-slickened ledge, and then he was home free on up to the thirty-eighth floor where Fuchsia had said James kept his apartment.


  Porter eyed the door to make sure the guards weren’t watching, then took a running start at the side of the building. He hit the second-story window ledge boots-first and launched himself up. The ledge on the third story was maybe ten centimeters deep, but that was plenty for a fingerhold. He hauled himself up as fast as could with his fingers sliding in the rain-slickened coating of pigeon shit. The bars on the third story windows made perfect handholds, even if the ledge was too narrow for him to feel entirely comfortable.


  Starting on the second floor meant he had less vertical distance to travel, but more horizontal. And it meant that he had to go around two corners that didn’t have any windows with convenient handholds. It took fifteen minutes and his heart stopped twice, but as the rain picked up in intensity, Porter found himself on the fire escape, climbing up the windswept side of the building.


  The door on the thirty-eighth floor was closed and locked. When he took out his picks and set to opening the lock, he discovered that it wasn’t the lock that was holding the door shut—it was barred from the inside. So up he went to thirty-nine where the fire escape ended. The door there was just as barred as the one on thirty-eight.


  Onto the ledge he went, boots slipping in the water and the pigeon droppings. The windows that high didn’t have bars, but they still had ledges. He crawled around the first balcony, grateful for the easier handholds and doubly grateful that the occupants didn’t have their door open. Past the balcony was a window, and as he squirmed along the ledge, his poncho flapped in the wind, slapping against the glass.


  Some thief he was.


  Porter scurried past as quickly as he could, hoping no one had heard him. A light came on in the room, but no silhouette appeared in front of the glass. Ten long seconds later, the light went back out.


  If Fuchsia’s address was accurate, James’s apartment was around the corner, back toward the front of the building. Life was never easy. Porter worked his way around the corner, clinging to the edge as if his life depended on it—because it did—and stopped cold. The windows had bars. When Batman had come to Hong Kong, the bloody windows hadn’t had bars.


  The front door wasn’t an option. The fire door wasn’t an option. The apartment was occupied, so that wasn’t an option. And leaving sure as hell wasn’t an option. So that meant going through the bars or finding a way inside. He eyed the ledge above him, blinking back the rain that fell in his eyes. Yeah, that could work. He started climbing.


  Every residential building in China had a roof full of clotheslines. Two billion people, and there were about twelve clothes driers to go around. It wasn’t surprising that when he cleared the edge of the roof he was confronted by a messy forest of clotheslines and plastic crates. The surprise was finding James Yan slouched under an awning, smoking a cigarette.
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  There was, Porter had learned, a time and a place for all things. Walking around the streets of Hong Kong was a lousy place for a firearm. Scaling the side of a building was not—even in a rainstorm, he had recently discovered—a good time for wearing a poncho.


  As Porter cleared the parapet, he wished that he’d brought something with a little more range than a knife. A pistol might work. A suppressed MP7 with an infrared sight would have been even better. But he didn’t either of those. What he had was surprise. And a knife. As soon as he realized who else was on the roof, Porter rolled over the ledge and hunkered in the shadows.


  The cherry tip of James’s cigarette glowed brighter, but he had the situational awareness of a civilian as he stared off into the rain.


  Porter peeled out of the poncho, unwilling to have its flapping betray his presence, and crawled along the side of the building. His knees sloshed through water and bird shit and God only knew what else, but he made it out of James’s line of sight without being noticed.


  Knife in hand, Porter slithered around the side of the building and darted into the light. There wasn’t really any option but a front assault, so he was relying on speed and surprise. James’s eyes went wide when he realized someone else was on the roof with him, but Porter slammed into him, body to body, before he could draw a weapon. The takedown was quick and efficient, and Porter had James’s face shoved against the wet tarpaper of the entryway before he could respond.


  “Hello, again.” Porter twisted James’s arm up behind his back.


  James fought until the cold blade touched the back of his neck. “The fuck you want, man?”


  “You have something of mine, Mr. Yan, and I want it back.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Porter leaned in close, his lips almost to James’s left ear. “My brother is missing, and our mutual friend from Zhang’s study has him. You are the only link between the two. Start talking or start bleeding.”


  The rooftop door banged open, silhouetting a slim figure in the yellow light of the stairwell.


  “James, where have you been all— Oh, shit.”


  “Don’t move,” Porter barked. For the second time in five minutes, he really wished he’d brought a gun.


  The woman took a step back and fumbled a pistol from her clutch. “Let him go.”


  Porter rolled, dragging James with him. As soon as the knife left his neck, James kicked back, connecting with Porter’s knee. Fire exploded in Porter’s leg. James followed up with an elbow, catching Porter in the shoulder. Porter gritted his teeth and moved back in, trying to get the knife to bear. Killing James hadn’t been the plan, but neither had a crazy woman with a gun.


  CRACK! The bullet buzzed past half a meter away.


  “I’ll shoot you both,” the woman said. “I don’t care. Get up.”


  Porter rolled out of the way, giving up on James and using the building for cover. “Lady, you don’t need to be any part of this.”


  “Xei, it’s the art thief,” James panted. “I don’t know what he wants.”


  “What I want is my brother back, asshole,” Porter said.


  “I told you, man, we don’t have your brother.”


  “Shut up, James,” the woman said.. “You in the rain, you’re the one that switched the painting in Zhang’s study?”


  Porter crouched in the darkness, weight centered on the balls of his feet. He kept the knife low and ready. Problem was, if he went in, he’d get shot. If he stayed out, they’d just lock the door and he’d lose his only lead. Sure, they said they didn’t have Sam, but that was just talk.


  “Yeah, that’s me,” Porter replied.


  “He’s a spy, Xei.” James’s voice, still not behind the door. “Internal Security, probably. I was just up here smoking a cigarette and he came out of the darkness like a madman.”


  “If I were a cop,” Porter said, “I would have arrested you with the stolen picture.”


  “He has a point, James.”


  The rain continued to whisper down, but Porter could almost hear the woman thinking. Xei. James had called her Xei. So that made her Xeizhen, Yan Tianyu’s granddaughter. He could work with that. “Xeizhen, I’m an American. Former military. The last thing I’d ever do is work for the Chinese state. I’m here because of James and because of my brother. Either you people have him, or you can help me find who does.”


  “Alright, American,” Xeizhen said. “Put your knife away and come around the corner slowly. I don’t have your brother, and you’ve done us a good turn in the past. Maybe we can help you find who has him, if you can help us.”


  “Help you?”


  “Someone valuable to us is missing. Maybe he’s in the same place as your brother.”


  Her voice had a ring of truth to it, but she was hiding something, too. Fair enough. Porter tucked the knife back into his boot. If she let him close enough, his hands would be all he needed, pistol or no pistol.


  Porter edged around the corner, hands out low and open. James was gone, but while Xeizhen still had a two-handed grip on her pistol, she had it held low and ready, not pointed at him. “You want to do this in the rain, or...?” Porter asked.


  “Inside.” Xeizhen backed through the doorway. “We’re going down two floors.”


  She walked slowly, never taking her eyes off him. The walls in the building had fresh paint and clean trim. Halogen bulbs burned brightly in the hall sconces. The building had definitely been built—and furnished—by the government, but the residents had taken care of it. Porter recorded every bit of it.


  “In here.” Xeizhen nodded toward a door. Thirty-nine-oh-one. “It’s unlocked.”


  “You can put the gun down. If I wanted to harm you, we’d never have left the stairwell.”


  She hesitated, but then she lowered the pistol, letting it hang loose at her right side. A Ruger SR9c. Nice pistol for someone with a small hand.


  “I have a video of the man that took my brother.” Porter entered the apartment, scanning for threats as he did. James stood on the far side of the room, his Browning Hi Power in hand. A brown leather sofa was between them, and a pile of boxes were stacked on a small kitchen table to the left. Nowhere for cover if someone started shooting.


  “Beam it,” Xeizhen said as she entered the room.


  Porter turned her, and a green indicator in his glasses lit up, telling him that the person he was facing was on the common sharing frequency. He sent her a clip from Zhang’s study.


  “Oh. Oh shit.” Xeizhen’s already-pale face turned even lighter. “James, check this out.”


  James’s eyebrow twitched as he watched the video. “Yeah, it’s him.”


  “Who?” Porter asked.


  Xeizhen tucked the pistol into a small purse. “Baolian. Head of the Internal Security Service.”


  Shit. Double shit. Internal Security had Sam, and they wanted to assassinate their own Chairman. It just didn’t make sense.


  “You’re sure?” Porter asked.


  “I’m sure,” Xeizhen said. “Baolian keeps a low profile, but we have agents that have brought out pictures of him. It’s definitely him.”


  “And he has your granddad, right?”


  Xeizhen’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you know that?”


  “Educated guess. So how do we get them back?”


  “We don’t,” James said from the corner. “Not from Internal Security.”


  “And what, we should leave Grandfather to rot?” Xeizhen glared at James. “We must do something.”


  “Where are they?” Porter asked.


  “That’s a tough question, but there’s one likely place.” Xeizhen motioned him to the table. “Are you running any tactical mapping software?”


  “Yeah.” Porter switched on tactical mode in his glasses, and a map of the city immediately sprang into his view.


  Xeizhen tapped one end of the table. “Orient this to north.”


  The map of the city shifted, the familiar outlines of Kowloon Harbor and the surrounding islands aligning themselves to the end of the table. The view zoomed in on Hong Kong Island, centering on a building just off Connaught Road. Porter recognized it as the Hong Kong City Police headquarters.


  “In the city jail?” He shook his head. This Baolian didn’t strike him as a fool, and only a fool would put a high-value target like Tianyu in a normal jail, never mind the fact that Sam hadn’t even been arrested.


  “No.” A building three blocks away glowed faintly red. A concrete fence surrounded it, blocking any views from the street, but the satellite imagery showed the inside. “This used to be the Thai consulate. It reverted to Chinese control after the last coup.”


  “And it’s now a prison?”


  “It’s the local headquarters for Internal Security.”


  Porter rocked back onto his heels. There. That was where Sam was. It was local, it was well-defended, and it just felt right. “Okay, say I believe you. Say our people are there. How do we get in?”


  James loped over from his place in the corner. The butt of his pistol gleamed inside his jacket as he leaned over the table. “These walls are three-foot-thick reinforced concrete. The gate has at least four guards at any given time. Probably more with the unrest in the city.”


  “And that’s where you come in.” Xeizhen crossed her arms, her gaze fixed squarely on Porter with an intensity that was unsettling. “You’re supposed to be the most talented thief in Southeast Asia. I think you have an opportunity to prove it.”


  An opportunity. She wanted him to force his way into a heavily guarded compound in the middle of a major city, and it was an opportunity? The city police headquarters was what, two hundred meters away?


  “Getting in isn’t the problem.” Porter circled the table, zooming in on the walls and back out to study the street approaches. Sadly, the former consulate was too far from the waterline for him to try approaching by sea. “The problem is getting out. If it were just a painting we needed, maybe I could do it, but we’re talking about two people, one of which is an elderly man. It’s not like I could disguise him as a guard, you know?”


  “So what do you need?”


  Porter looked between James and Xeizhen, trying to take their measure. Xeizhen had a look that would put Medusa to shame. James he wasn’t so sure about. Angry, maybe. Or calculating.


  “I know you two have guns,” Porter said, “but how well armed are you as an organization? Could you raid the building in force and escape to the harbor?”


  Xeizhen responded, “We are not without resources, but nothing like that. Our people are the people of the city. The shopkeepers and fishmongers and dock workers. We will march, and we will protest, but if we tried to attack this building, it would not be the people of Paris storming the Bastille. It would be a massacre.”


  “What about the Triads?” Porter asked. “They are well-armed.”


  “And why would they help us?” Xeizhen shook her head. “Not even money is enough to attract the wrath of someone like Baolian.”


  Porter zoomed and studied, circled and noted. There were a dozen ways to get inside, but getting out would be the hard part. If only it were as easy as launching a beacon into the sky and being extracted by a passing aircraft. After a few minutes of pondering, he zoomed in on the consulate roof. “Alright, I’ve got an idea. Here’s what I need...”
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  The rain had stopped by the time Porter made it back to the street. The clock in the corner of his vision told him that it was past two in the morning, and that meant the subway had long since closed for the night. Or more likely was still closed and wouldn’t re-open for a day or two until things in the city calmed down. All of which was fine. That’s why God invented taxis. Porter fired up a taxi app and sent an e-hail.


  It didn’t make a hell of a lot of sense to break into a prison if the prisoner wasn’t there. And he had a way to contact the jailor. He opened his email and went fishing.


  I want to see my brother. Let me see him in person and be satisfied that he’s unharmed, and I’ll perform your job on Friday.


  He had expected it to take a while to hear anything back, but the cab hadn’t even reached him when a response came, directing him to an address just off Nathan Road, not far from Susannah’s restaurant.


  Twenty minutes later he climbed out of the cab on Nathan Road. Neon lit up the night. Advertisements for gambling and whores and the golden arches of fast food. Two hours earlier he might have thought it a safe public place for a meeting, but now that he knew the government had Sam, nowhere was safe. Porter cruised past on the opposite side of the street, eyeing it over the metal dividers that kept the pedestrians from wandering into traffic.


  “Hey mister, what you shopping for?” A skinny guy in a suit sidled up. “You looking for watches? Best watches in Hong Kong. Very cheap.”


  “I’m good.” Porter hurried toward the next intersection, leaving the guy trailing behind him.


  Even as late as it was, the sidewalks were still crammed with tourists from Asia and Australia and America and, judging by the blonde hair and blue eyes, Scandinavia.


  “Girls. Pretty girls. Redhead, blonde. Asian, Russian. You come see pretty girls, yes? Or maybe boys? I have boys, too.” A female tout waddled toward him, her hair whiter than a phosphorus cloud.


  Porter looked away. This was why he hated Nathan Road. Touts and tourists everywhere.


  “Porter Melo, you come with me.”


  Porter’s attention jerked back toward her. “Excuse me?”


  “I have just the boy for you, Porter Melo. Come. Come.” She motioned him toward an alley.


  A mama-san? Baolian was contacting him via mama-san? He knew better than to follow her. He should hold back and scan the alley. But he didn’t. He followed straight into the narrow confines, past the first dumpster and around a fire escape. By the time he heard the rustling behind him, it was too late.


  A bag descended over Porter’s head, blanketing him with a sickly smell. Strong arms wrapped him into a bear hug, pinning him before he could reach his knife, and consciousness slipped away.
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  The raucous sound of seagulls pierced Porter’s consciousness. He opened his eyes and blinked at the harsh brightness of the rising sun. A clean, salty breeze blew gently, bringing reality with it. It took a few seconds, but the world started to resolve around him. Gray metal walls. Silhouettes. Guns.


  “Where the hell am I?” Porter croaked.


  “You are on the beach, Mr. Melo.”


  Porter’s eyes adjusted to the relative darkness inside the van—he thought it was a van, anyway—and he recognized the figure that sat across from him. Baolian. “You.”


