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Chapter 1: The Honey Dragon, 2nd March 2021.
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Turkish Elvish Honey.

Chairman Jing Xi of the Columnist Party of China, CPOC, studied the jar in anticipation. He was a man of extravagant taste, and it didn’t get fancier than honey worth its weight in gold. Jing inhaled, and the scent carried him somewhere close to heaven. He closed his eyes and pictured himself atop a mountain, listening to serene music in a Tibetan temple.

The association with Tibet surprised him. He didn’t care for the monks or their music, and the party he oversaw had brutally subjugated the Tibetan people decades earlier. ‘Am I getting soft?’ Jing thought.

He brushed off the notion. He was approaching 67 but was still a man of power and in the prime of his life. The longest-living emperor, the Qianlong Emperor in the 18th century, reached 87. Jing, who drew on both Chinese and Western medicine, intended to outlive him.

He took a spoonful. It tasted as extraordinary as it smelled, but as the flavour faded he felt dissatisfied and restless. Honey costing more than the average annual Chinese salary hadn’t resolved the thing that kept filling him with rage.

The people should worship him as they had worshipped the ancient emperors. Instead, his subjects slandered him behind his back. How did the ungrateful masses dare treat him like this? During Jing’s reign, China had risen to its rightful place as the centre of the world. Yet the topic of this month’s column was a personal insult. The WeChat voters had decided: ‘How I intend to improve my character during the year of the Ox.’

Nothing but dissent. He couldn’t admit to character flaws, as he represented the state, and the state was faultless. But he couldn’t be too arrogant either, which would contradict his promise to the people. Jing had promised change when he reformed the Chinese Communist Party, CCP, into the Columnist Party of China, CPOC. The name change was lip service to the Western world, to secure the international trade his ambitions required. Nothing had actually changed, but at least he had given the people a vote, restricted, naturally, to the topic of his monthly column in the China Daily. That cosmetic concession hadn’t caused him grief until this month.

Jing closed his laptop. He wouldn’t write that article; the topic was beneath him. Instead, he summoned Min Li: his latest concubine and, at twenty-three, the most recent winner of the National Chinese pageant. She replied that she would arrive in thirty minutes. He was sixty-seven and under considerable stress; he needed a proper release and didn’t want any violent mishaps. Covering up his behaviour towards previous concubines had cost him too much energy already. He took out a small bag of powder, Viagra and ground rhino horn, a mixture that always worked, and swallowed it. Jing believed in mixing the best of Chinese and Western medicine.

Thirty minutes later, Min Li entered and knelt at his feet.

“You summoned me, Heavenly Master. How can I serve you?”

“I didn’t hire you for your intellect,” Jing said.

Min Li hesitated. She hated how he looked at her: not with desire, exactly, but with the same appraising contempt he directed at everything he owned. She had understood the terms of her position from the beginning. That understanding did not make it easier.

She did what was required of her.

Afterwards, Jing sat very still, as if waiting for something, relief, perhaps, or satisfaction. Neither came. The restlessness that had driven him to summon her had not abated at all. If anything, it had sharpened.

“Wash up,” he said, without looking at her. “And make sure you look presentable for tomorrow’s photoshoot. Dismissed.”

Min Li gathered her things quickly, keeping her face composed until she was outside the door. She had learned that much in the months since the pageant. How to wait until she was alone before letting herself feel anything at all.

Jing sat at his computer and checked which new enemies the AI had identified. It had found new ones. Of course. There would always be dissenters in a country of 1.4 billion. The ancient emperors were wise, secluding themselves in their Forbidden Cities, never exposed to the opinions of regular citizens. Jing knew he shouldn’t look, but he couldn’t help himself. Knowing which enemies the AI had flagged was his drug, and he could not break the addiction.

His eyes fixed on the file of Eileen Lu. Her file said she was a 28-year-old lawyer and civil rights activist who had recently got one of his enemies, Ming Shebao, acquitted in the people’s court of Xuwan. Unbelievable. Jing stared at her photo for a long time.

