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Beijing, China

Agent Zhou Jiwei of China’s Ministry of State Security jogged along a path in Beijing’s Jingshan Park. Although the summer evening was thick and humid, he kept his breath steady. Jogging past a group of mostly elderly men practicing tai chi with slow but technically perfected movements, he spotted a tree where two men were approaching each other about forty meters further down the path. He slowed his pace as he closed in on the sprawling tree and wiped the sweat from his face with the back of his hand as he plopped down at the base of the tree under limbs with drooping leaves. He hoped to appear as just another jogger temporarily taking a break from the heat that drenched him and the polluted air that filled his lungs. His jogging suit felt uncomfortably wet against the ground, and the crickets seemed to be mocking him with laughter for his exertion as they chirped. He casually drank water from his water bottle and discreetly adjusted a directional microphone, hidden in his fanny pack, toward the two men who had now spoken to each other as if they were old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a long time. They kept their heads low and spoke in hushed tones. Both men wore hats that sank down to their eyes. Even if they knew they were being spied upon, they were professionals. Their faces were hidden from sight, and they had more than likely disguised their appearances.

The two men were unknown players in a new game the MSS had just recently learned about. The tip about the park meeting had just been received by the MSS only a couple of hours ago and no one in the MSS had a clue yet about what the clandestine meeting was about. The sun had set about thirty minutes ago. Darkness had not settled in completely yet, but the lanterns already cast an eerie glow under the steel gray sky. Zhou looked around as if he were admiring the soft red glow of lanterns illuminating the path. In reality, he was looking to see if other MSS agents were nearby. He knew they were around, but they were well out of sight.

Zhou’s hand tightened on his water bottle, knuckles turning white as his stomach twisted. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He knew he needed to act normally, as if he were here under the pretext of a legitimate investigation. His authorized investigation was a low-level assignment to monitor a foreign business suspected of accessing sensitive technology. This was the excuse he would fall back on if questioned as to why he was here. He could pretend he was shadowing the businessmen he was investigating. Forcing himself to remain calm, he took another long drink from his water bottle.

For the past five years, Zhou had been passing along sensitive information to the American CIA. He hadn’t been caught yet, but that was all the more reason to take every precaution he could. He hoped that he hadn’t ventured too far this time.

The two unknown players had quickly exchanged pleasantries, and Zhou knew their meeting would be quick. He adjusted the volume of his earbuds, which he could easily change to music if necessary. The two men spoke in hushed tones that even a casual passerby would be out of earshot of hearing what they were saying. Their voices crackled to life in his earpieces, voices he didn’t know.

“Phase one is proceeding as scheduled. In two to three months, it will be completed,” the taller man said in a voice that was barely audible even with the sensitive directional microphone that Zhou was using. “After that, phase two will begin. Is the Architect ready?”

A hint of a mocking grunt issued from the shorter, stockier man. “The Architect has accounted for every move. The multi-stage plan is foolproof. Once Phase four begins, U.S. interference will be eliminated once and for all.”

The conversation between the two men was over, and they continued walking in opposite directions. Zhou’s heartbeat quickened, and he inched the directional microphone back into his fanny pack. The multi-stage operation was real, just as the MSS had suspected. As the shorter man’s pace brought him closer to where Zhou sat, he knew he needed to act casually. Any sudden movements could alert the man. Zhou wiped his brow again and took another drink from the water bottle. He would let the man pass by before resuming his jogging. He wondered who the Architect could be, someone in a place of power. A sickening thought suddenly floated through his mind like an unseen butterfly. MSS agents might recognize him with the man passing by so close to him. Why had he not thought about that? He was slipping, and this operation was not the time to slip up.

Zhou stood up and stretched as he prepared to resume jogging. As he turned his head, he felt his stomach sink to his knees. Staring back at him was Tang Wan, an MSS agent who was in the group practicing tai chi that he passed. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second. Tang’s expression gave nothing away, but he was an experienced agent, too experienced for Zhou’s liking. Plus, Tang was a Communist Party man through and through who would no doubt report Zhou’s presence. Tang had likely noticed Zhou’s directional microphone, even though he had been particularly careful in keeping it hidden.

The next morning, Zhou greeted his fellow coworkers at the MSS headquarters in Beijing as usual even though his stomach was still tied in knots from the previous night. As Zhou entered his cubicle and breathed a sigh of relief, Director Liang appeared. Zhou started at his sudden appearance. Director Liang had few distinguishing features. He was of medium height and medium build. His hair was cut short, and he was clean shaven. Yet, the man could strike fear within the hearts of experienced operatives. His small, cold, piercing eyes were perhaps his most prominent distinguishing feature. 

“I need to see you in my office, Agent Zhou. Please come with me.” Director Liang’s commanding voice was as crisp as his tailored black suit and as polished as the fine leather of his black shoes. 