  “You are not happy to see me again?”


  “I want to see my brother.”


  “Ah, well, as my grandfather used to tell me, wish in one hand, shit in the other, and see which fills up first.”


  “Fuck you.”


  Baolian flashed a smile, revealing a mouth full of crooked yellow teeth. “Your brother did not wish to speak to me about you, but he was... ah... persuaded.” The smile again, and it sent a chill down Porter’s spine.


  “Good, I have your attention,” Baolian continued. “Your brother is alive and he is well, but if you do not do exactly as I say, he will not remain in either condition.”


  Porter shifted on the metal bench and tested his bonds. Something narrow and hard wrapped around his wrists, pressing them painfully together. Plastic zip ties, probably. “What do you want?”


  “It is no longer enough that you simply assassinate Chairmain Longzhi and Mayor Zhang. With the unrest in the city building, I require that it be done in grander fashion. Their speech on Friday has been moved from the stadium to Hung Hom Coliseum. This has been to increase security, but it will also mean that two hundred of the highest-ranking Party officials in all of China will be in attendance and they will be in an enclosed space. You will kill them all.”


  “And how am I supposed to do that?”


  “You’re a resourceful man, Mr. Melo. I have it on good authority that you were involved in the death of nearly three hundred people in Powesi.”


  Porter kept his face stony, but on the inside it felt like he’d just been hit by a car bomb. Baolian knew. How could he possibly know?


  “There is currently a backpack of canisters on your little yacht. They are of Israeli manufacture and come equipped with American-made aerosol systems. A combination of Ricin and Sarin. You will infiltrate the Hung Hom Coliseum tonight with the canisters, and you will plant them in the ventilation system of the auditorium.” Baolian held up a fingernail-sized flash drive between his thumb and forefinger. “This contains schematics for the building and details of the security sweeps. I will leave the rest to you.”


  Porter eyed the thumb drive, unsure how he was supposed to take it, but Baolian stuffed it into the front pocket of Porter’s pants.


  “This is insane. They aren’t going to make you Chairman. You realize that, right? You’ll be the top suspect.”


  “Perhaps I will make a run at the Chairmanship. Perhaps I will become the hand that holds the puppet. Whichever course I take is my concern, not yours.”


  Yeah, Porter’s concern was not getting shoved in front of a firing squad. Well, if he went through with helping this lunatic.


  “Good luck, Mr. Melo.” Baolian wiped his hands on his knees. “If, for some reason, you do not survive tomorrow’s oratory, I will honor my commitment to your brother.”


  “We’ll speak about this afterward. I guarantee it.”


  The vehicle’s motor rumbled to life. Strong hands grabbed Porter by the arms, propelling up from his seat and toward the back of the van. Baolian’s goons dumped him unceremoniously onto the beach, and the van drove away, leaving Porter alone with wind and the sand and the rising sun.
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  A dozen dour men congregated on the sidewalk outside Admiralty Station. One of them looked James’s way. He took a quick drag on his cigarette, his eyes furtive over his cupped hand. James jammed his hands deeper into his pockets. His fingers tightened on his Browning, but it provided cold comfort. These men and thousands other like them were ready to sweep over the city like a tidal wave.


  More people loitered on the corner of Hennessy Road, waiting to cross to the park. James wormed his way through the crowd, getting as close to the curb as he could. The crosswalk signal’s ticking rose to a crescendo as the traffic stopped at the intersection, and the crowd surged across the street. The majority angled left toward the park, carrying James with them.


  Twenty meters into the leafy verge, a bloodstain marred the walkway. It had dried dark and rust-like, but the sign of violence was unmistakable. The crowd parted, people going to their morning exercise or wherever the hell normal people went. James jammed his hands into his pockets and cut onto the trampled grass. He cleared a small knoll and found where the grass had been churned into mud. Brass cartridges glimmered the morning light, scattered amongst spent teargas canisters.


  Whatever Baolian was hoping to gain, he was going to pay dearly for it. No, perhaps that wasn’t quite true. Baolian wasn’t going to pay for a damn thing. The people of China were going to pay, and the currency was puddled crimson into the mud around them.


  A figure in a long coat and dark glasses emerged from the trees and ambled toward James. “Two policemen were injured here last night,” the man said when he stopped at James’s side.


  James crouched and picked up a spent 9mm cartridge. “The feeds say forty people were hospitalized, and at least three are dead.”


  “It was a tragedy.”


  “For which side?”


  The man shrugged. “You have arranged the software as promised?”


  “Yeah. Nothing happens to my grandfather, you understand? I get one word that he’s hurt and I shut down the program.”


  “He will be fine. He is in a cell of his own, far from the other prisoners.”


  “It’s not the other prisoners that worry me.”


  The man reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and withdrew a manila envelope. “Your passport. It’s fully chipped, and the identity is backstopped with bank records in Sydney.”


  “I’m not going there.” James took the passport out and ran a thumb over the embossed kangaroo and emu on the coat of arms.


  “I don’t care where you go as long as you honor your part of the bargain.”


  “I will.” He hated it. Not enough to renege, mind you, but he still hated it. Sacrificing Tianyu and Xeizhen felt like cutting off his own arm, but they knew the risks. Everyone knew the risks. And if the city turned to open revolt, far more than them would end up in government camps. Far more than them would end up in unmarked graves. “We’re done here.”


  “We’re done. Get out of my city, Mr. Yan. Get out of my city, and never come back.” Zeng Baolian strolled away and he didn’t look back. In forty-eight hours he’d be the most powerful man in China, and James would be a hero. He’d be a traitor, too, but that part of the story would be repressed, just like always.


  James left the way he’d entered. The passport in his pocket felt far heavier than the few dozen grams it truly was. It felt like an anchor, and yet it was his freedom. He clutched a sweaty fist around it and he tried not to think of what it had cost him.


  Chapter 35


  


  


  


  The noodle shop didn’t have an empty seat on any of the benches, and people were packed through the front door. A wall of bodies obstructed Xeizhen’s view of the street from where she stood in front of the cook’s window.


  Xeizhen cleared her throat, but the burble of conversation continued. “Hey, folks. Hey!”


  They ignored her. Susannah offered her a wooden spoon, and Xeizhen slapped it against counter with a sound like a gunshot. That got them quiet.


  “Glasses off, everyone! Nothing said here is to be recorded.”


  “Who’s she?” an older man grumbled. The guy next to him muttered something about getting a real leader.


  Xeizhen glared at them both, trying to project confidence, but she feared they could see how nervous she really was. She felt like a fraud. Talking to students was one thing, but these were people from her parents’ generation, people that viewed her as only Tianyu’s granddaughter.


  She slapped the spoon again, harder. The muttering quieted, and folks actually took off their glasses.


  “Thank you,” Xeizhen said. “Yan Tianyu has been taken by Internal Security. We were accosted on the street last night, and I barely escaped.”


  A growl of consternation passed through the crowd.


  “Our sources inside Internal Security have told us that he’s to be moved tomorrow. I don’t know where, but my suspicion is a prison camp in Xinjiang. We’re going after him tonight.”


  “At the Consulate?” One of the Syndicate clerks stepped forward. “I know this place. They took my brother there six years ago, and he came out a broken man. It is a fortress straight from the depths of Hell.”


  “It is a building, and we are not planning to storm it by force. There is a plan in place to free Tianyu. Our part is to keep the soldiers busy and distracted while he is freed.” Xeizhen turned to a box in front of her. “These are custom-made glasses that have been modified with firewalls and anti-surveillance software. I want everyone here to take two of them, one for yourself and one for someone you can trust. We will coordinate our actions tonight through these glasses. Once Tianyu is free, we will march to City Hall and demand justice for those that have died in the last two days.”


  The men and women in the room came forward, taking their glasses and thanking Xeizhen for allowing them to help free Tianyu. Many of them filtered back out to the street, but a few stayed and ordered food from Susannah.


  “How are you going to make this work?” Susannah asked when the last order was taken.


  “We have outside help. An American.”


  Susannah cocked an eyebrow. “Former military, experienced with entering hard-to-reach places?”


  “You know him?” Xeizhen folded the box closed and began to seal it with packing tape.


  “Yeah, I know him. He’s capable. Just don’t trust him with anything that’s not business.”


  Xeizhen looked up. “What’s that mean?”


  “I have known Porter Melo for many years, and he is a conflicted man. If you give him a job, you can trust that he will do what he’s said he will do, but he does not ever do it in the way you would expect.”


  “Sue, if you have personal issues with this man, you don’t have to be part of the operation tonight.”


  “There are no personal issues. Not anymore. Your grandfather has done too much for me to stand aside when he needs us most. I will be there, and I will do whatever needs to be done. I only caution you about trusting Melo too far.”


  Such an odd conversation, but Xeizhen nodded. She barely knew the man, and as far as she was concerned, their relationship could end just as soon as she had her grandfather back. As long as Melo did his portion and escorted Tianyu to the front gate, she would be happy.


  The bell on the front door tinkled, and the man that strode inside nearly banged his head on the door jamb. He looked around the room, but his eyes settled on Xeizhen. He was Japanese, she realized, and he’d been badly burned sometime in the near past. Something about him looked familiar, but she couldn’t place it.


  He pointed to the diners. “Out. Now.” His voice was rough, like rusty fish hooks scraping rotted wood.


  “Hey, I’m not finished with my—”


  The man lifted the edge of his shirt, revealing the grip of a large, black pistol. “I will not ask again.”


  “Xei, leave. Now.” Susannah strode forward, wooden spoon in hand. “And just who the hell are you?”


  Xeizhen took one step back, but the man’s head swiveled. His hand rose, one massive finger pointing directly at her. “Stop.”


  The door tinkled again, and an older man came through.


  Susannah slapped her spoon into her palm, not showing the slightest concern for the giant’s size or his weapon. “This is my restaurant, and I—”


  “Quiet, girl,” the older man said. He stepped around Susannah and waved to Xeizhen. “I would speak to you, Xeizhen Tianyu. We have a common interest.”


  Xeizhen froze. She knew this man. Not just from the video Porter Melo had shown her. Something about the leonine way he moved, the lizard-like way he smiled. She caught a glimpse of someone she had seen before.


  It was dark, and she was cold. James huddled beside her. She was maybe six years old, and that would have made him eight. The people of Luosan Village were all awake, holding their pitchforks and their extruded pistols. Smoke rose from the shattered ruin of the police station. In the distance, trucks rumbled.


  Xeizhen could see them. Could see the square black monsters roll up out of the darkness, not bothering with headlights. Men spilled out like ants from a kicked-over anthill. Baolian led them, and he hadn’t asked to speak to anyone. He’d pointed to her father, and gunfire had erupted.


  Xeizhen blinked, bringing herself back to the present. The open box of glasses poked out from behind the register, and she pushed it back a few centimeters with a toe. A common interest, he’d said. Yes, they had something in common. She was certain of that. “If you’re here for beef iron rice or hot and sour soup with dumplings, then you are in the right place.”


  Baolian’s eyes narrowed. “I know who you are, Xeizhen Tianyu, but perhaps you do not know me. I am Zeng Baolian, and I have your grandfather. I spoke with him last night, and you were one of the topics of our conversation.”


  “Where is my grandfather?”


  “He is safe. Times are changing in China, and people like your grandfather wield far more influence than they could have a generation ago. When we spoke, he mentioned that you are his protégé, and it is my belief that in the years to come you will eclipse even his own reach.”


  Xeizhen’s breath caught. Rage simmered within her. “I want my grandfather.”


  “I know your family, girl,” he continued, ignoring her words. “I know the businesses you run. I know the company you keep. I have been watching you for twenty years. You and James and your grandfather. You think your foolish glasses are safe from me? Ha. If I had wanted you in prison, you would have been there before you’d come of age.”


  Prison? She didn’t fear prison. She feared living her life with the iron grip of Beijing squeezed around her throat just tight enough to make breathing difficult, but not quite tight enough to choke her. She feared living as a vassal to the Lords of the Party, and if this man thought he could come frighten her with a few words, he was very, very mistaken. She would have her grandfather back, but that was only the beginning.


  “I know you, too. I remember you, and I remember what you did to my village.”


  “Spare me. I am here with an offer for you. Work with me. Help me build a new Hong Kong, a new China. The sheer number of people you and your grandfather have mobilized is impressive. You have reach and you have charisma, and while the Party can stream vids to every set of glasses in China, we can’t make the people watch.”


  “And for me? You will give me my grandfather back? That is your deal?”


  “I will give you a role in building a city and a country. We are a people with thousands of years of history, and you can be part of that. You do not need to answer now. Think on it for a day or two.”


  “And what happens to my grandfather in the meantime?”


  “He will be safe. Far safer than if he were on the streets, I would say.” Baolian looked her over, inspecting her from head to toe. There was nothing sexual in his gaze, but for an instant Xeizhen knew what an animal must feel like just before the butcher carved into it.


  “I’m not interested. Get out.”


  She wasn’t sure what to expect. Armed men to spring through the doors? The giant with the pistol to come and arrest her? What she didn’t expect was for Baolian to laugh. “You have spirit. That is good. People can admire a woman for being pretty, but they can respect a woman with spirit. Think on this for a day.” He strode forward, holding out a business card—a real, dead-tree business card.


  Xeizhen took it and looked it over. It had a secure web address and nothing else.


  “This offer is good until 6 p.m. tomorrow,” Baolian said, his expression darkening. “If you make me ask again, I will not do it so politely. Good day.”


  He turned and left, and his giant followed him outside. The door closed, and the bell tinkled. Xeizhen exhaled, letting herself breathe properly again.


  “That was very odd,” Susannah said. “Did you know that man?”


  “He runs Internal Security.”


  “Oh. Shit.”


  Xeizhen tore the card in half. “We have work to do.”


  “You still mean to go after Tianyu, after that?”


  “I would sooner cut off my own arm than work with a man like Zeng Baolian.”


  She dropped the pieces of the business card into the trash and stooped to heft the box of glasses. Maybe he was right. Maybe she could reach the people of China. And maybe she would. But she wasn’t going to start by leaving her people, any of her people, under the thumb of a man like him.


  Chapter 36


  


  


  


  Porter’s body ached like he’d been kicked down a mountainside. He lay on the beach, coughing in exhaust fumes and spitting up sand. Baolian’s van disappeared into the forest, leaving Porter alone on an exposed stretch of sand. No signs marked where he’d been dumped, but he recognized Joss House Bay off to his left, so that meant he was on the back side of Hong Kong Island somewhere.


  The first order of business was getting the cuffs off his wrists. Porter experimented with pulling his hands free, but the plastic bit in deeper, carving through his already-raw flesh, and the sand scraped painfully into the wound. A few more minutes of patient work took the cuffs as far onto his hands as they would go. It wasn’t enough to actually get them off, but it provided just enough space to slip a foot through and wriggle his hands around to the front of his body.