Eileen’s beauty captivated him, and he knew he needed to own her. Yet Jing’s power wasn’t absolute. While he could eliminate the republic’s enemies, he couldn’t kidnap and rape people on a whim. The rest of his party would never allow it. But he would own Eileen one way or another, and she would regret defying him. Filled with rage, Jing picked up his expensive honey jar and threw it against the wall, splashing honey across the room.
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Chapter 2: A Win for Freedom, 5th March 2021.
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“...and because of the disclaimer regarding fictional content, Mary Sheng didn’t break any laws when she drew a sad bear looking at an empty honey jar.”

Eileen Lu finished her statement and adjusted her glasses. She wore them partly as a fashion statement and partly because she knew the judge, Feng Woo, had a weakness for women he could underestimate. Eileen gave him her most innocently vacant look. She had him in her back pocket and they both knew it.

Feng Woo cleared his throat.

“You raise some valid points, Miss Lu. I will drop this case if Miss Sheng apologises to Chairman Xi about the resemblance between the sad bear and our Supreme Leader.”

‘Please don’t make a scene!’ Eileen thought as she leaned over and whispered in Mary Sheng’s ear: “Please take the plea bargain. I have done everything I can to save you.”

“Don’t whisper to your client. Everyone deserves to hear the advice you are giving,” Feng Woo said.

“I am sorry, Magistrate Woo. I merely recommended my client accept your gracious offer,” Eileen said.

“How can we be sure the client shows genuine remorse?”

“Please, Magistrate Woo. I want to let the Chinese people know how sorry I am,” Mary Sheng said.

“Good. We have a camera crew filming the proceedings. Read these lines. We will record until you get it right. I want heartfelt remorse. I don’t want to see a woman lying to save her life.”

Mary nodded. One of Feng’s aides handed her a note. She read it a few times, started crying, and said she was ready.

clap clap

“Excellent. Let’s produce a new masterpiece,” Feng said.

An AV crew rigged the shoot. A few minutes later, Mary looked into the camera with teary eyes.

“I want to apologise to all the people of China I offended with my talentless drawing. Being a true patriot, I cannot stop thinking about Chairman Xi, which influenced my drawing. The empty jar symbolises how poor China was before our saviour lifted our people out of poverty. I am genuinely grateful for how merciful the court has been towards an old woman like me.”

“Cut! Such terrible acting. But I cannot back down on my word. Get out of here, you wretched cow! Dismissed!” Feng said.

Eileen pulled Mary out of the room before she could respond. Outside the courthouse, Mary turned on her.

“You destroyed my legacy, Eileen. I should have stood firm and taken my unjust punishment. Instead, I looked like a snivelling coward, praising Jing Xi and this travesty of a court. I’d rather have gone to prison, but you stopped me. Why?”

“I saved your life. While the court sentence wouldn’t have killed you, you would have had an accident within the following year. As is customary for people who anger Jing Xi. Faking an apology was the only way,” Eileen said.

“You’re right, Eileen. Thank you for saving my life,” Mary said.

“That’s my job. As your lawyer, I am here for you.”

“You were the only one. Of the millions that liked my drawing on WeChat, you were the only one who protected me when things got tough.”

“That is, unfortunately, human nature and the reason Chairman Xi can continue his tyranny. What are your plans now?”

“I’ll go home to Xuwan. Delete my online presence and spend my last years with my grandchildren.”

“Best of luck. I’ll come visit; Xuwan is beautiful in spring.”

“Don’t worry about this old hag! Focus on yourself, Eileen. Find a rich, handsome man and raise a happy family.”

Eileen didn’t reply, and Mary entered a cab to the train station.