Zhou tried to read Director Liang’s face, but it was an impossible read. The director turned with the grace of a dancer and began walking to his office. Zhou followed behind the director. As they entered a narrow hallway with sterile gray walls, Zhou purposely tried to build his confidence. He had always known the risks of his espionage, but that still had not sufficiently prepared him for this moment. He wiped his hands on his trousers, only to find them damp again a moment later.

Upon entering the director’s office, Director Liang took a seat behind his large, polished desk. He left Zhou standing and did not invite him to sit. Liang methodically withdrew a pen from the holder, took a file folder, opened it, and began reading as though Agent Zhou wasn’t in the room.

The silence in the room was like the vacuum of space. One minute elapsed, and then two minutes. Director Liang still had not looked at Zhou. The air in the room seemed to grow thicker with each passing minute. Although, Zhou took steady breaths, his heart began to beat harder against his chest, and Zhou wondered if the director could hear it within the otherwise quiet surroundings. Another minute passed, and a thin line of perspiration began to form at the hairline on Zhou’s forehead. 

Without looking at Zhou, the director spoke in a calm, monotone voice. “You were in Jingshan Park last night.” The director said nothing else. Then, he looked up at Agent Zhou with steely eyes that seemed to bore into Zhou’s mind. 

The director had simply made the statement; it wasn’t a question. Zhou didn’t know if the director wanted him to speak or if he was going to follow up on his statement. The director continued to stare into his eyes for a long, uncomfortable moment. He could feel the director’s stare searching his mind, looking for any weakness. The weight of the stare made Zhou weary, and he tried to keep from cracking.

Finally, after another torturous minute, the director spoke with the same calm, monotonous tone. “Explain your presence there.”

Now was the moment that Zhou had rehearsed over and over again. “As you are aware, I have been assigned the task of monitoring a foreign business suspected of accessing sensitive technology.”

“And you are able to do this in the park?”

“Knowing that their facility is bugged, they dare not discuss anything of importance there. Several of the business leaders visit the park frequently. I often jog in the park as a means of shadowing them to see if they disclose information in the openness of the park.”

“You obviously know who these business leaders are. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir. That is correct.”

The director wrinkled his eyebrows before once again boring into Zhou’s eyes. “I’m puzzled then why you listened in on the conversation of two other men last evening in the park. Those two men were under surveillance by other MSS agents who were assigned that task. You were not assigned to that task. Yet Agent Tang and some of the other agents officially assigned to it noticed that you listened in on the conversation of the two men using a directional microphone. You see why I’m puzzled. Explain.” 

Zhou’s stomach churned, and he hoped that neither his face nor his posture was betraying him. He swallowed hard and fought the urge to look away, keeping his eyes focused on the director. “The sun had set, and I couldn’t clearly distinguish the two men. At first, I thought they might be the businessmen, and I merely used the microphone in case they were discussing something I needed to hear.”

“You have the recording of this conversation, I presume?”

“No. Once I realized that the two men weren’t the businessmen I was investigating, I stopped the recording and erased it.”

“I have heard the recordings from the other agents. It is a particularly alarming conversation. Not knowing there were other agents nearby, why would you erase such a conversation that could threaten national security?”

The perspiration that had formed at Zhou’s hair line had now begun to wend its way down his face, with more droplets following. “Once I saw Agent Tang, I knew that other agents had been surveilling the meeting. That’s when I erased the conversation.”

Director Liang stared into Zhou’s eyes for two more minutes before speaking. “We have discovered that sensitive information has been leaked to an American intelligence agency. Apparently, the leak has been ongoing for some time. We have narrowed down the suspect list to a few agents. Agent Zhou, have you been leaking information gathered by the MSS to the Americans?”

Waves of nausea and fear hit Zhou simultaneously. He tried to form a shocked expression on his face at the accusation, but he suspected that the director read his true emotion, fear of being found out. “What? No ... Absolutely not ... I would never betray the agency.” Zhou’s voice cracked as he spoke.

Director Liang’s face remained calm. “That is all for now, Agent Zhou. Return to your desk.”

***
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Once Agent Zhou left the office, Director Liang picked up his phone and called a number. “We have a problem that I need your expertise in solving.”

***
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Zhou worked late that night. Actually, he had accomplished very little. His thoughts had been on his conversation with Director Liang all throughout the day. He knew he had become paranoid. He looked at the faces of other agents in the office throughout the day, trying to determine if he could read any telltale signs that they knew he was the mole in the organization. His stomach churned and gurgled all day, and he had no appetite. When he finally left the building, he decided to walk the forty minutes to his apartment building in the Dongcheng District. He kept looking over his shoulder. No professional agent would continue to look back to see if he was being followed, but Zhou was uncharacteristically disquieted. He could feel eyes on him even though he saw no evidence that he was being followed. He wondered if it was all just in his head. The director’s conversation had unnerved him. 