  Porter lay, panting, and inspected the damage. A flap of skin lay exposed on his left wrist, and a grimy coating of skin mixed with the blood that coagulated around it. He crawled to his feet and limped down to the water line. The water on the east side of Hong Kong Island didn’t have the rainbow sheen that it had on the Kowloon side, but it had plenty of less visible pollutants. Still, it was better than sand in the wound. Porter rinsed his wrists, checked his body for other injuries, and set off down the beach.


  Hong Kong Island ran fifty kilometers around the perimeter, but hardly any of it was free of humans. That meant he had to be in Shek O somewhere, and the first signs of civilization had to be less than a kilometer away.


  If he’d had his glasses, he could have called for a cab, but Baolian hadn’t seen fit to return them. If he’d had his wallet, he could have just walked down the road until he found a cab, and hailed it, but he had no way to pay.


  His limping soon brought him in sight of a stand of colorful umbrellas that dotted the sand like flowers. A pair of women were already stretched out on their beach towels, tanning in the early morning sun. Porter considered asking them for help, but only for an instant. A strange guy wandering out the forest with handcuffs on was more likely to end up with a face full of pepper spray and a quick trip to the city jail than he was with any kind of assistance. He continued on, pretending that they weren’t watching him from behind their oversized sunglasses.


  Private condos rose up on his left, but he kept his head down and kept moving. No one paid him any attention. After another hundred meters of sand and empty beach chairs, a trio of joggers swept around a bend. They wore matching gray shorts and matching dark glasses, and they moved in a steady cadence with matching strides.


  They had enough tattoos to be sailors or soldiers, but they were too muscular to be ordinary seamen. As they came closer, Porter spotted the Marine Corps globe and anchor on one of the soldiers’ chests, and he realized who they were. Half a second later, they realized who he was, too.


  “Hey, Sarge, is that the sonofabitch that took your wallet?”


  The trio slowed, and Sarge, the one with the Marine Corps tattoo, broke into a wide smile. “I think it just might be my lucky day.”


  Sarge took the point, and his two friends moved wide to either side.


  “Hey, fellas, you fancy helping a guy out?” Porter asked. He lifted his arms as if to show them his bracelets, but really to get hands up into a guard position.


  “Piece-a-shit took my wallet and thought he was gonna get away with it?” Sarge chuckled. He hadn’t stopped laughing before he bull-rushed.


  Porter saw it coming. Saw the whole fight coming. Sarge would come up the middle, wrap him into a bear hug, and drive him into the sand. The boys on the sides would pile on and hold him down, and Sarge would administer some back-alley justice.


  There was just one little problem.


  As Sarge lowered his head for the kill, Porter stepped sideways and forward. He let the other man’s momentum carrying him past, and brought his wrists down together on the back of the man’s head. Sarge hit the sand face-first at full speed, and Porter was already sliding out of the way of the next attack.


  Horse-face came from the right with a fist cocked back like he was expecting to deliver a haymaker. Porter drove into him with his shoulder low, getting him with a glancing blow to the hip. That sent Horse-face spinning, and Porter’s follow-up kick to the back of the knee sent him tumbling.


  The last attacker slowed, and when his hands came up, he had a knife in one fist. Just where the hell he’d stored the knife, Porter wasn’t sure. The man’s flesh was baked pink, and the blade in his hand, he looked like a ham hock about to take revenge on the butcher. Sunburn prowled forward, giving his buddies time to clamber back to their feet.


  The knife changed things. Maybe James Bond could take three guys in a straight-up fight, but Porter knew better. You got into hand-to-hand with two people that had even a little skill, and it could turn into trouble in a hurry. Three Marines might end up in an asskicking, but three Marines and a knife meant that the best case was a hospital visit.


  “Put the blade away, son,” Porter said. “You don’t know how many people up in those condos are recording this, and if you slip up and put me in the morgue, that’s going to be more trouble than you want.”


  “Ain’t nobody going to the morgue, motherfucker.” Sunburn took a step closer, his knife still low and ready. “Just stand still and let Sarge get his two hundred bucks out of your hide and you don’t even need to get cut.”


  Sunburn lifted his foot to take another step, and Porter struck. He spun past the knife, and swept down with his clenched fists, striking Sunburn on the wrists. Sunburn yelped, and the knife tumbled to the sand. Porter kept moving, sliding behind Sunburn and delivering a knee to the man’s kidney. Sunburn fell, screaming.


  The other two were on him then, and the fight turned into a blur of fists and elbows and teeth. Porter caught the glint of the sun reflecting on the knife and dove for it. He barely managed to get hold of the hilt when someone hit him. Porter rolled with blow, lessening the impact, but the knife took a slice out of his wrist in the process. Still, he managed to catch the tip of the blade on his flexicuff and free his wrists.


  Sarge slammed into Porter with a shoulder to the gut, driving the air from Porter’s lungs. Porter rolled and twisted and reversed the knife, bringing the blade around to bear. Rather than take a chunk out of Sarge’s leg, Porter laid a fine slice across the man’s thigh, no deeper than a scratch but plenty deep enough to hurt like hell.


  Sarge yelped and skittered away, leaving Porter on knees, gagging and spitting and gasping. Smears of blood covered Porter’s arms, and he could feel the hot wetness on his face.


  Porter growled at them, a low, feral sound that felt raw in his throat. “You boys finished, or is someone else going to bleed on this beach?”


  Sarge clutched at his leg. “I’m gonna find you, boy, and I’m going to put you in a trash bag and dump you in the deepest, darkest—”


  “Go fuck yourself, Marine.” Porter spit a glob of blood onto the sand between them. “This whole fucking city is about to go up in flames, and if you idiots don’t get out of town, you’re liable to end up caught in the shit. Get on back to your boat or plane or wherever the fuck you came from.”


  Porter turned and started marching. He listened closely as he did, waiting for the telltale crunch of bare feet on sand, but all he heard was muttering, and when the Marines started moving, they went the opposite direction. Good enough, Porter figured. He cut the rest of the bracelets off his wrist and let them fall to the sand. His arms looked as if he’d lost a fight with a mountain lion, but at least he didn’t look like a prisoner.


  He marched another hundred and fifty meters, then reached for his pocket and withdrew his ticket home. Sunburn’s wallet was black leather and soft as a woman’s cheek. It contained two hundred bucks Hong Kong, some business cards from Kowloon pimps, and a military ID. Porter took the cash, dumped the rest, cut between condos, and headed for the street and a ride back to the city.
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  The actual commercial part of the harbor wasn’t one that Xeizhen cared to visit very often. There might have been a time when that part of the city was safe, but it hadn’t been in her lifetime. No, Hong Kong Harbor broke all the rules for safety. It had more than its share of drunks. It had more than its share of young men. And it had more than its share of violence. It didn’t even matter that she was woman. Anyone strolling through Hong Kong Harbor by themselves needed to stay alert or they’d end up robbed, and in that part of town a person was lucky if the thieves stopped with what was in your wallet. The feeds had stories every few weeks about another body found with half the major organs missing.


  Xeizhen followed the path in her glasses. She kept one hand firmly attached to the little Ruger pistol stashed in her purse. The little pistol still felt foreign to her, but even after carrying it for only a day, it had proven useful.


  A deep horn sounded in the distance, mixing with the squawk of the gulls that circled overhead. The harbor smelled worse than the rest of the city. The sickly smell of trash and the mechanical smell of petroleum combined to form a miasma that took her breath away.


  Xeizhen stopped on a corner, waiting for a lorry with a shipping container on the back to pass. A pair of punks ambled toward her from her right and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. The punk on the left had one hand hidden behind his back, and the other had a big shit-eating grin on his face. Xeizhen turned to face them, sliding the Ruger from her purse as she did.


  The punks stopped cold. “Lady, you come around here packing shit like that, and you’re going to end up getting yourself hurt.”


  Xeizhen glared at them. “Find another victim.”


  A low rumble of laughter floated from her right. A tan-skinned woman in a black sari stood in an open doorway. “You are from the Yan Syndicate.” It wasn’t a question.


  Xeizhen looked between the punks, who were already retreating, and the woman in the doorway. Something about the timing bothered her, and she had the distinct feeling that she’d just been put through some kind of test, but she didn’t have any idea whether she’d passed it or not.


  “And you are from Kuwat?”


  “I am.” The woman motioned her closer. “Come inside. I will take you to him.”


  Xeizhen slid the Ruger back into her purse and tucked the purse under her arm. She entered the building, her heart still beating too fast. “Those boys were yours?”


  “No, not exactly. They are just the local trash.” The woman bolted the door. “I am Dewi, Kuwat’s lieutenant. I have heard about you.” Her eyes were the same emerald green as the trim on her sari, and she carried herself with authority.


  “Then you have me at a loss,” Xeizhen replied.


  “The women say you are competent, especially for one so young. The men say you are beautiful and headstrong.”


  “People talk. I do what I can to help my family, and I don’t pay much heed to what others say about me.”


  “Then perhaps you are not the fool you appear to be.” The friendliness wasn’t gone from Dewi’s voice, but it had gained a harder edge. “This city is on the edge of a riot, and you drew a weapon in plain view of half a dozen cameras.”


  “If I were going to be arrested today, they would have already taken me. I am here because I’ve just spoken to Zeng Baolian.”


  Dewi didn’t stumble, but she glanced sideways too fast to disguise the fact that she recognized the name.


  “I see you know him,” Xeizhen prompted.


  “I know of him. You do not work in the dark recesses of this city without learning the name of the head of Internal Security. Why did he want to speak with you?”


  “That is for Kuwat’s ears.”


  Dewi pursed her lips, but she had the good sense not to argue. They passed deeper into the building, and the thin carpet on the floor gave way to rough concrete. A wide cargo door rattled open as they approached, and the guard on the other side challenged Dewi for a password. He carried a small, black machinegun, and he looked awful alert, especially for someone who was supposed to be in the heart of Triad territory.


  “You expecting trouble in here?” Xeizhen asked.


  “We’re always expecting trouble.” Dewi led her across a warehouse full of shipping containers and up a set of metal stairs. A row of offices at the top of the stairs overlooked the warehouse floor, and Dewi went straight to the first door, rapped once on the glass, and pushed it open.


  Xeizhen didn’t recognize the man behind the desk. Dark skin the color of varnished wood, and a sizable belly straining the buttons of his shirt. She didn’t recognize him, but she knew his type. She entered the office and stood before the desk. Behind her, the door closed, leaving her alone with the most powerful gangster in all of China.


  “Xeizhen, yes?” he asked, rising.


  Xeizhen nodded.


  “The Yan family is always welcome.” Kuwat bowed, then dropped back into his chair, smiling ferociously. “What brings you to the harbor?”


  “Zeng Baolian.”


  Kuwat’s smile faltered for an instant, but he quickly forced it back into place. “The shootings last night?”


  “That and my grandfather. An army armored personnel carrier opened fire on Tianyu and me last night. Teargas, thankfully, not bullets. We were making our way out from Tai Wai, and the army was cutting off every decent sized group of people it found. They took Tianyu.”


  “It is almost National Day. They will round up scores of people. I would not worry about it, girl. Your grandfather is a wily old fox, and he knows better than to give his real name.”


  “They know who they have. Zeng Baolian came to one our shops today, specifically to speak to me.”


  Kuwat mopped his bald head with a handkerchief. “And what did he say?”


  “He wants a political alliance, and he wants me to work with him.”


  The top button on Kuwat’s shirt strained harder as he leaned forward onto his elbows. “And yet you’re here.”


  “I am. My grandfather has spoken of you. Of the resources you can bring to bear. Internal Security has him, and I mean to get him back. I could use your help.”


  “You could, eh? And what would you have me do, girl? March my men out to fight the PLA in the streets? When they are already on alert? It would be a massacre.”


  “For whom? I have heard strange rumors, Kuwat. Rumors about a shipping container of Korean weapons going missing. Rumors about men training out at sea with the kind of hardware only the army normally uses.”


  “The Taiwanese, probably.” He said it with a face as smug as an alley cat with a bucket of fish heads.


  “Yes, of course. I’m sure the Taiwanese are setting up firing ranges on Sanmen Island. One does not build an army without meaning to use it.”


  “Tomorrow is National Day. There will be more soldiers in this city tomorrow than at any time in the next year. If I have an army, and I’m not saying that I do, it would be foolish to squander it in a hopeless cause. Better to wait and strike while the enemy is weak.”


  “Have you seen how many people are on the street? My grandfather cannot wait.”


  “Your grandfather will be fine. He is no man’s fool. You know this! Let him be, and he’ll be released within a week or two. This is life in China.”


  “You did not see Baolian’s face. Believe me. Something is wrong. Has the government ever cracked down so hard? They had soldiers in Kowloon, and they were shooting at us. At me.”


  Kuwat rose, and any trace of humor he’d had before evaporated. “It is not time. Not yet. Your grandfather knows this. If he is to be our first martyr, then it will be as Allah wills it. I will not risk my people for one man, no matter who it is. You let this business die down, and then we will talk.”


  Xeizhen let herself be escorted to the door, and Dewi opened it for her before she could reach for the knob. “I am going in after him. Tonight.”


  Kuwat’s eyes narrowed. “Is that right?”


  “We are marching in protest at nightfall. I have called in every lieutenant in the Syndicate and told them to mobilize their people. We will have fifty thousand marchers.”


  “You will be massacred.”


  “The government wouldn’t dare. This isn’t the 1980s. Half the marchers will be streaming live the whole time, and the whole world will be watching.”


  “And you presume that the world will care. A dozen or two dozen will be shot, and the rest will panic. The world will see riots, and they will shrug and go back to their coffee.”


  “Have you been out in the city? Have you walked through the streets in the last day? I will have fifty thousand of my people, but word will spread. We will have five hundred thousand others, and they will be just as angry as we are. Will the government really try to kill so many?”


  “They might try.”


  “Kuwat, your people are not the only ones with arms. Join us tonight. Together we will take back this city. Tomorrow will take back China.”


  “I’ll think on it. I can promise no more than that.”


  Xeizhen bowed. “Thank you. That is all I ask.”


  Truth be told, it was as much as she had dared for, too. Kuwat knew which way the winds blew, and for all his bluster, his people had to be just as ready as hers to stand up to Beijing and the dogs the Party had sent to intimidate Hong Kong. She only hoped that she was wrong about the Army trying to pacify them. If the soldiers gave up on tear gas and moved on to actual bullets, the gutters would run red with the blood her people.
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  China, the sages said, had a soul for every grain of sand on the beach. From where Porter stood, he could believe it. The former Thai consulate lay across the street, and what looked like half a million people marched between him and the heavy iron gates. They carried pickets demanding justice for Hong Kong. They carried banners scrawled with independence slogans. The sidewalk shook with their footsteps, and the buildings echoed with their voices.


  They might as well have pissed into the wind.


