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Аннотация
When the former Deputy Director of the CIA, Bill Remington, takes off after charges of selling secrets to the Chinese, Jake Adams is hired off the books to find the rogue Agency officer. But with many friends in the Agency, and money siphoned to numerous off-shore accounts, this will not be an easy task. In fact, Remington has managed to hide for nearly a month without the Agency, Interpol, or any foreign agencies discovering his location. Jake finds himself in Taiwan, where he is attacked almost immediately and set up as a murderer. At the same time, a Chinese jet attacks a Taiwanese Navy ship, bringing the two Chinese countries to the brink of war. Jake races against time to uncover a conspiracy of factions trying to use this crisis to their advantage. Will Jake bring this traitor to justice before the Pacific Rim goes up in flames? With bullets flying from all directions, Jake's adventure in Southeast Asia could be his last battle.
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Taipei, Taiwan
Jake Adams got off the metro train car at the Jiantan Station and immediately saw the massive Shilin Night Market outside the platform, a sea of people flowing like blood cells through veins. He had been riding the MRT system much of the day, familiarizing himself with the city and the various colored lines, and trying to adjust from the jet lag after his flights from Costa Rica to San Francisco and then to Taiwan. He had to admit that he was beat. When he was younger he seemed to be able to make flights across the oceans without much of a problem. Of course he would usually drink himself to sleep and wake up refreshed. But now he rarely drank on flights, other than water.
Somehow he expected Taiwan to be much warmer in February. Now he shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and slowly wandered down the stairs to street level. It wasn’t like he could blend in to any Asian street scene, but he wore blue jeans, a baseball hat he had purchased that morning, pulled down to cover as much of his face as possible, and wrapped a scarf around his neck. His only exposed skin was his eyes to his chin — enough to give him away as a non-local upon close inspection.
On street level now, he weaved into the crowd, doing his best tourist impression, his eyes trying to catch everything in his surroundings, from the bright kiosks selling clothes and trinkets, to the center stalls cooking unfamiliar foods, the smells wafting up to Jake’s nostrils and setting his stomach to a slow growl. The average tourists, Jake knew, would be looking for cheap clothes or food, but Jake was scanning for danger.
He had heard that the Shilin Night Market was the largest in Taiwan, with anyone who was anyone in Taipei making a stop there on certain nights. If that was the case then Jake guessed this was one of those nights. The place was nut to butt with locals. Jake stood out like a polar bear in a rain forest.
Jake wished like hell he had acquired a gun from the local Agency crew working out of the embassy, but that was a problem. He had traveled to the country with his Canadian passport, very real but totally fake, and only two people knew he was coming here — the current Director of Central Intelligence, John Bradford, and the former Director, Kurt Jenkins. Jake would have never taken on this case without a push from his old friend Kurt. After all, Jake was tracking down the former Deputy Director of the CIA, Bill Remington — a man who had run the clandestine service and had friends throughout the Agency at all levels — but a man now without a country after the crap he pulled with that whole Cyber Shot affair. Remington had shot down a Chinese satellite with a new rail gun weapon and then tried to cover that up by killing off the men in charge of the weapons test. Worse than that, though, he had tried to frame Jake’s good friend Chad Hunter by having a million dollars transferred to an offshore bank account.
That was nearly a month ago, and Remington was on the run with a huge head start. Sure, officially the Agency had folks out looking for the guy, and Interpol had a Red Notice out on him. But Jake knew the man had too many contacts in the game to make that effort pay off well. So did the new Director, John Bradford. That’s why Bradford hired Jake on the recommendation of Jenkins.
He pushed his way through the crowd and tried his best not to look too intimidating. He was, after all, a man simply out for an evening of shopping.
Jake stopped at a food kiosk in the center of the street and bought what he guessed was barbeque chicken on a wooden stick. The stop did two things for Jake. It allowed him to turn and check his six to verify he was being followed. He had been clean coming off the train, but had noticed an Asian man in his mid-thirties with hair to his shoulders follow him from the platform to the night market. The man needed a lesson in covert surveillance.
Turning again, a slight smile as he pulled a chunk of meat from the stick and chewed, Jake wandered forward. He was supposed to meet a man named Kwan Feng at a particular food joint across from a Nike store. Kwan was a known asset or agent of a Remington associate. Jake knew it was a risk reaching out to this man, but he had no other choice. It wasn’t like Remington was stupid enough to use a credit card or travel with his own passport. No, the man had been in the business a long time.
This Kwan fellow just happened to work at one of the major banks in Taiwan, and Remington’s friends had used that bank to transfer money to Chad Hunter’s account in Belize. So Kwan might just have some inside knowledge.
Jake had gone to the bank earlier in the day, but Kwan had successfully gotten away without giving him squat. Kwan said he would meet him at the night market and give him some information. Even though Jake knew this was probably bullshit, he had no other real choice, other than hauling the man out of the bank by his ear, taking him to a remote location, and beating the information out of him. Okay, Jake guessed that might have been better than walking into a trap. Maybe he was going soft.
Since Jake had not acquired a gun, he at least was able to buy a couple of nice blades — one a small tactical knife strapped to his right ankle, and the other a sharp flip assist blade in his left jacket pocket, his fingers ready to snap the blade within a second.
Jake saw the Nike store ahead and he finished his meat on a stick before moving forward cautiously. If there was still a man on his tail, there would be at least one more ahead of him.
Kwan was a man of nearly indeterminate age. His hair was cut short and showed no sign of gray. But that meant nothing in the business world, where most attempted to maintain their youth. At the bank the slight man wore a finely tailored dark suit, but now Jake saw the man sitting alone at a table wearing a heavy jacket. Perhaps goose down. This might have been all right for Jake in Austria this time of year, but the jacket seemed far too warm for Taiwan. Looking around, though, and Jake realized the Taiwanese had thin skin for cold weather. Many wore similar coats.
Before sitting down, Jake scanned the entire area. But it was such a cluster of people there was no way he could discern another tail.
“You made it,” Kwan said. The man’s only age giveaway was the wrinkles of consternation across his forehead, as if he had spent years trying to figure out a particular mathematical formula. He waved his hand for Jake to take a seat across from him.
Jake smiled and then picked up the plastic chair and moved it alongside the Taiwanese man before taking a seat. Someone at the Agency had at least taught this man how to position himself at a table, with a superior view. But the guy looked like a frightened rabbit, his eyes shifting side to side and his head indiscreetly swiveling about like a bobble head on the dash of a 4x4 on rocky terrain.
“What do you have for me?” Jake asked. His eyes concentrated for only a second on Kwan before wandering to his surroundings.
Kwan said something in Chinese, but Jake didn’t understand him. After a mission in China years ago, Jake had spent over a year with Chang Su, a beautiful Chinese woman. But she had only taught him a few words in that time. He thought of Su often, and especially since his arrival in Taiwan that morning. For some reason, mostly Jake’s fault, the two of them could not make things work. Su had eventually moved to Singapore with a new identity Jake’s friends had made for her. It had been a year since they had talked, though.
“Speak English,” Jake demanded.
“I’m sorry. I was talking to myself,” Kwan explained with great deference, his hands in a praying motion.
But Jake could see something in those hands. When the man’s left hand came down to his side and lingered just a few inches from Jake’s right leg, Jake glanced around like a normal tourist while his hand went down and accepted something small. Based on how it felt, Jake guessed it was a high capacity jump drive. He put his right hand in his pocket, dropped the drive and pulled out a two hundred dollar Taiwan note. On the front of the bill was a picture of the late president of Taiwan, Chiang Kai-shek.
“He was a great leader,” Jake said.
“He was our George Washington,” Kwan said wistfully.
Jake glanced about, a little concerned that he had lost track of his tail. “What will I find on the drive?”
“Everything you need.”
“How do you know what I need?”
“The whole world knows about Remington,” Kwan said. “Your president bowed down like a little bitch to the communist Chinese leader. He took no responsibility, hoping to save face while throwing his own CIA under the bus.”
“You seem to know a lot about America,” Jake said.
“I took my undergraduate degree from Stanford,” Kwan explained.
“Is that where the Agency recruited you?”
The man said yes without saying a word. His forehead simply scrunched up like a shar pei’s skin.
“Does it say where he is?” Jake wanted to know.
Kwan got up to leave. “Just read the file. I encrypted the file with our current calendar animal.” The Taiwanese man nervously wandered into the sea of shoppers.
Before Jake got up, he took the jump drive from his jacket pocket and put it into his front jeans pocket. He was about to rise up from the chair when he heard screams.
Jake wasn’t sure what was going on, but all the commotion was coming from the direction Kwan had just gone. He slowly walked toward the noise and found an increasing group of locals surrounding a man on the street. A pool of blood was quickly forming from two locations on the man’s body — his throat and his kidney area, where snow white goose down puffed out and was spattered with red blood.
It was Kwan. Jake knelt down and tried to get the man to say something to him. But he could say nothing. His throat was severed so far that his trachea was visible. The eyes that had nervously scanned for trouble now simply portrayed the shock and horror of impending death.
Jake got up and instinctively grasped for a gun that was not on his body, his vision scanning for danger. Finally he saw the man who had tailed him from the subway platform, his long hair flowing in the breeze.
Grabbing his knife from his pocket, Jake pushed through the crowd toward the long-haired man making his escape. Then he flicked the knife open and discreetly put it into his right hand, the blade against his wrist. This way he could punch with his fist and follow that up with a slash from the knife, a technique he had learned decades ago in his martial arts training.
Still no sirens, Jake thought, as he closed in on his target. Again, he tried his best to look for additional assailants. Killers of this type rarely worked alone.
Suddenly the man ahead of him turned to the left and disappeared down another street.
Jake rushed forward faster through the crowd, pushing people aside with his left hand. When he got to the place where the man went, Jake saw that it was simply a narrow passage between two buildings. He could easily reach across from one side to the next. A good place for an ambush.
Stepping down the passageway ten yards, Jake stopped when he heard something shuffle. He expected to see a rat. But what he saw was a cat with a rat in its mouth. He let the feline pass to his right.
Then Jake stepped forward again. When the attack came, he was ready.
He saw movement in the darkness and he shoved himself alongside the stone wall. But this distracted him from the way he had come. Another man rushed toward him from behind.
The long-haired man rushed him, the blade in his right hand swishing through the air and catching Jake’s left arm, which he’d thrown up instinctively. Now Jake rushed in closer, punching the man in the sternum and taking his wind away. He followed that with a knee to the man’s face, knocking the man backwards to his butt.
Then, without thinking, Jake shoved his right foot back and caught the approaching man in the groin with his heel. With a backfist Jake caught the second man with the knife in the guy’s right shoulder. He swiveled and simultaneously took the man’s feet out from under him and removed the blade of his knife from the guy’s shoulder.
Now with a clear path to escape, Jake considered his options. These two had somehow been sent to kill him and Kwan. Or maybe just Kwan and Jake was a bonus. Did he need to know any more from these two? Not really.
Jake hurried out of the narrow passageway and tried to blend into the crowd as much as possible. Panic still enveloped the normal flow of the street market. Some wanted to get closer to see what was going on, while others were heading in the opposite direction, perhaps already knowing the horror of the scene. Jake followed those. He thought about getting rid of the knife. If some vigilant cop found him with the blade, they might assume he had something to do with the murder of Kwan. But he decided to keep it. He would need to find his way toward the next subway stop on the red line, nearly a mile down the crowded street.
* * *
The slight of frame Asian man had watched what he could of the encounter the western man had with the two locals who had killed the banker. The man with the hat had some major skills, he thought.
When the western man with the hat had come out of the alley alone, surviving the attack, Shangwei knew he had just seen the man they had heard was coming.
He kept his distance now, considering his training years ago as a captain in the People’s Liberation Army intelligence branch. The general had told him to simply observe and report back. “Do not encounter,” the general had emphasized.
As he tried his best to simply wander at a safe distance, he couldn’t help scratching at his neck, where he had recently gotten the rest of his tattoo completed. His entire back contained tattoos of the fighting dragon and tiger, with the heads of each beast swirling around his neck. The dragon, the defender, was losing the battle to the aggressive tiger. Yin and yang was no concern for Shangwei. He was the tiger.
Ahead, the man with the hat hurried up the stairs and Shangwei did his best to catch up with his target once he got out of sight.
He slowed when he got to the top of the stairs and saw the Metro train doors closing. Then the train slowly pulled away from the platform and quickly picked up speed.
Shangwei scratched at the dragon on his neck again, as if he too was attacking that mythical beast.
* * *
Jake had barely made it to the train when the door closed behind him. He quickly got behind a pack of youths standing between the doors listening to their ear buds.
Glancing over the top of the young people, Jake could see the man who had been following him from the street market. Other than the nervous scratching at the tattoo on his neck, the man’s skills were quite good. He looked to be in his mid 40s, so he had probably been in the game a while. Longer than the two who had jumped him in the alley and tried to kill him after taking out Kwan. Maybe he was their boss. Regardless, someone knew he was in Taiwan. And that was a problem.
He rubbed against the jump drive in his pocket and wondered what had gotten Kwan killed.
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German Federal Intelligence Service (BND)
Pullach, Germany
Alexandra couldn’t take it any longer. She had worked for the BND for more than twenty years and had watched the service go from somewhat competent and focused to its current condition of underfunded and just another bureaucratic nightmare. She knew she needed to get out soon or she would be inclined to eat her gun. She had given everything to them. And what had it gotten her? She was over forty without children and without a man. She had always wanted both, but now her time was running out.
She sat alone in a secure office waiting for her boss to come in and give her some direction to her current investigation. She was working as a high-level administrative assistant at a Munich defense contractor, one of the largest arms merchants in the world, trying to get information on their current dealings with some foreign entities — especially China.
Her problem was not so much direction, but resolve on the part of her superiors. She looked around the office at some of the archives her boss displayed, most of which had to do with his no longer budding soccer career. Christ, the man was only thirty-five, and had only gotten his job because of his aunt, who was a member of parliament from Hamburg, and a member of the German uber rich. Alfred Schlemm, despite the unfortunate coincidence of sharing his name with a famous Nazi general, was a pacifist.
Alexandra stood and gazed at herself in the large mirror against the far wall. She had to admit that this undercover job had actually helped with her appearance. She was required to wear the gray business skirt and matching top, but she made sure her white silk blouse showed more cleavage than normal or necessary for her position. It was important to distract those men in the office with any power or control. She needed them to see her as competent but nothing more than tits and ass. And she exercised both assets to perfection. Her hair, which was normally curly and flowing over her shoulders, was now pulled back tight and rolled up in a French braid at the back. Her look gave her the appearance of a much younger woman. She wished she had a Euro for every time a man, and a few women, in the office hit on her.
Just as she turned to check out her tight butt and straighten out her wool skirt, the door opened and her newest boss strut in.
Alfred himself stopped at the mirror to check on his long blond hair before taking a seat behind his enormous desk.
Alexandra had a theory about men with big desks. They usually had small dicks. They had something to prove. If not in the bedroom, then at least in the office. She took a seat across from the man and noticed his finger nails looked better than hers.
“How’s it going?” her boss asked.
“Wonderful,” she answered with a touch of attitude.
“How long have you been at Kreuzwelt Industries?”
“A month.”
“I doubt you have found anything interesting,” Alfred said. “I didn’t expect you would.”
“If you look to find nothing, you will find nothing,” she said with derision.
He shrugged and put his hands in the air. “If there is nothing to find, your work is done.”
Now she was getting pissed, but she held back from reaching across the desk and strangling the bastard. After all, she would like to retire with a pension and not summary dismissal.
“I didn’t say there was nothing to find,” she assured him. “Our government has sold diesel submarine engines to the Chinese, along with many other arms that should be restricted based not only on EU regulations, but on our alliance with NATO.”
“I understand,” Alfred said. But now he had picked up his cell phone to check for texts. Either that or he was playing a game again.
“Those submarines will run so quiet that even our American allies will have a hard time finding them,” Alexander declared. “Just last year a Chinese sub surfaced within torpedo range of an American aircraft carrier. Now they have carrier-busting missiles.”
“Maybe that will make the American fleet obsolete,” her boss postulated. “It’s good that they get knocked down a notch or two.”
“Our American friends could have taken over Germany after the war. But instead they helped us rebuild and protected us from the Russians for decades.”
Alfred put his finger in the air as if scolding Alexandra. “For their own greedy needs.”
“Herr Schlemm, your family has made billions since the war because of your freedom to do business here without the interference of the Soviet Union and Russia.” She said this with increasing harshness.
Alfred was about ready to explode, his face beet red. “Your problem is you don’t know your place.”
“You mean because I’m a woman?”
He hesitated with uncertainty. “Because I am your boss.”
“I’ve worked here more than twenty years. You’ve worked here less than twenty months. I’m sure they taught you math at gymnasium.” She knew that Alfred had only finished two years at the University of Trier, where he studied mostly soccer and women. It was a sore point she had used against the man since he was put in charge of her.
He stared at her with the least bit of intimidation. The man couldn’t scare a toddler.
“I need results,” Alfred finally said. “What do you have for me?”
She had plenty, including the fact that the Chinese were not only buying up technology from Kreuzwelt Industries, they were secretly buying up shares of their stock. Alexandra suspected they were intent on not just licensing German weapons technology, they intended to purchase the company in a leveraged buyout. But she didn’t want to tell her boss this. Not yet.
“I need just a little more time,” she said.
He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. Finally he said, “Is the rumor true?”
“What rumor?”
“That you plan to retire after this case.”
She had intimated her displeasure with her work at the BND with her former boss recently, but had no idea that her words had reached Alfred Schlemm. “I have the time in. Perhaps I need to move on.”
“Perhaps you are correct.”
Great. Now this bastard would spread rumors within the service that he had forced her out. That smug asshole.
“When will you be done with this case?” Alfred asked.
She considered her answer carefully and then checked her watch. Jumping to her feet, she said, “I’ve got to get back to the office. I took a long lunch and asked for time off to bring a friend to the airport.” She started for the door.
“Alexandra.”
She stopped and turned.
“I’ll give you to the end of next week,” he ordered.
She got out of the BND headquarters as fast as she could. Now, perhaps, she finally had a retirement date. Herr Schlemm had practically made the choice for her. This would be her last case. Then she would either take an extended vacation before retirement, or she would let them pay out her vacation to her as a departing bonus.