As he walked down the busy street, the sticky air was hot and suffocating, and he was sweating profusely. The noise of the city faded into the background as Zhou focused his full attention on his surroundings. A crowd of tourists was walking toward him, and he crossed the street to avoid them. Crowds were dangerous. There was no telling who could be using the crowd as cover. All it would take was a slight bump for someone to inject poison into him. Zhou kept a look out for familiar faces, but the MSS would use someone he didn’t know. He wouldn’t have to be followed directly. Operatives stationed along the way could notify others as he walked. At any moment, his head could explode from a sniper’s rifle. Panic set in, and he was having trouble breathing. He had been foolish to walk this distance in the dark. He threw his smartphone against a wall smashing it, causing stares from the few people near him, but he didn’t want to be tracked through it.

As he neared his apartment building, he quickened his pace and looked up to his third-story window, which overlooked the street. His heart felt as though it stopped for a moment, and his knees buckled under him. Zhou always left a light on in his apartment. He had rigged it so that it would immediately turn off if someone entered his apartment. The light was off. Either someone was in the apartment, or someone had been inside. It was possible that a maintenance worker had entered, but that was rare, and it certainly would be too much of a coincidence, considering the conversation he had that morning with the director. If he entered the apartment tonight, he would never leave alive.

Hundreds of thoughts seemed to race through his clouded mind. He would have to flee with the clothes on his back. He had a prepacked go bag in a safe location with the cash equivalent of ten thousand U.S. dollars in Chinese Renminbi Yuan, a QSZ-92 semi-automatic pistol, burner phones with pre-installed VPN and encrypted apps, a change of clothes, some cosmetics for basic disguising, and some forged identifications. How would he escape? What were the chances of his survival?

A small green space with a few trees, enough for cover, stood diagonally across from his apartment building. Taking cover behind the trees, he decided to wait until the next day to see if he could identify the operative sent to kill him. Hopefully, no one spotted his move to the green space. He would have to remain awake, but at this point he had enough adrenaline coursing through him that he couldn’t sleep if he tried. Eventually, the adrenaline effect would wear off; he’d face that though when the time came. At this point he was just concerned about survival.

The night seemed to drag on forever. There was nothing for him to do but observe. Zhou remained awake all night, keeping vigilant in his task. Shortly before dawn, he saw a figure exit the building. Using a small pair of binoculars that he carried with him, he zoomed in on the figure. He recognized the man. He had only seen him a few times, but he knew the agent specialized in wet work. Zhou’s worst fear had just been confirmed. 

The next hour flashed by, and Zhou found himself outside of a self-storage facility. He didn’t remember how he even got there. He had rented a small storage unit under an alias and had asked a friend to take the locked box to the facility for him. Never having been to the storage unit himself, he could only hope his friend had put the box with the go bag in the unit and that it was still there. Cameras were dotted around the outside of the building, and more cameras would be inside. MSS would know he was there soon enough, but he didn’t know of many other options at the moment. What would it matter if they saw him take something from the unit? He was marked to be eliminated regardless. 

Within ten minutes, he was back outside with the backpack containing everything he had left. Scurrying away from the building as fast as he could without arousing the suspicion of the throngs of people making their way to work, he walked for forty minutes, taking various streets while trying to notice if he was being followed.

Finding a café with wi-fi, Zhou ordered a cup of coffee and sat at a table. He pulled out the burner phone, activated the VPN and encryption app and sent a coded message, We no longer carry that item. This was the prearranged code informing his CIA handler that he had been found out and needed immediate extraction. He tapped his fingers on the table and shuffled his legs as he drank his coffee. Within a few minutes he had received a message, Change the order to two units, size six, expedited delivery, which meant extraction could come as soon as tomorrow at two p.m. at location six, a tea house in Beijing. Zhou went to the restroom and removed the SIM card. Crushing it with the small pliers on his Swiss Army Knife, he flushed the pieces down the toilet.

Zhou exited the café. Somehow, he needed to stay alive for the next day or two in a city with maximum surveillance and the MSS after him.
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Tamara Knight lay sunbathing on a blue and white striped beach towel on Pattaya Beach in Thailand. This was one of the rare occasions that she was not wearing her uniform, or suit as she preferred to call it, in public. It was tucked at the bottom of a beach bag beside her. It was a freeing feeling to bare her slender, athletic five-foot-eight-inch body in a bikini, soaking in the sun on her skin that was already brown due to her multi-racial heritage. The gentle breeze off the Gulf of Thailand tousled her jet-black hair. Sunglasses, covering her brown eyes, reflected the azure gulf waters in their lenses. Tamara dug the toes of her shapely feet into the soft, golden sand while palm fronds behind her waved to the rolling tide. Tamara propped up her upper body, resting on her hands and forearms, and stared blankly at the water. 