  It wouldn’t do any good. It never did. People marched. People bitched. No one listened. Chairman Longzhi was already in the city somewhere. Probably. He didn’t care about these people. He didn’t need to care. A billion and a half people lived in his red empire, and a few thousand or a few million shaking their fists didn’t make a lick of difference. They could march until their feet were sore. They could sing until their throats were raw. All they’d get for the trouble was some rubber bullets and teargas. Or maybe the government would just ignore them entirely.


  Porter wished he had a cigarette. Man, how long had it been since he’d had that craving? Six, seven years? He’d given up that shit back before things had turned south with Uncle Sam. Funny what nerves would do, though. Not even the usual breaking and entering made him want a smoke.


  “You look lonely, stranger.”


  Porter jerked, his right hand reaching for a weapon he wasn’t carrying. He looked over and found Dewi Darmadi standing beside him. A half-smoked cancer stick hung from her lips. “You scared the shit out of me,” Porter said.


  “Serves you right.”


  “You down here marching for a revolution?”


  “Something like that. I don’t suppose you’re here out of adopted patriotism, either, are you?”


  Porter nodded toward the gates across the street. “Business.”


  She shook a smoke out of packet and offered it to him. “Those walls are awful high. Wouldn’t envy anyone trying to go over the top of them, not tonight.”


  “Who says I’m going in there?” He let her light the cigarette, and took it, taking a long drag. It tasted like the devil’s asshole. He took another drag, anyway.


  “The word on the street is that you have developed an uncanny ability to find yourself in places other people have gone to a lot of trouble to lock.”


  “Subway, you think? Maybe go under the wall, pop up in the courtyard like some kind of World War Two prison break?”


  “You’re fucking with me, Porter.” Dewi lit up another cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke at him.


  “Yeah.”


  “You already know how you’re getting in there, don’t you?”


  “Yeah.” He raised his chin toward the Bank of China tower down the block. Seventy-odd stories of glass and steel that overlooked the heart of Hong Kong and the consulate.


  “Very nice. Should I have someone film it so we can tell our grandchildren?”


  “I’ve got my batsuit and everything. You can tell them you knew Bruce Wayne.”


  “I should.” She chuckled. “You’ve got that hard-ass look of a man trying to find the right words to cram his foot into his mouth. What’s on your mind?”


  “I need a favor, Dewi.”


  “I find you in the middle of this nonsense and you ask for a favor?”


  “Strange times, I know.”


  Dewi shot him a sidelong look that told him the hammer was about to drop. “I need a favor, too.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yan Tianyu. You know him?”


  “The notorious dissident.”


  “If you’re going in there for your brother, bring him out, too.”


  “That’s easier said than done.” Porter took a final drag on the cigarette and flicked the butt into the gutter.


  “It needs to be done, though.”


  “And I need enough money to retire to a quiet beach in Thailand.”


  “I’ll owe you a favor. My boss will owe you favor, too.”


  A favor from the Triads wasn’t a currency that a man could spend at a bank. It was a hell of a lot more useful than that. And she didn’t need to know that he was already looking for Tianyu, either.


  “Alright,” Porter said. “I’ll bite. You have an army somewhere. Could be out here, could be back at the harbor. I need you to keep them quiet tonight. At least until I’m out of there.”


  “I can’t promise that.”


  “You won’t have to wait long. A few hours.”


  “You sure you don’t want any gear? An MP7? Some explosives. Maybe a fucking nuclear bomb? That might be easier than what you’re asking.”


  “I’m good. Smash-and-grab isn’t my thing anymore. I’m the strong, silent type now.”


  Dewi laughed. “Porter Melo, international man of subtlety. I never thought I’d see the day.”


  “No heavy weapons.” He checked the chronometer in his glasses. “Not until midnight.”


  “I’ll do what I can.”


  A shout went up down the street, and the first line of policemen with riot shields marched into the view.


  “That’s my cue. Be safe tonight, Dewi. It’s going to get hairy.”


  Dewi dropped her cigarette and crushed it beneath her heel. “You, too, Porter.”


  He left her on the corner and wormed his way through the crowd. His nerves hummed with nicotine and adrenaline. The crowd around him buzzed with anticipation. One way or another, it was going to be a night that Hong Kong would remember for a very long time.
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  “We cannot wait!” The man in front of Xeizhen slapped a wooden cudgel against his palm. “If we let the police hold him, they will find a way for him to have an ‘accident.’ He means too much.”


  Xeizhen stood in the park a few blocks from the Internal Security building. The Syndicate surrounded her, at least a thousand people with signs tucked under their arms and banners furled over the shoulders. Thousands upon ten thousands upon hundred thousands marched in the streets beyond the park, their numbers dwarfing the march just two days before.


  “Deming, he means just as much to me as he does you.” It took every ounce of Xeizhen’s patience to keep her voice calm. “We have wheels in motion.”


  “Wheels? You don’t need wheels. You need strong men with big guns. The people are already on the street. If we go provide the spark, the city could be ours before the sun rises.”


  “Or my grandfather could be shot in his cell as soon as the first rioter storms the gates. We have a plan, Deming. You must trust us.”


  “Trust you.” He sniffed. “Where is James? He is who we need here. He would not be so timid.”


  “James has his own role to play.” Xeizhen opened a secure communications channel in her glasses. “Just wait a few hours, and you’ll see.”


  Xeizhen shifted her attention from Deming to the video in front of her left eye.


  Porter stood in a darkened room, gold pins gleaming on his collars. “Are your people ready?”


  “Yes. Are you wearing a uniform?”


  “I thought someone might notice I was out of place if I dressed like a tourist.”


  “I... I see. Do you need anything else from us?”


  “I spoke to a friend earlier. Someone with ties to the Triads. They’re in the crowd tonight.”


  “They are?” Had Kuwat lied to her? Or was he just keeping an eye on things?


  “They have serious firepower. If they start shooting, your people need to clear the area. It could jeopardize the mission if Internal Security puts the building on lockdown too early.”


  “It’s too late for that. I can’t change plans without the informants getting suspicious.”


  Porter swore in a language she didn’t understand. “Alright. We’re a go in one hour.”


  The signal went dead.


  Kuwat didn’t trust her. Even though she already knew it, hearing it still burned. And Deming had a point. Where was James? They had too much to do for him to spend the day nosing around Shenzhen. Keeping all her people marching the same direction felt like juggling cats and it was all she could do not to get her eyes clawed out. How did her grandfather manage it?


  Xeizhen opened up another communications channel, this time to Meixiu at the mobile tower. “How does our capacity look?” Xeizhen asked when the call connected.


  “We’re sitting at seventy percent right now.”


  “If we break eighty-five, switch the routing priorities to only Level Bs and above. We can change it back in the morning.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Meixiu had a grim look, but beneath it ran a frisson of excitement.


  Xeizhen wished she felt anything besides stressed. Her guts felt as if they were full of rotten fish. Her whole life had been spent building toward what was about to come, and she’d always expected that she would meet the Party head-to-head with joy in her heart and steel in her hand. Instead, she felt like the same little girl that had watched—powerless—as her parents had been murdered and her home destroyed.
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  In a perfect world, a thief did his job and no one but the buyer ever knew he’d done anything. The locks showed no signs of entry. The security system had no evidence of foul play. Even the object d’art itself looked just as it always had, its replacement so well-crafted that even the owners couldn’t tell the difference. At least for a while.


  But all that went out the window when the target was a prisoner rather than a painting.


  Porter looked through the smoked glass window of an office on the twentieth floor. He was a good fifteen stories above the roof of the former consulate and forty stories above the tallest part of the perimeter wall. The crowd had swelled in the last few hours, and what had once been forty thousand was now more like four hundred thousand. They stretched from Lambeth Park, across Connaught Road and out of sight toward the harbor. Judging by the feeds, the crowd ran from where he stood halfway to Shenzhen.


  At least that would focus the guards’ attention outward.


  Porter took out the final part of his disguise. Latex always made him sweat, and the mask would turn into goo if he let that happen for too long, but he couldn’t exactly traipse around in the middle of a police station as the only white guy in the building. The city police might have tried to integrate folks with a non-Chinese heritage, but Internal Security was Chinese to the bone.


  It took ten minutes to position the mask and touch-up the makeup. Once everything was ready, Porter checked himself in the mirror. He was too tall and broad in the shoulders, but when he shifted his posture to a slight stoop and kept his eyes down, it wasn’t as noticeable. His already-dark hair was cut short, and it could pass. The uniform looked right, and at a glance, he’d pass as a low-ranking officer. It would do.


  He gathered his backpack and moved to the window. With the lights turned off, no one below would see him work, and it only took moments to cut an oval into the glass large enough for him to fit through.


  A cool wind blew through the gap, ruffling Porter’s hair as he pulled the glass away and set it aside. It was unlikely anyone would notice the missing window until morning, but there was no sense in dawdling and giving someone the opportunity, either. He hefted his assault hook, aimed it at the roof of the consulate, and squeezed the trigger. Ten pounds of razor-sharp steel exploded out of a tube that looked like an anti-tank weapon. The hook roared through the night, its rocket-propelled engine glowing orange behind it. Rope unspooled rapidly, only stopping when the hook slammed into the rooftop, embedding itself in the cement surface.


  Porter tied off his brand-new zipline and connected the harness that would take him two hundred meters across the street and thirty meters down. The harness itself was little more than a trolley with a wheeled arm that looped over the rope and a pair of supports for his legs. Porter hopped onto the supports, double-checked that his backpack was secure, and flung himself into the night.


  The wind whistled in his ears as he flew down the wobbling rope. Halfway to the roof—somewhere far above the marchers on the street below—he applied the brakes. The attachment mechanism hummed, and his rate of descent slowed. He didn’t let it slow too much—letting the guards at the gate see him floating overhead would abruptly end his rescue mission. As Murray Road swept past underneath, Porter readied himself for contact. He hit the roof at a fair clip, sprinting full speed as the harness clattered to a stop. Five long strides slowed him down, and he smoothly transitioned into a jog over to the rooftop door.


  Floor plans sprang to life in Porter’s glasses. The top floor of the building contained offices for higher-ranking officials, but the Syndicate’s informants hadn’t identified which offices belonged to which officials. That was too bad. He’d love to leave Baolian a little explosive surprise under his desk.


  The locks and alarms on the door only took a few moments to bypass. Internal Security wasn’t as well-equipped as the mayor of Hong Kong. Porter withdrew a battered briefcase from his backpack and slipped through the door. A short flight of stairs led him to the office area, but no lights were on. With National Day coming, it wasn’t too surprising that anyone with authority had better places to be than pushing paperwork.


  The first problem arose at the stairwell door. What was supposed to be a locked door turned out to be a door that was welded shut. He checked the seams, confirming that the only way through would be explosives, and he certainly didn’t want that kind of attention. Not yet. The only alternative path down was the elevator, and it would lead him past the security desk on the second floor. But still, coming down from upstairs would buy him some credibility.


  The elevator smelled like body odor and stale cigarettes. It rattled and hummed and jerked as it descended, and when the door opened, it wasn’t so much a ding as it was a thump. Porter shuffled out, trying to project the appropriate amount of authority for a mid-level bureaucrat.


  The guard beside the elevator looked him over, saw the captain’s stars on his collar, and saluted. “Sir, can I help you?”


  “I’m here to see...” Porter fumbled with his briefcase and patted his pockets, and finally withdrew a folded slip of paper from his hip pocket. “Sorry. I’m here for a ‘Sam Melo.’”


  The guard squinted, checking the roster in his glasses, and shook his head. “He’s been moved, sir. The Director’s orders.”


  The paper shook in Porter’s hand, and he frowned at it, doing his best to be a befuddled bureaucrat.


  “What did you say your name was, sir?” the guard asked. “I wasn’t informed we were having any visitors this evening.”


  Porter prodded his list. “Damn paper lists, but I guess I don’t blame Zeng for not wanting to advertise who he had. Is Yan Tianyu still here, at least?”


  The guard relaxed a fraction at the word “Zeng.” “Ah, yes, sir. Do you wish to see him?”


  “Sorry, corporal, I do. I’ve been attached to Zhang Guowei’s office, keeping an eye on him, you see, and he asked me to come down and verify that the dissidents aren’t being kept too comfortable.”


  The guard nodded. “Very well. This way sir. He’s in room seven.” He trotted down the hall, leaving Porter to follow.


  As they walked, Porter reviewed the details of his security scan that had run while they talked. There were cameras at the elevator, and something was transmitting from the far end of the hall, but overall it was less than he’d expected. The real problem was the guards. According to the informants, at least a dozen would be downstairs, spread between the lobby and the entrance. Given the visitors in town from Beijing and the unrest, there might well be more.


  The guard stopped at the door to cell seven, and punched a code into the electronic lock. Porter watched over his shoulder, recording it. Never knew when it might come in handy, after all.


  The door swung open, and Porter looked into the room. A man more withered than a sun-dried pepper sat inside, his thin legs stretched out on a cot. Porter compared his face to a picture Xeizhen had given him. He had his man. One of them, at least.
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  “If you need to interview him, I can wait in the hall.” The guard stood at parade rest just outside the door.


  Porter jabbed a finger at Tianyu. “Sit up, you lazy bastard.”


  Tianyu slowly twisted around, grimacing as he moved. The left side of his face was a solid purple bruise, and he had blood crusted around his swollen ear.


  Porter looked toward the guard and sneered. “Stand him on his feet.”


  The guard made it two steps before Porter chopped him across the back of the neck. He crumpled to the ground.


  Over the space of two heartbeats, Tianyu’s expression went from resignation to surprise to hope. “Who are you? And what’s wrong with your face?”


  “A friend,” Porter replied. The disguise must be failing. Oh well, not much he could do about it, not in the cell. Porter opened his briefcase and took out one of the two uniforms he’d stashed inside. He passed it to Tianyu. “Put this on.”


  He had to give the old man some credit: Tianyu did what he was told and didn’t ask questions. Once Tianyu was dressed, Porter switched his rank tabs out. One strange captain wandering around the building would be unusual; two strange captains would be a reason to wakeup Beijing.


  While the old man dressed, Porter confirmed that the guard was still breathing and took his glasses and sidearm. Poor guy was probably going to have a concussion—it was remarkably difficult to hit someone hard enough to knock them unconscious without doing some kind of damage. At least he had free health care. Porter handcuffed the man’s wrists and ankles.


  “Where are we going?” Tianyu asked.


  “I’m checking these cells, and then we’re going out the front door. You haven’t seen a white guy around here, have you? Early twenties, kind of an otaku.”


  “No. They brought me in and haven’t let me out.”


  “Alright. You’re supposed to be a captain, so you take the lead. If anyone stalls us, bluster past.” Porter handed Tianyu the briefcase, but he kept the pistol for himself. Using it wasn’t part of the plan, but it would make more sense for a sergeant to have it than it would for a captain.


  “You have another weapon?”


  “Negative. If shooting starts, we stay low and run like hell. Getting into a firefight in here will just end up with both of us dead.”


  Tianyu closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he stood up straighter and twisted his expression into a harsh scowl. It was as if he were a different man. “Move it, Sergeant. We have important people to see tonight.”