Eileen went home and poured herself some herbal tea. She felt hollow. She had won, she had saved her client, but to do so she had bowed to the tyrant Jing Xi, as she always did, as she always instructed her clients to do. Like everyone else, she loathed and feared the dictator, yet she did nothing and instructed her clients to bow to the tyranny. Eileen told herself her time for bravery would come. For now, she could only focus on her life.
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Chapter 3: Royal Casino, 7th March 2021.
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Jared Pond ran a hand through his long blond hair and sipped his espresso martini. His expensive tuxedo was getting tight, and he knew he needed to return to Australia for training and detox soon. It wouldn’t do to be an agent for the Royal Australian Kangaroo Intelligence, RAKI, while unfit.

The slide came with the territory. Jared’s greatest strengths were observation and poker, and his assignment at the Royal Casino in Monaco combined both. Poker was cover; the real mission was to find out whether GHA leader Theodore Ahmadi was taking bribes from the Chinese government.

Jared looked up from the poker when his latest fling, the Italian femme fatale Celeste Florentino, tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hi, Jared, how nice to see you again. Are you winning at the tables today?”

“I think I just did,” Jared said, turning to face her. “Well played, gentlemen. I need to focus on the lady now. Would you like some Dom Pérignon?”

“Of course, there is no better way to excite a woman for the evening.”

Jared put a hand on Celeste’s back and steered her to the bar. “Keep the change!” he said, paying with a 500-euro gambling marker.

“That’s a very generous tip, Jared.”

“I can’t bring money to the grave; in my work, one never knows when the grave is due,” Jared said.

“What exactly do you do for work, Jared?”

“Shh, we are too early in our connection to ruin the mystique,”

Celeste grabbed one of the strawberries from the champagne and bit it seductively. “I agree. You know how to behave yourself, Mr Pond.”

Jared made a mental note of Celeste using his last name, then registered something more pressing. His target, Theodore Ahmadi, entered the casino and joined a table where a Chinese businessman was already seated. Jared had watched the same routine for five nights running: Theodore wins a large sum from a Chinese man, who promptly leaves. Not a coincidence.

Jared handed Celeste his room key. “I’ve got to work, honey. Room 407, one hour. Keep the champagne cool and everything else hot.”

“You can’t treat me like that. I am not a prostitute!”

“Oh, how clumsy of me. I just dropped a thousand Euros. They are yours if you pick them up,”

Jared watched in quiet disappointment as Celeste crouched to collect the chips. She had failed both his tests; she wasn’t the one. Still, she was beautiful, and she would keep him busy tonight. None of this would have happened if she had splashed the champagne in his face and walked out.

Jared walked to Theodore’s table, where the Ethiopian had won 50,000 euros from the Chinese businessman who was getting ready to leave.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

“I was about to leave,” Theodore said.

“Don’t be like that. You just arrived, and luck is favouring you tonight,” Jared said, glancing at the Chinese man rushing away.

“Very well, Mr —?”

“Pond. Jared Pond.”

“Ahmadi, Theodore Ahmadi. I will play you, Mr Pond.”

“May the best man win.”

By the time Theodore had lost a hundred thousand euros, he was flustered.

“Well played, Mr Pond. I shouldn’t have overextended my luck!”

“I am sure money will fall from the sky for you again. If not, you still have the 200,000 from your other Chinese friend. I bid thee farewell.”

Jared collected his chips and gave the table a theatrical bow. Celeste had failed his tests and wasn’t the one. But with a body like hers, she had won his night regardless.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Pierre’s Ascension, 10th March 2021.

[image: ]


World Bank deputy director Pierre Beaumont was enjoying a sumptuous dinner at Le Coin Paradis in The Hague. The World Economic Forum was days away, and Pierre had an urgent problem. The world had cooled as the sun entered a Grand Solar Minimum, lowering the average temperature by 0.2 degrees. This caused Pierre a headache. He had planned to become CEO of the World Bank through his active stance against climate change, which would lose its force if global temperatures were visibly falling.

He had a solution. Pierre had convinced Martin Orchard to murder his rival, Chakri Apinya. Pierre planned to blame the murder on Buddhist leader Arhat Somchai. The world always needed distractions.

