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    PROLOGUE


     


     


     


     


    Ürümqi


    Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region


    Northwest China


     


    Hong Seon-hyeok
sipped lukewarm tea from a chipped porcelain cup. With feigned indifference, he
watched as the policeman patrolling the far side of the traffic-choked street
before him ducked into the doorway of a vacant shop and pulled a pack of
cigarettes from his breast pocket. When the first tendrils of smoke appeared,
Hong checked his watch and recorded the time on the second-to-last page of a
palm-sized notebook. Barely a minute later, the officer emerged from his hiding
spot and resumed his haphazard patrol, oblivious to Hong’s watchful eye. Hong
noted the length of time the man spent loitering, and after comparing it to the
numerous other lapses in duty he had witnessed over the course of the day, he
decided the time had come to execute the next stage of his plan.


    He drained
his cup and was about to stand when he caught the melodic lilt of a young child
singing to herself, barely audible over the incessant drone of street noise.
Hong’s heart stuck in his throat. For a second, he was back in Pyongyang,
safely ensconced in his apartment with his wife and daughter—not about to
embark on the most dangerous mission of his life. The thought blew away a
moment later when a woman who was about his wife’s age but looked nothing like
his beloved Sun emerged from a gap in the crowd. A young girl followed close on
her heels, one hand entwined in the folds of the woman’s skirt and the other
clutching a floppy, threadbare doll. Mother and daughter, Hong surmised,
based on the casual synchronicity of their movements. The pair approached the
edge of the sidewalk, less than a meter away from him, and stopped, waiting to
cross. The traffic eased, and the woman made her move.


    “Keep going,”
Hong said under his breath as mother and daughter hurried across the busy
thoroughfare. He watched as they reached the far side of the road, turned left,
and made their way down the boulevard, moving slowly away from the center of
town.


    Hong relaxed
as the pair receded into the distance. Today is not their day to die.


    He waited
ten more minutes then stood and dug in his pants pocket for a few coins for his
tea. After looking both ways, he dashed across the street in the same direction
the woman and the girl had gone. Half a block later, he turned off the road and
plunged into a vacant lot, following a narrow footpath through the twisted
rebar and fractured concrete of a building that had long ago been demolished. A
few minutes later, he was four blocks away, in a completely different part of
town. The modest urban core of the city center had given way to the sort of
shabby light-industrial wasteland he was all too familiar with from his
homeland.


    His
destination was straight ahead—a dingy three-story structure occupied only
on the bottom two floors. He was about to cross the street, but he stopped
short. A mud-splattered truck bearing the symbols of the local police sat parked
just down the block. Slowing his pace to a casual stroll, he inspected the truck
from afar, searching for its occupant. After a moment of consideration, he
decided it was not a threat. He strode across the street, ducked into the
stairwell of the building, and dashed to the top floor. He had scouted the
location earlier and chosen it for its three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the
city and its easy access to roads that would take him far away once he was
done. On the roof, he went to the southeast corner, where his mission bag, a
duffel nearly as big as he was, waited.


    Settling
into a spot just behind the low wall of the building’s facade, Hong took his
binoculars from his satchel. He trained them on the nearby streets, searching
for any indication he was under surveillance. The police vehicle was still
there. He watched for a few more seconds then took a mobile phone from his
shirt pocket and set it on the ledge within easy reach. With the binoculars to
his eyes again, he slowly scanned the skyline, mentally noting the location of
the bombs he had placed earlier in the day. Each device contained a GSM radio
cannibalized from a phone identical to his own, as well as a cloned SIM card.


    His gaze
wandered to the crowded city square, and his breath caught in his throat. The
mother-and-daughter pair was back, only a few meters from the outdoor cafe
where he had planted a bomb. He checked his watch and gulped. He couldn’t delay
any longer. He had a timeline to follow. Masters to please.


    Through the
binoculars, he watched the mother and little girl take a seat at the same table
where he had sat. The mother raised her hand, calling a waiter.


    Hong cursed
and spat. He set the glasses aside and clenched his teeth until his jaw
throbbed. A torrent of emotions cascaded through him as he considered his
predicament. He thought of his own family in North Korea and reminded himself
that in order for them to prosper, others would have to suffer. Others like
these people. Sometimes, he rationalized, a few had to die to advance the goal
of the many. Hong repeated this mantra to himself, not believing a word of it
but not knowing what else to do.