  “Yes, sir.” Porter headed out into the hall. He rapped on the cell doors, calling Sam’s name. Most of the cells were empty, and the ones that weren’t didn’t have Sam in them. He set small explosives on each of the door locks and told the prisoners to stand back for five minutes. Explosions would set off the building’s alarms, but the guards were going to have bigger problems soon enough.


  At the end of the hall, Porter stopped Tianyu before he could go back out to the elevator. “We have two minutes until the protest outside turns violent. When it does, this place is going to get very dynamic. Most of the crowd outside has no idea who we are, and if we just march out to them we’ll either get shot by Internal Security or stabbed by the rioters.”


  “So where will Xeizhen and James be?”


  Smart man. “At the main gates. Xeizhen is supposed to have a core of your people right out front. They know to look for you and to not harm anyone that’s—”


  The elevator thumped, and the doors groaned open. Tianyu peered around the corner and hopped back. “Four guards,” he hissed. “One of them is Tomasu the Jackal.”


  Tomasu the Jackal? The hair on Porter’s arms stood on end. Not possible. “Big Japanese?”


  Tianyu nodded.


  The man was supposed to be dead. Porter had seen his body. And what the hell was he doing at the Internal Security building? But it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. Not yet. Two minutes. They had two minutes to be in the lobby before all hell broke loose. “Go. Bluff past.”


  Tianyu strode out and Porter followed in his wake. It was the same giant, all right. And the burns on his face were evidence of the rocket backblast that had saved Porter’s life when the man had tried to gun him down. It took Porter a physical effort to keep his hand from edging toward his pistol


  Tomasu raised a hand before they made it halfway to the elevator. “Who are you?”


  “Captain Mingli from Shanghai. Mayor Zhang sent me here to check on the dissidents.”


  Tomasu’s eyes narrowed. A drop of sweat ran down Porter’s arm. The pistol on his hip felt terribly heavy, but there was no way he could take out Tomasu and three soldiers. Not without either him or Tianyu getting shot in the process.


  “Check with Zeng Baolian, if you feel like waking him up.” Tianyu strode forward, brushing past Tomasu.


  Porter hurried after the older man and reached around him to mash the button for the elevator. The guards shifted nervously, looking to Tomasu for advice. The elevator clanged and the doors groaned open.


  “Let’s go.” Tomasu waved his minions forward, and he marched into the hallway.


  Porter held his breath until the doors closed and the elevator car started to descend. “That was close.”


  “I know his sort.” Tianyu snorted. “He’s a lapdog.”


  The elevator opened. “Thirty seconds,” Porter said. “Don’t look back.”


  Tianyu marched with his chin held up. The guards at the front door saluted, not daring to stop them. Maybe it was that air of command Tianyu projected, or maybe it was whatever latent fear they had after seeing Tomasu a few minutes prior. Either way, Porter wasn’t complaining. Halfway across the parade ground, the first explosions rocked the complex.


  A shockwave sent Tianyu staggering, and the only thing that kept him from sprawling on the concrete was Porter catching him by the elbow. Small arms fire chattered from the rear of the building, and an alarm began to wail. Dark smoke billowed out from the direction of the explosions.


  “Lay flat,” Porter said. “Right now.” He dropped to the ground, watching the seconds tick down in his glasses.


  An even larger explosion roared in front of them, shards of brick and mortar peppering everything within the courtyard.


  “Up. Go!” Porter dragged Tianyu to his feet and raced forward, dragging the little man with him into a roiling cloud of smoke.


  People surged through the fallen gates. They had more than the pistols Porter had been expecting. The front line carried assault rifles, and someone even had an anti-tank weapon. Triads then. With Tomasu in the building, Porter wasn’t sad to see them.


  “Tianyu, here!” A heavy-set woman jogged over, and it took Porter a long second to realize who it was. Sue wore black tactical pants and dark gray windbreaker. A long, silver knife gleamed at her thigh, and unless he was mistaken, it had fresh blood on the blade.


  Porter peeled off his mask and shoved it into a pocket. “Sue? What the hell?”


  “Ah, Porter. No time. Xeizhen is missing. Get Tianyu clear.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  Sue nodded toward Tianyu. “Who do you think owns my noodle shop, smart guy? I can’t afford real estate in this town.”


  “Xeizhen?” Tianyu asked. “What happened?”


  “Don’t know, boss. She dropped off the net half an hour ago. Some gal from Kuwat called me up and said she was sending help. I just followed the plan.”


  “Very good.” Tianyu unbuttoned his uniform jacket and threw it into the street. “Mr. Melo, we need to find my granddaughter.”


  “We need to find my brother first,” Porter said, shedding his own uniform. “No offense.”


  “I suspect that they are in the same location.”


  Oh. Oh shit. “I’m listening.”


  “This way. I know a place we can plan without any extra ears listening.” Tianyu set off through the crowd, bawling orders like a drill sergeant. Porter followed him again, and that whole idea of pretending Tianyu was in charge didn’t feel like make-believe at all.
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  Xeizhen shifted from foot to foot. It felt like the last few minutes before midnight would never pass. The police line at the end of the block was a steady presence, cutting off the main route from the Internal Security building back to the main police headquarters. That might turn into a concern later when Porter freed his brother and her grandfather, but for the time being it was merely a nuisance.


  Her glasses flashed, and James’s name and picture appeared next to an incoming call. Xeizhen answered it. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Busy. We’ve got trouble down by City Hall. Can you sort it out?”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “Internal Security is shutting down civilian communications, and—” his voice cut out amid a burst of static, but returned after a few seconds “—and the Triads are gearing up to—”


  More static.


  “You’re breaking up on me, James. What was that?”


  “Triads. Trouble. I’ve tried talking to Kuwat, but—” snap, crackle, hiss “—to talk to Tianyu.”


  “Damn it, James, I’ve already talked to Kuwat. We need you to down here two hours ago.”


  “…meet you on Tim Wa by the park.”


  “Alright, I’ll head that way, but I need to be back down here by the IS building before midnight.” Xeizhen issued instructions to her lieutenants and shoved off through the crowd. She checked the secure tower and saw that the capacity was completely maxed. The civilian mobile towers were being shut down or jammed, just like James had said and just like they’d all expected.


  James found her on the sidewalk in front of the PLA Building and fell in beside her. “Everything going okay on your end?”


  “Could be better. Where have you been?”


  “Busy. You have the thief in position?”


  Busy? The biggest day of their lives, and he spent it running around town without telling her anything of substance. “Melo is fine. I checked in with him earlier.”


  “Good. This is getting bad, Xei. Really bad. Folks in Central said the cops have already started with the tear gas. They’re arresting anyone they can and gassing anyone that resists.”


  “We knew it would come.”


  “I’m also hearing shots have been fired out on the west side of Kowloon.”


  Xeizhen glanced sideways. “Who’s doing the firing?”


  “Don’t know, but if IS is shooting already...”


  “It’s going to get ugly tonight,” Xeizhen said. “I know.”


  A helicopter buzzed overhead, sweeping a spotlight over the people in the street. Xeizhen jerked, flashing back to the previous night.


  “What?” James asked.


  “Off the street. Right now. Go.” She shoved him toward the sidewalk, knocking a middle-aged woman aside in the process.


  The rumble of a diesel motor growled louder than the complaints of the woman. The first helmeted soldier charged around the corner in front of them, and an armored truck pulled to a stop behind another half-dozen soldiers. The helicopter grew louder and swept in over them. People scattered from it, panicking as the rotor wash blasted over them.


  Gas canisters arced through the air and the first screams rose.


  “Run!” Xeizhen screamed. She tried to flee, but James caught her arm. She stumbled and fell, and a lance of pain exploded through her shin where she caught it on the edge of the gutter.


  “We’ll get shot.” James crouched beside her, hunkering behind a traffic pole.


  A group of young men in the crowd roared with defiance and heaved rocks at the soldiers. Rubber bullets tore past, and the middle-aged woman was the first fall, clutching at her abdomen. Blood trickled from her lips as she bounced off the pavement.


  “No, no, no.” Xeizhen tried to crawl toward the woman, but James pulled her back again.


  “Just wait!”


  The rocks turned into bricks, and the soldiers fell back. They didn’t have riot shields to block the debris, and they weren’t yet bold enough to return fire with actual bullets. Canisters of gas flew through the air, driving the youths back.


  Xeizhen caught a whiff of the teargas and felt the first sear as it touched her lungs. She coughed and spit and covered her mouth with her shirt, trying to keep it out. “We have to go,” she panted.


  The gusts of wind from the helicopter grew even more intense, and the noise from the engine drowned out even the screams. The clouds of gas parted, unable to withstand the rotor wash as the machine hovered overhead, and then settled to the street. Xeizhen watched helplessly as soldiers poured out and raced toward her and James. They formed a cordon around them. Another figure stepped out of the helicopter, ducking his head as he crossed to them.


  Xeizhen recognized him as he approached. Zeng Baolian.


  “You should have taken my offer this morning.” Baolian pointed to her. “Take them.”


  Rough hands caught Xeizhen by the arms and dragged her to her feet. The last thing she saw as she was dragged onto the helicopter was James standing in the street screaming as two soldiers held him back.
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  Tianyu went straight to the ferry piers, even though no boats would be running so late. It didn’t make much sense, but he then led the way around to a smaller, banged-up pier a few hundred meters past the touristy area. A boarded-up boathouse lay in a puddle of darkness down on the pier. No boats bobbed in the water around it.


  “You have a submarine hidden here or something?” Porter asked as they pulled up short at a rusted chain-link fence.


  “We keep a boat inside the building. It does not pay to advertise.” Tianyu rattled the chain on the gate. “McNulty, wake up, you lecherous goat.”


  An incandescent bulb flicked on outside the boathouse, and a few moments later a man shuffled out the door. McNulty’s gut hung over his belt, and he looked like he’d last shaved a week ago. “Who’s that?” he slurred in horribly accented Chinese.


  “Yan Tianyu. I need a ride across the harbor.”


  McNulty scratched at his neck. “You can’t wait until morning?”


  “You’re an American?” Porter asked, in English.


  McNulty’s eyes went wide. “Yeah.”


  “The hell are you doing working for this guy?”


  “It pays, son. What’s yer hurry?”


  “Cops are out in force, and we’re trying to stay scarce.” Porter nodded toward the lock. “You not watching the feeds?”


  “Feeds? I been asleep.”


  The gate hinges squealed as McNulty opened it, and Porter got the impression that not many folks came through the front gate. “What do you do out here?”


  “I drive these local yahoos around once in a while.” McNulty locked the gate behind Tianyu and shuffled toward the boathouse. “Do some fishing when I feel like it.”


  The boathouse itself contained a few jet skis and an eighteen foot sport boat with double inboards. If it was for fishing, Porter was a tuna. A boat like that was for going places in a hurry. When McNulty put it in the water and started the engine, Porter’s suspicion was confirmed—it was too damn quiet for anything but smuggling work. Yan Tianyu’s Syndicate folks had a trick or two up their sleeves, after all.


  Out on the water, McNulty opened the throttles and the boat picked up some speed. He didn’t go straight across the harbor, instead swinging south toward the main shipping channel. Porter waited, knowing Tianyu had to have a reason.


  The old man didn’t disappoint. “There are no listening devices on this boat. We are too far from land and moving too quickly for a parabolic mic to track us. We share information here, or you swim home.”


  If the old man had known how good of a swimmer Porter was, he might not have made the offer, but Porter needed allies, not enemies. “Zeng Baolian has my brother. I only agreed to break you out because I thought Sam would be there, too.”


  “Zeng Baolian does not act without reason, and he would not have taken your brother without cause.”


  “He’s a computer jockey,” Porter replied. “Been working some with the protest movement.”


  Tianyu stayed quiet, his wrinkled face implacable. The boat shifted as McNulty took them in a hard turn to the right, and Porter realized that they were just circling. That wouldn’t look suspicious at all.


  “There’s more, Mr. Melo, but you may have your secrets. You want your brother back. I want my grandchildren.”


  “Where are they?”


  “That is the question, is it not?”


  They weren’t in a grave. Not yet, though they probably didn’t have long.


  Salt spray peppered Porter’s face. The boat pounded through a light chop, rattling his teeth. Rattling his brain, it felt like. Could they be in Zhang’s mansion? Tianyu’s Syndicate had sent him there originally, and that was how the whole shitshow had started.


  It didn’t feel right, not with Zhang one of Baolian’s targets. There had to be something else.


  Porter studied the old man. The creases in his face. The callouses on his hands. Tianyu had the hands of working man. Knotty and gnarled and peeling. The eyes weren’t windows to a person’s soul. Even a mediocre liar could pass as sincere if you just watched his eyes. No, if you wanted to know the truth of a man, you didn’t have to look any further than his hands. Baolian had soft hands. He might have called the shots, but he didn’t pull the trigger. Whatever Tianyu wanted done, he did.


  So what did a man like that want with a mediocre painting out of Zhang’s own study?


  “It wasn’t about the painting I brought out, was it?” Porter asked. “It was about the painting I took in.”


  “The painting?” Tianyu looked puzzled for a moment, and then he broke into a smile so bright it couldn’t be anything but genuine. “Of course! We need the painting, Mr. Melo. The one you planted in the mayor’s study.”


  “It’s bugged.”


  “Of course it’s bugged. It will have record of everything that has happened in that study since you left it.”


  That made sense. That made an awful, terrible amount of sense. Baolian didn’t want Tianyu because he was a thief—he wanted him because he was a threat.


  “You need to go back to Zhang’s,” Tianyu said.


  Porter checked his chronometer. It read past one in the morning. It was too much to hope that everyone at Zhang’s would be asleep, but he didn’t really care about getting in and out without anyone knowing, either. All he needed was to get the picture and get out in one piece.


  “Tell your man to take us to the northern harbor. I need to get some gear. And we’re going to need a distraction at Zhang’s. A big distraction.”


  Porter outlined his plan, and the old man’s smile grew even larger. Tianyu and Baolian had something in common, though Porter suspected neither of them realized it. They both liked to make grand gestures.
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  The sound of gunfire became audible when Porter was halfway up the cliff. If Tianyu’s people were doing their part of the job, the guards wouldn’t have time to notice his heat signature climbing the rock face. And if the rioters weren’t doing their job, he was fucked. But that was life.


  He made it to the top of the cliff without anyone shooting at him. The distant sound of barking dogs made him regret not bringing a weapon. Guard dogs. Always the damn guard dogs. There wasn’t time to worry about them, though. More than the city police were likely to respond to the mayor’s mansion being under attack. The PLA would start with helicopter gunships, and that would only be to keep the crowd occupied while the tanks rolled into position.


  Porter crouched at the top of the cliff, huddling in the darkness. He drove a piton into the face of the rock and lowered a black rope into the darkness. His pockets bulged with pre-formed lumps of explosives. There was a time for subtlety and a time for giant explosions, and he’d had just about enough subtlety for the night.