Men and women ogled her as they passed by. Girlfriends ribbed their gawking boyfriends. Two guys stumbled into each other, not looking where they were walking. All the while, she was lost in thought, oblivious to her surroundings. Her aunt told her that as long as your head was attached to your body, you would carry your thoughts and memories wherever your body went. She found that to be true. So irritating!

Tamara had been gone now for three months, sort of a vacation. January seemed a long time ago. That was when her brother was killed by terrorists, mere minutes after giving her the advanced military uniform developed by the team he led at Vanguard Systems Solutions. That day changed her life forever, and that was not an overstatement. In a matter of weeks, she went from villain to hero, even receiving the Medal of Honor from the President of the United States. She still remembered his words and her reply.

“Thank you again, Captain Knight. All that’s left is for you to return the uniform.”

“With all due respect, sir, I think it may be safer in my hands.”

The next day, two Secret Service agents came to collect the uniform. They asked nicely; she politely told them no. A few days after that, twenty special forces operatives came to her aunt and uncle’s house to retrieve it. They were more insistent. She left, wearing the uniform, as she stepped around the groaning operatives littering the ground. She had not seriously injured them, but she knew that greater force would continue until either she relinquished the uniform, or it was destroyed with her wearing it. She hadn’t trusted the government completely before that; she definitely didn’t trust them now. The only friends she had in the government were CIA Agent Joe Jankowski and FBI Agent Yumi Hagiwara. Truthfully, they were the only friends she had. Her maternal aunt and uncle were the only family she had. Those were the only four people in the world she trusted.

Not wanting to put her aunt and uncle in the crossfire the next time someone from the government tried to take her suit, she decided to take a break. She didn’t know what to do next with her life or what she could do as Army Ranger and cybersecurity specialist Captain Tamara Knight. She needed time to think. Hence, the vacation that started three months ago. With her fake passports and the advanced military suit with its capabilities aided by artificial intelligence, she could disguise herself as anyone. She traveled to Europe first and toured various countries for over a month. Next, she traveled to the Caribbean, Bora Bora, Australia, the Seychelles, and now Thailand. Her brother had left her a lot of money, which her aunt and uncle had in an account, but she didn’t want to blow through that. Instead, she collected money, for better or worse, from criminals and ne’er-do-wells. She knew her aunt and uncle wouldn’t approve of her income strategy, but she justified it to herself. She tried the hero thing, but she didn’t know if it suited her now. She supposed that may have been one of the reasons the United States government wanted the suit. She sort of understood now. She had developed a sort of symbiotic relationship with the suit. Perhaps that wasn’t the right turn of phrase, but she felt that the suit was altering her in some way, or maybe the feeling of power was altering her. Flexing her fingers, she felt the weight of the suit’s power melding into her skin, almost as if it breathed along with her. She was growing more dependent on it, and that scared her. Yet, she couldn’t help but rely on it. Had the scientists led by her brother built something into the suit to control any soldier who would eventually wear it? She didn’t think her brother would knowingly do that. Maybe it was the sense of power the suit gave that had slowly been corrupting her. Perhaps it was her Frodo’s ring. 

Tamara’s stomach growled; she was hungry, and she was nearly out of cash. She would need to find a way to get some more soon. In Rome’s Metro System, a twelve-year-old girl had tried to pick pocket her. When Tamara waved a finger at her. The girl wore the pout of a two-year-old. As Tamara exited the subway train, she snatched the girl’s stolen money. She felt guilty about what would happen to the girl, so she went back to the girl to find her employer—for lack of a better word—shouting at her for losing the money. While he was distracted yelling at the girl, Tamara discreetly pickpocketed him. In France, she stole money from a drug dealer. Her biggest haul came in the Caribbean. A wealthy yacht owner, who was at least twenty years her senior, invited her aboard his yacht. He slipped the date rape drug, Rohypnol, into her drink.  Touching her finger into the drink, her suit identified the drug, and she secretly switched drinks with the yacht owner. When he was completely zonked out, she took one hundred thousand dollars from his safe and several pieces of exquisite jewelry she later pawned. And these were just a few of the cases where she had stolen money. Even with all the money she acquired, she quickly blew through it. 

Donning her suit in a nearby hotel, she disguised herself as a local and bummed the two-hour ride into the city center of Bangkok. Surely with the drug trade, fraud, and human trafficking in Bangkok, she would be able to replenish her dwindling supply of cash. The nice thing about the suit was that it translated spoken and written languages. She could speak in English, and the suit would translate it back in that language in a voice of her choosing. The suit covered her face, preventing the listener from hearing her speak English. Her mouth would even move to match the language. 