Alexandra got back to Kreuzwelt Industries on the northern outskirts of Munich just after 1300, her disposition somewhat subdued by the realization that her current career was coming to an end. Perhaps she could just stay on with this company as an administrative assistant. She smiled at that thought. No, they couldn’t afford her, she guessed. Only if she lowered her expectations of her future. What does an ex-spy do after retiring? Most in Germany went to work for companies like this. And then there was her good friend, Jake Adams. He had created a security consultant firm of one, and from what Jake had told her, he had been paid quite well for a number of his cases. Enough so that he could really retire.
But she had work to do here. Her last case. If she had anything to say about it, she would nail these bastards to the wall and let buzzards pick away at their flesh. They were selling weapons and weapons-related dual-use items to the Chinese. The problem was her boss didn’t seem to give a crap, and she had a pretty good suspicion that those at higher levels of government knew about this as well. She could leak the information to the German press, but they would probably applaud the move — anything to do as her boss said to ‘take the Americans down a notch.’
It was Friday afternoon and she needed to make a bold move. Nearly all of the upper management left early on Friday, and many had gone to Garmisch skiing after a nice snowfall last night. Despite what her real boss said, she knew that not all was right with this company. But she could do this right.
Having spent weeks gathering access to the most secure areas of this building, she used the lazy Friday afternoon to get into the main computer room — the only way to access certain files on a dedicated highly-encrypted system.
First, from her desk computer, she accessed the security camera system, recorded a fifteen minute loop, and then turned the recording on so the security men on the first level would see nothing but that recording. She could only do this for fifteen minutes, she knew, because the system automatically rebooted after fifteen minutes.
Then she made her way through the first cipher lock without a problem. The code was due to be changed on Monday. She looked up at the camera and smiled.
The computer room was a little more difficult. It had a retina scanner along with a magnetic strip on her identification name tag. Both had to match to get her inside. Of course she had no access to this room officially. But she had upgraded her access to every level in the building just minutes ago. There would be a record of her entry that she would not be able to erase, but she didn’t plan on coming in on Monday anyway. She hoped to have everything she needed.
Once she got onto the computer she had just ten minutes to find what she needed. Since it was not connected to the internet, she had just one choice — to download the information she needed.
God there where thousands of massive files. She tried to sift through them to find anything of importance, but she wouldn’t have time.
Checking the clock on the wall, she had just six minutes to get out of there.
What about wireless, she thought. The entire building had wireless internet access. But if they were smart they would have shielded this room from the internet.
She tried anyway, plugging a small wireless adapter into a USB port. Good to go.
Alexandra glanced at the wall clock again. Just four minutes. Not enough time to download what she needed.
And where to send it? She had thought of this already, knowing she couldn’t just send the data to her home computer or to the BND. But she still knew the access encryption code to Jake’s server in Innsbruck, Austria.
She collected all the files she guessed she needed and started the transfer to Jake’s computer. Damn it! Based on the size of the files it would take at least a half hour to transfer the files.
Checking the clock, she had just one minute. She would have to leave the computer. She minimized everything and turned off the screen. But she would have to leave the wireless adapter and get it another time. Or just leave it. There was no way to trace it back to her.
Heading toward the door, she hesitated for a second. Would the link to Jake’s server remain open after the files transferred? She could call Jake and have him restart his system.
Get out, Alexandra.
She rushed to the first door and got through to the outer area. So far so good.
Her wrist watch said she had just twenty seconds. A little more nervous now as she went out through the cipher door.
She made it, breathing a heavy sigh of relief as she went down a level to her desk. The place was entirely empty now.
Back at her desk, she cleared everything from the cache. Then she executed an entire hard drive reformatting. She had been in and out of areas in the company computer system that she had no access for or reason to access. As she let the computer reformat, she started toward the elevators, her high heels clicking on the tile floors. Just as she pressed the elevator down button, the door opened and two large security guards startled her.
“Guten abend,” she said, as she tried to brush past the men.
But instead of going past her, they grabbed her arms.
Now her training and instincts kicked in. She twisted out of the grasp of one man while kicking the other one in the nuts. Whereas the two guards were simply trying to subdue her, she was using everything short of deadly force to get away. But the fight lasted just thirty seconds. In the end her training ruled over brawn. Both men were knocked out and without radios as she got into the elevator and pushed the ground level button.
Once she got to the ground floor, she set the radios in a corner and hit the top floor button. Then she scooted out and let the elevator go for a ride.
Now she still had to pass through the secure front entrance. How many guards were on duty? Should be two more, she thought.
As she got closer to the front entrance, she wished she had worn quieter shoes instead of the business three-inch heels.
She waved at the two security men off to the side at the front desk and tried not to speed her steps toward the front entrance. Had she overreacted with the security men upstairs?
Just as she reached the front doors she heard a man yell from behind her, “Halt, Fraulein.”
But she didn’t stop. She could see in the reflection of the windows, one of the men she had disabled upstairs was now accompanied by the two men from the front desk in pursuit.
Getting outside the door, she slipped off her high heels, picked them up, and ran as fast as she could toward the parking lot. She had her keys out and looked briefly behind her to see if the security guards were still following. They were, and were gaining ground.
Clicking her key as she approached the ten-year-old VW Passat, the security system sounded and lights flashed briefly.
She jumped behind the wheel, locked her doors, and turned over the engine just as the security men reached the car. One man had his pepper spray out and another had a Tazer. She reached inside the console and pulled out her 9mm Glock, pointing it at the two of them until they backed away from her car.
She smiled and pulled out of the lot, picking up speed and jamming the stick into third gear.
Crap. She just remembered the front gate into the parking lot. The guards would have radioed forward and have the gate down, forcing her to stop.
The front gate guard was outside the station, radio in hand, but with no gun to stop her. He only had the metal gate to slow her down.
Alexandra shoved her foot down onto the gas and rammed through the gate, shattering the metal but also smashing her windshield. Good thing this wasn’t her personal vehicle. It was a BND loaner registered to her fake identity at an address that did not exist.
When she got to the main frontage road to the autobahn, she cranked the wheel hard to the right and almost rounded the corner on two wheels.
She thought about what had just happened and knew she was not only burned at the defense contractor, but she might have compromised her good friend Jake Adams in the process. She had to contact him quickly before security realized what she had been doing in the computer room.
Just as she entered the westbound autobahn, she found her cell phone and punched in Jake’s number from memory.
“Come on, Jake. Answer your damn phone.”
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Taipei, Taiwan
When Jake’s cell phone rang, at first it surprised him. Only a few people had his number. One was the former CIA Director, Kurt Jenkins. Toni Contardo used to have his number, but she was killed recently. That left…
He checked his phone. The incoming caller read ‘Hofbrauhaus.’
Picking up his phone from the hotel nightstand, Jake accepted the call and said, “Ich habe eine Brezel und ein großes Bier.”
“Funny, Jake. Did I wake you?”
“I was just in bed thinking about you,” he said. “Are you driving?”
“Yes.”
“Jesus, on the autobahn?”
“Jake, I’m in trouble. I screwed up.” She quickly briefed him on what she had been up to, including the transfer of data to his server.
He sat up in bed and clicked on the light on the table next to him. “Don’t worry about it. That’s why I have the server and why I gave you the encryption code.”
“Will they be able to trace the upload to your server?” she asked.
Jake laughed. “Yeah. They’ll have fun with that. It’ll bounce around the world five times and eventually lead them right to a computer at the Vatican.”
“But I had to leave the wireless device connected.”
“That’s not a problem,” he assured her. “I have my system set up to break the connection thirty seconds after the last file transfers.”
“Aren’t you the smarty pants.”
“Check out the German using American idioms.”
There was a long pause on the other end, and Jake wasn’t sure if Alexandra was simply concentrating on her driving or contemplating something important.
“Is everything all right?” he asked her.
She let out a heavy sigh and said, “I don’t know, Jake. I’m leaving the service.”
“We talked about this,” he said. “I thought you planned on staying through the end of the year.”
“I know what I said. But I can’t do this anymore. My country has lost its way. They’re selling major weapons systems to the Chinese.”
Jake laughed. “Funny you should say that. I’m in Taiwan right now.”
“Seriously? What time is it there? I’m sorry. I thought you were still in Costa Rica.”
“No problem. It’s just after midnight here.” He tried to calculate the time in Germany, or the day for that matter, but he was coming up with a blank. “What day and time is it there?”
“Friday. Just after seventeen hundred. What are you doing in Taiwan?”
“It’s a long story,” he said. “My old employer got me involved with something.”
Hesitation on the other end. Finally, she said, “You’re searching for Remington. We got an alert on him weeks ago. We have bets back at the office as to where he will eventually turn up. Do you have any inside information to make me some money?”
He explained the situation with the banker and his death earlier that evening. “I’m still trying to go over the data. Almost everything is in Chinese, though.”
“I can’t help you there,” she said. “What about that old girlfriend of yours.”
Jake knew she meant Chang Su. The two of them had met a couple of times in Austria. “I guess I could ask for her help.”
“You don’t have a local contact?” she asked.
“No. I don’t know who to trust. Remington still has friends in the Agency all over the world. The local office doesn’t even know I’m in country.” At least he didn’t think so.
Engine noise from the other end of the line increased suddenly.
“Is everything all right?” Jake asked.
“Yeah. I just had to kick up my speed a little bit.”
“You have to be careful,” Jake said. “That German defense contractor has a lot of pull in your country. If they find out you stole information from them, they will come after you.”
“I know, Jake.” She was silent for a moment. “I just didn’t want them coming after you also.”
“I can handle myself.”
“And I can’t?”
“That’s not what I meant. I’m just a lot harder to reach right now.”
“I know,” she said. “I’m just messing with you.”
He almost forgot about her great sense of humor. Jake really missed his old friend. “What will you do now?”
“I don’t know. Do you have any plans on taking on a partner?”
He laughed. “My plans were to retire and go fishing. You see how that’s worked out for me. The bastards keep pulling me back into the game.”
“I hope you charged them this time.”
“Damn right. It’s all off books, of course. The money is filtered through a U.S. consultant group to one of my offshore accounts.”
“Brilliant. But you know they’ll hang you out to dry if anything happens to you. Especially with Kurt Jenkins gone. And Toni.”
Jake had tried his best to block out the murder of his old friend and onetime lover, Toni Contardo. But it was hard to do so, especially with the revelation at her memorial service that the two of them had had a child together over twenty years ago.
“I’m sorry, Jake. I didn’t mean to bring her up.”
“You were friends also, Alexandra.”
“I know.”
There was a long silence. Jake stood and looked at himself in the full length mirror. His body was still relatively toned from simple push-ups and crunches. But his skin was blemished with scars from bullet and knife wounds over his long career. Many of those had happened with Toni in close proximity. Then he ran his hands through his longer hair, which was streaked now with gray against the darker locks. He was afraid to let his beard grow out completely for fear of looking like an old man.
Finally, Jake said, “Are you serious?”
“About?”
“A partnership.”
Without hesitation, Alexandra said, “Yes, of course. I love working with you.”
“Then let’s do it. But we keep it informal. I don’t want anything I do to fall back on you.” He also didn’t want to put her in any more danger than necessary. There were still too many people who wanted Jake dead.
“That sounds Wunderbar.”
“What about your current case with the BND?”
“My boss has told me to get over it. I can live with that.”
“How would you like another road trip?”
“You mean like the last time you almost got me killed?”
Jake laughed. “So you know what you’re getting into.” He sat back on the bed.
“What do you have in mind?”
“Do you still have your Canadian passport?”
“Of course.”
“Then get your nice butt on the next flight out of Munich and fly to Singapore.”
“Why Singapore?”
“That’s where I’m heading next.” He explained a lead he had gotten from Jenkins before taking off from Costa Rica. “But I still have to talk to a man tomorrow here in Taipei.”
“What about the files I sent to your server?” she asked.
“You won’t be able to download them until after my system reset itself. We can download them when we meet in Singapore.”
He worked out details on where they would meet in Singapore, and then they both clicked off their phones. Jake grabbed his laptop, opened it and got back into the files he had downloaded from the jump drive he had gotten from the Taipei banker before the guy was murdered. He really did need to get some help with the Chinese parts of these files. But what he could understand was what he had suspected. The deposits into various accounts had come from banks in Beijing and Shanghai. The so-called Chinese communists were quickly learning the tricks of capitalists. And he knew that Remington must have had something to do with this.
He closed the computer, turned off the table light, and tried to get to sleep. But this new prospect of working with Alexandra had invigorated him. During their last time together, they had actually discussed this possibility. Yet Jake had no idea it would happen so soon, if at all. It had just been talk over beers and a camp fire.
Then his mind drifted back to his current case. The banker had been killed because of the information he had transferred to Jake. Whatever was on his computer was damning enough to kill over, and that meant Jake was on the right track. He only wished he had spent some time talking with those two men in the alley earlier in the evening. But instead he had just gotten a few more bruises and a sliced arm on his leather coat.
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Taipei, Taiwan
Shangwei stepped off the Red Line subway car at the Jiantan Station, the clock on the wall reading just after one in the morning. Glancing to street level, he could tell that the Shilin Night Market was winding down, with many of the kiosk stalls closed down and others being broken down now. Within the hour, he knew, these streets would look just like all the rest in this north Taipei district. He had tried to catch up with his target, hoping the man would get off after a few stops. But he never did find the man with the hat.
The commotion from the man getting murdered in the streets was long over, the blood quickly cleaned away as if nothing had happened there earlier in the evening.
Shangwei found the western-style bar and wandered inside, taking a seat at the end of the bar. He pointed to the tap at the Taiwan Beer pull and the bartender started drawing a beer for him. His eyes scanned the bar mirror behind the bar for his contacts and he finally settled on the two men sitting at a booth, the man with the long dark hair with a stupid look on his face. Then he quickly glanced at his own image in the mirror. His hair was longer than normal and would have never passed inspection from his army days. The heads from the dragon and tiger poked out from his shirt collar like pets from a blanket, and he fought the urge to scratch again at the newest additions.
Shangwei paid for his beer, drank the cold one down in a few long gulps, and then wandered back out to the street.
A chill in the air forced him to pull the collar up on his peacoat, the wool irritating his fresh tattoo, and he shoved his hands deep into his pockets.
After a block of walking, he could finally hear the two men getting closer behind him. When he came to a narrow passageway, he turned right and wandered into the increasing darkness. Without looking behind him, he could tell the two men did the same thing.
Just ahead the passageway curved to the right. The perfect place for his encounter. He simply turned and waited for the two men to catch up to him.
He waited in the shadows, knowing the two men would be forced to look into the light coming from the building behind him.
The two Taiwanese men stopped and both tried to shade their eyes from the light with their hands.
“Tell me what happened,” Shangwei ordered, trying to keep his Chinese dialect hidden.
The Taiwanese man with the long hair switched to near perfect English. “We were forced to take out our target. He already gave the banking information to his contact.”
That was interesting. Shangwei used English now as well. “What did the man look like?” He already knew this, but he didn’t want them to know that he knew.
“Nothing special. He looked European.”
“Not American? How do you know?”
“Just a feeling.”
“What language did he use?”
Long hair shook his head. “We don’t know. He never said a word to us. And we were too far away to hear his conversation with the banker. I went to college in Oregon. But this man wore European clothes.”
“What else about the man?”
The other silent one nudged his friend with the long hair.
“What?”
Long hair finally said, “He knew some shit. We’ve both been trained in the martial arts and this guy moved like a damn ninja in the darkness. He had us both knocked out within twenty seconds.”
Shangwei already knew this. “Did he take anything from you?”
“Just our dignity,” long hair said. “We had nothing to take. No identification, nothing.”
“Good, good. Is that still the case?”
Both men looked at each other. “Yes. Wait. I got a photo of the man on my phone.”
Shangwei shifted his head side to side. “You could have said that in the beginning.”
Long hair pulled out his phone, found the image, and handed his phone to his contact.
The image was not very clear. It showed two men in the distance sitting at a table. He zoomed the image in and focused on the man on the right. He turned the phone toward its owner and said, “Is this the man that kicked your asses?”
Both of them nodded their heads.
“Consider yourself lucky to be alive. This man is a killer. Since he left you alive, I’m guessing either he liked you or you didn’t totally piss him off.” He looked at the mute man and asked, “Do you have a phone?”
The quiet one shook his head.
Shangwei kept the phone in his right hand and he reached inside his jacket with his left hand. “Good work. I’ve got something for the two of you.”
Both men smiled until they saw the gun with the silenced barrel appear from the wool jacket. But neither of them had a chance to react. The first bullet hit the man with the long hair right between the eyes, dropping him instantly to the pavement. The second bullet went into the open mouth of the quiet man, sending a splash of blood and brain against the wall behind him. With both men on the ground, Shangwei pointed at their bodies and put two more rounds in each of their chests.
The gun back in its holster inside his jacket, he then casually walked into the passageway and made his way out onto the main street.
This was worse than he first thought. Following the western man with the hat from the meeting, he had never gotten a really good look at the guy. He could live with the death of the banker. The man had outlived his utility anyway. But now he had confirmed who was on the trail of Bill Remington. Jake Adams. And what he knew about the man was one thing — he was not only deadly, but he was one relentless bastard. Yet, Shangwei had a couple of things going for him. First, he knew that Jake Adams was on the trail. And second, he had a picture of the man with the dead banker just before the guy was stabbed to death. He just needed to transfer and send the image to the local police, who would shut down the entire island until they tracked down Jake Adams. He checked his watch and smiled at what he knew was coming next.
Straits of Taiwan
The sleek, stealthy Kang Dang class frigate cruised through the dark waters of the strait between the island of Taiwan and the mainland of the People’s Republic of China, ten miles south southwest of Ma-Kung Island, on the northern edge of the South China Sea.
Since it was just after 0300, the bridge crew consisted of the officer of the deck or OOD, a young lieutenant, and three petty officers.
When the first indication that something was wrong came across the radio, the lieutenant had two choices. He could either wake the captain or deal with it himself. He chose the latter.
This French-built frigate was state of the art, with a beveled exterior that reduced their radar signature. Their mission consisted of keeping the Strait of Taiwan clear of enemy submarines and aircraft. They were armed with the Hsiung Feng II anti-ship missiles, and the new Tien Chien II, or Sky Sword II, surface to air missiles. They also had a 100 millimeter automatic gun. The older single barrel French 20 millimeter Modele F2 guns had been recently replaced with the six-barrel American 20 millimeter Phalanx System.