  Porter sprinted across Zhang’s backyard and slid to a stop at the back door to the study. He didn’t bother with jamming the wireless or probing the door jamb for alarms. Instead he slapped a fingernail-sized piece of explosive next to the doorknob. Three more pieces went where the hinges should be. He worked his way around the building, setting small charges at the base of the foundation every ten meters or so. The sound of gunfire became more intense as he neared the front. He didn’t bother circling the whole house. If five pounds of the most destructive conventional explosive created in the history of warfare couldn’t do some serious damage, then it would at least cost hell to remodel.


  Porter went back to the door to the study and squeezed the first of his two detonators.


  The door blew off its hinges with a crump that shook leaves out of the trees. A cloud of dust and smoke obscured the study itself as Porter raced through the gaping entryway. He grabbed the painting, flipped the empty desk the bird, and headed back to the yard.


  Leaves were still falling as he ran back across the lawn to the cliff. The distant clatter of helicopter blades sang through the night. Porter slowed at the edge of the cliff just long enough to jam a knife through the center of the canvas, strap it to his hip, and grab the waiting rope. His gloves burned hot as the rope slid between his palms and he descended into the darkness.


  His feet thumped into the sand and he sent the command through his glasses to release the electronic locks on the rope, sending it tumbling down behind him. Not a bad little piece of action, he decided, as he stuffed the painting into a waterproof bag at the base of the cliff. Smash-and-grab. Hit-and-run. It almost felt like being in the military again.


  Porter dove into the surf, letting the warm, salty sea embrace and hide him as he swam out to the speedboat that waited half a kilometer away.


  Tianyu himself helped pull Porter up onto the boat. “Your second explosion didn’t go off.”


  “Not yet.” Porter took the detonator from his pocket and aimed it toward the house.


  There was no fireball. No grand explosion to light the heavens with the Syndicate’s righteous anger. Instead, a cloud of dust and smoke belched out, obscuring the house and the trees and the top of the cliff. The base of the cloud glowed angry and orange.


  Porter leaned against the gunwale, satisfied. “Let Baolian explain that to his boss.”
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  When they hit land in Kowloon Harbor, even more people were on the streets than when they’d left Hong Kong Island, and even more cops were out to keep them corralled. Helicopters fluttered overhead, heading toward the action. Porter hurried through the night, struggling to keep up with Tianyu as he bobbed and weaved through the crowd. The old man soon stopped on a familiar street.


  “You know this shop?” Porter asked.


  “Susannah is one of ours,” Tianyu replied.


  Porter sucked his teeth. That fact fit right into place and explained a thing or two. It hurt a little, though, to consider the idea that maybe she kept him around for more than just his charming personality and rugged good looks.


  The front door opened at the old man’s touch, but as soon as they stepped through the doorway, Porter heard a familiar sound: the ball-shrinking clatter of a shotgun shell being chambered.


  “Easy there,” Porter said, raising his hands. “We’re friendlies.”


  “He can’t hear you.” Tianyu flicked on the lights, revealing the deaf cook standing in the entryway between the kitchen and the dining room, a shotgun cradled in his arms. Tianyu signed something to him.


  The cook shouldered his shotgun, bowed deeply, and went back to the kitchen.


  “What’s Susannah do for your business?” Porter asked as Tianyu killed the lights, returning the dining room to darkness.


  “She runs the restaurant.”


  “That’s it?” Porter followed the old man up the stairs, feeling the wall as he went. A dim light at the top on the second floor provided barely enough light to navigate the steps.


  “What? She should do more? She is good at what she does.”


  “Seems odd that a shopkeeper would be on the front lines of a prison break.” Porter stopped at the top of the stairs, waiting to see where Tianyu was headed.


  The old man went straight past Susannah’s room and stopped at what Porter had always thought was a supply closet. “You think she should be a secret agent, Mr. Melo? This is some kind of cover for a middle-aged woman that moonlights as a covert operative?”


  “Sure, I guess.”


  “You think too much of yourself. You were a soldier once, yes? I see it in your deference to command. Susannah raised three children and buried two of them. She has worked every day of the thirty years I’ve known her.”


  “You’re trying to tell me she’s from around here? Because Hong Kong isn’t exactly home to a Texas accent.”


  “She has been here longer than my grandchildren. Are they not from here?” Tianyu pushed open the closet door, revealing an office barely big enough to hold the two of them. He went to a small desk tucked up against the window. An older laptop, keyboard and all, sat in the middle of the desk, papers piled around it and an empty teacup off to the side.


  “Why the antique?” Porter asked.


  “Security. It was made before the government started using microchips with built-in security flaws.”


  “I thought you said Susannah wasn’t into spy games?”


  “She’s not. She’s just old-fashioned.” He held out an open hand. “The picture?”


  Porter took the ruined picture frame from its bag and handed it over.


  Tianyu prodded the wooden frame, splitting it in half, peeling a sliver of black plastic out and dropping it beside the laptop. Then he carefully unscrewed the brackets and held up the screws. “Micro-fabricated listening devices. Made in China.” He grinned, revealing a mouth full of crooked teeth.


  “You buy these somewhere?”


  “No.” Tianyu chuckled. “I made them. I have a factory outside Shenzhen that manufactures glasses. We make a few other things on the side, too.”


  Tianyu rooted through the desk and came up with what looked like a lighter, but actually had a micro-connector on the bottom. He attached the first screw and connected the whole device to the laptop by a USB cable. “I would prefer to do this somewhere else, but we are as safe here as anywhere. The files are downloading.”


  Porter peered around him, watching the status meter tick forward. “So how are we going to listen to all the audio on there?”


  “It only records when there are noises around. I will start it at the time you left it.”


  Oh. Oh shit. “Uh, maybe...”


  “We all have things to hide, Mr. Melo, but we also have people we want returned.” Tianyu looked up, forehead furrowed. “Is that a problem?”


  “Baolian wanted me to assassinate Zhang and Longzhi. Tomorrow.”


  The old man’s nose twitched, but otherwise he didn’t offer any indication of surprise. “You are a man with those kinds of talents?”


  “I used to be.”


  “Perhaps you should find them again. I suspect that we will not get through the night without blood on our hands.”


  Porter stayed silent, letting the man work. More blood on his hands. If Tianyu had any idea just how much was already there... And if it came down to violence, would he shy away? Was Sam not worth a dozen Baolians? A hundred Tomasus?


  He was. And more.


  A scratchy noise came over the laptop speaker. It stopped after a few moments, and then Baolian’s voice. The offer. The threat. Everything.


  A door slammed, and then voices, too quiet to make out. Tianyu fiddled with the software, and when the voices returned, they were louder and stretched out. Still, Porter recognized Baolian. There was another man, too, this one with heavily accented Chinese. Baolian ordered the other man to follow Porter, and then: “Meet me on the boat tomorrow.”


  “That,” Porter said. “Play that again.”


  Baolian’s weirdly modulated voice clearly said, “Meet me on the boat tomorrow.”


  “What boat?” Porter stood up straighter, staring out the dirty window to the alley below. “Does Internal Security have a boat?”


  “No.” Tianyu scratched his chin. “Baolian may have one of his own. Many officials in Hong Kong do.”


  “So we need to find it. Do you have any software people who can get that kind of information?”


  “Maybe, but it will be hard to reach them tonight.” Tianyu held up the second screw. “We can listen more. Perhaps they mention where it is.”


  “Baolian won’t. He’s a calculating bastard, and his people know where to find him. It’s got to be in the harbor somewhere. Let’s have McNulty take us out again and look for it.”


  “There are thousands of boats in Hong Kong, Mr. Melo. With the violence in the city tonight, I suspect many of them will be putting to sea. Do you really think you can find your brother in time?”


  “No.” But there had to be something. Some way to track Sam or Xeizhen or James or... “The glasses. Can you track the glasses?”


  “Baolian’s? I don’t think—”


  “Xeizhen’s or James’s. Wherever they went, they probably have their glasses. If we can track them to the point they were turned off or destroyed, it will at least get us close.”


  “There might be a way.” Tianyu shut down the laptop and rose. “Come.”
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  Tianyu led them to what looked like an electronics shop. He rapped on a glass door with his bony knuckles. “Someone should be here. I would call, but...” He pinched the bridge of his nose where a set of glasses would normally be.


  “I can call,” Porter offered. “What’s the number?” He checked his signal and frowned when he saw that he didn’t have one. “Or maybe not.”


  There were other signals in the area, but none that he could latch onto. Sam’s packet-sniffing software indicated that they were encrypted channels. Maybe government, maybe private citizens with a half a clue.


  Tianyu knocked on the door again, harder. “If they do not answer we’ll have to get across the harbor. I do not think it will be easy.”


  Probably not. The crowds were still thicker than a swarm of mosquitos in a Colorado summer, and the riot police were still out in force. If the waterfront wasn’t crawling with patrol boats, he’d be shocked.


  A shadow moved inside the shop, and a young girl, maybe fifteen years old, came to the door. She saw Tianyu and her eyes went wide. A few moments later, she pulled the door open and beckoned them inside. “What’s happening, Grandfather? The network is saturated and Meixiu won’t tell me anything.”


  “The world is changing as we speak, child.” Tianyu patted her on the shoulder. “Our people are battling the government and we are winning, but there is still more to be done tonight. We need to speak to Meixiu. Fetch me a new set of glasses, if you please. A special set.”


  “You’ve been planning this for a while, haven’t you?” Porter asked as they climbed the stairs.


  “We have, though I had not expected things to happen quite so soon. Come, we must speak to my people.” Tianyu continued on up the stairs, and they soon emerged into a poorly lit hallway.


  A woman stood guard at a metal door, a submachine gun slung across her chest. Whatever was upstairs, the Syndicate wasn’t messing around. Good for them.


  “Tianyu?” The woman looked relieved to see him. “Xeizhen was here earlier and she said you were taken and—”


  Tianyu raised a hand, quieting her. “I was and now I am not. I need the communications console.”


  “The passcode?” she asked.


  “All is light in the vault of heaven.”


  The woman bowed. “This way.” She took them down the hall to a closed door on the right side and unlocked it.


  Tianyu entered what might have once been an apartment, but was as barren as the far reaches of the Gobi Desert. A battered old laptop computer sat atop an equally battered card table in the far corner. The room didn’t have so much as a chair.


  “If you just wanted to check your email...” Porter said.


  “I want to check the call records for the tower on the roof of this building. That can only be done from this console or from the tower itself.” Tianyu stopped at the desk and positioned the laptop. His fingers flowed over the keyboard, opening programs and menus as he clucked his tongue. He looked like he might have been a hundred and fifty years old, but his fingers moved as quickly as Sam’s ever had.


  Tianyu pointed at the screen. “Here. They spoke to each other around eleven. No further calls since then.” He tapped away at the keyboard some more, then grunted with satisfaction.


  “What?” Porter peered around Tianyu, inspecting the map that was displayed on the screen. He recognized the outlines of Kowloon Harbor and Hong Kong Island. A red dot glowed off the eastern coast of Hong Kong Island, not far from where they had raided Zhang’s mansion a few hours earlier.


  “That’s where Xeizhen’s glasses are. Right now.”


  “They’re still on?”


  “Yes. They are not broadcasting video, but this is where they are.”


  One of the super-yachts. Had to be. Baolian was no fool. He wouldn’t leave his most valuable prisoners where Zhang or Longzhi might be able to reach them.


  “We’re going to that yacht.”


  “No. Not yet.” Tianyu tapped at the keyboard some more.


  “The hell we’re not. My brother is out there. I’m going to get him.” Porter turned toward the door and made it about three steps before Tianyu’s voice drew him up short.


  “Wait.” The man wore command like ordinary people wore shirts. In ten years of military service, not many NCOs and even fewer officers had managed to stop Porter so effortlessly. “If you go without knowing what you’re getting into, you won’t just get yourself and your brother killed. You’ll get my grandchildren killed, too. Unacceptable.” Tianyu pushed away from the table and tottered over to Porter. “We need intelligence, and we need hardware.”


  “Who are you, Yan Tianyu? You act like you were a soldier.”


  “I’m an old man who’s seen more than his share of trouble. Come. I know someone that will help.”


  Tianyu swept out of the room, a fire glowing within him and Porter following like a moth irresistibly drawn toward the flames.
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  The boat slammed through the waves, carving across the harbor toward the cranes and gantries on the commercial docks. Off to the left, lights bobbed on the water, a city between the cities. Some headed out to sea, but just as many were sailing toward the river and Shenzhen.


  Porter watched the boats in silence. He and Sam should have been out there. They could have been out there, somewhere far beyond the coast of Hong Kong, if only they had acted sooner.


  Beside him, Tianyu yawned. “It is past my bedtime.”


  “I thought criminals worked at night,” Porter said.


  “You call me a criminal? You, who are a thief by trade?”


  “Illegal communications towers, illegal electronics, inciting the city to revolt? You’re practically a revolutionary.”


  “And you are what? Robin Hood? You steal from the rich and give to the poor? No, you steal from the rich and sell to the equally rich. I should know.” Tianyu snorted. “I hired you myself not long ago.”


  “So we’re both criminals. You’re the one getting sleepy, though.” It felt strange to even name himself a criminal. He didn’t feel criminal. He felt like he always had: torn and confused and determined.


  “I will sleep when I am dead.” A flight of helicopters buzzed overhead, maybe two hundred meters above them and moving briskly toward Central. “It may not be long.”


  No, it may not be all. Porter settled back into his seat and let his eyes rest a few moments. He needed weapons. Much as it pained him to take up arms again, there would have to be bloodshed before Sam was free.


  They cruised on for a few more minutes, then McNulty banked the boat hard to the right and sent them shooting under Stonecutter’s Bridge and into the calmer waters of the harbor. A giant container ship wallowed to the right, the blue and pink shipping containers stacked like building blocks on its deck. The speedboat zipped past the container ship’s bow and hooked left toward a small dock.


  Two figures waited in the darkness, their outlines barely visible in the night. McNulty eased off on the throttles and brought the boat up to the jetty.


  “Tianyu. Porter.” Dewi Darmadi’s voice was pitched low. “If you’d care to come with me, gentlemen.”


  Porter hopped onto the dock and followed her toward the stairs that would take them up to the Triad warehouse. “I see you survived the night’s fun.”


  “So far. Tianyu’s message made it sound like the interesting part is about to begin.”


  “Maybe. You sure you don’t mind parting with a few goodies from your stash?”


  “Anything for you, Porter.”


  “That’s not what you said earlier.”


  Dewi laughed. “You are here on business, and you are here with Yan Tianyu, if that’s not—”


  “I would speak to Kuwat.” Tianyu’s tone left no room for doubt about whether he was asking or commanding.


  “He will speak to you, yes, but I know what you wish to ask him.” All trace of mirth fled Dewi. “He was not willing to help your granddaughter start a war, and he will not help you, either.”


  “He will do what he must.”