The gentleman driving the car let her out in the city center of Bangkok, where she deployed miniaturized drones from her tactical duty belt, hidden beneath her suit and controlled remotely through its interface.  Within minutes, one of the drones detected suspicious activity several streets over. Tamara recalled the drones and hurried to that location. When she arrived, a black BMW was just about to leave. She went behind a building and, seeing no one there, used the adhesive properties in her suit’s feet, knees, arms, and hands to climb it. As the car started to move, Tamara sprang from the building and used the wingsuit capability to glide over top of the car. She gently came to rest on top of the car, and the suit’s adhesive properties held her on as the car sped down side streets. When the BMW came to a stop beside an abandoned-looking warehouse, she sprang from the car without notice and hid behind cover. A heavyset man waddled from the warehouse as the four occupants of the car got out. When they opened the trunk of the car, Tamara’s eyes widened at the amount of cash stored there. Tamara transformed her appearance to a likeness of Bruce Lee, and she walked right up like the cock of the walk. All four men immediately pulled out automatic pistols, aimed directly at her. 

One of the men with a thick forehead, small, inset eyes, and a neck the size of a tree trunk spoke in Thai with a high-pitched voice that didn’t match his appearance. “What do you want?” 

“I’ve come to take some of your money,” Tamara replied matter-of-factly in Thai. The four men looked puzzled for a split instant before bursting into laughter.

The heavyset man, who looked as though his clothes would pop off at any minute replied, “Get lost while you still can.”

“Not without the money.”

The heavyset man gave the slightest of nods, and the four goons opened fired emptying entire magazine clips in a matter of seconds. Their jaws tightened, and their eyes widened in disbelief as they saw her still strolling toward them.

“Is that all you got?”

The heavyset man immediately retreated to the safety of the warehouse, and the four goons hurriedly began to reload. Tamara stepped to the nearest one, grabbed the gun with the man’s hand tightly wrapped around it and snapped it back towards him until she heard a crack. The man cursed and yelled in pain. She used the accentuated power of the suit and its force field powered by a battery to headbutt the man’s forehead. As he began to sink to the ground, Tamara hoisted him up and pushed him forcefully into one of his fellows who had just raised his gun and pointed it at Tamara. She performed a side kick into the gut of the third man, knocking him ten feet backward against a trash dumpster where he slumped to the ground. The fourth man pulled out a knife, and Tamara couldn’t help but laugh. “Really! You’re going to use a knife when guns didn’t work?” The man charged her, but she sidestepped him and locked him from behind in a choke hold, cutting off his air supply. Within seconds, he fell to the ground. The man she had pushed the other into rose from the pavement. 

“Have you seen Fists of Fury?” she asked.

“No,” he replied with a puzzled look on his face. 

Tamara unleashed a barrage of lightning-fast punches into the man’s face. Blood spattered everywhere before he collapsed onto the pavement.

“Now you have!” she chuckled.

Tamara grabbed handfuls of one-hundred-dollar bills and stuffed them into a compartment in her tactical duty belt. “This should last for a while.” Tamara left the trunk open and casually strolled away, listening to the grunts and groans of the men lying on the pavement. 

It was about five o’clock in the afternoon, and Tamara had no clue where she was in this rundown portion of the city. She accessed the suit’s GPS and began walking southwest toward the city center of Bangkok. When she was within about ten minutes of the city center, in a seedy-looking portion of Bangkok, she noticed a lone, dirty blonde-haired American female who looked to be about five six and was around nineteen years old. Her hair hung straight down in the back to just below her shoulder blades. The girl was in the wrong part of town with what she wore. Tamara’s uncle would have said she was fishing with the wrong bait in the wrong part of town. The girl was pretty, maybe wearing a tad too much makeup, but pretty, nonetheless. Not that anyone would much notice her face. She had a body to die for, or a body to kill for; that’s what made Tamara nervous. The girl wore a knit tube top that looked crocheted with a pattern of thin horizontal stripes in colors of the blue, violet, and red spectrums, which exposed her slender midriff. Her denim shorts were frayed at the bottom with white strings. The shorts were short, showing off her well-defined legs. Definitely showing too much skin in this part of town, skin that was bronzed from tanning in the sun. Her shoes were mint green with a pink heel counter and heel tab and orange midsoles. She sported gold earrings, a gold necklace, and a thin leather bracelet that was more than likely purchased from a beach shop.

Although the girl was trying to walk confidently, she wasn’t pulling it off well. She stopped and turned around as if trying to get her bearings. Using the optics in her suit, Tamara zoomed in on the girl’s face and noticed the slight quiver in her lips and the restless glances she cast around. Her eyes were wider than their normal width, and the girl’s mouth was agape.