    He checked
his watch. No more time.


    A last look
through the binoculars confirmed the woman and the young girl were still there.


    He sighed
and picked up his phone. The handset swam in his sweaty palms. Sunlight glinted
off the screen, nearly blinding him.


    He dialed.


    Six.


    Six.


    Three.


    Four.


    He held his
index finger over the Send button.


    A second
ticked by.


    Then, with a
sickening resolve, he mashed his digit down and initiated the call.


    Time slowed
to a crawl, and for a moment, Hong thought the signal had failed—that he
had failed. He put his finger over the Send button, but before he could press
again, the sky lit up. A deafening roar filled the air as a wave of death and
destruction erupted across the expanse of Ürümqi. Five separate detonations.
Five separate locations.


    Hong stood
and turned in a slow circle, a satisfied grin spreading across his face as he
took in the results of months of meticulous planning. Everywhere he looked,
smoke billowed into the heavens as his bombs tore asunder the commercial and
civic heart of Ürümqi. The drone of police and ambulance sirens filled the air.


    He set a
timer on his watch for six minutes then took a seat on the ledge. He keyed a
brief text message into his phone, along with an international number he had
long ago committed to memory. Then he pressed the Send button again, this time
without hesitation. A grim sense of accomplishment filled him when his phone
responded with message sent.


    Phase one of
his attack was complete.


    As the
minutes ticked by, Hong tried not to think of the young mother and daughter he
had just murdered. They were but two of thousands who would die at his hand that
morning. And like him, they were but pawns in a much larger war, enemy
combatants, even if they didn’t know so.


    His watch
beeped, indicating the countdown was complete. Hong took the binoculars and
scanned the horizon once more. Emergency lights flashed incessantly at the
locations of each of his bombings. An angry swarm of Chinese military
helicopters buzzed like gnats over a flattened building adjacent to a
checkpoint. Vehicles raced haphazardly through the streets as the citizens of
Ürümqi fled the devastation he had wrought.


    He entered
yet another number and placed the call. A millisecond later, a second series of
bombs—much larger than the first and situated so as to target the unlucky
officials who had raced to the scenes of the first attack—exploded in a
thunderous roar. The sound of their blasts rolled across the city like an angry
god on a drunken rampage.


    Hong started
as the battered metal door leading to the stairwell clanged open. A policeman
wearing the uniform of the local force stood in the doorway, his mouth agape,
his eyes wide. “What are you doing up here?” the man shouted in Chinese, his
hand going for the gun strapped to his waist. “Stop where you are!”


    As Hong
darted for his bag and the pistol inside, the cop bolted from the door and
ducked behind the shelter of a boxy ventilation unit the size of an industrial
refrigerator.


    Hong
scrambled across the rooftop to establish his own cover behind a pile of
sun-bleached construction refuse. He had five minutes until he was due to
launch the final phase of his attack: an automated barrage of rockets that
would rain down on a nearby Chinese military garrison and cement the resolve of
the authorities against the Uighur separatists. But first, he had to deal with
the troublesome interloper. A radio crackled, and Hong caught a snippet of
panicked voices talking over each other. His heart pounded as he considered his
next move. He was so close, he couldn’t stomach the thought of defeat. He had
to act fast, before the other man had a chance to think—or worse, to call
for backup.


    A few
seconds passed, and the radio crackled again. Hong made up his mind. He leaped to
his feet and charged toward the ventilation duct. Surprise would have to
suffice.


    A report
rang out, and searing pain exploded in his shoulder as a bullet tunneled into
his flesh. His gun flew from the fingers of his now-useless right arm and clattered
to his feet. The impact spun him, and as he turned, he caught a glimpse of a
second officer standing in the shadows of the doorway, his legs spread in a
shooter’s stance. A lazy tendril of smoke curled from the barrel of the
policeman’s pistol.


    Pain overwhelmed
him, and Hong staggered to his knees. His mind stuttered. He couldn’t allow
himself to be captured. Not now. Not after everything he had already
endured. After coming so close. He fumbled for his weapon with his good hand.
His fingers closed around the butt of the pistol, and he raised it to his head.
But before he could pull the trigger, another shot rang out.


    Hong’s world
went black.