  The way the old man said it, Porter almost believed him. Thing was, the Triads did what they wanted, and Kuwat only represented one of their power brokers. Selling a few weapons was well and good, but marching his soldiers out to face the PLA was something much, much different.


  And yet Tianyu didn’t have the slightest trace of doubt.


  Dewi took them into a warehouse much like the one Porter had seen earlier, and she waited outside an office door as Porter and Tianyu stepped inside.


  Porter didn’t know Kuwat personally, but he recognized the type. He was a big man, with drooping eyes and an air of danger that a civilian wouldn’t detect. He had blood on his hands, though. Porter could almost smell it.


  “Funny I should see you so soon,” Kuwat said. He directed his attention to Tianyu as if Porter didn’t even exist. “Your little girl was here not twelve hours ago, begging me to march out while she engaged in some foolish operation to spring you from Baolian’s prison.”


  “It is time, Kuwat. We strike now, or we wither like dragon fruit left too long in the sun.”


  Kuwat steepled his hands on his desk. “It is too soon. I sent my people out tonight. The Army is already here. The Army, Tianyu. We should stand up to tanks?”


  “You’ve got a box full of anti-tank rockets down there.” Porter stepped forward, forcing Kuwat to acknowledge him. “You’ve also got enough surface-to-air missiles to give even the Americans second thoughts about using air power against you. Use them.”


  “Who the hell are you, gweilo? You come in here and you—”


  “I remember you, Kuwat Rahman. Jakarr Village. You were there.”


  Kuwat flinched. “Who. Are. You?”


  “You should have stayed to die with your people, Kuwat.” Porter took another step forward, closing the distance. If the man went for a gun, it would be the last thing he did. “If you do not act now, you will have nothing left here. Beijing will raze everything that could possibly be a threat. I know you think your contacts with the government will be enough to warn you like they were in Jakarta, but that’s not how things work here. You know it.”


  Tianyu rested a hand on Porter’s shoulder. He didn’t pull him back, but he held firmly. When he spoke, his voice was a bare rustle, like dried leaves blowing in an autumn wind. “It is time, Kuwat. We aim for Baolian tonight, the city tomorrow. Redeem yourself. Redeem your people.”


  Kuwat’s jaw clenched. His eyes jerked angrily between Porter and Tianyu. But he didn’t go for the gun that was surely in his desk. “You’ll kill us all.”


  “Then we will die well.” Tianyu’s grip relaxed. “Mr. Melo needs a few items from downstairs.”


  Kuwat leaned back in the chair, sighing. “Go. Take what you need. My people will be on the street at dawn. See to it that they are not alone.”


  “And the other elders?” Tianyu asked.


  “Call them yourself.”


  “I shall. And I shall tell them I have your support in this. Rest well tonight. We may never sleep again.”


  Tianyu marched to the door, and Porter followed close behind.


  “You got what you needed?” Porter asked once Dewi had closed the door behind them.


  “I got enough.” Tianyu pointed to the warehouse floor. “Get what you need. McNulty will get you to the boat. I must call the other elders and organize my people.”


  At the base of the stairs, Tianyu left Porter with Dewi. He didn’t make it out of the building before Porter heard his voice, already on the phone with the other revolutionaries.


  “Guns, huh?” Dewi asked.


  “Guns. Lots of guns. And scuba gear, if you have it.”


  It took half an hour to select his gear and load it onto McNulty’s boat. Dewi untied the ropes and gave the boat a shove into the darkness, wishing him luck. Porter explained to McNulty where to drop him in the harbor, and what to look for before coming in for the pickup.


  Once the planning was finished, Porter went through the old, familiar process of changing into a wetsuit and strapping on his gear. A knot of dread and excitement formed in his belly. It felt good to be in action again.
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  The other boat traffic made it possible to get about half a kilometer from the yacht without looking suspicious. Baolian or his people—probably his people—had left it anchored out of the main traffic channels in an inlet. Five hundred meters was nothing, barely even enough for Porter to work his muscles loose after a ride through the chilly harbor air.


  Porter sat on the side of the speedboat, studying the yacht with his goggles pushed up on his head. Once he was satisfied with the direction and distance, he settled his regulator into his mouth, lowered his mask and dropped into the sea.


  It felt like swimming in a warm bath. The sea closed over him, dark and familiar. Porter kicked his way forward and down, dropping fifteen meters below the surface. The waterproof dive bag slung over his shoulder had a suppressed MP7 and a Colt 1911 stashed inside.


  The distant thunder of motors mixed with the hiss of the respirator. The sea might have been calmest before a storm, but Porter’s teeth clenched and unclenched on his mouthpiece. Each long stroke of his arms and each powerful kick of his fins drove him forward toward Sam.


  Routine. Repetition.


  Fifty meters out from the boat, Porter rose to the surface. The yacht lay slightly to the left of his course. Now that he was closer, he could make out more details. A muted glow rose over the bow. A pool, maybe. Or just some kind of mood lights. Helicopter blades protruded aft from behind the bridge. Porter took that to be a good sign—not much sense in having a helicopter on board if the boss wasn’t there, too.


  He ducked back under the surface and swam forward to the stern, where he attached a hook to the side of the yacht and hung his tank and regulator from it, just below the waterline. When he did finally surface, it was beneath the helicopter tail that hung over the aft rail. A figure stood above him, gazing toward Hong Kong Island. The figure turned, and for a brief second, Porter thought he recognized James Yan.


  Porter floated and listened. After a few minutes of slapping waves and distant motors, he tossed a grapple up and over the rail and shimmied up a rope and onto the deck. He crouched and withdrew the suppressed MP7 from his dive bag.


  The rear door of the bridge was closed, but the lights within were on, lighting a lounge area and the figures within. James Yan sat on a plush leather sofa, and Baolian stood across from him. James grimaced at something Baolian said. Porter ached to just shoot Baolian down right then, but neither of his weapons would make it through the bulletproof glass that surely hung in the doorway.


  Footsteps slapped against the deck from further forward, and Porter darted into the shadows near the superstructure, trying to get out of sight as much as possible.


  The footsteps came closer.


  The guard came into view, a youngish Chinese guy wearing the duty uniform of Internal Security. Porter never gave him a chance to raise an alarm. He fired a three-round burst into the man’s center of mass from ten meters. The gun wasn’t silent, but it was damn close. The loudest noise it made was the well-oiled slide and thump of the action. Porter sprinted to the guard, catching the body as it crumpled. The man’s glasses tumbled to the deck, and Porter gave them a kick, knocking them under the rail into the sea. He lowered the corpse to the deck and rolled it under the rail, too.


  “Weixing? Hallo?” A man’s voice. Further toward the bow.


  “One second,” Porter called. He inched forward, looking for the sentry. A cobalt-blue pool glimmered on the bow. Deck chairs were spread around it.


  A second guard came into view, pistol in hand. Porter squeezed the trigger again, cradling the MP7 in his arms like a baby. The guard cried out and staggered, only falling silent when Porter shot him again.


  Search lights flicked on, sweeping across the deck. One stopped on the body, and immediately an alarm warbled into the night.


  Shit. Shit shit shit. Porter changed magazines and peeked up toward the bridge. So much for sneaking in and sneaking out. Another guard came around the corner from the opposite side of the boat and died a split-second after Porter recognized the threat.


  More footsteps. Porter held his breath, finger poised on the trigger. James Yan stumbled forward with Tomasu behind him.


  “Don’t shoot!” James called. “I’m a hostage.”


  Porter crouched beside the superstructure. A fiberglass partition tapered from the superstructure down to the deck, blocking line of sight to the bathing around the pool. It offered more concealment than cover, but not much of either. Porter centered his sights on Tomasu, but couldn’t get a clear shot.


  James spotted him, and his eyes went wide. “Porter?”


  “James.”


  “Thank fuck you’re here, man. Xeizhen is—”


  Tomasu slapped him across the back of the head. “Enough.” He pointed a big, fuck-off pistol toward Porter and squeezed the trigger. The pistol went off like a thunderbolt and the bullet had no trouble punching through the fiberglass half a meter from Porter’s knee.


  “Fuck!” James clapped a hand over his ear.


  More gunshots ripped past, this time coming from above. Porter fired a burst toward the bridge, forcing back whoever was up there. Tomasu shot at him again, and then there was a splash. Porter scooted further down and peered across the deck.


  James was in the pool, swimming hard toward him. Tomasu crouched opposite Porter, using the divider on his side for cover.


  Porter squeezed off a few more rounds, trying to keep Tomasu’s head down long enough for James to get to him. The little prick had about as much to recommend him as a case of syphilis, but at least he was another gun in the fight.


  James dragged himself out of the pool and dove across the deck toward Porter. More shots blasted through the fiberglass, one ricocheting of the rail behind Porter and whizzing much too close to his ear.


  “You alright?” Porter produced the Colt and held it toward James, butt-first.


  James slid over, panting. “I’m good.”


  “Keep an eye on the bridge. I’m going to get a better on angle on him.” Porter ejected his magazine, and reached for one of the two he still had left.


  A cold barrel touched him on the side of the neck. James said, “Set it down slowly.”


  Porter froze, not believing what he’d just heard.
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  Xeizhen woke to the sound of gunfire. Whoever had built the yacht hadn’t spared any expense on soundproofing, but the popping of a large-caliber pistol was more than it could handle. She went to the door of her cabin and listened for a moment, afraid that Baolian had just executed Porter’s brother.


  “Hello? What’s going on?” Xeizhen slapped her palm against the door.


  More gunshots sounded. They were sporadic. Too sporadic for a clean bullet to the head. That was a good thing. Probably. Maybe.


  Sudden hope flared within her. If there was shooting, it meant someone was there for her and James and Sam. If Porter had gotten her grandfather free, and someone had seen where the helicopter had taken them...


  Was it too much to hope?


  She was still standing beside the door when it slammed open, nearly hitting her in the face. She took a step back, and then another step when she recognized Baolian standing in front of her, pistol in hand.


  “You’re awake. Good.” He motioned for her to come out.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Your thief has failed his last job.”


  Xeizhen shuffled into the hall, her hope mixing with an unwelcome jolt of fear.
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  “Drop the fucking gun!” James ground the barrel of the pistol up under Porter’s ear.


  Porter let the MP7 slip from his grip and clatter to the deck.


  “Not so fucking smug now are you? Kick it backward. Into the ocean. Then put your hands on top of your head.”


  Porter shoved the submachine gun as instructed. It glanced off the rail and splashed into the water.


  Tomasu rose from his cover and stalked forward, keeping his big, ugly pistol centered on Porter. “It’s Porter. He’s covered.”


  With the Colt right up against his ear, Porter didn’t have any hope of jerking away and getting over the rail. If he could get to the water, he could get to his dive gear and escape. Would it be better to cut and run and try to come back for Sam later, or to try to his chances while he was on the boat?


  Tomasu kept him covered from the middle of the boat, the big silver barrel of his pistol a dark eye with its gaze centered on Porter’s chest.


  “Porter?” Xeizhen’s voice, coming from the stern of the boat. “Run, Porter. It’s a— Oww!” A moment later she stumbled into view behind Tomasu, rubbing the side of her head.


  “Mr. Melo.” Baolian held her by one arm, and he had a small pistol clutched in his other hand. “I did not expect to see you so soon.”


  Porter glared at him. “Where’s my brother?”


  “You had a job, Mr. Melo, and your presence here compromises your ability to complete that job. It also compromises your usefulness to me.”


  “Sam. Where the fuck is Sam?”


  “Your brother is indisposed. If you wish to see him again, I suggest you lose the attitude.”


  James jammed the pistol harder, and Porter felt the sharp bite of skin breaking. A warm runnel of blood oozed down his neck. Porter bit back the comment he wanted to make and instead waited, watching for an opening.


  Baolian wore an expression so smug it would embarrass a cat. He released Xeizhen’s arm and pushed her toward Tomasu. “How do you want to do this, Porter? You have demonstrated remarkable ability to find us here, to reach us without giving yourself away, and even to kill as many of my sentries as you did.”


  “James?” Xeizhen covered her mouth. “What are you doing?”


  “Saving our people from a massacre.”


  “You...” She gaped at him. “Baolian found us because of you?”


  James shrugged, and in that instant the pistol barrel left Porter’s neck.


  Porter responded instantly. He lashed an elbow down and back, slamming it into James’s face. James’s nose gave way with a sickening crunch, but Porter was already turning. He caught James’s wrist, and twisted the Colt toward Tomasu and Baolian. James fired out of reflex—as Porter had known he would—and the shot went well over Baolian’s head. Porter jerked his wrist down, using James’s whole arm to aim the pistol. The second shot roared in his ear, and Tomasu staggered, a red blotch spreading from his shoulder.


  Porter twisted again, and the pistol dropped from James’s hand. A pair of shots blasted past. Baolian, judging by the volume, but Porter couldn’t spare the attention to be sure. He used his grip on James’s wrist, grabbed him by the waistband, and using his own hip as leverage, twisted and tossed, flinging the smaller man up over the rail and into space.


  Porter dropped to the deck as bullets cracked through the air where he had stood. James splashed into the sea, swearing. Porter collected the fallen Colt. When he popped up over the divider, he saw the top of Baolian’s head poking above the fiberglass divider on the other side of the boat and Xeizhen bull-rushing the much-larger Tomasu, driving him two staggering steps to the edge of the pool. In happier circumstances, it would have been comical to see the Japanese giant stagger and flail and splash into the water.


  “Stay down!” Porter called to Xeizhen. He fired two quick shots toward Baolian, but Baolian had taken the moment of distraction to duck out of sight.


  Tomasu lay face-down in the pool, a red stain spreading from the wound in his back. Xeizhen staggered forward, meeting Porter on the middle of the deck.


  Porter caught her, holding her steady. “Are you okay?”


  She looked toward the pool. “A little shaken. I’ll live.”


  “Have you seen Sam?”


  “N-no. I think he’s here, though. Downstairs.”


  “Sit tight. Your grandfather has a boat coming in for us when I signal.”


  “Alright.”


  The roar of the helicopter’s twin turbine engines rose from the rear of the yacht.


  Porter jerked that direction. “Shit. Stay here. I’ll be back. Promise.”


  He left her, bolting for the stern and for Sam. The helicopter’s engines rose to a scream, and the rotor wash blasted across the deck. Porter sprinted into it and rounded the rear cabin as the helicopter began to rise into the air. Baolian glared from the cockpit, and the helicopter turned to the side as it lifted. Porter caught a glimpse of the cabin through its open doorway. A wide-eyed Sam, hands bound in front of him, sat buckled into a seat. Sam screamed something, but he had a gag in his mouth, and anything he said was lost to the hurricane of the rotors.


  Porter poured on the speed, rocketing toward the rail. He leaped, using the rail as a launch pad, and flung himself upward. He released the pistol—no time to stow it—and caught the open doorway with the tips of his fingers.


  The helicopter twisted and turned, shaking like a wet dog. Porter’s fingers slipped, ripping his nails on the anti-skid flooring. He clung on, desperate. Sam inched toward him and extended a leg. Porter shifted his grip and latched onto his brother’s ankle. Sam pulled him forward, and Porter heaved himself aboard.