Pierre stroked his balding scalp and watched CIA agent James Winter approach. James was tall and muscular, with a perfect set of light brown hair and lively eyes. Next to Pierre, he looked like a Greek god. Pierre brushed off the thought. He was wealthy, and his intellect was unmatched, particularly since the incident in Nepal the previous year. In Nepal, Pierre, James and a group of travellers had lost their way in a blizzard and stumbled into an ancient alien temple. Inside, they had found technology that elevated their intellect and gave them remarkable abilities. The monocle Pierre often wore contained that technology.

James sat down, and Pierre whispered.

“We should not both wear the monocle at the same time. It looks too conspicuous.”

“Who cares? People are too busy staring at their phones, following the vain celebrity culture, to notice,” James said.

Pierre got irritated but said nothing. He considered removing his monocle, then decided against it. He was vice director of the World Bank, soon to be director, and he couldn’t defer to a CIA agent. He changed the topic.

“Our subsidiary, Xeng Fao Technologies, won the tender to maintain China’s Eternal Safeguard AI.”

“Perfect. If we control China’s AI, we control the world.”

“Exactly. However, we need a new crisis.”

“What’s wrong with Climate Change?”

“The sun has entered a Grand Solar Minimum. Earth is getting colder.”

“That won’t last forever.”

“I’d rather not wait. Should we start another war in the Middle East?”

“Wars are risky. I don’t want to destroy the world I seek to dominate. Our best hope is economic warfare.”

“How do you intend to conduct economic warfare?”

“I am not sure yet. But opportunities always arise when I look for them.”

A waiter attended the table, and James ordered a Budweiser with his broad American accent. Pierre registered this with quiet distaste. When the waiter had left, James turned to Pierre.

“So, Pierre, tell me about your plan for disposing of Chakri Apinya.”

Pierre smiled and spent the next 20 minutes hinting at his plan without revealing the exact details. While the CIA was a helpful ally, Pierre wasn’t foolish enough to trust them.
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Chapter 5: The Cave, 27th March 2021.
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Chairman Jing Xi emailed the column to his editor and slammed the laptop against the floor. He had hated writing about how he intended to improve his character traits in 2021, but it was part of the societal contract. One obligation as Chairman was to write the article the people requested once a month. This month’s promise: to stop importing expensive honey and ensure China produced the best honey in the world.

Jing had travelled to Elephant Hill in the Guilin region for that very purpose. The caves, vegetation and climate were perfect. He closed his eyes and pictured the honey that would result.

Jing’s secretary, Biyu Sang, interrupted him.

“Chairman Xi. Theodore Ahmadi from the Global Health Association will meet with you shortly.”

“Why is that dog coming? Why didn’t you cancel the meeting?” Jing said.

“I couldn’t. You only told me about the Guilin trip yesterday, and Theodore was already on his way.”

“Very well. I forgive your incompetence. Keep making mistakes and it will cost you dearly.”

“Thank you for having mercy on this dumb and useless woman. You are the most gracious leader China has ever seen.”

Biyu bowed and quickly left. ‘Pathetic woman. She made a mistake, I forgave her, and yet she wept,’ Jing thought. He leaned back in his massage chair and fell asleep. Theodore would simply have to accompany him on the honey mission.

Biyu woke him when Theodore arrived.

“Very well, let him in.”

Theodore entered, and Jing struggled to hide his contempt. He had preferred to appoint a Chinese citizen as GHA director, but an African would have more credibility among his Western enemies.

“Greetings, Chairman Xi. Can I expect China’s help to resolve the Ebola epidemic in Central Africa?”

“Is this a real epidemic, or are you merely trying to extort more money?”

“It is a real epidemic. I wouldn’t bother you otherwise. You have been very generous to me and my country.”

“Very well. Get on the floor and beg.”

“I cannot do that. I am the leader of an important global organisation. We are equals.”

Jing lost his temper. He picked up a vase and threw it on the floor next to Theodore. “You are nothing but my dog. I put you where you are and can put you somewhere else. No one will ever know what happened to you! Now kneel and beg for my forgiveness.”