  



  

    ONE


     


    Hotel Gloucester Luk
Kwok


    Hong Kong, China


     


    Kurt Vetter
fastened the top button of his dress shirt then turned to inspect his
appearance in the full-body mirror next to the closet.


    Good
enough.


    In the next
room, a hair dryer roared like a jet engine.


    He took his
black oxfords and a pair of socks from his suitcase, went to the bed, and sat.


    The hairdryer
stopped. The sink ran for a few seconds. Then silence.


    “Are you
dressed?” Amanda Carter called out.


    “Just
putting on my shoes.”


    Amanda
exited the bathroom, wearing a modest black pencil skirt and a delicate
cream-colored bra. Her jet-black hair brushed her collarbone. The barest blush
of makeup graced her cheeks.


    “You look
great,” Kurt said, a pang of desire rumbling through him.


    Amanda
flashed him a smile as she strode to the closet, where she reached inside and
selected a cream blouse. “Thanks. So do you.”


    Kurt got to
his feet and smoothed the fabric of his trousers. Despite how long he’d steamed
them in the bathroom, they had still refused to lose the wrinkles incurred
during the long trip from Washington. He made a mental note to leave them with
the hotel cleaners in the evening.


    A flash of
movement on the television at the end of the bed caught his eye. Kurt grabbed
the remote and nudged the volume up. A stern-faced BBC News announcer stared
into the camera. A map of Mainland China filled the frame beside him. The names
of several major Chinese cities, written in eye-grabbing crimson, pulsed for
emphasis.


    “This is
Charles Wilson with an update on the situation in China. The unrest continues
to spread. We have new reports of clashes in Shanghai, Wuhan, and Shenzhen.
Chinese officials are so far denying these accounts, but we have footage from
Shanghai, taken by a brave citizen reporter.” The commentator pursed his lips
and narrowed his eyes. “Be warned, the images you are about to see are for
mature audiences only.”


    The camera
cut away, and the anchorman’s face was replaced by a jumpy video shot in full
daylight. A date stamp in the bottom left corner of the recording identified
the time as the previous afternoon. Kurt wasn’t sure what he was seeing at
first—too many people, pushing and shoving each other, a veritable melee.
Then the camera zoomed out, offering better perspective. An unruly mob of
civilians pressed against a heavily armed police line, replete with body armor,
tall Lexan shields, and wicked-looking batons. A man speaking hurried Chinese
narrated the scene.


    As Kurt
watched, one of the security forces produced a handgun, took aim, and fired
directly into the crowd. A ragged corridor opened in the mass of humanity as
the people nearest the gunfire scrambled for cover. As the panicked crowd
parted, Kurt spied a young woman lying on her back in the trash-covered street,
a pool of dark-red blood spreading beneath her. Time seemed to stand still for
a terrifying moment, then the police surged into the opening. Rather than
fleeing, though, the masses turned as one and stampeded toward their
assailants, swarming over them like ants until Kurt could no longer tell where
the battle began and where it ended.


    The video
stopped abruptly, and the anchor’s face once again filled the screen. “We’ll
have more information for you as this story develops. Stay tuned for the
latest.”


    Kurt cursed
and shook his head.


    “What’s
going on?” Amanda came to his side and rested a hand lightly on his shoulder.
She had put on her blouse while Kurt was engrossed in the news report.


    He muted the
television. “I don’t know. It looks like Tiananmen Square all over again,
though.”


    Amanda’s
brow furrowed, and she sat on the edge of the bed beside Kurt. “Can you turn it
up?”


    But it was
too late. A commercial for a high-end BMW sedan had already replaced the
newscast.


    “I can try
another channel.” Kurt changed channels and landed on an advertisement
featuring a jolly infant lying amid a field of flowers.


    Amanda
checked her watch and got to her feet. “No. That’s okay. We don’t have time.
The first session starts in a little over an hour, and I’m starving. I want to
grab something to eat while we have a chance.”


    With a last
lingering glance at the television, Kurt pressed the power button. The screen
went dark.


    “I wonder…”
he said, standing.


    Amanda
plucked a piece of lint from his collar and flicked it away. “What is it? What’s
bothering you?”


    Kurt rubbed
his freshly shaven jaw, lost in thought. He lied, “It’s nothing.”


    He forced
his thoughts away from the television. Tried to distance his mind from what he
had seen. Something about the visceral ferocity of the clash between the
civilians and the security forces had disturbed him on a level he didn’t quite
understand.