  Baolian looked back, snarling. The roar of the turbines drowned out the man’s curses, but the fury in his expression said plenty. The pistol he brandished toward the rear of the helicopter said more.


  Porter lurched forward, using Baolian’s seat as cover. A bullet snapped past his head and out the open door. The boom of the pistol echoed in Porter’s ears, far louder than the engines. The helicopter careened across the sky as Baolian tried to aim his pistol. More shots boomed in the cabin. Bullets impacted with the rear wall.


  “Sam!” Porter reached toward his brother, but Sam shook his head. He grunted something inaudible into his gag.


  The pistol’s slide locked open, empty.


  A firearm was as dangerous as the man wielding it, and with someone like Baolian, Porter had no doubt that it was plenty dangerous. But no matter the size of the weapon, without bullets it was little more than a poorly shaped club. And while Porter had lost his MP7 and his Colt, he still had his Benchmade strapped to his ankle. A good knife might go dull, but it never ran out of bullets.


  Porter slid the knife from its sheath, moving nice and slow, nice and steady. He shifted it to his left hand and used his right to grasp the headrest on Baolian’s seat. He opened the blade and pressed the tip under Baolian’s ear, enough to draw blood. Only then did he speak.


  “Land the fucking helicopter.” It wasn’t a request. It wasn’t a demand. It was simply a statement of future events. The threat was in the knife, not the words, and he wasn’t wasting any extra effort.


  Baolian hissed something Porter couldn’t understand, but the helicopter slowed and began to descend. In moments they were settling onto a stretch of sand with dark cliffs behind it.


  “Out of the seat,” Porter ordered.


  Baolian unstrapped himself and reached toward the instrument panel. Porter’s eyes followed the motion, and in that instant of distraction Baolian threw himself at the door of the helicopter and tumbled out onto the beach.


  Porter considered following him, but lights flipped on in front of him and made him pause. The helicopter was fifty meters from a police substation. Instead of leaping out, Porter turned to Sam and sliced through his bonds.


  “Get in the left seat,” Porter said. He crawled into right seat, yanked the door closed, and took stock of what he had.


  The helicopter was a Chinese H425, not too unlike the Dauphins the Vietnamese had used. He didn’t recognize the avionics, but the important parts were all the same in every helicopter: rudders, throttle, collective, and cyclic. He settled his feet on the rudders, gave the throttle a twist, and pulled back on the collective. Flying a helicopter wasn’t exactly like riding a bicycle—it was a hell of a lot more complicated—but once you’d learned how, you never forgot. The H425 leaped into the air, jerking as he tried to fine-tune the controls. In a matter of seconds he managed to rotate the nose toward the ocean, and a gentle nudge of the cyclic set them into motion away from the cliffs.


  “Do you know how to fly this?” Sam yelled.


  “Kind of. Taking off is the easy part,” Porter yelled back. “Getting it back down is going to be the trick.”


  He didn’t need to hear the words to know that Sam’s next statement was, “Oh shit.”


  Porter kept the speed low, and used only the gentlest movements to coax the helicopter into a right turn. He searched below them, looking out the right-hand door.


  “What are you doing?” Sam asked.


  “Looking for that.”


  The blue lights of the yacht’s pool swam into view, bobbing in the sea. Xeizhen was one of his, and a commander didn’t leave his men behind.


  Chapter 51


  


  


  


  Xeizhen watched in disbelief as Porter raced after Baolian, and then in shock as he clambered aboard the helicopter. She was still staring after him, riveted to the deck, when a splash behind her brought her attention back to the yacht.


  The giant Japanese thug had one arm on the edge of the pool and was dragging himself out of the water. A dirty crimson stain spread behind him, hanging in the water like a thundercloud. His expression was even darker, and his attention was locked on Xeizhen.


  He was hurt, but he was still plenty big enough to do her damage. Clarity settled over her. She’d been taken by surprise once, and it wasn’t going to happen again. She trotted toward the stern, searching for a weapon and a way off the yacht.


  “You can run, girl, but there’s nowhere to hide,” he rumbled behind her.


  Let him think she was afraid. Let him think she wanted to hide. And let him come around the corner after her when she had a pistol or a knife. One of the Internal Security guards lay fallen on the deck, a black government-issue pistol near his outstretched hand. Xeizhen scooped it up and confirmed that it was loaded.


  Then she waited.


  Splashes were followed by the wet slapping sound of footsteps. Xeizhen crouched against the side of the yacht and aimed back toward the bow. Her finger rested on the trigger, applying a hair of pressure.


  As soon as the Japanese hove into view, she fired. The bullet clipped the fiberglass superstructure, taking a chunk out and peppering the giant with shrapnel. Xeizhen squeezed the trigger again, but he was already scrambling out of sight.


  She stayed where she was, considering her options. They looked grim. The Japanese giant was a fighter, that much she knew for certain. He wasn’t going to hide and wait for Baolian’s people to respond. And she didn’t know how much time she really had. There could be other guards on the boat. The very thought sent a chill down her spine.


  Xeizhen rose and headed toward the rear of the boat, moving as silently as she could. Splashing in the sea caught her attention. She peeked over the rail and saw James in the water, clinging to the hull.


  “James?”


  “Xei! Throw me a life preserver.”


  “You betrayed us, James.”


  “I didn’t want to! Don’t leave me out here. There are sharks.”


  “Sounds like you’re right at home.”


  “Xei! We’re family.”


  She looked around and spotted a bench further astern. The cushions might float, and if not, maybe there was something under it. She paused, listening. Tomasu would be back soon. Should she really waste time on James? He’d already given her up once, and he’d betrayed Porter to what should have been his death.


  Xeizhen growled a curse and went to the bench. James might have been a good-for-nothing asshole, but he was still family. Her grandfather might understand if she left the bastard to fend for himself against the sharks, but she knew she’d tear herself up about it.


  The bench contained a stack of life preservers, neon-orange foam blocks joined by little plastic clasps. She grabbed a pair and heaved them in James’s direction. “Try not to drown before the sharks get you.”


  She didn’t wait for a response, instead continuing back toward the stern. She needed off the boat. That was really the best option. She needed to get scarce before Internal Security or the PLA could respond, and that couldn’t be much longer.


  “You. Hands up!”


  Xeizhen’s attention jerked toward the voice. A guard stood at the edge of the cabin, a pistol pointed her direction. Xeizhen dropped to a crouch and whipped her pistol up. She held it in a two-handed grip, sighted down the barrel, and squeezed off two shots. The first hit the guard in the hip and the second square in the chest. He screamed and squeezed off a burst of machine gun fire, but it went high and wide. Xeizhen shot again, hit him again, and he fell silent.


  More gunshots echoed from behind her. Something buzzed past her ear.


  Xeizhen dove toward the bench where she’d found the life preservers, trying to squeeze in behind it. Her pulse pounded in her ear. The colors on the boat glowed brightly. A stray round clipped the railing behind her, and shards of plastic sprayed her back. And then nothing. No shots, no stupid male posturing. Nothing. She peeked over the bench and no one was in view. That couldn’t be good. The Japanese was either trying to get behind her, or was waiting for her to show herself. She rose a few more centimeters and got her feet under her.


  A bullet cracked past, sending her back down.


  He was going to wait her out, the clever bastard. He was going to stay where he was, keep her pinned down, and wait for help to arrive. Xeizhen glanced at the sea and measured the distance to shore. Five, six hundred meters. Maybe less. She could swim that.


  In the dark? With sharks? And with someone potentially trying to chase her?


  But what other choice did she have? She was gathering her nerve when she heard the sound of a helicopter coming her direction.


  Chapter 52


  


  


  


  The fight on the yacht came into view as Porter settled the helicopter over it. Xeizhen crouched against the rail, ducking for cover behind a locker. Tomasu near the bow, his big body pressed against the superstructure. He looked toward them, and his gun raised their direction, but he didn’t fire.


  Porter really wished he had something with more range than his knife.


  But he didn’t. What he had was a fragile aircraft that he could barely control. The helicopter swam in a sloppy circle, not quite hovering, but not quite falling out of the sky, either. What he needed was to get on the deck and get Xeizhen off that yacht.


  He studied the boat, looking for options. And he found exactly what he wanted. There, still five hundred meters out, McNulty in the speedboat. If he could just land the damn helicopter, collect Xeizhen, and neutralize Tomasu, he had a way out.


  “Sam, get in the back and strap in.”


  “What?!”


  “Do it.”


  Porter wrestled the helo around for a few more seconds while Sam clambered to the back. As soon as his brother was strapped into place, Porter eased off on the throttle and let the collective dip. The helicopter descended.


  Porter kept his eyes locked on Tomasu and tried to imagine what the big bastard was thinking. Probably that help was on the way. Or maybe that whoever was flying was an idiot. As long as he stayed where he was, Porter didn’t care.


  At twenty meters above the deck, the rotor wash whipped the water in the pool into a froth. It beat against Tomasu, forcing him to crouch against the superstructure.


  “Hold on!” Porter yelled.


  Then he cut the throttle.


  The helicopter fell like a stone. The rotors kept spinning. And in the fraction of a second it took the machine to collide with the yacht, a look of shock passed over Tomasu’s face. Then the tip of the rotor passed through his face, and Porter didn’t see what happened so much as hear it.


  The helicopter splashed into the pool, slamming Porter hard against his restraints. The rotors chewed through the front of the yacht’s superstructure, sheering the fiberglass and colliding with the steel reinforcement within. The blades tore and the transmission screamed. Shards of metal sprayed across the deck, and a particularly large piece impacted with the canopy, sending a spiderweb of cracks through the plexiglass.


  Water washed over Porter’s lap as he cut the engine, and the only sounds were the splashing of the water and the hissing of the cooling engine.


  Porter yanked off his seatbelt and looked back to find Sam doing the same. Together they swam out and up, between what was left of the rotors. Porter crawled to the edge of the pool and looked toward what was left of Tomasu. It looked like a bad horror movie. Blood and ragged flesh, and only the bottom half of what had just a few moments before been an actual human being.


  Xeizhen trotted into view a moment later. She looked between Porter and what was left of Tomasu, then promptly went to the yacht’s rail and vomited into the sea.


  “Jesus, Porter,” Sam said, swimming up beside him.


  “Sorry for the landing.”


  “Fuck that, man. I’m just mad I didn’t get to carve up the motherfucker myself.”


  Porter climbed out of the pool and helped his brother up. Xeizhen returned from the rail, wiping her mouth. “You make it alright?” Porter asked her.


  “I didn’t need saving,” Xeizhen said. She had a pistol in one hand and a glint in her eye. Facts slightly offset by the green pallor of her skin. “But thanks.”


  Porter looked around boat, saw the body near the stern. “You shot him?”


  Xeizhen nodded.


  “That your first time?”


  “I think so.” She wobbled a little as she said it. She was going to crash hard, and soon.


  “I think we ought to make ourselves scarce,” Porter said.


  The first rays of the sun were peeking over the horizon as the McNulty came alongside in his speedboat, his crooked smile gleaming in the yellow light. Porter helped Sam and Xeizhen into the boat, then hopped over the rail into the sea. He swam to his bag and collected his gear. For a few moments it was just him, alone in the sea. He had Sam back, and he had saved Xeizhen and James. The only question remaining was what he was going to do with himself now.


  Xeizhen and her family represented something he’d been missing, a purpose he hadn’t realized he’d lacked. He watched as Xeizhen checked on James, and as she kept her pistol trained on him. There was steel in her, and tenderness, too. In her grandfather as well. It had felt right to work with them.


  After a time he swam to the boat and let Xeizhen and his brother pull him onboard, but he still felt unsettled.


  Chapter 53


  Friday


  


  


  


  The smell of dumplings filled the restaurant. It wasn’t a place Porter recognized, but that was probably for the best. It belonged to the Syndicate, so it was safe. Probably. He poured a couple ounces of dumpling sauce into a dish, his stomach rumbling. Sam and Xeizhen sat across from him, James in the far corner, studying his fingernails.


  Outside the shop, the roar of voices almost drowned out the distant beating of helicopters. It sounded like the whole city was outside the front door, and the feed in Porter’s glasses showed crowds in the streets from Central to Shenzhen.


  Tianyu tottered in from the kitchen and settled himself on the bench beside Porter. “McNulty can meet us at the harbor in an hour.”


  “Thanks,” Porter said. “But you can tell him to sit tight.”


  “You do not wish to return to your boat?” Xeizhen asked.


  “It won’t be safe,” Porter said. “Baolian knows where it is.”


  “We can make other arrangements if you wish to leave the city,” Tianyu said. “I fear that what we’ve seen this week is only the beginning.”


  “You fear it is, or you hope it is?” Porter shook his head. “We’ll lay low, I think. Give this some time to blow over. Sam has some people he needs to check on, too.”


  “If you need employment, we could use someone with your… abilities.” As Tianyu spoke, Sue appeared, carrying a tray covered in still-steaming baskets of dumplings.


  “I think we’re out of the picture-stealing business.” Porter accepted a plate and a basket, and passed another set over to Tianyu.


  “Baolian is still alive,” Tianyu said. “As long as he lives, none of us are safe.”


  “I know.” Porter glanced toward James. “You might want to get your own house in order before worrying about him, though.”


  Tianyu lowered his voice. “He is a confused boy, but he is still family. I will see to him. But what about you? Would you stay and fight with us? We could use you.”


  Porter studied the old man’s face. The wrinkles. The liver spots. Then he let his eyes drift to Tianyu’s hands. The broken fingernails and the hard callouses. He remembered the people on the street, all striving to free Tianyu from prison. And he remembered the command in the man’s voice. There were plenty of worse leaders in the world, and not many better, not in Porter’s estimation. “What do you have in mind?”


  “War is coming to China. It still looks like protests, but this is only the beginning. There are too many people with too much anger. And it is not just the people in this city. It is all of China.”


  “You don’t stand a chance against the army, though.”


  “The army is made up of people, too. When Beijing asks them to turn their tanks on civilians, not all will listen.”


  Porter took a bit of dumpling and washed it down with a swallow of beer. “That’s a mighty big gamble.”


  Xeizhen leaned forward. “It is not a gamble. It is a fact. We have prepared for this.”


  “So say Sam and I decide to stay in the city. Say I agree to help you with your revolution. What would have us do?”


  “We can use you both,” Xeizhen replied. “I’ve talked to Sam about his work on the government networks, and we’ve all seen what you can do. Hong Kong is our home, and it can be your home, too, if you like. Stay. Fight. Join us.”


  On the run from the Internal Security with tanks marching in the city and the world’s largest army following just behind. Porter leaned back, chopsticks in hand, and looked around the room. Old and young, Asian and Caucasian. All of them eager. Hell, it sounded like an adventure.


  Porter looked at his brother. Sam nodded. “Yeah, alright,” Porter said. “We’re in.”
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