“Please forgive me, Heavenly Master Xi. Have mercy on the poor souls in Central Africa who cannot deal with their local diseases,” Theodore said, kneeling.

“Get up, you dog. You have swayed my heart. Speak to my ministers; China will save your continent,” Jing said. “And since you are here, you are coming with me today.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“You’re coming to the caves near Elephant Hill. You can tell me about your Ebola epidemic in the car.”

Jing organised his car and left with Theodore.

At the Elephant Hill lookout, Jing endured the photo flashes in his face and pretended to treat Theodore as his equal. In the past, the emperor of China had been revered like a god. “Don’t get any ideas!” Jing whispered to Theodore, who looked away.

After the press conference, Jing and his entourage walked to a nearby cave. As he and Theodore went deeper inside, Jing heard a cough, then a male voice wheezing: “Help me.”

“Chairman Xi. We found a very ill man. This place is not safe,” Chao said.

“I am the master of this country. The truth cannot be concealed from me. I want to see the man.”

“Come with me,” Jing told Theodore. “As the GHA leader, you can help with the diagnosis.”

“I don’t have a facemask,” Theodore said.

“Shouldn’t the leader of the GHA always carry one? Pray to your gods that it isn’t infectious,” Jing said, and went on without waiting for a response.

The man they found was barely recognisable. A layer of fungus covered his body like bark, his eyes were bloodshot, and the smell was appalling.

“Chairman Xi. You must help me. The pain is unbearable,” the man wheezed.

Before Jing could respond, Chao shot him. Jing turned on the guard.

“Why did you shoot that man, Chao?”

“He was posing a threat to you, Heavenly Master,” Chao said.

“Bloody fool. We lost an invaluable specimen for our biological weapons program. Get scientists here to examine the man and the cave. Leave no stone unturned,” Jing said, and left the cave.

In the car back, Jing turned to Theodore. “Nothing of this happened today.”

“You took me to a beautiful lookout and shared your passion for honey-making. Nothing else happened.”

“We are on the same page. Keep being on the same page, so I don’t have to close your book.”

Jing plugged in his headphones and ignored Theodore for the rest of the drive.
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Chapter 6: Infection, 4th April 2021.
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“I have some bad news and some good news.”

Jing’s personal doctor, the Chinese Minister for Health Dr Song Bao, waited.

“Tell me the good news first.”

“We found the cause of death of the man in the cave. We have isolated the virus. We have never seen anything like it,” Song said.

“Excellent, invaluable for our bioweapon research. What is the bad news?”

“The blood samples from you and your entourage show that you are all infected.”

Jing sank in his seat. He had seen the agony of the dying man in the cave. But what if he was immune, as the vast majority had been during the coronavirus outbreak? Jing decided to hope for that outcome. If he was immune, nothing would happen; if he was infected, he would be gone, in which case, he didn’t much mind bringing a lot of others with him.

“Doctor Bao. Quarantine everyone from the Elephant Hill cave. Tell no one else about this.”

“Understood, Chairman Xi.”

“Has anyone developed any symptoms yet?”

“No, everyone is healthy so far.”

“Good. Extract and prepare a large batch of the virus. We must test it on our Uighur prisoners to learn more. Dismissed, Doctor Bao.”

As Song left the room, Jing felt equal parts anticipation and dread. He might yet succumb to the same fate as the man in the cave. But with a bit of luck, he could weaponise this virus and use it to destroy the Western economies once and for all.
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Chapter 7: A New Mission, 10th April 2021.
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Jared Pond was finishing another gruelling fitness session at the HMAS Kuttabul Navy base in Sydney. Since returning to Australia a few weeks earlier, he had pushed himself to the limit daily and the results were showing. He looked like an agent from the movies again rather than an alcoholic with a gambling addiction. The base commander had forbidden him from the poker tables, as his many wins caused tension among the men.

Jared was surprised when his RAKI commander, Greg Steel, approached him at the gym.