In just a few seconds the potential danger changed from the curious aberration to the possible conflict. An incoming aircraft had been identified at a Russian-built Sukhoi Su-33, carrier-based fighter jet. It had to be from the carrier they had shadowed in the past few days in the South China Sea while patrolling near the Spratly Islands, a disputed area the Chinese would like to control exclusively for oil and gas exploration. But one of those islands had always been part of Taiwan.
The officer of the deck got on the radio and tried his best to warn the incoming aircraft that they were in international waters. No response.
“Sir we have an incoming missile detected,” the communications petty officer said quickly.
“Arm the Phalanx System,” the OOD barked. “Helm hard to port. Deploy electronic countermeasures.”
“Phalanx armed.”
“Arm SAMs,” the OOD yelled.
“Tien Chien armed, sir.”
The 20 millimeter Phalanx cannon automatically locked on to the incoming missile and fired a long burst of bullets, filling the night sky with tracer rounds. Seconds later and the missile exploded within a mile off the port bow.
A round of applause erupted from the crew.
“Fire one missile,” the OOD demanded with resolve.
Without hesitation, a missile erupted from a midship pylon lighting up the sky as the fire trail faded away from the frigate. Seconds later and the proximity guidance system exploded the Su-33, the explosion a brilliant conflagration of yellows and oranges and reds.
The OOD paced back and forth on the bridge, questioning if he had done the right thing. But what other choice did he have? They were under attack.
Within seconds the ship’s captain rushed through the inner hatch, a look of horror on his face.
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Jake had a hard time sleeping after that late call from his old friend Alexandra. Eventually, he just got up early, took a quick shower and dove back into the data he had gotten from the Taipei banker.
He had no clear path in Taiwan after the death of the banker. Sure he had been given the bank account information he was seeking, but he had a feeling this data would not be a smoking gun to the indiscretions of Bill Remington. Not to mention his current location. But the information had to be important nonetheless, considering the murder of the banker.
Before leaving for the day, he encrypted the files and bundled them into a zip file before sending a copy to his old friend, Kurt Jenkins, the former CIA Director, asking for him to have a trusted agent translate it from Chinese. Jake knew Kurt would have someone to also analyze the data.
Then Jake downloaded a copy of the files Alexandra had dumped onto his private server. Like every other file on his laptop, he encrypted these files into a folder. At least these he could read, since they were in either German or English. In fifteen minutes Jake could see why Alexandra had been looking into Kreuzwelt Industries. They were not only selling questionably vague dual-use weapons systems to the People’s Republic of China, but they were also getting ready to ship NATO-restricted weapons to the Chinese and a number of Middle East regimes who had no right to western arms. Alexandra wasn’t going to be happy to see this. Just for the hell of it, Jake also sent this encrypted file to Kurt Jenkins, along with a simple question: “Is this shit authorized?”
Finally, Jake packed up his small backpack, slung it over his shoulder, and headed down the elevator to check out of the hotel. When he got down to the front lobby, he felt an immediate level of angst he had not experienced in quite some time. There was a lot of activity for seven in the morning.
He went to the desk and was approached by a beautiful younger woman dressed in a nice brown uniform. But her face seemed full of concern. She was the same woman he had checked in with, and her English was perfect.
Handing her the room card, Jake said, “Are you all right?”
“Yes, sir.” But a tear crept from the corner of her right eye, which she immediately wiped away.
Jake glanced around the lobby and saw that others were outright crying. “What’s going on?”
The woman looked up from her computer. “You don’t know?”
“Afraid not.”
“The incident last night,” she started and glanced back at a manager before continuing. “One of our navy ships was attacked by a Chinese jet.”
“I didn’t hear. What happened?”
“The jet fired a missile but the ship was able to shoot it down before it hit the ship. Then the ship shot down the airplane. Our leaders call it an act of war. China says it was an unprovoked attack of its aircraft in international waters.”
Shit. This could turn quickly from a simple mistake into an all out war within hours. The communist Chinese were looking for any reason to take back Taiwan.
Jake assured the woman at the desk it would be all right. Then he picked up his backpack and wandered out to the street, wondering if he had just lied to that pretty woman from Taipei.
He found a taxi with a driver who spoke decent English, and he had the man drive around the city from temple to temple for the next hour. Jake would get out and take a photo of the outer structure and get back in to move on to the next place. This, of course, was a delay tactic and a ruse. What he was really doing was making sure he wasn’t being followed. Kurt Jenkins had set up a meeting with a trusted agent of his at the Taipei 101 tower for nine a.m. At one time this contact had worked as an officer with the Taiwanese National Security Bureau. Jenkins said the guy had been run out of the bureau on trumped up charges of corruption. He was eventually exonerated, but not before his reputation had taken a major hit. Now the man ran security for the tallest building in Taiwan, with foreign nationals from dozens of countries working in its 101 floors.
Jake had the taxi driver drop him off out front, leaving his backpack in the trunk, and he told the guy to keep the meter running. He didn’t expect to be that long.
Taipei 101 was the world’s tallest building from 2004 until 2010, when the Khalifa Tower in Dubai blew past anything ever conceived. Jake guessed the architects of these monstrosities had a major problem with the size of their Johnsons. Maybe that was why Germany had no really tall buildings. Taipei 101 held everything from Air China to the Taiwan Stock Exchange, along with the obligatory Starbucks in multiple locations.
Jake was given special access by a security officer on the fifth floor to access an elevator that brought him to the 100th floor. All the tourist that came to this building ended up on a highly-controlled indoor observatory on the 98th floor.
He was escorted past banks of communications stations into the office of the security chief by a slight man in his mid-thirties, his only weapon a radio on his right hip.
Alone now, Jake didn’t take a seat. Instead he wandered around observing photographs of his contact with various dignitaries, from American congressmen to South Korean K-Pop stars.
The security chief came in and closed his door behind him. He was taller than most Americans would consider the norm for Chinese, but only looked eye to eye with Jake. Either he was totally bald, or he simply shaved it. If Jake had to guess, the man was a little more than fifty. He had a gut that looked to be nourished by fast food from the building food court on the ground floor.
Jake used his Canadian persona while shaking the man’s hand. Then they both settled into nice leather chairs.
Chan Le crossed his arms over his chest and said, “Jenkins told me to expect you, but he didn’t mention you were a killer. Or Canadian.”
Jake wasn’t sure how to take that. “He didn’t say you’d be bald and fat either.”
Long pause as they stared at each other.
Finally, the security chief smiled and said, “He said you were a son of a bitch. He was right.”
“I can’t help myself,” Jake said. “It’s a compulsion.”
“It’s good to know oneself. Now, Jenkins wanted me to dig up anything I could on Bill Remington. As you probably know, he’s had some dealings in this country.”
With the extended talking, Jake could see a slight drooping on the right side of the man’s face, as if he’d had a small stroke that he had not recovered from fully.
Jake nodded his head. “Yeah, mostly banking as far as I can tell.”
“It’s funny you should mention banking,” Chan Le said. “A banker was found murdered last night at the Shilin Market.”
“Seriously? I thought murder was rare in this city.”
“Oh, it is. But the police think this was done by a foreigner.”
“That would make it easier for the locals,” Jake agreed. He redirected the conversation. “About Remington. Are you sure he isn’t in this country?”
“Taiwan is a big island. I can’t be sure of anything. But I talked to some old friends in the bureau. They would know if he was in country. And he’s not. It’s more likely, given his indiscretions, that he ended up with the communists.”
“Remington is a traitor. I’m not sure the leaders of the People’s Republic of China have much stomach to harbor a man like that.”
“Why not? From what I understand, they paid him quite nicely for his services.”
“That’s what I understand as well. But, as you know, they’re all about appearances and saving face. Once they’ve got everything they need from Remington, they’d be more likely to ship him off to South America than get caught letting the man hang out in Shanghai.”
“They would be more likely to put him in a shallow grave,” Chan Le said. “No, I take that back. They would probably burn the man back to basic elements.”
Jake let out a breath of air and scratched the three-day stubble of beard. “So you have nothing for me?”
“Nothing is something.” The man smiled at Jake.
“Right. One less country to consider.”
“Two countries. Taiwan and my communist cousins.”
This was a total waste of time. Deep down Jake knew that the likelihood of Bill Remington ending up in Taiwan was slim to none. America still had a good relationship with this nation, along with strong extradition. There was no way Remington would be stupid enough to take up residence here. But Jake knew he had to start somewhere with his search, and the death of the banker told him he was at least sniffing around the right kitchen.
Jake got up and started to leave, but Chan Le stopped him with a wave of his hand. Then he turned his large LCD computer screen for Jake to see.
“An uncanny resemblance,” Chan Le said with a smirk.
On the screen was a blurry picture of two men sitting at a table. One was identified as the dead banker. The other was Jake.
“That’s worse than a bigfoot photo,” Jake said.
“You might want to consider leaving Taiwan,” Chan Le said. “Oh, wait. All flights in and out of the island have been cancelled.”
Jake started for the door but stopped and turned with that last revelation. “Why is that?”
“Our government is concerned that our petulant cousins might retaliate by shooting down an airliner.”
“Well the Russians did that to a South Korean airliner in the eighties. I wouldn’t discount that possibility. Thanks for your help.”
“Wait. You might try looking in Singapore. I hear a lot of Americans and Europeans have moved there recently.” Chan Le gave two thumbs up just before Jake left the man alone.
He got out to the elevator foyer area and waited for a security officer to key in the elevator door. This was the second time he had gotten a lead to head to Singapore. He wasn’t entirely sure what to do with that information. Singapore also had an extradition agreement with America. But in that city money talked. Remington could simply bribe the right government official to look the other way.
When Jake got down to the lobby, the place was crawling with local police. But he was stuck. He couldn’t go back up this elevator without security approval. So he wandered across the massive fifth floor lobby area to another bank of elevators. These were just across from the elevators that brought tourists up to the observation levels. The police were holding what looked like photographs, and comparing the photo to anyone from the west. He entered the elevator and tried to blend in with a crowd of business folks heading up to their offices. Jake was clearly out of business uniform, with his black jeans, leather coat, and longer hair.
He got off on the 35th floor, remembering from the directory that there was a convenience store on that level. He quickly found what he needed and then bought a couple of other items before leaving. Then he wandered down the hall until he found the public bathroom. It took him just ten minutes to pull the body trimmer from the package and shave his head down to stubble, flushing his locks down the toilet. Although the trimmer was more of a tool to cut excess body hair, it was sharp and worked fine. He threw the clippers away and washed his head in the sink. Now he put on a hat he had also bought at the store, and looked at himself in the mirror. He didn’t even recognize himself.
Before leaving the bathroom, he thought about his leather jacket. It was the same one from the picture they had of him. Plus the sleeve had a huge gash. He quickly took it off and shoved it down the garbage. Jake hoped this would be enough change.
Drifting back toward the elevator, Jake wondered how the police knew he was in the tower. Did that old security officer sell him out? No time to think about that now. He just needed to get the hell out of this monstrosity.
Jake took the elevator to the ground level and then took the escalator to the food court area. The police were checking everyone leaving the building, but there was always another way. He went through one of the restaurants until he came to an exit that led to an inner passageway. As he wandered past the back side of each restaurant, he guessed this was how they delivered food. After a few wrong turns, he finally found the loading dock area. From there it was just a matter of walking out the building, up a ramp and onto the expansive sidewalk area around the massive structure.
He came around the side of the building and saw more police out front. But he needed his backpack and laptop in the trunk of the taxi. Otherwise he could just walk cross the street and pick up the new metro line.
His taxi was gone. Crap.
About to just give up on the taxi, he turned to walk away from the police out front. Just then the taxi pulled up to the curb, the driver smiling at Jake.
He quickly got into the back seat. “Did the police make you move?” Jake asked the driver.
“Yes. But I almost didn’t recognize you with your hair cut.”
“That’s why I came here. I heard about a great barber.”
The driver looked at Jake in the mirror. “Where now? More temples?”
“Just drive back toward the hotel.”
The taxi driver did as he was told, pulling away from the curb.
Jake needed to get his ass out of Taiwan. But with all flights grounded, that left him just two options. He could jump a ship to Singapore. But that would take days. Or, he could still fly.
“Change of plans. Let’s go to Taoyuan International,” Jake said.
The driver turned to Jake and said, “But all flights have been cancelled.”
“That’s alright. I’ll wait there. I’m sure it’s just a temporary problem.”
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Munich, Germany
Alexandra had spent the evening and most of the night preparing for her trip to Singapore. She packed up all of her personal items, like family photographs and guns and documents she had not put into private storage already, and hauled them in the middle of the night to her storage unit on the outskirts of Munich. Now she had just a small backpack with the essentials, including her Canadian passport identifying her as Alexandra Kline, among other passports. Anything else she needed she could buy in Singapore. She guessed the shopping would be great.
She wore everything practical from top to bottom, from the light leather jacket over the thin gray sweater and down to the comfortable black slacks and black rubber-soled leather shoes.
Just about to leave now, she stopped and looked at her BND identification and government issue Glock 19 in its holster on her bedroom nightstand. If her boss needed those to make her retirement official, she would call him and have him pick up her apartment key from her landlord.
Alexandra turned to look at her bedroom one more time. She thought of the times that Jake had stayed there. How they had made love here, spontaneously, finding the pleasure each of them needed. She wasn’t sure if they would still be friends with benefits, or perhaps something more. Either way was fine with her. She wasn’t about to push the issue.
Something made her turn. An unfamiliar sound. Instinctively, she picked up her gun and put it at the side of her leg.
Then she heard her front door smash in, the door frame collapsing with the weight of a heavy foot. She rushed toward the bedroom door, her gun now leading her way.
By the time she reached the hallway, two dark figures appeared in front of her in the living room. Both carried guns with red laser lights. She aimed and shot twice, dropping the first man to the floor. The second man opened fire, forcing her back into her bedroom.
She got to the floor at the edge of the door and waited. Voices in a foreign language, hushed but still audible, came from the living room. What was that?
As she heard footfalls coming her way, the red lights bouncing off her walls, she shoved herself across the ground into the hallway and fired at two more targets. One of them returned fire on his way to the floor. But she had already emptied half of her magazine on the two of them and pulled herself back into her bedroom.
Silence. Only the echo and wringing in her ears. The air was filled with gun powder. Her heart beat out of control now.
She pulled out her magazine and saw she had five more rounds. Getting up, she cautiously made her way out into the living room, stepping over two dead men and finding the third dead man lying where she had shot him, blood pooling out onto her Persian rug. All three men were wearing masks, but she could tell now the language they were speaking. It was Chinese.
Thinking quickly, an idea came to her. She hurried into her bathroom, found her trauma kit and then took off her jacket and rolled up her left sleeve. She pulled out surgical tubing, an IV needle, tape and an adhesive bandage. Within seconds she attached the tubing to the IV, poked it into her arm, and started flexing her hand.
Blood flowed out of her in a heavy stream. She quickly ran out of the bathroom spraying her own blood all over the floor and walls. She left a huge pool of blood on her bedroom floor, where she dropped her gun. Then she slowly worked her way out of the apartment, the sound of Polizei sirens in the far distance.
On the way out the door, she slung her backpack over her right shoulder. She turned to look at her apartment and it looked like a careless butcher shop. Besides the three dead men bleeding all over her place, she had added to the horrific scene by spraying her own blood everywhere. Before leaving, she pulled the IV out and bandaged the entry wound. She took the tubing and IV with her. She’d have to dump that on the way to the airport.
The sirens were getting closer. She left her own car parked on the street and took the beat up VW Passat she had been using while undercover.
Alexandra tried to forget about her apartment as she slowly drove out toward the autobahn in the opposite direction of the oncoming Polizei cars. She had just three hours before her flight. With the loss of blood, she felt a little light headed. She could rest on the plane.
Taipei, Taiwan
Jake had the taxi drop him off at the main terminal at Taiwan Taoyuan International Airport forty kilometers from downtown Taipei. From there he took a shuttle to the cargo terminal at the other end of the taxiway.
On the taxi drive out to the airport, Jake had confirmed his suspicions. While the Taiwanese government had cancelled all passenger flights, the cargo terminal was still open for business. His only problem would be finding his way onto a cargo plane leaving the island. It might require a major bribe.
Unfortunately the Taiwanese were not easily coaxed. And Jake had to keep a low profile, considering every police officer in the country had his photo, even though it looked nothing like him now. But Jake had one more idea.
He walked down the road to the private aviation area. There he found a private business charter flight to Hong Kong. Good enough. He got the last seat. From Hong Kong he could easily catch a flight to Singapore.
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Woodbridge, Virginia
When Kurt Jenkins retired as the CIA Director more than six months ago, he thought he could simply kick back and perhaps read novels or go fishing. After all, he had been part of some of the country’s greatest espionage cases, from the Cold War to post-911. He got an adrenalin rush every time he went to work. He suspected it was like retiring from professional football, where athletes often had a hard time transitioning back to normal society. Now he had to face facts. He was bored out of his mind.
So, when he was asked by the current CIA Director to recommend an independent contractor to track down Bill Remington, Kurt jumped at the opportunity to help. In fact, he wanted to take the job himself. But that was problematic for two reasons. First, everyone in the intelligence community knew him. And second, his wife would have cut off his nuts. As a former covert operative, she could do it.
Hours ago Jake Adams had sent him two encrypted file folders with dozens of files in each. At first he wasn’t sure what he was reading, since Jake had not been very clear on what he had sent and why. The files apparently came from Jake’s old friend at German Intel, Alexandra, who had ‘acquired’ documents from a Munich company called Kreuzwelt Industries. Kurt was familiar with this company, since they were a major player in the defense establishment. However, after a few hours of digging through the documents, he wasn’t sure why in the hell this company had kept any of these files. Perhaps it was something within the German DNA that made them keep such meticulous records. The same affliction had been the downfall of the NAZI party after the end of World War II. They had been hanged by their own documents.
This was different, of course. The documents had nothing to do with the extermination of an entire people. But it could be even worse than that — the hegemony of one country over the entire world. Sure, Hitler had that goal. But eventually even he must have known than the Germanic people would never be numerous enough to control the entire planet. His pact with Japan would have lasted only as long as that country could kill enough Americans to make them a target for Germany. Then the Germans would have killed the Japanese as well.