    “Never mind.”
He forced a weak smile onto his face. He wanted to change the conversation. “How’s
your jet lag?”


    “Better,”
Amanda said with a slight shrug. “You’d think after three days, I would have
adjusted. I must be getting old.” She cocked her head then stepped close to
him, only inches away. She laced her fingers through his and squeezed, drawing
him in. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    Kurt
squeezed back. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He grinned. “And you’re anything but old.”


    Amanda stood
on her toes and stared into his eyes. A mischievous smile played at the corner
of her mouth. Kurt kissed her, hard, and for a moment, he forgot all about the
riots—and the task at hand. His gaze went to his suitcase, where he had
secreted two tickets to Bali, departing from Hong Kong the day the Pan-Asian
Security Conference ended and, more importantly, the two-carat diamond-and-sapphire
engagement ring he planned to put on Amanda’s finger. A shiver of anticipation
raced down his spine as he imagined the moment.


    Amanda
pulled away and set about collecting her belongings.


    Kurt did the
same then followed Amanda to the door. On the way, he stopped to check his
reflection in the mirror one final time. The gray at his temples was spreading
at an alarming rate. In three or four years, he suspected, what little remained
of his natural sandy-blond hair would be gone forever, and he would no longer
be able to pretend his youth was still close at hand. Not that he really
minded. He had earned his gray, and at least, according to Amanda, the look
suited him.


    “Are you
coming?” Amanda asked from the open doorway.


    He grabbed
his jacket from the coat hook. “Yeah.”


    They left
the room and walked down the hall to the bank of elevators that would whisk
them to the lobby.


    “What are
you thinking?” Amanda bumped shoulders with him while they waited for the elevator.
“You seem a little distracted this morning.”


    Kurt put an
arm around her, drew her close, and kissed the top of her head. “I’m okay. I
was just thinking about how far we’ve come in such a short time.” In truth, he
was rehearsing his proposal speech, wondering for the thousandth time what
Amanda would say when he dropped down on one knee before her. After losing his
wife and daughter to a tragic car accident several years earlier, Kurt had
never in his wildest dreams envisioned himself getting married again. But when
he and Amanda had been thrust together after his brother’s murder by a rogue
CIA assassin, the trajectory of his life had changed forever. As the director
of the newly formed Office of Tactical Intelligence, reporting directly to
National Security Advisor Dominic Velasquez, he bore more responsibility than
he had ever imagined. And much to his surprise, he was happy—happier than
he had been for a long while.


    “It’s been
good.” She smiled at him. “Real good.”


    Kurt smiled
back. “Yes, it has.”


    An empty elevator
arrived, and they stepped inside. Kurt stole a glance at Amanda as they
descended. She held her gaze straight ahead, watching the digital readout above
the doors count backward. She already wore her business face—a look
carefully cultivated over many years working as a covert operative, first for
the Canadian Secret Intelligence Service, then later as a freelancer for the
CIA, and most recently as deputy director of OTI. Kurt leered playfully at her,
but she didn’t take the bait.


    A soft chime
announced their arrival at the ground floor.


    “Are you
ready?” Amanda asked, turning to face him. All business.


    “Sure.” Kurt
stood to his full height and straightened his tie. “Let’s do this.”


    The doors
slid open, and the cacophony of the lobby engulfed them.


     


     


    With no
doorman in sight, Kurt held the lobby door for Amanda as they left the cool
confines of the hotel and plunged into the muggy Hong Kong morning. They
climbed into an empty taxi waiting at the curb.


    “The
convention center,” he said, hoping the cabbie understood English.


    With a curt
nod, the driver started the meter and accelerated into traffic.


    Kurt settled
back into his seat and sipped the coffee he had purchased in the hotel
Starbucks. Amanda munched on what looked like a bagel but wasn’t quite.


    “Any good?” He
indicated the sandwich with his drink.


    Amanda held
the bagel-thing out to him. “It’s okay. Definitely not a bagel, though. Want to
try?”


    Kurt
chuckled and shook his head. “No thanks.”


    “It’s
actually pretty good.” She took another bite. “Kind of fruity,” she said
between chews.


    Their driver
deftly navigated the dense Hong Kong traffic, and before long, Kurt saw the
facade of the convention center looming on the horizon.


    “We’re
almost there,” he said.


    Amanda
pushed the last morsel of the bagel-thing into her mouth.