“Hi, Jared. I’ve got a new mission for you.”

“Why are you telling me like this? Wouldn’t a meeting at your office be more appropriate?” Jared said.

“I’m going to New York tomorrow morning, and you’re coming with me.”

“What is this about?”

“There are rumours about the Chinese dictatorship conducting medical tests on Uighur prisoners. We tracked the person who posted the accusations, a Chinese civil rights lawyer, Eileen Lu. She’s attending a UN conference in New York.”

“Was the source believable, or was it another tin foil conspiracist?”

“That is your mission to find out. You do what you do best, seduce Eileen and get her to share her secrets.”

“Stop treating me like a man-whore, Greg.”

“Isn’t that how you’ve treated yourself for the last decade?”

“Fair call. At least tell me if she’s a good sort.”

“I’ll leave that for you to decide,” Greg said, handing Jared a photograph.

Jared studied the picture for a while. Eileen looked cute and quirky. Would she fall for his charms? He pushed the thought aside. He had an obligation to serve his country. Whatever Jing Xi was planning, the world needed to know.

“Very well, I’ll come to New York. Hopefully I can work my magic on this Eileen woman.”

“Excellent. 9 AM flight tomorrow. Don’t be late,” Greg said, and left.

Jared prepared himself mentally for the upcoming mission. He stared at Eileen’s picture, told himself he shouldn’t, went home, packed his bag, and went to sleep early.
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Chapter 8: Pond, Jared Pond, 12th April 2021.
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Eileen Lu stared at her computer screen. No new emails. A relief. A lot of emails would indicate she had been exposed. The world needed to know what was happening in the Uighur camps, but Eileen loved living too much for the Columnist Party to realise she had been the one to expose them.

Eileen looked at the asylum request she had written to the American government. She was confident they would grant it. Her reputation as a human rights advocate was established. But seeking asylum would mean abandoning her people and becoming a mouthpiece for American propaganda. Eileen didn’t want to help the USA against her mother nation; she wanted to liberate the Chinese people from Jing’s tyranny.

She threw the asylum application in the bin, closed her laptop, and walked towards the Downtown Conference Centre.

As Eileen left her hotel, she noticed the man watching her from across the road. Athletic, long blond hair, looked like a movie superhero. She would have welcomed his attention in a cocktail bar, but being stalked at 8 AM was creepy. He stood out far too much to be a Columnist Party henchman.

Eileen stopped staring and kept walking. She reached a pedestrian crossing at a red light, stressed about the presentation ahead.

Splash

Someone bumped her from behind and poured a warm latte over her white blazer. ‘Fucking hell, why today?’ Eileen thought and turned. The blonde man.

“I am so sorry. How clumsy of me!” Jared said.

“Clumsy? I saw how you were watching me leave my hotel. Is this how men try to connect with women in New York City?” Eileen said.

“I am sorry, Eileen. My name is Pond, Jared Pond, and I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

“Okay, Mr Pond Jared Pond. I have to give a presentation in one hour and you’ve ruined my blazer. Book an appointment like everyone else!”

The light turned green. Eileen slapped him and crossed the street.

The slap stung, but the dismissal stung more. On the bright side, she had told him to book an appointment; so he would.

Jared sipped an espresso martini at The Aviary NYC, his tailor-made tuxedo doing its work.

“You cannot enter this establishment with those clothes. Please refer to our dress code, madam.” Jared heard the doorman say. He looked over. The uncultured peasant being turned away was his appointment, Eileen Lu, in jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt with a cartoon character.

“She’s with me, Michael,” Jared said.

“Sorry, Mr Pond. I need to uphold the dress code,” Michael said.

“Don’t you have suitable attire in the coat room?” Jared said.

Michael returned with an expensive ladies’ fur coat. Eileen shook her head but agreed to put it on.

“Can I get you a drink, Eileen?” Jared said.

“Peppermint tea. I won’t be staying and don’t drink when I need to work the next day. Thanks for offering, Mr Pond Jared Pond.”