As Kurt shifted his analysis from the German documents to those Jake had gotten in Taiwan, he almost immediately found a pattern. Well, not immediately. He had spent hours, gone through pots of coffee and then nearly a half bottle of his best Scotch, sitting on the floor of his home office with papers spread about like a child unwrapping Christmas presents, until he formed a viable conclusion.
His Mandarin Chinese was a little rusty, but he had found payments sent not only to Bill Remington’s account, which Jake had already tracked down, but dozens of other accounts. These would take time to discern, he knew. Checking on some of the routing numbers, Kurt understood that a number of them were in Europe. Not the typical Swiss accounts, since the U.S. government had forced them to divulge information on clients after 9-11. No, these were from Luxemburg, Lichtenstein and Andorra — some of the only secret tax haven states left in Europe. And even those would be gone soon.
Kurt picked up his glass of Scotch and swirled the amber contents around before taking a long drink and enjoying the taste on his tongue as the liquid warmed him from his throat to his stomach.
He reached over and grabbed his phone, but he hesitated for a moment. Who should know about what he had found? Did he trust his own former organization? It wasn’t really something they would have investigated. That was the job of the FBI. He had contacts there. But maybe it would be better if he gathered more information first.
With Toni Contardo gone, he could only trust Jake Adams, who had countless contacts in Europe. And the man was incorruptible. He would always do the right thing regardless of where the facts led him.
Kurt finished the last of his Scotch, got up from the floor, and took a seat behind his cherry desk. Before he made the call, he filled his highball glass half way again and took a small sip. Then he punched in Jake’s number and waited.
* * *
Jake’s phone buzzed and he checked to see who was calling. He thought it might have been Alexandra, but then realized she would probably still be en route.
Since he was already sitting in an isolated area of the airport, Jake took the call and said, “Kurt. What’s up. I take it you got the files I sent you.”
“Unfortunately. Where are you?”
“Hong Kong airport.”
“You were able to get out of Taiwan. Good. How’d you manage that? Never mind.” Kurt explained what he had found with the German files and what little he knew about the Chinese files from Taiwan.
“This shouldn’t be such a huge surprise,” Jake said. “The defense companies have been sucking off the teat of government since our founding. They rely on conflict.”
“I understand that, Jake, but this could be more insidious. I’ve been analyzing this data for hours—”
“Are you drinking Scotch?” Jake asked his old friend.
“What do you think?”
“I think you retired too soon. That’s what I think. You’re only like sixty-five, right?”
“You asshole. I’m fifty-five.”
Jake laughed. “I asked you to go with me to Costa Rica bone fishing. You should have taken me up on the offer.”
“Is that even a real fish?” Kurt asked.
“I assure you it is. They call them bone fish because you get a boner when you catch one.”
“Seriously?”
“I just made that up,” Jake said. “So, what did you find out about the Taiwanese banking files?”
Kurt hesitated and Jake guessed his friend was drinking more Scotch. Finally Kurt said, “I found the money transfer you had found for Bill Remington, but that was just the tip of the iceberg.” He went on to explain all the other transfers to various accounts around the world, and especially to those tax haven states.
Jake gave a little whistle. “Wow. Do you still have access to the Agency computers?”
“Not really.”
“Would you like access?” Jake asked with a slight chuckle.
“How do you…never mind. That might send up a flag somewhere. It’s better that we know before those who have taken money know we know.”
“Good point. So we need to do this off books.”
“What’s this we shit?”
“Come on, Kurt. You know you’re bored stiff. I’m sure you don’t mind a little investigation. You still remember how to do that, right?”
“Bite me.”
Jake glanced around the airport terminal, and a Chinese man had just sat down a little too close to him. “Gotta go.”
“Wait. Is there anything I can do to help you?”
He thought for a moment and then said softly, “Yeah. Two untraceable Austrian nines with plenty of extra punch. Preferably from someone at my next location who hated our old friend.”
“I’ll work on that,” Kurt said.
Then Jake turned off his phone and stuck it into his pocket. He checked his watch and saw that his flight to Singapore would be boarding in a few minutes. He also thought about how long Kurt had been analyzing the files Jake had sent his old friend. Wow, the man had to really be bored to find out what he did in such a short period of time.
Jake got on a plane from Hong Kong to Singapore using his Austrian passport. Once he got to Singapore he would use his Canadian passport to check into his hotel.
* * *
The Asian man pulled out his phone after the man left his chair and headed down the concourse.
Shangwei answered on the first ring. “Did you find our man?”
“Yes, sir. I believe so. There are not a lot of single western men with his description who recently flew in on a chartered business plane from Taiwan.”
“How many could there be?”
“Just one. But this man has short hair.”
“Hang on. I just sent you a text with a photo from the security camera at the business terminal in Taipei.”
He turned his phone and waited for the text to come in. Although the photo wasn’t exactly clear, it was better than the useless photo from the Shilin Night Market taken by that concerned citizen. Without a doubt it was the man he had just sat next to.
“That’s him, sir.”
“Great. Keep your distance. He’s extremely dangerous.”
“I understand.”
“Do you know where he’s going?”
“Yes, sir. He’s getting ready to board a plane to Singapore. Should I follow him?”
“No. I’ve got that covered. Thanks.”
The Asian man shrugged and stuck his phone back in his pocket. A hundred U.S. dollars for that? He wished he worked for Shangwei every day. He got up and wandered back down the concourse, dropping his unused one-way ticket to Guangzhou, China in the garbage can, a small price to pay for access to the secure area.
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Singapore
The island city-state of the Republic of Singapore sat at the southern end of the Malay Peninsula. Its position so close to the Equator gave it a constant temperature near ninety degrees, a sweltering heat that made it impossible to keep a shirt dry. Jake had been to Singapore a number of times, mostly just passing through on his way to another mission, and he found that the only change in the city was with the skyline. In fact, to Jake the place could have been anywhere in the world. It was just another big city with a diverse population of Chinese, Malaysians, Indians and European and American ex-pats. He knew that Singapore was one of the most important centers of business in the world. Most international companies had a Singapore office.
Jake had gotten off his flight from Hong Kong and took a taxi to the Marina Bay Sands Hotel and Casino. This hotel was one of the most unique places Jake had ever seen — three fifty-five story buildings topped off by what looked like a cross between an airplane fuselage and a snake.
As the taxi pulled up to this monstrous structure, the sun had already set and the building was lit up like a Vegas strip hotel. On the drive Jake had switched passports from Austrian to Canadian again. He got out and slung his backpack over one shoulder, confounding the bell captain at the door, who relied on tips for much of their income. Jake tipped the guys to go away and let him carry his own damn bag.
The front desk had a line of some of the most beautiful women Jake had ever seen, all eager with smiles to check him in.
“Before you assign me a room,” Jake said. “Please check to see if my wife has already checked in.”
The pretty young woman asked, “What is her name, sir?”
He thought for a second, hoping she had taken his advice. “Alexandra Kline.” He spelled the last name for her.
She typed away at her keyboard and said, “Yes, sir. Room fifty-five twenty-five.”
“The top floor?”
“Yes, sir. It’s a suite. Very nice.”
“Wonderful.” He got the key card, instructions for breakfast, and a password for the internet, before taking off for the bank of elevators.
“Sir, would you like help with your bag?”
Jake turned and smiled. “No, thanks. I’ve got this.”
He rose up the elevator and thought about the case so far. Although he was no closer to finding Bill Remington than the day he left Costa Rica, he was beginning to understand the complexity of the case. The Chinese were obviously making bold moves to increase their power and influence in the world. And the best way to do that was to knock down the current leaders.
Jake got to his room and hesitated at the door. He wasn’t sure if Alexandra would be sleeping. When the door suddenly opened, Jake couldn’t help checking her over from top to bottom. Her hair was a bit more full than he had ever seen it. Her red, white and blue T-shirt from the Montreal Canadians hung down to her bare legs. It appeared to be the only thing she wore.
She let him in and locked the door behind her.
Jake set down his backpack and turned to her. She immediately embraced him in a tight bear hug, her right hand moving up to his hair and feeling the stubble.
“What did you do?” she asked.
He pulled away and looked at her expressive eyes. “I had to cut it in Taipei. Someone took a picture of me with the banker just before he was killed. It was a lot easier doing this without everyone with cell phone cameras.”
Alexandra went over and sat on the bed, her shirt riding up higher on her bare legs. “I agree. I’m beginning to hate the damn things.”
“So…the Habs?”
She was confused.
“The Habs,” he repeated. “The Montreal Canadians hockey team. You’re wearing their jersey.”
“This?” She pulled it out from her body at both breasts, making the shirt even shorter. “What’s a Hab?”
“Nobody knows.”
“It’s French,” Alexandra said. “Short for the word Habitant, or an Inhabitant of Montreal.”
Jake let out a sigh.
“I picked up the shirt at the Montreal airport on my way here. I had to ask the clerk what the H stood for.”
He wasn’t sure about their current relationship. Part of him wanted to rip that shirt off her and discover anew her wonderful body. But on the phone they had agreed to be partners. Did that mean strictly business? Or something more? Perhaps a regression to their former status as lovers.
“Are you all right, Jake?”
He scratched the short hair on his head. “Yeah. Just a little tired.”
She got up from the bed and lifted the shirt over her head, exposing her firm naked body, her large breasts pointing right at him, the nipples hard from the air conditioned room or excitement. “I hope you aren’t too tired.”
Without answering, he stripped down and the two of them went at it like high school kids expecting their parents at any time. When they both finished, the two of them lay in bed, their naked bodies pressed together as one, Alexandra behind him, her fingers curling through his chest hair.
“Thank you,” she whispered into his ear.
“You don’t have to thank me for that,” he said.
She slapped his chest. “Not for that, although that was wonderful. I meant for taking me on as your partner. I really need this, Jake.”
He turned his head and kissed her cheek. “I’m happy you’re with me.”
“What have you found out so far?”
Jake turned his body to her and said, “I downloaded your files to my laptop. You were right about Kreuzwelt Industries.” He explained how he had sent a copy of the files to his old boss, Kurt Jenkins, who had done a quick analysis. “They were stupid to keep all of their skeletons on that computer. It makes sense that they wanted to keep you out.”
Alexandra put her hand to her mouth and a tear came from the edge of her right eye.
“What’s the matter?” he asked her.
“I was attacked at my apartment just before I left. I was forced to kill three men.”
He checked over her body and found the bruise on her left arm. “Are you all right? What’s this?”
“I quickly put in an IV and sprayed my blood all over my apartment.”
“Jesus. Your Service will think you’re dead. Or at least kidnapped. Who were they?”
“I don’t know for sure. They all wore masks, but they were Asian. Probably Chinese.”
“How did they find you?”
“That’s my problem, Jake. I shed no tears for those I was forced to kill. I’m concerned about how they tracked me down. I was very careful. I was set up with a car, an apartment, an entire identity. And I made damn sure nobody followed me to my real apartment after I got the information.”
Jake sat up and then put on his underwear. He turned to Alexandra and said, “You’ve got a problem at BND. Someone sent those killers your way. How many people knew you were undercover at Kreuzwelt Industries?”
Alexandra stood up and thought about that, with Jake having a hard time not ravishing her again. God she had a beautiful body, he thought.
“It’s a short list,” she said. “My boss there. Perhaps a couple more people. I set up my own apartment and car, buying it with cash from a dealer. Of course our techs who make our credentials would know my name and address, but nothing more. They wouldn’t give out my real address.” As she talked, she quickly put on her undergarments and then sat back on the bed while she pulled on her pants. “Where are we going? It’s almost ten.”
“Before we do anything in Singapore, I have to see a man about a horse.”
She laughed. “Do you remember the last time you told me that?”
“France, I think. But we actually found some horses in Montana.”
“Good memory. But what are we really going to get?”
“Two Glocks and some extra magazines.”
“From who?”
“I know a guy.” Well, he knew a guy who knew a guy.
The two of them spent the next two hours traveling around the city, picking up various taxis, city buses, the MRT metro system, and simply walking along the river paths, until Jake was damn sure they were not being followed.
Now they stood against a railing in relative darkness, away from the restaurants and bars in Singapore’s Clarke Quay region, where tourists rode slowly in boats below on the river.
“Why all the caution?” Alexandra asked.
Jake wasn’t entirely sure about that. “You know me. I like to be thorough. I picked up a tail at the Hong Kong airport.”
“How is that possible? I thought you flew there on a business charter.”
“I did. But someone must have caught me getting on that flight in Taipei.”
She moved closer to him, like a lover snuggling for warmth, despite the hot, muggy evening. She whispered, “Who do you think it was?”
Jake shrugged. “Probably one of Remington’s Agency assets.”
“You think he knows you’re after him?”
“That’s what I’m hoping,” Jake said. “There’s no other way to find the man.”
Alexandra gazed into his eyes with concern. “And you still trust this contact providing guns?”
Wrapping his hand at the small of her back, Jake said, “I think so. There are a number of factions within the Agency. Some are obviously still loyal to Bill Remington, and others are associates of Kurt Jenkins.”
“And this is one of Kurt’s guys?”
“Yeah. A young officer with no ties to Remington.” Jake checked his watch. It was ten minutes after midnight. They guy was late.
“Based on the photo you showed me on your phone, young is the correct term,” she said with a slight laugh.
The way the two of them stood, the river to one side, she could look over his shoulder in one direction and Jake could observe anyone coming from the other way. Finally, Jake saw the young officer approach. He wore dark clothing and carried a man-satchel across his shoulders. But he was limping like a wounded animal, a grimace of pain on his face.
“Here we go,” Jake said, pulling away somewhat from Alexandra.
Then Jake saw the man’s left leg had a wound, with blood leaving a trail behind him.
Jake closed the distance on the guy, his eyes instinctively scanning for danger. “What happened?” Jake asked the man.
The Agency man stopped and glanced behind him. “Sorry I’m late. It’s nice to meet you, Jake. I’ve heard so many good things.” He was definitely in extreme pain. But something had compelled him to complete his mission.
“What happened?” Jake repeated.
“I followed protocol,” he said. “Doubled back numerous times. Took all precautions. But someone caught up with me coming through Chinatown.”
Alexandra closed in, but she kept her distance to protect Jake’s backside. “Gunshot or knife?” she asked.
“Gunshot. Small caliber. I’ll be all right. It was an Asian man. He used a silencer.” His words were clipped and painful. He took off the satchel and handed it to Jake.
“We need to get you to a hospital,” Jake said.
“No. You need to get going,” the Agency man said vehemently.
“We’re not going to leave you here alone,” Alexandra said.
“Who is she?”
Jake didn’t answer. “Who knew you were coming here?”
“Nobody. I got the call directly from Mister Jenkins.”
“And you told no one?” Jake asked.
He shook his head.
“Well someone found out.” Jake looked back at the trail of blood and knew that was trouble. Then he saw the Asian man appear from the side of a restaurant. “He followed your blood trail.”
The man instinctively turned to see who Jake was looking at.
Jake reached into the satchel and felt two guns, along with a number of extra magazines. Just as he pulled one gun from the satchel, the Asian man raised his gun and started shooting.
By the time Jake got his new Glock up to a firing position, two bullets had already struck his Agency contact, dropping him to the pavement.
Jake fired twice and the man vectored to his left behind a tree.
“Go,” the Agency man yelled.
Alexandra had found the other gun and then strapped the satchel over her shoulders. “We’ve gotta go, Jake. We’ve got more company.”
Jake hated to leave the Agency man bleeding on the sidewalk, but he had no choice. He now saw another man coming from behind Alexandra. Then a woman lurked in the darkness from the third angle, a gun at the side of her leg. They were not only outnumbered, but they were outflanked.
Just as the pursuers raised their guns, Jake grabbed Alexandra and rushed toward the railing. Knowing they had no other choice, the two of them grasped the railing and flung themselves over and into the river.
When Jake hit the water, he was sure to hold onto the gun with all his strength. Before rising to the surface, he could hear muffled gunshots. As he kicked and rose to the surface, Jake aimed toward the sidewalk, firing twice at the man at the rail. One of his bullets hit the guy, dropping him like a sack of rice.
The flow of the river pulled him downstream in a hurry. He swiveled around searching for Alexandra but couldn’t see her anywhere in the darkness. Within a minute he was downstream and out of range of those who had shot at him. But still there was no sign of Alexandra.
Jake tried his best to stay out near the middle of the river, not wanting to get caught up in anything along the edge of the high walls on each side.
He kept swiveling around, trying desperately to find Alexandra. But she was nowhere in sight.
Now he started to second-guess his partnership with her. He had put her life in danger. And now she might be lost.
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As Jake simply floated down the Singapore River toward the Bay Marina, his mind drifted as boats cruised past him. At this time of night most of the boats were filled with commercial passengers drinking and partying late into the evening.
When the smaller motor boat slowly crept closer to him, his first thought was to go under water again and hide, like he had with the larger party boats. But something made him stay up in the water, his head bobbing about in the wake bouncing against the wall. A small light from a hand-held flashlight swept across the water and caught him in the eyes. He raised his right hand from the water and was about to shoot at the light.
“Jake,” echoed a woman’s voice. “It’s me, Jake.”
Alexandra.
The boat turned toward him and Alexandra reached out with a long stick, which Jake grasped with his free hand. In just seconds he climbed aboard the small motor boat and found a seat in the stern near the motor.
Once he was aboard, the man behind the wheel quickly picked up speed, heading toward the Bay Marina that eventually flowed into the ocean.
“Who’s our friend?” Jake asked Alexandra.
She took a seat next to Jake. “When we hit the water I swam under water downstream for quite a while. I heard shooting and thought you might have been hit. This guy was cruising upstream and almost ran me over. I said I’d give him a hundred bucks if he could find you. We turned around up by that brewery and slowly drifted down the river. It took us a while to catch up with you. Are you all right?”
“Yeah. And you?”
“Just wet. I even saved the gun and magazines. What about the guy who gave them to us?”
“I don’t know. He took a couple of rounds to his upper body. But they were twenty-two rounds. I’m hoping our shooting got the cops there quickly, along with an ambulance. He could make it. Where’s this guy bringing us?”
“Gardens by the Bay.”
“That’s just down from our hotel.”
“I know. We should be able to dry off a little before heading back to our room.”