The girl also repeated the same sequence of mannerisms. She arched her back, which caused her tube top to rise. Then she would adjust the top. Finally, she held up her arms, bent at the elbow and showing off her smooth white armpits, and acted like she was putting her hair into a ponytail, only to let it fall back down. Tamara didn’t think it was a signal. It was more likely either a nervous habit or a tactic she used almost unconsciously to attract attention to her figure.

Suddenly, two guys came around the corner, and Tamara ducked behind the corner of a building to spy unseen. She sent out two miniaturized drones toward the three people so that she could monitor from a distance. The two guys were probably only one or two years older than the female. One was white with reddish-brown hair in a curly faded fringe. He wore a casual buttoned shirt, khaki pants, and loafers. He looked like he had just come from the country club. The other guy was black. He was muscular, emphasized more so by his white polo shirt and khaki shorts. His hair was in short twists, parted in the middle. Both men were handsome, and both seemed to be American, but Tamara couldn’t help but feel there was something sleezy about them. 

Country Club sauntered closer to the young woman, his smile practiced, while his friend hung back, watching with an eager gleam in his eye. “Excuse me, miss, do you need some help with directions?”

“Where you need to go girl?” followed the young black man.

“I’m just trying to get back to the center of town,” faltered the blonde.

“We’re going there ourselves,” Country Club declared. “We’ll escort you. This isn’t the best part of Bangkok.”

“We’ll take care of you,” the black man insisted as he put his hand on her lower back and guided her down a street.

I bet you’ll take care of her, thought Tamara. She sent one of the drones down the street, only to discover it was a dead end. As the three headed down the dead-end street, three more men came around the corner at a quickened pace. They were burly, unkempt men, rough looking. Tamara suspected that she had just stumbled onto a human-trafficking ring. The first two guys were the faces that lured girls and young women, and the other three were the muscle who did the rough work.

An idea sprang into Tamara’s mind, causing a brief smile. She realized she still looked like a Bruce Lee lookalike so, she changed her appearance into that of an eighty-something Thai woman in traditional clothing. She hurried down the practically deserted street and saw a homeless woman lying beside a building. The woman had a walking cane. Tamara took out a one-hundred-dollar bill and tossed it to the woman as she grabbed her cane. “I’ll bring this back. I just need to borrow it for a few minutes.”

Tamara rushed to the opening of the dead-end street. All five men had their back to her; so, she hurried toward them. The men had the blonde pushed face first against the wall at the street end. One of the burly men licked the back of the blonde, from her jeans to the bottom of her tube top.

The blonde shivered under his touch, her shoulders drawing inward, and Tamara felt a cold revulsion creep up her spine. “Please, just let me go!” begged the young woman. 

“You’re too fine to let go,” laughed Country Club.

“You think she’s too old?” asked the black guy. “The boss wants us to nab young girls.”

“Those guys who want young girls are just sick.” Country Club sounded disgusted. “This one is Grade A, Prime Meat. She’ll fetch a good price. I’d buy her myself, if I had enough money.”

Tamara slowed down, as she closed in, and shuffled her feet in short unsteady paces, using the cane to walk, as though the cane was the only thing holding her up. Apparently, everyone understood English, so she decided to address them in English. Using an elderly, raspy voice she ordered, “You let that young girl go.” The five men spun around quickly but didn’t take any action after seeing a frail-looking woman in front of them. For effect, Tamara lifted the cane and with shaky hands, pointed it at one of the men. She made out as though she lost her balance, catching herself at the last moment by landing the cane to restore her footing. 

Country Club’s eyes grew wide with humor, and almost laughing, mouthed, “What!” as he looked at the other men. His stomach shook from the laughter he was withholding. The other men blatantly laughed out loud.”

“I’m warning you. I’ll have to get rough if you don’t let her go.”

Country Club snickered through his nose. The man who licked the young woman’s back swaggered over, a sneer tugging at his lips as he squared his shoulders at Tamara. “Just what are you gonna do?”

Tamara stood still.