    Through the
seat of his pants, Kurt felt the taxi decelerating, slowly at first then with
greater urgency. Inertia tugged him forward. Then, with a sickening crunch, the
vehicle lurched violently, throwing him back into place, sending his head rebounding
painfully off the thin headrest. Glass from the rear window rained all over him
and Amanda, twinkling like ice chips from a spilled drink.


    Their driver
let out a string of what Kurt assumed were curses, threw the car into park,
opened his door, and jumped out. Kurt followed the man’s progress as he stalked
past Amanda’s side of the car to the delivery van that had rear-ended them.


    “You okay?”
he asked, reaching for Amanda.


    “Yeah,” she
said, massaging her neck. “You?”


    “I’m fine,”
Kurt answered. The last of his coffee dripped from the back of the front
passenger seat.


    “What
happened?” Amanda grabbed the driver’s headrest and pulled herself forward. “Oh,
shit!”


    Kurt turned
his attention to the front of the car, and what he saw made a ball of ice form
in his stomach.


    A mob of
people, stretching the entire width of the road, was advancing on their
position. Kurt’s thoughts flashed to the images of Shanghai on the television.
To the seething mass of angry people crashing up against a seemingly unmovable
wall of police. To the young woman bleeding in the street, shot down where she’d
stood.


    He looked
through the rear window again. Traffic was stacking up fast. Horns blared.
Outraged drivers waved their fists waved through open windows. They didn’t have
much time. Minutes at most.


    Amanda’s
iron grip on his arm and the panicked way she called his name made him spin
around to face the approaching horde. They were perhaps five or ten cars away
and approaching fast. He blinked. Did a double take. That can’t be right. But
it was. The leading edge of the mob—civilians, from what he could tell
from their dress—carried bits and pieces of police gear. A shield here. A
riot helmet there. A terrifying realization dawned on him: These people had
already engaged the authorities. And apparently, they had won.


    “Out of the
car!” he shouted, reaching for his door latch. His door wouldn’t open at first,
but a sharp strike from his elbow coaxed it free.


    Amanda met
him at the rear of the car, and they sprinted past their driver, who was still
embroiled in a heated exchange with the man who had hit them, and headed back
down the unfamiliar street in the direction from which they had come. All
around them, people were spilling out of their cars. Some stood rooted in place,
mesmerized by the incongruous presence of an angry mob sweeping along the route
they drove every day. The smart ones joined him and Amanda, turning to dash in
the opposite direction.


    Kurt heard
the unmistakable crack of a gunshot. And then another. Resisting the
urge to look over his shoulder, he picked up the pace. They had to find cover,
and they had to find it right away.


    



  

    TWO


     


    Lhasa


    Tibet Autonomous Region


    Southwest China


     


    Captain Choi
Gwang-mo stretched his mouth open and yawned as he downshifted the lumbering
diesel Beijing Jeep BJ2020 under his control. The motor smoothed out instantly,
and the truck crawled forward, continuing its steady ascent toward the
outskirts of Lhasa.


    “You need to
breathe,” Lieutenant Lee Woo-kim said from the passenger seat.


    Choi nodded
and drew a sharp breath. His lungs screamed for more sustenance. He opened his
mouth wide and yawned again, trying to extract as much oxygen as possible from
the brutally thin Tibetan air. His eyes watered. His diaphragm heaved, and he
felt the faintest of tickles deep in his chest as a few precious molecules of
oxygen finally made it to the abyssal recesses of his lungs.


    Lee narrowed
his eyes in concern. “Are you okay, sir? You don’t look so good.”


    Choi shook
his head. “I’m fine.” The words came out in a wheeze.


    Out of the
corner of his eye, he watched Lee reach into his breast pocket and dig out a
blister pack of pills. The young lieutenant popped a pill from its casing and
offered it to Choi in an outstretched palm. “Here. Altimox.”


    Choi shook
his head and tightened his grip on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned
white. “I said I’m fine.”


    “Sir, with
all due respect—take the medicine. You’re no good to the mission if you’re
passed out in the ditch.”


    Choi sucked
in another breath. He despised showing weakness to his subordinates, but Lee
was right. If he didn’t do something, he was of no use to the operation. He
relented, accepting the shiny tablet, and dry swallowed it under Lee’s watchful
gaze.