That was a good plan. They didn’t want this guy telling the police or anyone else where he had dropped them off.
In just fifteen minutes, the boat pulled up to a secluded area of the large Gardens by the Bay park, where giant super trees that resembled mushrooms on steroids rose up anywhere from 80 to 160 feet, and were lit by various colored lights.
Jake gave the boat pilot a wet hundred dollar bill. The guy tried not to look at Jake with too much scrutiny. He simply nodded and turned the boat around before maxing out the motor and powering back toward the river.
The night air was still hot and muggy, like Miami on its hottest summer night.
“What’s going on, Jake?” Alexandra asked.
“More than we know,” he said. “Remington obviously has more friends than we first thought. He had the banker killed in Taipei. Had the man follow me in Hong Kong. And now has infiltrated the local Agency, killing or at least badly injuring our contact.”
“I don’t even know why we’re here in Singapore,” she said, obviously exasperated.
“The Agency froze one of Remington’s bank accounts here. Since the man had an account here, I thought he could be hanging out here also.”
The two of them wandered down the dimly-lit walkway in the direction of their hotel in the distance.
“And now?” she asked.
“I don’t know. For some reason he’s concerned about me on his trail.”
She stopped him by grasping his arm. “No kidding. You have a reputation of being a relentless bastard. But more than that, Remington knows he can’t just buy you off. He has to kill you.”
Jake smiled. “Well, I guess I have him right where I want him. I’m going to use his knowledge of me to get him to come to me.”
“How do you do that without getting yourself killed?” she wanted to know. “Or me killed.”
“Listen, I’m willing to work with you as a partner,” he said, “but maybe not on this case. I think you need to just hang out at the hotel for a few days, maybe go down to the casino, and then fly back to Germany.”
She punched him in the shoulder. “If you think you can get rid of me that easy.” Alexandra then went into a long rant in German, which sounded like she was either scolding a child or declaring her intention to conquer the world.
Luckily Jake understood every word. When she finally calmed down somewhat, Jake broke in. “Hey, it was just a suggestion. Don’t go all commissar on my ass.”
She punched him again, and this time he really deserved it.
They started wandering toward their hotel again.
“So,” Jake started, “let me get this straight. You want to help me find this rogue bastard.”
The two of them stopped again. This time she looked more serious. “Jake. Something more is going on here. It’s not just about Bill Remington. After you read the information I got from that Munich company, you know that China is making a major move. They just attacked a Taiwanese navy ship. If that ship had not defended itself properly, over a hundred crew would have died.”
Jake had already thought about this as well. “I know, Alexandra. I think the Chinese wanted to start a war with Taiwan. But they also need the oil and gas from the South China Sea. So this could just be about economics.”
“What’s the word for that in English? Hegem…”
“Hegemony?” Jake provided.
“Yes. They’re already a huge economic power. But they want to dominate the world. They want superpower status.”
“I agree,” Jake said. “But all I can do is find Bill Remington. That’s my current job. Do you still want to help me?”
She laughed. “I’ve been shot at before. And it’s usually when I’m in your general vicinity.”
“What can I say. I’m a lead magnet.”
“More like a Scheiße magnet.” Then she moved closer to him and kissed him on the lips. She sniffed Jake and added, “And I think you need to throw out those clothes and take a shower.”
They wandered back to their hotel.
* * *
Early the next morning Jake and Alexandra both woke refreshed. They had taken a late-night shower and stuffed their dirty clothes in a plastic bag. On their way down to breakfast, they dropped their clothes into a garbage can. Jake was starting to run out of garments.
Done with breakfast now, they sat in their room for a moment. Jake had both Glocks apart, making sure they were clean from the dunk in the river. He also removed all of the bullets from the magazines and dried them out with the bathroom hair dryer. Then, when everything gun related looked up to his standards, he put them both back together. Of course he used latex gloves to reload the bullets into the magazines. In the end, he slapped the mags into the handles of each gun and cycled rounds into the chambers.
While he did all of this, Alexandra was on Jake’s laptop checking on news from Munich.
“This is really strange,” she said. “There’s no mention of three dead Chinese men in my apartment.”
Jake set the Glock onto the table and went over to the bed next to her. “You know how that works. Your service probably scrubbed it.”
She shrugged and kept on typing. “I guess.”
“I’d like to know how they found your apartment,” Jake said.
“I know. I don’t think I can go back there anytime soon. Did you sell your apartment in Innsbruck?”
“Why? Do you want to move in?” He rubbed her bare leg.
“Only if you’re there.”
“Well, I still own the place. But it’s winter there now and my knee gives me too many problems in the cold. I’m think about getting a place in southern Italy for the winter.”
She continued to type but turned her head to check his eyes. “Are you serious?”
“Yes, why?”
“A few years ago I traveled to Calabria for a mission. I really loved the place. The food, the people, the scenic beauty. I fell in love with it.”
“We could run our business from there,” Jake said, “and work out of my Innsbruck apartment in the summer. Or, if we want to play in the snow, we can take the train there in the winter. I’ll take one for the team.”
“Sounds wonderful.” She opened a page on the internet and stopped typing to read. “My God.”
“What?”
“The Chinese fired a bunch of missiles at Taiwan. A lot of them were intercepted by American warships in the area and ground-based defense systems. But a few got through and killed a number of people. They’re still not sure how many.”
“Shit! That’s considered an act of war against America. We have a defense pact with Taiwan. An attack on one is an attack on the other. Has Taiwan retaliated?”
She shook her head. “No. Not yet. What do you think they’ll do?”
“Not a helluva lot without America,” Jake postulated. “Most of their systems are defensive in nature. My guess is the U.S. will position a carrier group somewhere near Taiwan.”
“It’s moving up the South China Sea from Japan now,” she said.
“China wouldn’t dare attack our carrier directly. I think both sides will try to find a way to save face. But this is definitely a bold move by China. It might be a test. A precursor of things to come. It’s like chess, where you move a bishop out to see how your opponent will react. If he counter attacks, you can simply slide the bishop back to a safe spot.”
“How does this impact our search for Bill Remington?” she wanted to know.
“Good question. Knowing Remington, he would not be anywhere near Taiwan at this time. He could get hurt there.”
“What about mainland China?”
“That would be too obvious. No, Remington likes to play games. Most of his time in the Agency was spent here in Asia. He spent the most time in Taiwan, which was one of the reasons I went there first. But he would also know that I know that.”
“And Singapore?”
“He did two years here in his early career.”
“Where else?”
“He spent some time in Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand. Those were his main areas of specialty. His first wife was Thai. She came from a politically-connected family.”
“They’re divorced now?”
“No. She died in a car accident, leaving Remington with two small children. The children are grown now and out of college. Both are under FBI surveillance in case Remington tries to contact them.”
“You said first wife. Did he have a second?”
“Yeah. She divorced him after finding out he was sleeping with an Asian woman.”
“So the second wife wasn’t Asian.”
“No. French Canadian. But the FBI is still checking up on her.”
Alexandra closed the laptop. “Okay. Remington has a thing for Asian women. That’s why we’re here.”
“Mostly. But Singapore has an extradition agreement with the U.S. I stopped here for two reasons. One, he had a bank account here, which the Agency froze. But I still have an appointment to talk with his banker this morning.”
“And the second reason?”
“Remington still has a lot of friends here, as we found out from last night. By exposing myself here, he can make a move on me.”
“Wait. You’re setting yourself up? That’s crazy.”
Jake laughed. “If I tried to find him the traditional way, I would be looking for the rest of my life. He’s got the ability to change his appearance and identity, and the money to stash himself just about anywhere. He’ll use cash exclusively. Now, he could have already bought a penthouse condo in downtown Singapore, but I doubt it. My guess is he’ll end up in one of two countries. Cambodia or Vietnam. Neither has an extradition treaty with the U.S.”
“Why not go there first, then?”
“Because I can’t extradite him from those countries. I need to draw him out. We’ve frozen his account here, but I still think he’ll find a way to get his money.” Jake got up from the bed and went over to the guns, picking up one and sliding it into a thin holster at the small of his back. He covered that with a light tropical shirt.
“What happens if the local police catch us with guns in Singapore?” she asked, and then picked up her own weapon.
Jake shoved an extra magazine into a cargo pocket on the side of his leg. “I don’t think we want to find out. They’ll probably cane our asses and then throw us in jail and throw away the key.”
She shook her head. “I just looked it up on the net. It’s six strokes of the cane and five to ten years for possession of an illegal firearm. If you use it you get the death penalty.”
Jake gave a little whistle. “I guess we’re already guilty of that. Let’s not get caught.”
“Hey, I’m still officially on active duty with the BND,” she said with a wry smile.
“True. But someone there might have sold you out to the Chinese. I’m not sure I would trust them to come to your rescue.”
Alexandra slung a small leather purse across her shoulder, the strap slid right between both of her breasts. Then she put her gun into the purse and found a spot in an inner pouch for an additional magazine.
“You have a point, Mister Sunshine,” Alexandra agreed. “Do you think the banker will try to shoot us?”
“No, but I specifically made an appointment with the banker, hoping he would pass the message on to Remington. So I expect him to send someone to take me out.”
She shook her head. “Wonderful. Here we go again, Jake.”
After locking up the laptop in the safe, they left the room and headed to the elevators.
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Jake went into the main branch of the Indo-Malay Bank alone, leaving Alexandra outside to watch his back. As he walked through the massive lobby with high ceilings, he could feel the rub of the gun at his back. It was an uncomfortable location for him to carry a concealed handgun. He preferred to carry it under his left arm or on his right hip. But he had no choice now in this hot climate, where a concealing jacket would be out of place.
He kept his eyes open for any sign of the people who had shot at him last night. The woman would be easy to remember, but the remaining man would not. He had only caught a quick glimpse of the guy as he approached from behind Alexandra.
The bank manager was a man of Indian descent named Ravi Singh. He was a slight man with tiny hands. If the man had shaved that morning, then his beard grew really fast. Jake had given the man his real first name when he set up the appointment, wanting to make sure this man passed that on to Bill Remington. But Remington would know that Jake would use a fictitious last name, which he did. He was now Jake Jones, with an American passport to match.
They took seats in the inner office with a grand view of the lobby through tall windows.
“Please explain your relationship with Mister Bill Remington,” the bank manager asked.
“As I said on the phone, our government is very interested in finding Mister Remington.”
“With which organization in the government do you work?”
This was normally where Jake would reach across the desk and grab the son of a bitch by the throat and let the man know who was in charge of the questions. But he took the high road for now.
Jake said coyly, “Let’s just say I’m a concerned citizen with enough authority to continue freezing Remington’s account here. And if my investigation warrants, I’ll have this bank audited by a dozen international organizations by tomorrow. You’ll either be in jail or selling curry kabobs at a kiosk outside Universal Studios at Sentosa. Is that clear enough for you, Mister Singh?”
The bank manager kept looking out to the lobby, as if he were looking for someone in particular.
Finally, Singh nodded his head. “How may I help you?”
Good. Jake had softened him up for a frontal attack. “All right. We have frozen his assets at this bank, but I’m guessing Remington would have anticipated that. I’ll bet he has other assets here. Perhaps in a safe deposit box.” Jake was just fishing for a response.
It worked. The bank manager visibly gulped.
Jake continued, “I’ll take that as a yes. So, let’s say Remington can’t come here himself to pick clean his safe deposit box. He would have trusted someone here to bring him his money.”
“That’s not a service we provide,” Singh said, his hands up in protest.
“Sure, not normally. But Remington can be very persuasive.” So could Jake, and he guessed now he would have to become a bit more severe with his questioning.
* * *
When Alexandra first saw the woman walking down the sidewalk after getting out of the taxi, she wasn’t a hundred percent sure that it was the same woman from the night before. The woman last night had seemed to simply linger in the background, letting her two male counterparts do all the shooting. The Asian woman was again wearing black from top to bottom, but her hair was slicked back with jell. She appeared to be alone this time.
Alexandra timed her approach perfectly. The two of them met where a small service alley divided the bank from a row of other tall buildings. With one swift move, Alexandra pulled the Asian woman into the alley.
The response was immediate. The two of them went into an instant fight with punches, blocks, kicks and counter attacks. The smaller woman had some major martial arts skills, but Alexandra held her own. And the German had superior size and strength. In just a few minutes, Alexandra had the woman in a sleeper hold and had backed up behind a trash dumpster.
Once the Asian woman passed out, Alexandra checked her for identification and weapons. First she found the silenced .22 in an inside jacket pocket. She quickly took the gun apart and threw most of it into the dumpster, only keeping the upper receiver. She could dispose of that later. Then she found the woman’s passport. It was from Thailand. Interesting.
As the woman started to wake up, Alexandra looked around the dumpster for any danger. All she saw was the occasional pedestrian on the sidewalk. But she couldn’t wait here forever. The woman started to sit up, so Alexandra punched her in the jaw, knocking her out again.
Then Alexandra got up and walked toward the bank. She sent Jake a quick text and headed toward the front entrance.
* * *
Jake had gotten everything and more than he expected from the banker. But he did expect Remington to send someone after him at this appointment. He was disappointed that the man had not tried.
Just as he got out the front door, he saw Alexandra approaching from around the alley. She was wiping blood from her lower lip. As she got closer, he could see she also had a bruise forming on her left cheek.
“What?” she said. “You should see the other chick.”
“I can’t leave you alone for a minute,” Jake said. “What happened?”
Alexandra detailed her fight in a few seconds as the two of them waved down a taxi.
“Thai?” Jake said. “That’s no surprise now. The banker was set up to deliver money to Bangkok.”
As the taxi pulled up, Jake opened the door for Alexandra. Before she got in, she dropped something into the gutter grate. He followed her into the cab.
* * *
When the Asian woman woke in the alley, she was equally happy for her good fortune to still be alive and angry for losing a battle with the taller, stronger woman. She knew that she had greater inner strength, and she should have been able to defeat that woman. Then she also realized that her favorite gun was gone. But with good luck she had at least found part of the gun in the dumpster, but it was the least important part. It would be much harder to find a new suppressor.
Worse than anything, though, was her failure to engage the American man she had been paid to follow. A man of his stature would be hard to find now. He had practically raised a white flag by setting up an appointment with the Singapore banker.
Now she needed to see what the banker had told the man.
Without announcing herself, she simply walked past the receptionist and closed the door, making sure she and the banker were alone.
She sat into the plush leather chair and simply stared at the banker. The two of them had only one language in common, English, and she made sure the man thought her English skills were marginal at best.
“What are you doing here?” Ravi Singh asked her. Then the banker got up and went to the large windows overlooking the lobby area. He started to close the shades, but then must have thought better of it and left them open.
The woman rubbed the side of her neck where the larger woman had choked her. But her real pain was along the left side of her jaw where the woman had hit her. “You met with American?”
The banker came back and sat behind his desk. “Yes, of course.”
“What you tell him?”
Mister Singh looked nervous. “Just what I was told to tell him. What do you think?”
“I hear this man dangerous,” she said. Actually, her employer had said the man could snap her neck like a chicken and then go out for curry and beer like nothing happened.
The banker’s bushy brows furled. “What happened to you? Did you get in a fight?”
“Never mind me. Did you give the man jump drive?”
“Of course. Reluctantly.”
“You sell it?”
“Absolutely.”
She nodded approval. Her employer would be happy now, even though she had exposed herself to this man’s girlfriend. But the plan would work even better if the man made it all the way to Bangkok.
Satisfied, she got up and left the banker alone. Part of her wished her employer had allowed her to beat up that man. She hated bankers.
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Jake and Alexandra got back to their hotel and settled in for the afternoon. Alexandra was obviously tired from going to bed so late the night before, and perhaps from the adrenalin rush during the fight with the Asian woman. After she washed up a bit, she crawled onto the bed and nearly immediately went to sleep.
With her heavy breathing in the background, Jake pulled out the jump drive he had gotten from the banker, Ravi Singh. There was just one folder on the drive, and that only contained a couple of files. One file showed the original transfer of money into an account owned by Bill Remington — the money coming from the same accounts that had placed money in his friend Chad Hunter’s account in Belize, implicating him in the supposedly accidental shoot down of a Chinese satellite. But of course Jake had already disavowed that action, exonerating his old friend. Although this part of Remington’s indiscretion was already known, including the transfer of money to this Singapore account, there was some interesting data here. For instance, it showed a pattern of cash withdrawals that coincided with what Ravi Singh had told him. The banker had personally removed the money, placed it into Remington’s safe deposit box, and then delivered this cash to a tailor in Bangkok, Thailand. One of the files showed the banker’s travel tickets, where he had flown to Bangkok and back in the same day on three separate occasions in the past month. This was all before the American government had found out about the account and frozen the assets.
He transferred the files to his laptop after encrypting the files. Then Jake got off the laptop and shoved the thumb drive into his left cargo pants pocket.
Jake glanced at the sleeping beauty on the bed and checked his watch. He had fifteen minutes. Reluctantly he left his gun and extra magazine on the table next to the other one that Alexandra had carried. He couldn’t take it where he was going.
As he quietly left the room on the fifty-fifth floor, he slowly made his way down to the elevators. He would be leaving Singapore in the morning and if he didn’t at least see his old friend, she would be really pissed when she found out.
Attached to the Sands Hotel where he stayed was a massive casino. It was one of the reasons Jake had stayed here in the first place. But to get into the casino, Jake had to show the entrance security his passport and then go through an airport-like metal detector — his reason for not bringing his gun.
Jake wandered through the casino, which at this time of the afternoon was not very busy. He wasn’t a huge gambler. The odds were always in the favor of the house. But he wasn’t there to gamble. He was there to see an old friend.
Chang Su had been a friend of his for many years. The two of them first met when Jake was on a mission in China years ago, when he stopped the transfer of laser technology from getting into the hands of the communist Chinese government. Jake had gotten Chang Su out of China and she had lived with him for more than a year at his apartment in Innsbruck, Austria. Although they had been lovers, Jake knew that her heart was really never in it. He guessed she had been grateful for him saving her life, and over time that had worn off. Eventually the cold of Austria had become too much for her, and the pull of Asia had been too strong.
When he saw her at one of the roulette tables, wearing a red vest over a white silk shirt, she looked…happy. He almost walked away. The last thing he wanted to do was get her mixed up in his current situation. Sure he had considered having her translate the Chinese parts of the data he had gotten from the banker in Taiwan. But it was better to let Kurt Jenkins handle that. Just as he thought he might let her be, she caught Jake looking at her and her eyes, her most expressive feature, brightened even more.