“Just like I thought,” he smirked. “Get ... lost.” He pointed his finger at Tamara and put it on her chest. Just as he was about to push her backward, Tamara grabbed his finger and bent it backward. The man screeched in pain, and the four other men laughed. Tamara pushed harder, snapping the bone. The cracking noise ceased all laughter. Tamara backed up to gain a little distance. The man with the broken finger was tough. His face turned into a scowl, and he rushed Tamara. Tamara sidestepped the man, flipped the cane in her hand, and used the hooked end to hook the man’s foot as he passed by her. She yanked the cane backward, throwing the man to the pavement. The two other burly men both charged Tamara. She dropped into a split on the pavement and punched a fist into each man’s groin, causing the men to bend over. Picking the cane up, and holding it horizontally in the middle, she forcefully drove the cane upward into the men’s noses, breaking them and causing blood to spray in all directions. The man with the broken finger rose from the pavement and charged Tamara once again. Using the cane for balance, Tamara did a side kick into his nose, breaking his nose as well. The other two men had now sunk to their knees. Tamara spun around with the cane and sent a barrage of blows using both ends of the cane until both men fell face first onto the pavement. The man with the broken finger and broken nose still had not had enough. With renewed vigor, he took a fighting stance. He would not underestimate her this time. He threw a straight punch, which Tamara dodged. She grabbed the bottom of his earlobe and yanked hard. The man threw a fist at Tamara. She let go of his ear, and used the man’s momentum, along with a shove of her own, to send the man headfirst into the side of the building. She then yanked the man backward throwing him hard to the ground. The back of his head hit the pavement hard, thumping like a melon. Now, the black man ran toward Tamara. Once again, she used the cane for balance and delivered a swing hook kick to the side of his head, sending him to the ground. 

Now, she turned her attention to Country Club. Country Club’s eyes darted from her cane to her face, his back pressing against the wall. “You got such a pretty face. It draws the girls to you. We need to remedy that.”

Country Club turned his head, putting both arms up to cover his head. “Please, not my face.”

Tamara used a cut kick into his gut, bringing his arms down. Using the tip of the cane, she punched it into one eye and then the other, just enough to give him two black eyes for tomorrow. Tamara heard a noise behind her, and she quickly turned around, just in time to see the black man lunging toward her with a knife. She grabbed his wrist and controlled her fall backward, throwing him off balance. She pulled him with her, sinking the knife into the side of Country Club’s knee. Country Club howled in pain. As the black man got up, Tamara hip tossed him onto the pavement. Using the force of her suit she stomped his head hard, cracking it into the pavement.

All five men were down. Tamara turned her attention to the young woman who was cowering and crying on the ground at the corner of the building and the dead end. “Here. Let me help you up. I’m not going to hurt you. You know you need to be careful and not go wandering off by yourself, and if you’re in a bar, never leave your drink unattended. Some men live to take advantage of young women. You need to find yourself a nice boyfriend. One who respects you.” Tears had streaked the makeup on the young woman, and she looked a mess. Tamara led her forward. As they came to the man lying on the ground who had licked the woman’s back, Tamara exclaimed, “I’d rather have a dog lick my back than that hideous man.” The woman let out a brief chuckle, which brought forth more tears. “You’re in shock, but you’ll be okay. You just need some rest.” They walked out of the dead-end street and kept walking. When Tamara came to the homeless woman, she looked at the woman’s cane, which was now bent and useless. She gave the cane back, and the woman’s eyes grew wide. Tamara took out two hundred dollars, gave the money to the woman, and told her to buy herself a new cane.

When they reached the corner where Tamara had originally spotted the young woman, she said, “You wait here for just a few seconds. I called my grandson, and he’ll escort you into town. He’s a nice young man, and you don’t need to worry about him taking advantage of you.”

“Please, don’t leave me,” begged the young woman.

“I’m just going to look around the corner to see if he is here yet.” Tamara quickly stepped around the corner, out of sight, and transformed her appearance back to the Bruce Lee lookalike. She recalled one of the two drones but left the other to see what the five men would do—if they were able to do anything. Tamara stepped back around the corner, and the young woman sank to the ground with fear. “My grandmother told me to take you back to your hotel. I won’t let any harm come to you,” declared Tamara in her new guise.

“Where is your grandmother?”

“Oh, she said she was tired and was going home to go to bed early.”

The young woman stood up, seeming more assured, and Tamara walked with her back to her hotel. Two of the young woman’s friends were outside of the hotel talking to the police. When her friends saw the smeared makeup, they immediately ran to her and hugged her, asking what had happened. Tamara took the opportunity to slip away, leaving the woman in the safety of her friends and the police.  

Tamara monitored the miniaturized drone she left at the site. Video footage showed a black BMW pulling up to the dead-end street. The heavyset man she saw earlier at the warehouse was swearing at the top of his lungs as new bodyguards helped the men into the back of a van that had followed the BMW. Tamara burned with indignation at the sight. So, the heavyset man was not only into drugs but human trafficking as well. She would take care of that.

The next morning, the warehouse was covered up with reporters and police. Tamara figured that at least some of the police had to have been in on the drugs and human trafficking, else the operation would have been shut down by now. With reporters from major news outlets at the scene, there was no way this could be covered up now. Amidst the crowd of police and reporters, the five men who tried to kidnap the American woman, along with the heavyset man and about twenty other goons, sat on the pavement with hands and feet bound. The open trunk of the black BMW was loaded with drugs, files of human trafficking deals, and cash, short by ten thousand dollars that Tamara had taken for herself.
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​​​Chapter 3
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Tamara had showered and dressed but had not left her hotel in Bangkok. Having become bored with Bangkok, she contemplated her next travel destination. Maybe the east coast of Africa. Or South Korea. Or Japan. Her thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of her phone. The caller id showed Joe Jankowski. She hadn’t heard from Joe since she had been on her three-month vacation. The time in Bangkok was around ten in the morning, which meant it was probably around ten at night in the Washington, D.C. area.