“It’s just Jared Pond.”

“Why didn’t you say so before then?”

Jared ordered two teapots of peppermint tea. He couldn’t recall the last time he drank the stuff, but the situation required flexibility.

“So, Mr Pond, who are you working for and what do you want?”

“RAKI. I’m investigating whether you are a credible source on the Uighur camps.”

“Excuse me for not knowing every spy abbreviation. RAKI?”

“Royal Australian Kangaroo Intelligence.”

“You should probably use the full name.”

Jared didn’t comment and focused on the mission.

“The videos you uploaded. Who is the source, and do you know what the Columnist Party injects prisoners with?”

“I trust the source but won’t reveal him to a spy. I cannot trust Australia not to sell him out to Jing Xi. Your spineless prime minister is licking Jing’s boots. As for the injections, I have no idea. But I doubt it is for the benefit of the prisoners.”

That Eileen mistrusted Prime Minister Scurry Morrissett proved she was of sound character and sane mind.

“Let’s keep in touch. While I cannot speak for our prime minister, I advocate for protecting the Chinese people against Jing’s tyranny.”

“I’d rather not. I don’t want the Columnist Party using my connection with an Australian spy to discredit me. Thank you for the tea, Mr Pond.”

Pow

A punch knocked Jared off his chair. Looking up, he recognised his attacker, Marcel Blanco, a drug smuggler for the Colombian Juarez Cartel.

“Puta de Madre. Why did you fuck my wife!” Marcel yelled.

Jared reflected on this briefly. He didn’t know who Marcel’s wife was, but presumably the act was to satisfy his masculine needs.

“I am sorry, but who is your wife?”

“I’ll kill you!” Marcel screamed.

Marcel swung a bottle. Jared dodged, kicked his knee, picked up a chair, and knocked the Colombian unconscious. He corrected his bowtie and ran after Eileen, catching her at the elevator.

“Sorry about that. How are you spending the rest of your night?”

“As far away from you as possible!”

“I just saved your life. That man attacked us.”

“He attacked you. I had nothing to do with it. You are nothing but trouble. Goodnight, Mr Pond,” Eileen said.

As Jared was driven to police custody, he reflected on whether he was Australia’s finest operative or a sex-addicted fool who ended up in avoidable situations. He couldn’t answer it. He did have a terrible headache.
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Chapter 9: What an Embarrassment, Jared! 14th April 2021.
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Jared Pond was on a Qantas flight back to Australia. His mission had been a failure. He hadn’t got anywhere near Eileen’s trust and had got himself arrested because of the bar fight.

“What a debacle, Jared. All this because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants!” Greg said.

“Stop moralising. You were the one who sent me to seduce Eileen in the first place,” Jared said.

“That didn’t work out, did it? Instead, you got into a bar fight because of your indiscretions with the Florentino woman. I had to call Scurry Morrissett and plead with him to call Deidrick Dump to get you out of jail. We are a secret intelligence service.”

“You should be thankful I wasn’t seriously injured.”

“If you were, I wouldn’t have had to make that call. We will have to reconsider your position with RAKI.”

This landed heavily. Serving Australia was all Jared knew. He had no family left, couldn’t hold down a long-term partner, and would fall apart without the danger of the work.

“Please give me another chance, Greg. I live for this job.”

“I’ll discuss it with Scurry when we return. For now, don’t mention this to anyone.”

Jared sighed and sat in silence. He closed his eyes and saw Eileen Lu, her genuine smile, the way she treated his charm as background noise. He knew she was telling the truth and couldn’t get her out of his head.

“Eileen is telling the truth. Jing Xi is up to more villainy.”

“What a shame you wasted your chance to find out. Sixteen hours until Sydney. Quiet, please,” Greg said, putting on noise-cancelling earphones and a blindfold.