Chang Su let the current ball finish bouncing, collected the chips and paid a few small payouts, and then turned the table over to another croupier.
She nodded her head for Jake to follow her. He couldn’t help checking out her tiny body as she walked away from him. His mind went back to his apartment in Austria and a montage of times they had made love.
When they finally reached a nearly-empty bar area off to one side, she finally turned and gave Jake a big hug. As she pulled away, she wiped tears from both eyes.
They took seats at a table across from each other.
He waited for her to speak first.
“What are you doing here, Jake?” she asked. For the first time he saw the colorful braces on her teeth. If she had had one flaw, it was her imperfect teeth. But now the braces made her look like she was still in high school. She had not aged a day.
“It’s business,” Jake said. “I can’t say any more.”
She shook her head. “I understand. How long will you be here?”
“Just tonight,” he said. He wished he had more time after seeing her again.
“We should go out tonight then.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
“It’s slow today. I could say I’m sick.”
He wasn’t sure, but he thought she might want to rekindle what they had in the past.
“I’m sorry. I’m with someone.”
She looked disappointed. “It’s Toni, right?”
“No. Toni was murdered recently.”
Shock crossed her face, and Jake realized he shouldn’t have been so blunt. He explained what had happened to Toni, and how the two of them had never gotten back together.
“I’m so sorry, Jake. But you were still friends.”
“Of course.” He didn’t want to mention the fact that Toni had given birth to Jake’s son years ago and failed to tell him. Jake was still trying to deal with that recent revelation.
“Then who?” she asked.
“You’ve met her in Austria. Alexandra.”
“Oh, she is very beautiful. I hope you are finally happy.”
“Well, we’re still trying to figure things out.” He explained what he could, that Alexandra was becoming his partner. Nothing else. “How are you doing?”
She hesitated to consider the question. “I’m happy. I like my job here. Singapore is a beautiful city. Very warm.”
“It is that. Too hot for me.” Jake had kept his eyes open for anything unusual and when he finally saw something out of place, he knew he had to move fast to keep Chang Su safe. “I have to go. Is your number the same?”
“You just got here, Jake,” she pled, obviously disappointed.
“I know. I’m sorry.” He got up and left her at the table, making sure the Asian woman coming his way didn’t see the two of them together. Lowering his hat over his eyes, he vectored behind a row of slot machines. What the hell was going on? Somehow the Asian woman had found him.
The woman who had fought with Alexandra and tried to kill the both of them last night was now on him like a heat seeking missile. It must have been because the security scanned his passport at the door. Maybe Bill Remington knew about his Canadian passport. Now Jake would have to use one of his other passports going forward.
Jake moved along the back wall. The casino was shaped in a circle, so if he kept going he would eventually get to one of the escalators. No, she might have posted a friend at each one of those. Instead, Jake hurried forward toward a handicap elevator. As he punched the button, he saw the Asian woman checking her phone out in the center of the room among the gaming tables.
The elevator came and he got in. He reached for his gun, but it wasn’t there. He had been forced to leave it in his room.
When he got up one flight to the entrance level, Jake walked quickly toward the security area. He showed his passport to leave the casino and then walked out toward the casino. A lone man was against one wall talking on his cell phone, just out of view of casino security.
Suddenly the man seemed to recognize Jake. The Asian man reached into his jacket and Jake rushed the guy, hitting the man and knocking him against the wall, his gun bouncing to the carpet out of their reach.
Jake shoved his knee into the man’s groin, taking his breath away with instant pain. Then Jake grasped the man behind the head and drove his face into Jake’s knee, knocking him out.
The cough of a silenced gun made Jake instinctively turn. The bullet chipped the marble wall and Jake now saw the source. It was the Asian woman and another man, who probably held her gun as she went in to find Jake. The other guy was six feet away in the direction of the Asian woman.
Without further hesitation, Jake ran as fast as he could, rounding a corner and racing out through a set of doors. Bullets struck the door frame and another smashed the glass on the open door.
Once outside into a mezzanine area between the hotel and the casino, Jake rushed forward. He got to the hotel elevators and lucked out, sliding right into one and punching the door close button.
As the doors closed another bullet hit the inside of the elevator and one more struck the door as it closed.
He punched three buttons — the fifteenth floor, the thirtieth floor, and the fifty-fourth floor. On the way up, he found his phone and tried to call Alexandra. She didn’t answer.
“Damn it, Alexandra. Answer your phone.”
At the fifteenth floor the doors opened and he quickly hit the close button again.
He tried Alexandra’s phone again. Nothing.
When he got to the fifty-fourth floor, he rushed out and ran down the corridor. As he ran he tried Alexandra one more time, but she still didn’t pick up.
He found the staircase and shoved through it. Then he climbed up to the fifty-fifth floor and hurried out toward his room. He had his card out and then second-guessed his actions for a micro-second. If they had tracked his Canadian passport, they might already know his room number. They could have already been to his room and killed Alexandra. Now he sprinted to his room and, out of breath, slid his key card into the slot. When the green light went off, he hurried in and found Alexandra.
She was on the floor at the back side of the bed, her Glock aimed right at Jake.
“My God, you’re all right. Come on. We have to leave. Somehow they found us.”
She got up from the floor. “How?”
“I don’t know. Maybe my Canadian passport. I went to the casino and they required me to swipe it.”
“Well, we never unpacked.” She swung her bag over her shoulder, keeping her gun free and ready to shoot. “I’m ready.”
Jake shoved his laptop into his backpack and then slung it onto his shoulders. It was getting lighter each day, since he had gotten rid of some clothes along the way. He too kept his gun in his hand at the ready.
Now they had to find a way out of the hotel. The Asian woman and her two friends could simply hang out at the bottom of the elevators and wait them out.
Once they were in the corridor, Alexandra whispered, “How do we get out of here?”
“Two choices,” Jake said. “The stairs or the elevators.” Jake stood for a moment and considered the best path. “How about operation chaos?”
“Crap. Not again.”
Jake smiled as he led her toward the stairwells. Just before entering the exit door, Jake pulled the fire alarm. That would do two things. The elevators should stop and automatically return to the ground level. And then everyone in the hotel would be forced to evacuate on the stairs.
The two of them hurried to the staircase and headed down. They both had to hide their guns again. She put her Glock in her purse, and Jake shoved his into the sleeve at the small of his back, which was a problem with the backpack over it. The farther they got down the stairs, the more people that joined them. Jake guessed that the bad guys would have either been stuck in the elevator and shoved down to the ground level, or were also making their way down the stairs. Of course they would also have to consider the whole thing a ruse, with Jake and Alexandra staying in their room and waiting out the storm of activity. That only worked if the Asian woman didn’t already know his room.
As they finally got out into the main lobby, the place was a major disaster, with people clustered everywhere and being forced out into the front of the building.
But Jake didn’t see the Asian woman or either of her two friends. They must have been stuck somewhere in the crowd.
Outside now and into the sweltering heat, Alexandra said, “Now what?”
Jake took her hand and led her to the front of the row of taxis. They got in and Jake told the driver to go to the airport. As they got closer to Changi International Airport, Jake had the driver change directions.
“I’m sorry,” Jake said. “I meant the train station.”
* * *
Shangwei had recently gotten to Singapore and was following Remington’s crew to take out the American at the Sands Hotel, when he had to restrain himself from stepping in. He didn’t have clear instructions from General Wu Gang on incidental damage, but his mission at this point was to simply observe. He wasn’t great at not taking the initiative and finishing what those incompetent idiots Remington had hired couldn’t complete. It was as if that woman was trying not to kill the American.
Now, after Remington’s people had lost their target, Shangwei pulled himself into a remote area in the massive lobby area of the hotel, sat in a comfortable leather lounge chair, and called his boss.
Shangwei explained what had happened and how he needed directions.
“Keep back in the shadows,” General Wu Gang demanded.
“Yes, sir. I’m concerned about our friend’s workers.”
The general sighed. His boss was never one to put up with failure or complaints. “Let me handle the man. I believe our friend wants to play this out on his terms.”
“But sir, it was almost like the crew wanted to fail. They were not efficient.”
The general laughed. “You must consider the target. This man has made many failures in the past. What seems easy is not always so.”
Shangwei understood that concept. He started to scratch at his new tattoo, but disciplined himself to pull back and leave it alone. “What are my orders now?”
“Just continue to follow. My patience is not infinite. But we can play with the mouse for a little longer. You will get a new location soon.”
Thanking his boss for direction, Shangwei clicked off his cell phone just seconds after his boss cut the connection. His eyes continued to scan the lobby area, hoping to pick up his target. He had heard the man now had a beautiful western woman with him, and Shangwei had a special place in his heart for white women with big round eyes. Well, maybe not his heart, but perhaps an organ a bit lower. He smiled with that thought, and then got up and wandered across the lobby and out the main entrance.
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Bangkok, Thailand
Bill Remington was a giant in Thailand. At six four, he rarely looked anyone in the eye. And that’s the way he liked it. His first wife had been Thai, a petite and beautiful woman with skin like caramel. When she died, he wasn’t sure how to live any more. Maybe that was when he decided to take whatever he could from this world. Since his first wife had been from a political family, he had acquired more power in Thailand than any other living American. The problem with staying in Thailand, of course, was the strong extradition treaty this country had with America. He could only pay for protection for so long. Eventually, some government official he paid off would want more money and then the trust would end and turn to extortion.
He stood now in front of a mirror as the tailor measured him for a new suit. Remington observed his strong features, but hated the fact that he was getting old. Where his stomach used to be rippled with muscles in his youth, he now had a layer of fat damn near everywhere. Hence the reason for the re-measure. He had been using this tailor for almost two decades. He was a second cousin of his late wife. But the Agency had no idea this is where he got his suits. He always had them delivered to a post office box in Virginia, and he paid the man with cash sent by a courier. The same courier who he trusted with his money in Singapore. Although the freezing of assets came faster than he expected, he still had a huge amount in other accounts that had not been found yet. Thankfully he had transferred much of that into cash, gold and silver in safe deposit boxes.
Just as the tailor started to measure his inseam, his cell phone buzzed.
The tailor looked up at him.
Remington looked at his phone and said to the tailor. “Take a break. And please get me another beer.”
The tailor nodded and went away.
Remington, seeing who was calling, answered the phone in English, “Yeah. What do you have?”
“He got away from us at the hotel,” the woman said.
“I told you the man was good,” Remington said. Even though he was using a burner phone, it was best not to use names. He knew how the NSA worked. “Where is he now?”
Hesitation on the other end of the line, which was never a good sign. “He left Singapore.”
“Is he coming here?”
“We think so,” she said. “The banker made sure to give him the information, but only after great persuasion.”
“So, where is he?”
“He got on a train from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur. Why not just fly to Bangkok?”
Remington smiled at himself in the mirror. He knew how Jake thought, how he was trained to think. “Let me guess. He shot back at you.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, he must have gotten a gun in Singapore and he wants to bring that into Thailand. He can’t bring the gun on a flight.”
“He could just buy a new gun in Bangkok,” she reasoned.
“Maybe. But he might also have guessed we would be watching the airport for him.”
“We were.”
Remington laughed. “I told you, this guy is not to be taken lightly. He was one of our best.”
“Then why did he quit?”
Good question. “Let’s just say he has a problem following orders or rules.”
“I like that. If he wasn’t with the woman, I would try to seduce him.”
“What woman?”
The caller explained her encounters with the tall woman. She failed to say how the woman had been able to put her in a sleeper.
“I don’t know who that could be,” Remington said, his mind trying to discern all possible women from Jake’s past. Toni was dead, so it wasn’t her. He sure as hell hoped it wasn’t Sirena. That woman had done too much damage in Central and South America recently.
“What should we do?” she asked.
The tailor appeared with a bottle of beer in his hand. Remington took the beer from the man and then waved him away, telling him to come back in five minutes.
“All right. You’re burned. They know your face. So, why don’t you meet me here and prepare for them to arrive. Send two men to Kuala Lumpur by plane to intercept them. Do not let them engage the man, though. Only follow them here. I don’t want our target to know we know he’s coming here. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir. Should I come to you?”
Quite the eager beaver, Remington thought. He guessed her sexual prowess was only eclipsed by her brutality. “Yes. Call me when you get to Bangkok and I’ll tell you where I’m staying at that time.” He had not stayed in the same place two nights in a row since arriving in Thailand.
She agreed and hung up.
Remington took a long draw on his cold beer. Then he called his tailor back into the room. “Sorry, my friend. I had to take that call.”
Malaysia
On the train from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur
Jake had been able to purchase a first-class sleeper car for he and Alexandra. Early on the trip they had gotten something to eat in the dining car, along with a couple of beers each. They were finally able to relax somewhat as they sat in their private room and darkness set on the Malay Peninsula. The train was one of the slower commuter type trains. Bullet trains had not yet reached this part of the world. But the train was similar to most in Europe, with the first class cabins especially nice.
“What are you thinking?” Alexandra asked him.
He had his laptop on his legs and had been sifting through everything he had gotten over the past few days, from those items Alexandra had gotten from the company in Munich to the most recent data from the Singapore banker. Jake was having a hard time trying to decipher the meaning of everything, including those trying to kill him.
Jake closed the laptop and set it across the small room on the lower bunk bed. “I’m thinking the Singapore banker, Ravi Singh, gave up this information too easily.”
“You can be very persuasive, Jake.”
He shrugged. “Maybe. But then how in the hell did that woman and her friends find me in the casino?”
She put her hand on his leg. “You said it yourself. The casino had you scan your Canadian passport. Remington could have had his people watching databases like that. It’s a small island. How many places take your passport? Customs, the hotel, the casino and maybe a few other places. It wouldn’t take much for them to track those places.”
She was right, of course. But there was one problem with that logic. “True. But if Remington even knew about my Canadian passport, it would have been my old one. I just developed this persona recently. There’s no way he knows about it. Kurt Jenkins doesn’t even know about this passport.”
Alexandra was in deep thought now.
Jake leaned back in his chair and ran the last couple of days through his mind. Then he slid his left hand down to his outer cargo pocket, finally feeling a small lump. He reached inside and retrieved the jump drive he had gotten from the banker in Singapore. Turning it over in his fingers, the small metal device seemed to be a newer version.
“What?” she asked.
Finding a strip of metal along the chair, Jake set the jump drive against it. He immediately felt the attraction. Although it didn’t stick to the metal, he could definitely feel a pull.
“Shit,” Jake said, shaking his head. “Duped by a damn banker.”
“GPS tracker?” she asked. “That sounds like something you would do.”
“Something I have done. But this is the smallest tracker I’ve ever seen. This is Agency tech. Or perhaps from the Chinese. But I’m guessing Bill Remington gave this to Ravi Singh and had him give it to me. It’s beautiful. You plug it into the USB port and it acts as advertised, but it also draws power to recharge the tiny battery.”
She took it from his hand and checked it out. “You don’t think it also has a mic.”
“No. As you know, most targets, even the cartels and other criminals, have sweeping devices to catch those. I think this is a single purpose GPS tracker.”
Alexandra handed him the drive and said, “Great. Then they know we’re on this train. They might even have someone on here with us.”
“I doubt it. We went straight to the train station and lucked out, barely having enough time to get on this train ourselves. There was no way they could have tracked us that fast and still get on the train.”
“Doesn’t mean they can’t catch up to us in Kuala Lumpur.”
She had a great point. Damn, it was much easier in the spy game before all of these high-tech gadgets.
“What do we do?” she asked.
“I had a similar situation recently in Montana,” he said. “I sent some folks all the way to Portland on a wild goose chase.”
“That’s when you were shacking up with that congresswoman.”
“You sound jealous.”
“I’m not jealous. I was just mentioning a fact.”
Silence.
“Was she good in bed?” Alexandra asked with an edge.
There was no great answer to that question. He ignored her and instead said, “I say we hang onto this for a while.”
“You don’t like the question so you change the subject.”
“I haven’t asked you about the men you’ve slept with,” he said.
“Or the women?” She smiled and raised her brows.
“Now you’re just teasing me,” he declared. He checked his watch. “We get into Kuala Lumpur in a few hours. Chances are pretty good they’ll come on the train and try to take us out.”
“It’s a big train. But maybe we should get off and drive the rest of the way.”
“That’s one way to go,” he admitted. “But I think we have a better option.”
“Either way, we’ll have to go through customs when we get to Thailand. We can’t afford to get caught with guns. They’re about as bad as Singapore in punishing gun violations.”
“You’re still officially with the Federal Intelligence Service of Germany,” he reminded her.
“That’s true. But according to the BND, I might be dead. And this is an unsanctioned op. I don’t trust my boss to have my back.”
“Good point. We have some time to worry about the guns, but for now we might just need them on this trip. I’ll contact Kurt Jenkins and let him know where we’re going. He might still have some loyal fans in Thailand to help us acquire more guns.” Jake checked his phone and found only spotty service. “We’ll have to wait until we get closer to KL.”
“In the meantime,” she said, “we should get some sleep. Or at least go to bed.”
She turned off the light in the cabin and the room was lit only by the nearly full moon. Flashes of light streaked across the cabin wall when they passed street lights at road crossings.
Standing in the center of the room, she slowly undressed until she was completely naked, her body a seductive periodic vision of potential pleasure. She moved toward the window and placed her hands against the edges, exposing herself to anyone outside who might see her beauty. Then she spread her legs as if waiting to be frisked.
Jake could take no more. He swiftly undressed to match her nakedness. Then he came up behind her and nibbled on her neck, while he reached around to her breasts. His stiffness found its way inside her and she moaned as he took her with great enthusiasm.
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Bangkok, Thailand
Bill Remington looked out the window of his current hotel, a relative high-rise in the region of government power in the city. It might have been a mistake coming here, though, since the anti-government protests were gaining more strength and eventually the government would use increasing force to squelch the dissent. Foreigners often got caught up in these events as collateral damage. What the hell did these people expect, he thought. They raised a weak king to a pedestal and continued to vote in the shiny new object to their parliamentary leadership. So they got the government they wanted until they no longer wanted it.
He took another drink of Scotch from his highball glass and looked for answers to his problems in the little bit of liquid gold left in the bottom of his glass. The single malt wasn’t talking to him, though.