    They rode in
silence. Choi checked his side mirrors periodically to make sure the other two
vehicles in their small convoy were keeping pace, while Lee chain-smoked and
obsessively studied a paper map while plotting their route to their final
destination inside the ancient city.


    After a few
minutes, Lee said, “We’re almost there.” He looked up from his map and gestured
at a construction crane looming storklike above a half-constructed apartment
block.


    Choi was
about to respond when motion on the road a few hundred meters ahead caught his
attention. “Is that—”


    But Lee was
already on his encrypted radio, alerting the other vehicles of the obstacle.


    Choi
swallowed as he took in the Chinese military checkpoint. He counted a dozen
soldiers milling about. All armed. A guard shack sat a few feet back from the
asphalt, and in the light blazing through the windows, he could see the heads
of at least two more people inside.


    “This is it!”
Lee hissed under his breath as he tucked his radio out of sight beneath his
seat. “Just as we expected.”


    Choi glanced
into the mirror to ensure his cap was on straight. Lee ground out his cigarette
on the floorboards then flicked the spent butt through the gap in his cracked
window. Choi rehearsed his story one last time as they approached the
checkpoint. He cleared his throat and ran the back of his hand across his
forehead to wipe away a bead of sweat. He brought the truck to a stop.


    Two soldiers
came to the truck. One moved to Choi’s side, and the other went around to Lee’s
window. Choi inhaled, trying to bring his raging heart under control. The
Altimox hadn’t yet taken effect and wouldn’t for another half hour at the
earliest.


    The soldier
rapped his knuckles against Choi’s window, and Choi hurriedly rolled down the
glass. “Good evening,” he said in perfect Beijing-accented Mandarin.


    The young
man on the other side of his door grunted in response. “Your orders?”


    Choi reached
into the space between the front seats and retrieved a thin sheaf of documents
secured by a rubber band. He passed them through the window and waited with his
hands on the steering wheel, doing his best to put on a face of boredom and
impatience.


    “Medical
supplies?” the soldier asked without looking up.


    Choi nodded.
“Yes.”


    The man
shifted his gaze to the next truck in line. “Do you have records for the other
vehicles?”


    Choi made a
page-turning motion with his fingertips. “In the back.”


    His
interrogator flipped to the last page. He took his time reading, running one
finger along each line like a young child first learning to decipher the
alphabet.


    Come on, Choi thought. Hurry
up. He wasn’t worried about his credentials. They were real, drafted and
signed by a bought and paid-for Chinese officer in Beijing. He did, however,
worry the solider would strike up a conversation or ask something outside the
narrow script with which Choi and the rest of his North Korean commando team
had prepared. The night was cold and dark, though, and based on their carefully
planned timing, they had reached the checkpoint at the tail end of this young
soldier’s shift. He waited.


    The sentry
finished with the papers. He held Choi in his gaze for a few moments before
nodding once and handing the documents back. He gestured at the pack of
cigarettes nestled in obvious sight on the dashboard. “Could you spare a smoke,
by chance?”


    Relieved, Choi
reached for the box. “Sure.” He flipped open the top and passed the pack to the
sentry. “Do you need a light?”


    The guard
shook his head and extracted a lighter from his breast pocket. He knocked a
cigarette out and handed the pack back. Then he waved Choi and Lee through the
checkpoint.


    Choi jammed
the clutch with his left foot, put the truck in gear, and pulled slowly
forward. The diesel engine clattered. The tires roared on the rough pavement as
they picked up speed.


    Their first
test behind them, the North Korean commandos sped through the predawn gloom
toward the ancient Tibetan city of Lhasa.


     


     


    Choi watched
in silence as two of his men led a red-robed monk down a claustrophobic hallway
toward stairs leading to the street beyond. As the holy man passed Choi, their
eyes met. Choi started. Where he had expected to see fear in the older man’s
face, he saw instead a peculiar sense of calm, as if the man had been waiting
for this moment his entire life. The monk offered him a slight nod before Choi’s
men hustled him past.


    Alone for a
moment, Choi sucked a breath of frigid air into his lungs. After an
interminable wait, the Altimox was finally working its magic. His breathing was
becoming less labored by the minute.


    Lieutenant
Lee approached. “That’s all of them, sir.”