Jared sighed. What a terrible mission. He put on his own earphones, started a jazz playlist, and closed his eyes.
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Chapter 10: The Brazil Nuts, 20th April 2021.
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Jing Xi was experiencing mixed feelings. None of the 50,000 Uighurs his men had infected with the virus had developed any symptoms. On the bright side, this meant his own infection was unlikely to kill him.

Jing studied his latest blood test. The Hei Bai virus was still dormant and doing nothing, he hadn’t developed antibodies either. What a bizarre organism.

Jing put his blood test aside and opened a bag of Brazil nuts. He hadn’t eaten them for years but felt like variety. He started chewing when his secretary, Biyu Sang, called over the intercom.

“Chairman Xi. Vice-Chancellor Chi Wang requests that you accompany him to the cabinet finance meeting.”

Jing got irritated. Biyu was caught between the Vice Chancellor’s commands and his own. It was Chi Wang who needed putting in his place. Jing put away the nuts.

“Tell him I am on my way.”

He picked up a flower vase, chucked it into the wall, and told Biyu to clean it up on his way out.

Jing listened to Chancellor Chi Wang describe how the previous year’s coronavirus outbreak had benefitted the Chinese dictatorship. Jing and his comrades had discovered the virus was extraordinarily contagious but not very virulent. By concealing this, they had declared China had conquered the epidemic and quadrupled their wealth through trading on international markets that had collapsed from unfounded fears. But the coronavirus era was over, and a similar virus would raise suspicions. Jing needed a new plan.

Then, suddenly, Jing felt sick. He hadn’t touched any food or drink in the meeting room. Jing coughed violently and got up.

“Chairman Xi. Are you okay?” Chi Wang said.

Jing shook his head and left the room. He was struggling to walk upright, the room blurring, his skin burning. He stumbled over Biyu in his office.

“Call Dr Song Bao and get him here immediately, helicopter if you have to. Now leave!”

Biyu rushed out. Jing crawled to the rubbish bin and purged. Then he passed out.

He came to with Lan Peng at his side performing concern. He knew it was theatre. His wife didn’t care about him, and he was confident she had an affair with Chi Wang. He’d been too busy scheming and copulating with Min Li to verify the suspicion, but it was on his list.

“Don’t waste time with this charade, Lan. Leave, I need to speak to Dr Song Bao,” Jing said.

Lan Peng left without a word.

“What happened? Did someone poison me?” Jing said.

“Your Hei Bai virus infection has activated. We may need to prepare for the worst. I have brought opioids to alleviate your pain,” Dr Bao said.

“I don’t need to ease any pain. I am a fighter and won’t go down without a fight,” Jing said. “Has anyone else from the group fallen ill yet?”

“Not as far as I know,” Bao said.

“Stay in the background. I need to feel this virus myself, only then can I understand it.”

Dr Bao left. Jing writhed in pain, his skin burning. He pulled off his shirt and went to a mirror. Bark-like streaks spread across his body. ‘I have to come up with something or I will die,’ Jing thought.

The fool had suggested opioids, which wouldn’t touch the symptoms. Something he ate must have triggered the virus. The Brazil nuts? Brazil nuts were extremely high in selenium. He would need to cleanse his body of the selenium. He pressed the emergency button.

“Dr Bao. Bring me laxatives and ghost chilli at once.”

“Are you insane? Your body cannot handle more stress. It will kill you,” Dr Bao said.

“So would your bloody opium. The white devils used opium against us in the 19th century. I will never succumb to such foreign influences. Do as I request, I am the Chairman of CPOC,” Jing said.

“Understood, Heavenly Master.” Song bowed and ran.

He returned ten minutes later. Jing skolled the laxatives and ate several super-strong ghost chillies. “Please leave. I doubt the coming hours will be pleasant,” Jing said.

Dr Bao hurried out.

A few hours later, Jing emerged from the bathroom severely dehydrated and covered in rancid sweat. But it was worth it. The skin rash had reversed. He pressed the button, and Song Bao entered.

Dr Bao stared at Jing: pale, in his underwear, reeking, smiling.

“I did it. I beat the Hei Bai virus. I would have died following
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