When one of his security detail informed him that his guest had arrived, Remington hoped it would be his operative back from Singapore. But he then realized that her flight was just landing about now, and it would take her some time to weave through that damn crowd below.
Remington nodded and followed his security man into the outer area of his hotel room. He saw that the general had two of his own security men along with him. That meant two security men each. But they both agreed to send the men to the corridor while they talked.
General Wu Gang was an interesting character. He started his career at Texas A&M, where he not only learned about electrical engineering, but was allowed to study military tactics as a member of the Corps of Cadets. When he returned to the People’s Republic of China, he was given a commission in the red army, where he eventually rose to full general. If that wasn’t enough power for the man, the communist leaders there decided he should use his American degree to run the hottest cell phone company in China, where he turned the fledgling industry into a worldwide powerhouse. Soon enough the general had made himself one of the most powerful and wealthy men in China. Of course he had done so by siphoning money, with Remington’s help, into multiple bank accounts worldwide. Physically, the man had gone from a nearly malnourished frame when Remington first met the guy as a young major, into a pudgy caricature of third-world indulgence that had only gotten that way through the subjugation of his working class minions. Well, that and his penchant for super-sized fast food burgers and fries.
But Texas had indelibly changed the man. He wore Levis and snake-skin cowboy boots. His western button up shirt was accented by a turquoise bolo tie.
“Nice place,” General Wu Gang observed, and then took a seat on the leather sofa against one wall. “I think I stayed in this very room a few years ago.”
Remington was a little concerned by the man’s appearance in Bangkok. He knew the general had allies here, and his allies might have been more powerful than his own. He sat on the matching leather chair across from the Chinese general. “Just here for the night,” Remington said.
“Hopefully the protestors won’t keep you awake.”
“Your country would have brought in the tanks by now,” Remington surmised. “Would you like something to drink?” He got up and went to his bottle of Scotch on the credenza, lifting it for the general.
The general waved his hand. “No. Listen, I’m here just for a few minutes. What can you tell me about the American reaction to the situation in the Straits of Taiwan?”
This was out of the blue. Remington poured himself enough Scotch to last a while. Then he sat down again. “As you know, I’m not with the CIA anymore. I’m a man without a country.”
“You know what they say in Texas about that?” When Remington shrugged, the general continued, “That’s bullshit. I think you know how the U.S. government will respond to the crisis.”
Remington shook his head. “I know how they would normally act. But with this current government, your guess would be as good as mine. Tell me this: What is the intent of the Chinese government? They sure as hell don’t want war.”
General Wu Gang leaned back into the plush leather, his face revealing a slight smirk. “Not likely. But they do want respect. And as Mao said, ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’”
Remington smiled and took a drink of Scotch. “He also said that ‘Communism is a hammer that we use to crush the enemy.’”
The general laughed. “China is about as communist as America is capitalist.”
“Good point. Now, what concerns you?”
“That’s why I like you, Bill. You get right to the point.” General Wu Gang hesitated. “As you know, my military days are in the past. Although a war would be good for business, I don’t want one in my back yard.”
Remington knew that the man was using his considerable wealth to buy up companies around the world, and most of those dealt with the business of war. He also suspected that the general set up the entire conflict with Taiwan for economic reasons. “I understand. But I have no power to do anything about it. I’m considered a traitor there now.”
The general shook his head. “No, I don’t believe that. Neither side wants an escalation. You need to tell your former employer that my government will not attack Taiwan.”
“Haven’t they already done that?”
“That was a rogue general in our missile force,” General Wu Gang explained. “He has been…removed from his former job.”
Lined up and shot, Remington guessed. “What’s in it for me?”
General Wu Gang rose up and straightened his pants over his boots. “It would be a favor to me. If you are no longer of use to me, please let me know. I will have to find another man for the job.”
Remington gulped as he took down a long swig of his Scotch. He knew exactly what the general meant by that. The man would have him killed without blinking. He knew too much about this man’s business anyway. But there was no way in hell that he was going to tell the Agency anything directly. “I understand.”
“I hope you do,” the general said. “Can you help me?”
“I’ll do my best. But I’ll have to do it through back channels. Some of my former officers will help me with that.”
“Perfect.” The general started for the door, but he stopped before leaving. “Oh, one more thing. I understand the CIA has sent a man to bring you in. A former officer. A man who once stopped us from acquiring your laser technology. Is this correct?”
“Afraid so, general.”
“Is this man Jake Adams?”
Remington was dumbfounded by the level of this man’s knowledge. “Yes, it is. But I can handle him.”
The general smiled and said, “You mean like in Taiwan and Singapore?”
Taking another swallow of Scotch, Remington said, “Good help is hard to find.”
“Not anymore. From now on, you have all of my resources. My security officer will leave details on how to use my network of agents.” He pointed toward the windows. “Instability is the perfect cover to take care of problems. What’s one more American tourist dying after sticking his nose into business he knows nothing about? Have a good evening.” With that the general left.
Remington gazed at his drink and then swallowed the rest of the liquid, the warmth of more than twenty years in oak bringing some pleasure to his night.
* * *
Less than an hour later, and Remington’s chief of security let his favorite female agent into his room. Despite her travels from Singapore, she looked refreshed and delightful in her tight black outfit from top to bottom. He made the two of them drinks and sat next to her on the leather sofa. Remington got tingly like a high school boy whenever he was around her. She reminded him of his first wife.
“How was your trip?” he asked her.
She sipped her drink, a whiskey seven, and then said, “I failed you.”
Remington liked this about her. She didn’t make excuses for her actions, unlike some of those he had worked with in the Agency, who always seemed to be looking for someone else to blame for their own incompetence.
“No,” Remington said. “Jake Adams is…was one of our best officers. That’s why I sent you with three other agents.” The two of them always spoke with a combination of Thai and English. She wanted to improve her English skills and he wanted to keep what he already knew of Thai.
“But we lost one man with our first encounter at the river,” she said. “He was a former Thai army soldier.”
“What about the Agency officer?”
“I heard he lived,” she said. “A trauma doctor happened to be eating at a restaurant nearby.”
Remington nodded acknowledgment. That was good to hear. “Have you heard from your other men?” he asked.
“Yes. They were able to track the American on the train.” She checked her watch. “They made it to Kuala Lumpur with an hour to spare. Should be getting on the train any minute now.”
“And they know not to kill them on the train?” he confirmed.
“Yes. But I don’t understand. You wanted him dead in Taiwan and Singapore. Why not in Malaysia?”
Remington wondered that himself. Maybe he wanted to see Jake Adams die for himself. The man was like a damn cockroach. “I would like to talk with the man. If we just kill him, the Agency will send someone else.”
She nodded understanding and took down a long swig of her drink. “You want to bribe the man to say he killed you.”
Remington laughed. “That might work with normal men. But Jake Adams isn’t normal. The man has this inordinate desire to always do the honorable thing.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“I know. He’s incorruptible.” But this gave him a good idea. “Perhaps I can convince him that I was doing this on purpose to ingratiate myself with the Chinese.”
“That would be a brilliant plan,” she agreed. “Is it true?”
Remington had never really worked with this woman, but she had come highly recommended by a respected operative. Because of this, he still only trusted her so far.
“Truth is a fluid concept,” he said. “Adams will only believe me if my story is viable and potentially verifiable.” He would have to make sure to make it so.
“So,” she started, “what do we do next?”
He thought for a long minute while he gazed into his glass of Scotch. “We need to lure him to Wat Arun. If there’s one thing I know about Jake Adams, he respects religious locations. He won’t shoot at us there unless he’s simply defending himself. We’ll need to order all of our people to not engage him.”
She smiled. “Speaking of engaging. I could use a shower and then…well, you know what I like.”
Thankfully, he knew exactly what she liked, and he was getting stiff now thinking about her wonderful body. He watched her strut off toward the bathroom and couldn’t take his eyes away as she slowly left a trail of clothes behind her.
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Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
When they reached the capital city of Malaysia, Jake had gone toward the back of the train in the third-class section with tattered seats. Since it was nearly midnight, those who did not plan to get off in Kuala Lumpur were sound asleep. The dark compartment smelled like body odor and mold. As the train slowed to a halt at the main train station, Jake sat down and pulled his hat down low. It was a crummy time of night to pick up a train, Jake thought.
There were not a whole lot of people waiting to come aboard, so Jake had no problem seeing the two men who had run into him at the Singapore casino. They were not standing together, but they kept on looking at each other. Also, one of the men was checking his phone, no doubt verifying the GPS tracker in Jake’s pocket was still functioning. But there was no sign of the hot young Asian woman. She obviously had more skill and was waiting for the right time to board. It was possible she put those two men out there to distract Jake, while she jumped on the train at another location.
Now he had two choices. He could let them know which cabin he and Alexandra occupied, which was not a good idea. Or he could make it hard on the men and leave the tracker somewhere on the train for them to find. Then they might think Jake had dropped it there and gotten off the train. That would make it much harder to find him.
Jake chose a third option. He got up and wandered back toward his cabin. When he saw a porter ahead, Jake bumped into the man and slipped the jump drive into the man’s pants pocket. Then Jake wandered back to his cabin and locked the door.
“Everything all right?” Alexandra asked.
“Yeah. The men from Singapore were waiting for us at the station.”
The train slowly pulled away from the terminal and immediately started to pick up speed.
“You want to throw the tracker out the window?” she asked. “Or just smash it.”
He smiled and told her how he had planted it on the porter. “That might have them running around the train for a while.”
Alexandra settled back into her bed. “Good. I need some more sleep.”
Jake got on his phone and called Kurt Jenkins on the outskirts of the city, where the train was still going slow through the suburbs on the way out of Kuala Lumpur. Jenkins wasn’t surprised to hear that Jake and Alexandra were on their way to Bangkok, since he knew that Remington had worked there years ago.
“What do you plan to do, Jake?” Jenkins asked him.
Standing next to the window and watching the slums of Kuala Lumpur slip by, Jake said, “I’m not sure. I was hired to find Bill Remington. I don’t have the authority to hold the man and wait for extradition.”
“I know,” Jenkins acknowledged. “And I know he has a lot of friends still in country.”
“What about our guns?”
“That shouldn’t be a problem. They’ll probably run drug dogs around suspicious-looking characters. Nobody is stupid enough to travel with guns.”
“Thanks.”
“You know what I mean.”
Jake hesitated to look at the lower bunk, where Alexandra slept soundly already. “Remington already knows I’m coming.”
“How?”
He told his old boss about the small GPS tracking device.
“That’s one of ours,” Jenkins said. “Our tech guys developed that two years ago.”
A thought came to Jake. “Is there any way to reprogram it for my own use?”
“Not really. You’d have to have the security code.”
“All right. Then I won’t try to pick the porter’s pocket to retrieve it.”
“Wait a minute,” Jenkins said. “If Remington already knows you’re coming, what makes you think he’ll be there waiting for you?”
Jenkins had a damn good point. “One reason. The Singapore banker is expected to make a cash delivery to Remington tomorrow afternoon.”
“Doesn’t Remington know the Agency froze his assets at that bank?”
“The banker told him that,” Jake answered. “But Remington was smart enough to stash a bunch of cash in a safe deposit box. The banker has been making regular milk runs from Singapore to Bangkok with just under ten grand each time. Now, if Remington is smart, knowing I was just at the bank, he’ll set up someone else to pick up the money.”
“Good point. He might also have a contingency to have the money delivered to a third country.”
“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Jake said. “And if I had to guess, I’d put my money on Cambodia. Remington worked there and they have no extradition with America.”
“Plus you could live like a king there with the kind of money Remington has acquired from the Chinese,” Jenkins reasoned.
“Okay. So, since Remington knows I’m coming, why don’t you make sure we have some Agency assets in place to run interference at the train station. Just in case those assholes jack us up and find the guns.”
Jenkins agreed, saying the station chief he had appointed was still in place there.
“One more thing,” Jake said, and then he hesitated and observed the suburbs giving way to small food plots lit only be the occasional house light. “Could you find out from the current director what he wants me to do with the man once I catch up with him?”
“Roger that.”
The two of them both clicked off the call. Jake glanced back at Alexandra sleeping. He considered taking off his clothes, but decided against it. Instead, he unzipped a side pouch on his backpack and pulled out his Glock. Then he crawled up into the top bunk and put the gun under his pillow. He wished he had a dollar for every time he slept with a gun.
Now, with the rocking of the train, sleep would come easy for him.
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Bangkok, Thailand
The train slowed as soon as it reached the sprawling outer limits of Bangkok. Jake and Alexandra were packed and ready to get off as soon as the train came to a stop. They had both slept better than at any time in the past few days. For Jake he had not slept that well since leaving his fishing resort in Costa Rica.
Jake had even ventured out a few hours ago to pick up some breakfast for them, a bag of pastries and black coffee. To his astonishment, one of the men from Singapore had been sitting in a back corner of the dining car, and he didn’t even look concerned or try to make a move on Jake. In the man’s defense, there were a lot of witnesses trying to grab food before the train reached Bangkok. But Jake didn’t think that’s what stopped the guy. Something was up.
Glancing out the window and observing the graffiti-riddled buildings pass by, Jake said, “I still don’t know why those two didn’t try to come for us last night.”
The two of them had discussed this since waking up.
Alexandra met him at the window. “I have no clue. But I’m guessing they were ordered to stand down.”
Jake turned and gazed into her eyes. “I tend to agree with you. I’m just not sure why. If I had to guess, I’d say Remington has something planned for us in Bangkok.”
The train slowed even more and Jake peered toward the front of the car, seeing the terminal ahead. He checked his watch and saw it was quarter after ten in the morning. The train was actually fifteen minutes early.
“You have your gun ready?” he asked her.
She reached down and patted her backpack. “Right inside this zipper.”
His was equally accessible. “Good. Let’s get going.”
When they got out to the passageway, others were already lined up with their bags. The train came to a stop and everyone shoved toward the exits on either side of their first class car.
Once they got to the platform, Jake immediately saw the two men from Singapore. One was smoking a cigarette and the other was on his phone. They both kept a respectable distance as they trailed Jake and Alexandra.
She smiled to Jake, having seen the two men also. The men weren’t even trying to hide.
Looking forward again, Jake noticed a number of police officers checking passports. And Kurt Jenkins had been right, the police had two dogs sniffing bags. It made sense. Bangkok was a huge drug corridor.
Jake and Alexandra both showed their passports together, showing them that they were a married couple from Canada. Nothing to worry about. The drug dog looked a little skeptical, but didn’t alert to their bags.
As soon as they got into the terminal building, a young man in khakis and a white traditional Thai button up shirt lifted his chin at Jake. He screamed of Agency complacency. The guy needed a lesson in blending in a little better, but that wouldn’t have been easy in any case. He was six feet tall with red hair and freckles.
The Agency man glanced around cautiously and then approached Jake with his hand extended. “Liam,” the man said. “Nice to meet you.” Then the guy looked at Alexandra and reached his hand to her. She ignored the man, her eyes searching for any danger.
Jake had gotten a photo of this man from Kurt about an hour ago. Kurt’s assessment of the man as ‘a tall ginger,’ was an apt description. “What do you have for us?” Jake asked.
“A ride,” Liam said. “Car is out front.”
The three of them walked together toward the front of the building. Jake checked his six in the reflection of the windows, but the two men had disappeared. He couldn’t help drawing comparisons on the half-dome structure to the Frankfurt, Germany main train station.
Before they piled into the new black KIA, Jake in the front seat and Alexandra in the back, both of them pulled their Glocks from their bags and prepared for easy access.
As they drove slowly through the downtown of Bangkok, Jake thought about the last time he had been in the city. Even though his last trip had been brief, not much seemed to have changed since then. The air was still dirty, leaving a dark residue on nearly every building. Other than the people and the food, there wasn’t much that Jake found appealing about the place. If Remington wanted to stay here in exile, Jake might have been inclined to let the guy do so.
“What can you tell me about your search for Bill Remington?” Jake asked the driver.
The young man bit his lower lip, his eyes concentrating on the heavy traffic. “Not much, sir. We’re a bit undermanned here. The whole staff underwent a lie detector. Anyone with any deception or possible favorable opinion toward Remington was sent back to Langley.”
Interesting, Jake thought. Kurt Jenkins hadn’t mentioned that. Maybe he didn’t know. “How many did you lose?”
Liam shook his head. “About half of our staff.”
“That’s understandable,” Jake reasoned. “Remington worked here and knows the city quite well. His first wife was from here, and her family was well connected.”
When they approached a large park, Liam slowed the car and nodded his head. The park was packed with protestors, who had set up makeshift tents and turned the place into their own radical city within a city. To Jake it looked like a damn landfill, with garbage piled up everywhere.
“This is getting much worse,” the driver said. “We’ve pretty much been taken off the search for Remington and are working our agents for insight as to what’s going down next with these radicals.”
“What do they want now?” Alexandra asked from the back seat.
“That’s hard to say, ma’am,” Liam said, his eyes checking out his passenger in the rearview mirror. “We think they eventually want a new government. One day they ask for a new prime minister, and the next they ask for the military to take control. Then they ask for a complete purge of the parliament. Not sure what they want today.”
“How far to the tailor?” Jake asked.
“A couple miles. But that could take us a while if the protestors close down some streets. What’s at the tailor?”
Jake glanced at the side mirror to make sure they were not being followed. But that was a problem, considering all this traffic. “I need a new leather jacket,” Jake said. Which was the truth. “My last one got sliced up in Taiwan.”
“Well, you’ve chosen wisely,” Liam said. “I’ve used this guy a couple times myself. I think he’s the best in Thailand. I also understand Remington has used the guy.” He hesitated for a beat and then nodded his head. “Oh, I see. That’s why you’re going there.”
“You’re a quick study. Let me guess. Harvard?”
“How’d you know.”
“First, your accent,” Jake said. “I’m guessing you were a local boy, but not a South Boston guy. With a name like Liam, I would guess you’re Irish Catholic from Winchester. Not old money, though. Probably more like Kennedy money.”
The Agency driver turned to Jake, a look of concern on his freckled face. “You read a briefing on me.”
Alexandra laughed from the back.
“Afraid not, Liam. I’m guessing you got into Harvard on scholarship in…lacrosse.”
“Fencing,” Liam admitted.