    “Are you
sure?” Choi’s gaze traveled along the hallway, past the now-empty living
quarters of the monks his men had rounded up and led outside.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good job,
lieutenant,” Choi said, offering up a rare bit of praise for the young soldier.
“Let’s finish this mission and go home.”


    “Yes, sir!”
Lee saluted enthusiastically.


    Leading the
way, Choi strode down the hall and descended the narrow, uneven stairs. He had
to duck to pass through the low stone archway bordering the street. Pride
swelled inside him as he surveyed his men and the formation they had
constructed to contain the monks.


    He inclined
his head at Lee, giving his assent to commence the next phase of the operation.


    Lee nodded
back then stood with a stiff back and pointed at a building a few meters away,
on the opposite side of the narrow cobbled road. “Take them over there!”


    Choi’s
commandos burst into action, using the muzzles of their stolen QBZ-95 assault
rifles to herd the monks across the street to where Lee had indicated. Working
with practiced efficiency, they shoved their captives onto their knees.


    None of the
prisoners uttered a word during the process.


    A startled
gasp from the shadows a few meters away drew Choi’s attention.


    “Who’s
there?” he asked.


    He received
no answer, but he could sense the gaze of a person in the gloom studying him.
The last thing he needed was a local citizen calling the authorities on a
mobile phone. Although he fully expected the atrocities he was about to commit
to be found out in short order, he and his team required at least ten minutes
to reach their egress point before the real Chinese military swooped in and
closed off their escape route. Any less and they would be discovered—and
he would never see his home again.


    He raised
his rifle and trained it on where he thought the sound had come from. “Come out
of there!”


    Choi could
barely contain his surprise when an old Tibetan man emerged from the darkness
and stepped into the weak moonlight. Balding and walking with a pronounced
shuffle, the man locked eyes with Choi.


    Choi
tightened his grip on his rifle. His mind raced as he tried to decide how to
handle the unexpected development. The right choice would be to kill this man
along with the monks, leaving no direct witnesses. But after a few moments of
reflection, a better idea began to form. He gestured toward the wall where the
detainees waited in silence. “Go.”


    The man
glanced over his shoulder, as if evaluating whether he could somehow get away.


    Choi laughed
and waggled his finger. He called out, “Lieutenant!”


    The
slap-slap of boots on stone announced Lee’s arrival at his side.


    “Take him
over there,” Choi said, “with the others.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lee grabbed
the old man by the arm and dragged him across the alley. The man stumbled but,
by some miracle, managed to maintain his balance. When they reached the monks,
Lee pushed the man to his knees.


    A sob burst from
the man’s mouth, and the nearest monk touched his shoulder and uttered words of
comfort Choi couldn’t hear.


    Annoyed at
the pathetic display and ready for this operation to be over, Choi checked his
watch. “It’s time.”


    Safeties
clicked off, and his men formed a firing squad less than two meters from the
monks.


    Lee stood
behind the old man, but Choi nudged him aside. “I’ll deal with him.”


    “Of course,
sir,” Lee said, making way.


    “On my
count,” Choi shouted, leveling his rifle at the old man, who lay sobbing at his
feet. “Three! Two! One!”


    The early
morning calm exploded in a cacophony of gunfire as Choi’s commandos fired
indiscriminately into the monks. Meanwhile, Choi held his finger over his
trigger, waiting for the end of the slaughter.


    Lieutenant
Lee gave Choi a questioning look and shifted the barrel of his gun toward the
old man. Choi waved him off, though. Spinning his gun around, he lifted it high
over his head then brought the stock down against the back of the old man’s
skull, just hard enough to knock him unconscious.


    The man crumpled
to the ground and fell silent.


    “Sir?” Lee
said, a questioning look in his eye. “If you’re done, we should be going now.”


    Choi met his
lieutenant’s gaze. “Yes. Of course.”


    Lee gestured
at the old man with his rifle. “You’re not going to kill him?”


    “No.” Choi shook
his head. “He’ll serve another purpose today.”


    Lee stared
at him expectantly for a few seconds, uncertainty on his face, and when Choi
didn’t respond, the lieutenant finally turned and gave the signal to the other
commandos to load up and move out.


    The old man’s
chest rose and fell in a regular rhythm, Choi noted with satisfaction. He would
survive this ordeal, and he would be the prime witness to corroborate that
Chinese soldiers were responsible for the massacre.


    Pleased with
progress of the mission, Choi took off at a jog for his truck.
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