“Hey, Joe. Well, this is a surprise.” Suddenly, the thought of Joe calling her sent lightning shocks of worry through her mind. She hoped everything was okay at home with her aunt and uncle. She had been meaning to call them, but she hadn’t spoken with them in over a month. “Is everything okay at home?”

“Yeah. Everything is fine. No need to get excited.”

“So, this is a social call.”

“Well, not exactly. Are you still in Thailand, or Bangkok to be more specific?”

Tamara was momentarily speechless. “How ... how did you know I’m in Thailand.”

“I’ve tracked your passports. Your most recent passport was used to enter Thailand. Seeing the news about the roundup of the drug and human trafficking ring in Bangkok, I can’t help but suspect–based on my CIA and special forces experiences–that you had something to do with that.”

“You’ve been tracking me?” accused Tamara with a touch of anger in her voice.

“Don’t go getting your dander up. I was just keeping an eye on you.”

“It looks like I’m going to have to get some new fake passports that you don’t know about.”

“Looks like it.”

“So, if this isn’t exactly a social call, why are you calling me?”

“I need a big favor. A Chinese Ministry of State Security agent has been providing us information for about five years now.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Espionage is always a dangerous game. Anyway, MSS is now on to him, and we need to extract him immediately. I’m going to Beijing personally to extract him, but I was hoping you could go keep him safe until I get there.”

“Why do you need to go? Can’t a field agent go in?”

“You know I was both a Green Beret and in the Delta Force. I have experience with this kind of thing. Plus, I want to get back into the field again.”

“I’m not sure I want to do that kind of work anymore. That’s why I took this vacation ... to think about I want to do with my life.”

“So, busting up the drug and human trafficking ring was just for fun. Or was that not you?”

Tamara felt she was led straight into that one. “You know it was!” she replied bitterly.

“Then you haven’t gotten out of the hero business altogether then. I assume that means you’re willing to do me that huge favor?”

Tamara shook her head and cursed silently. “Ok, I’ll do it. I assume I need to leave immediately. Who is the person I’m protecting, and how do I find them?” If one could hear a smile. Tamara figured that Joe was smiling now at her resignation.

“His name is Zhou Jiwei, and he will be at the Zhenjiang Tea House in the Wangjing Subdistrict in Beijing at two p.m.”

“Ok. I’ll book a flight to Beijing as soon as possible.”

“I’ve already booked your flight. It leaves at five-forty p.m. Use the Japanese passport you have for Haruto Nakanishi.”

“I guess you were certain I would do this!” replied Tamara in a facetious tone.

“Plan ahead, as the saying goes.”

“Wait! I didn’t come into Thailand on a Japanese passport. I don’t know how well they cross-check entering and exiting of passports.”

“We’ve already got you covered. One of our new agents is a pro in hacking. You’re in the system as having entered the country. When and if you ever come back to the U.S., he has a way that you can insert the entry date into a system yourself at the moment the passport is checked.”

Tamara disconnected and laid her phone on the table in her room. It immediately rang again. Tamara answered without looking at the caller id. “Did you forget something?” she replied in a sarcastic voice.

“Tamara?” The voice belonged to her aunt.

“Sorry, Tia,” apologized Tamara. “I literally just ended a call with Joe. It’s good to hear your voice. It’s late where you are. Is everything okay?”

“Goodness, girl. Calm down. Everything is fine. Your uncle is here with me, and we have you on speaker. We don’t know where you are or what time it is there, but we wanted to hear your voice and make sure everything was ok. We thought this might be a good time.”

“It is a good time. I’m sorry it’s been so long since I’ve talked to you both.”

“It’s been three months!”

“Again, I’m sorry.”

“Why won’t you come home?”

Tamara exhaled a deep sigh. “I want a normal life. Too many of my family have been killed serving the United States. And what thanks do we get. People tried to kill me. Then they accused me of being a traitor.”

“But all of that was cleared up,” interjected her uncle in the background.

“But the first thing they did was to try to take the suit back. We know what happens when they get it. I turned it in before, and a greedy general tried to sell it to Iran. Something similar will happen again. I’m tired of the government trying to take the suit, and they will only go to more extreme measures trying to get it.”

“Do you have a normal life












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T CAPTAIN <~
TOMORROW

: Tomorgew is Another DaX"'
; ) 7"’:’\\ = !

DEWEY DELLINGER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