“Okay, I can see that. Epee, right. Long arms help there.”
Liam let out a breath of air and looked back into the rearview mirror. “Is he always like this?” he asked Alexandra.
She leaned forward. “No. He’s usually obnoxious. He happened to get good sleep last night. So, was epee correct?”
Liam reluctantly said, “Yes. But he only had three choices.”
The driver turned down a side street and pulled the car around a corner, ending up in a dead end. To the left was a two-story building with an inconspicuous sign saying a tailor worked there. The sign simply read, ‘Best Tailor House.’ Sitting outside the building was a line of tuk tuks, small carts attached to motorcycles. The little transports were ubiquitous in Bangkok.
Liam shut down the engine and turned to Jake. “I’ll wait out here for you.”
“Why?”
“Because if I go in there, I’ll come out much poorer. And my wife will be pissed that I bought another suit.”
“All right.” Jake got out and met Alexandra. As the two of them walked toward the front of the building, Jake whispered to her, “Let me ask the questions. Just stand back and look like you’re ready to kill all of them.”
“I can do that,” she said.
They walked in through an unimpressive first floor corridor and were escorted upstairs to an area that looked like a high-end bordello waiting room. From there they were showed into a back room with leather benches, a nice glass coffee table, and walls surrounded in samples of fabric and leather. One end had three mirrors with a platform, so customers could step up and see themselves from three sides.
The escort, who seemed to be English challenged, waved his hands for them to sit, but Jake simply stood. It was hard to pull a gun from the small of his back when he was damn near sitting on the Glock.
Alexandra backed up and stood in a corner, her best badass look on her face, and her hand inside her small purse coddling her gun.
Jake expected to see an old man who had been in the business since the Vietnam War come out to greet him, but instead the owner was a man in his mid-thirties, who was Asian, but might have had some other ethnic blend as well. On a good day the top of the man’s head would have hit Jake’s chin.
“How may I help you?” the owner asked. His English was perfect, and he went by the name Neville.
A man appeared from the back with a black leather jacket and he placed it in front of Jake. He felt the texture and had to admit it felt great. After that encounter in Taiwan he did need a new coat. But first he needed answers.
“I’m looking for a friend of yours,” Jake said, cutting right to the bone.
The owner looked disappointed.
“All right. I’ll buy a leather jacket. But first you tell me how to find Bill Remington.”
“Who?”
Jake took a step toward Neville and said, “He’s been a customer of yours for years.”
The owner smiled and reached inside his jacket.
Alexandra pulled her gun and aimed it right at the man’s head.
Neville looked like he might soil his custom-made wool pinstriped pants. “It’s only a note,” the owner explained. He handed Jake a piece of paper.
Alexandra lowered her gun, but she kept it at the side of her right leg.
Jake opened it and saw a hand-scribbled note that said ‘Wat Arun 1800.’ It could have been Remington’s own handwriting, but for some reason the script looked more feminine. He thought back on what had happened on the train, how the two men could have come for him, but had unexpectedly backed off and simply kept an eye on him. Either this was an elaborate trap, or Remington wanted to talk for some reason. If Jake had to guess, the former Agency man was going to make him an offer of some kind. Remington knew that Jake was like a pitbull — once he locked his teeth onto someone, he wouldn’t let go until the man was either dead or heading to jail.
“Remington gave this to you,” Jake said.
“An associate of his,” Neville explained.
“Let me guess. A hot but deadly woman.”
“You’ve met.” The tailor smiled.
Jake shook his head. He had been to Wat Arun years ago. It was the most visited religious site in Bangkok. And by six p.m. the sun would have set at this time of year. Remington knew he would be safe there, since Jake would not likely start a gun battle at a religious location. But Remington only knew about some of Jake’s past missions. The man didn’t know that Jake would accomplish his task at almost any cost. If he had to step on a few religious mores, Jake might just do so.
When Jake was about to leave, the tailor stopped him. “What about that leather jacket?”
Jake looked at Alexandra and then shrugged. “Why not.”
The man measured Jake and showed him various styles in a book, along with the highest quality leather and the best silk linings. Jake picked his normal black with a red paisley silk lining. Then he had the man measure Alexandra as well. She went with a more natural brown with the same silk lining.
“How long will it take?” Jake asked.
Without hesitation, Neville said, “I can have both by tonight.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes. You can pick them up here or I can have my man drop them off at your hotel.”
Jake scribbled an address on a piece of paper. “Send them here,” Jake said. Then he pulled out his wallet and paid the man in cash for both jackets. They would eventually show up at a postal address in Innsbruck, Austria that Jake kept under another name.
Alexandra led the way out, but Jake stopped before heading downstairs and turned to the tailor. “Oh, by the way, we know about your frequent money deliveries from Singapore. You’ll no longer be able to provide that service for Remington.”
The Tailor half-smiled and seemed to deflate somewhat after just selling two leather jackets.
Jake and Alexandra went out to the waiting car.
The Agency officer said, “Did you order leather jackets?”
“Yes, we did,” Jake said.
“Nice stuff, right? Where to next?”
Thinking for a moment, Jake wondered why this young officer didn’t ask about Remington. Maybe he didn’t really want to know anything.
Checking his watch, Jake said, “I could use some lunch. And I’m guessing you know a good place.” Turning to Alexandra, he asked, “Do you like Thai?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve only had German Thai, and that burned both ways.”
“Sounds about right,” the driver said. “I know a great place pretty close, but the protesters are probably blocking it right now. So we’ll have to go to my number two favorite place down by the river.”
Jake gave him a thumbs up and they were off.
* * *
Leaning back in the shadows of a covered tuk tuk, Shangwei cast his eyes upon the American, Jake Adams, along with the other man and the woman. She was a hot one, no doubt. He hoped the general would let him take care of that one personally.
As the red headed man started to pull out down the narrow road leading to the tailor, Shangwei tapped the tuk tuk driver on the shoulder and told him to keep up with the KIA. The driver simply started his motorcycle and pulled away.
Remington’s people had been correct. Adams had made a direct approach on the tailor after getting off the train. But now the tracking device they had given to Adams in Singapore was no longer working. It must have either been the small battery, or Adams had discovered the device and destroyed it. Now they would have to work the old way, with perfectly established surveillance techniques.
Shangwei pulled out his cell phone and texted his men that they were on the move.
* * *
The Asian woman had been correct with her assessment that Jake Adams would show up at the tailor. Bill Remington had been skeptical, but she was beginning to understand this former Agency officer, despite the cryptic information she had gotten from Remington on the man. It was still not clear who was paying Adams. She had to assume the worst. So she had delivered the note and then sat back and waited, her two men in another car a few blocks away.
She ordered her new driver to follow the KIA, but to stay back quite a ways. Especially after she caught a glimpse of that Chinese agent who worked for the general pull out in the back of the tuk tuk. She had been briefed on the man with the tattoos, and knew he was dangerous. To be working somewhat in concert with the man went against her better judgment, but in this case she had no choice. Still, she would make sure to hang back and not let the other agent know of their presence.
Now she called her people and told them to follow the KIA and the tuk tuk following the KIA. They would eventually switch positions a number of times to remain undetected. Then she put her phone into her pocket and gazed at her silenced handgun in her lap. She knew she must do everything in her power to remain in control and not get caught up in Remington’s life. It would be easy to get lost, she knew. Discipline would overcome temptation.
* * *
Jake tried his best to only look back at their tail a few times, knowing it would be better to not let them know that he knew. In fact, he didn’t even tell the Agency driver they were being followed. He wanted to see if the young Agency officer would catch the tail.
The driver eventually checked his rearview mirror with some concern. “Jake, I think we picked up a tail,” Liam said.
“Keep your eyes forward,” Jake said. “We want them there for now.”
Liam glanced at Jake. “You already caught them?”
Jake smiled. “Tuk tuk two cars back with an Asian man in the back.” He didn’t want to mention it was the same man he had observed since Taiwan. The man with the neck tattoos. “Anyone else?”
“Are you testing the young man?” Alexandra said from the back seat.
“Just a little game,” Jake admitted.
The driver glanced at his side mirror and said, “The dark Toyota that pulled out two blocks back.”
“Good. Anything else? Don’t look. Use your memory.”
Liam shook his head.
Jake let out a breath of air. “Asian woman in the passenger side of the black Toyota two cars back from the tuk tuk has followed us since the tailor’s street.”
“The woman from Singapore?” Alexandra asked, leaning forward toward Jake.
“Yeah. I didn’t recognize the driver, though. Must be another of Remington’s men. The two other men are in the green Toyota.”
“They keep switching positions,” Liam said. “Decent tactics.”
That’s what Jake was thinking also. Remington had hired former or current intelligence assets.
“What do we do?” the driver asked.
“Nothing,” Jake said. “Just drive and make sure they don’t lose you. They no longer have the tracking device to follow us.”
The note from the tailor, the increased activity with the tail from multiple sources, all led Jake to believe one thing for certain. Bill Remington was in Bangkok.
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As it turned out, the restaurant was on the first floor of a hotel on the Chao Phraya River, the main waterway that split Bangkok down the middle. Before lunch Jake and Alexandra decided to check in to the hotel and get a shower before heading down to eat. They had a nice balcony view of the river. Jake considered not letting the Agency man know where he was staying, but for some reason he liked the lanky redhead. The worst part was that Remington’s people also knew where he was staying. But Jake guessed the guy really wanted to talk with him or he would have sent his men to kill him on the train, or at the tailor. Sometimes it was better to know where the bad guys were. In this case, Jake was doing everything in his power to not let Remington’s people know that he knew they were there. And that was tough.
After a late lunch, the Agency officer, Liam, pulled Jake aside at the edge of the river, where long-tail boats cruised past on the choppy waves. A light rain started to fall.
“I think I should continue with you to Wat Arun,” Liam said. “I know the area. I know the language.”
Jake glanced over at Alexandra, who was still sitting under an umbrella at the restaurant where they had just ate. She had about half of her beer to finish, her eyes concentrating on her phone.
Considering Liam’s request, Jake said, “I don’t know. You guys have been looking for the man for a month. Someone in your office has been less than vigilant in that pursuit.”
“What are you saying?”
Now Jake looked directly into the eyes of the young man and said pointedly, “Someone is undermining your search. And I don’t want anyone there knowing about my meet with Remington.” Which might have been an even better reason to keep Liam close.
“I can’t believe that to be true,” Liam said, a sudden concern on his freckled face.
Jake thought for a long minute, his eyes again on Alexandra. Something was really interesting her. Finally, he said, “All right. What are your orders concerning Remington?”
He shrugged. “Simple. Bring the man in. Langley will interrogate.”
Right. There was no way the CIA wanted field officers to know the true nature of Remington’s indiscretion and crimes. Rumors were often better than reality and the truth. And the Agency was filled with officers who gossiped more than high school girls on social media.
“Okay,” Jake said. “But you sure as hell better not tell your office the location of the meeting.”
“You didn’t tell me the location until our lunch,” Liam reminded Jake.
“Right. Let’s keep it that way.” He glanced out at the river. “Hire us one of those fast boats.”
“The long-tail boats?” Liam asked.
“Yes.” Jake found some cash in his front pocket and handed it to Liam. “Make sure the boat pilot stays with us.”
Liam checked out the U.S. cash and said, “For that much money you could buy his boat.”
“Pay him what’s right and hang onto the rest,” Jake said.
The Agency officer nodded and headed toward the river dock in front of the hotel.
Jake wandered back to Alexandra. “What’s going on?”
Alexandra shook her head and put her phone into her front pocket. “They’re sending me texts and e-mails.”
Jake sat next to her. “Who?”
“First, the BND. Then a couple of my relatives. With all the blood I left behind, they must think I was either kidnapped or killed.”
“That was the plan, right?”
“Yes, of course. But I didn’t expect the service to contact any of my relatives. That’s not protocol.”
Jake shrugged. “Perhaps they thought you would go to relatives if you were injured.”
“I understand that,” she said, “but it seems like they told them I was injured. That’s not normal.”
No, that was definitely not standard procedure in any covert organization. “I hate to say this, Alexandra, but your service has some major issues.”
She let out a deep breath. “I know. Why do think I’m retiring?”
The Agency officer came back and said, “Are you ready? It will take us some time to go up river.”
As they got to the long-tail boat, Jake checked his watch. The sun had almost set already, but the clouds swirling overhead brought darkness much sooner than normal.
The long-tail boat was like a longer, wider Venice gondola with a big engine on a pivot, with the drive shaft angling down into the water and acting as the rudder. With the tuk tuk and the long-tail boat, Jake thought the Thais had an interesting way of modifying the normal into the strange. The three of them piled in and the warm rain started to fall harder almost immediately.
The boat pulled away and the pilot shoved the throttle, launching the boat out into the busy river. Soon they were cutting through waves that seemed more appropriate for an ocean bay than a Southeast Asian river.
As they got closer to the major temples of Bangkok that dotted this region of the river, the lights shone up onto pyramid-like structures, giving them an ethereal appearance.
Jake nudged Liam. “Does the pilot speak English?”
“Some. Why?”
“Tell him to drop us off at Wat Arun and wait for us to return.”
Liam turned to the pilot and spoke to him in Thai. When he was done, the Agency man said to Jake, “He can do that, but they won’t let him hold at the dock. There’s too much traffic there with the ferries bringing tourists across the river to the other temples. But he said he’d hang out in the river and we can just wave for him to pick us up.”
Jake shook his head. “You stay with the boat.”
“No, sir. I’m the active officer here. I need to bring Remington in.”
“Have you ever been shot at?” Jake asked.
Liam shook his head.
Alexandra laughed. “How could he have, Jake? He’s only been with you for less than a day.”
The pilot pulled the boat toward the dock. Jake and Alexandra jumped off and then the bow of the boat turned out into the heavy stream and the long-tail powered out into the wide river in a plume of smoke.
Jake walked past a number of food kiosks with Alexandra at his side, the smells of barbequed meat sending pangs to his rumbling gut. Before they left the crowd of tourists, he stopped and said, “I’m going in alone.”
She smiled at him. “I’m not some red-headed step child you can dismiss.”
“I’m not doing that,” he assured her. “I need you to cover my ass from that other side of the main structure.”
“You’ve been here before?”
“Yes.” He nodded his head toward the high, white structure. “Most people go up this side and come down the other. He’ll have some security types with him.”
She gave him a concerned, confused look. “I don’t understand why he’s doing this.”
“Because he’s an arrogant bastard. He knows I won’t give up until I bring him in.”
“And that’s the plan?” she wanted to know.
He shrugged. “What else could it be?”
“I don’t know, Jake. Maybe you’re really here to kill the man.”
“This is a public sacred shrine, Alexandra.”
“That’s not exactly a no.”
“You know me. I’m not an assassin.”
“True. But people do end up dead around you.”
My God, is that what she really thought about him? Maybe she was right, though. All too often ops had gone south. He would be hard-pressed to count all those who had died at his hand or because of their association with him. How does a man forget the number of bad guys he’s killed? He didn’t forget, but he did block them from his normal cognition.
“Let’s go,” Jake said.
They split up. Jake took the direct approach on Wat Arun, while Alexandra wandered off through a group of kiosks selling everything from hats and T-shirts to statuettes of elephants and Buddha.
Rain pelted down on him as he walked toward the tall structure. He could feel the Glock against the small of his back and he realized it wasn’t in the ideal location for a quick draw. But he had no other choice.
Most of the tourists remained at the bottom of the massive structure. With steps that rose up almost like a ladder, he guessed the stones would be very slippery with the rain. He remembered them being quite slick just from the humidity the last time he was here.
He grabbed onto the rail on the left side and started climbing. About halfway up his left knee, the synthetic one, nearly gave out on him and he almost fell.
Water dripped down his face and into his eyes. He wished he had worn his hat. But at least his hair was short now and would dry in seconds. His clothes were another matter, with his shirt sticking to his skin and his pants tight against his thighs as he climbed higher.
As Jake reached the top of the first level, some fifty feet high, he stopped and looked up to the next level. He didn’t think Remington would go any higher. No, he would meet on this level. Just as that thought came to him, a dark figure appeared from around the outside edge. The temple had been designed so folks could circumnavigate the entire structure and get views of the surrounding area from any direction.
The dark figure came closer, and Jake could finally see that it was Bill Remington. He was wearing suit pants, probably custom made from the tailor, and a white silk shirt that was also stuck to his skin revealing his hairy chest beneath.
“Jake Adams. It’s been a while.”
Yes, it had. Jake had actually been hired by the CIA two years before Remington. Their paths had crossed only rarely over the years, since Jake had worked mostly Europe and Russia, and Remington’s area of expertise had always been the Pacific Rim. Whereas Jake had gotten out of the Agency early, Remington had worked his way up the chain until he was only one rung below the director.
They were now just a few feet away, the distance reserved for friends and lovers.
“You really didn’t think you could run away from the Agency,” Jake said.
Remington laughed. “So far I have. But then they sent you.”
“And?”
“And you are one relentless son of a bitch.”
“Is that why you just decided to let me come to you?”
“Partly. I knew you would eventually catch up to me. I would lose a number of my people and we might get lucky and kill you.” He shook his head. “That’s way too much blood.”
Jake kept his eyes open for danger. With his peripheral vision he could see if anyone approached from his right, and he could look past Remington for anyone coming from the other direction.
“Why did you do it?” Jake asked.
“Do what? Get rich?”
“Betray your country.”
Remington shook his head side to side. “I didn’t.”
They stared at each other, Jake checking Remington’s face for some angle to get out of this. Maybe Alexandra was right. Jake couldn’t help thinking that if he just pulled the gun from his back and shot this man in the face the world would be a far better place. But that wasn’t his mandate. He had agreed to bring Remington in for interrogation.
“What if I told you this was a grand scheme to ingratiate myself with the Chinese?”
“I’d say you were full of shit.”
The wind and rain picked up even more, making it seem like they were on the bow of a ship.
“It’s true, Jake. I’ll come with you, but I have some unfinished business in Cambodia. I have to go to Siem Reap in the morning.”
“Right. Cambodia has no extradition agreement with America.”
Remington moved even closer to Jake. His tone was reserved now, almost like a kid trying to explain his indiscretions to a parent. “You’ve got to believe me, Jake. I’m working with a man named Wu Gang. He’s a former Chinese general in their intelligence directorate.”
Jake had never heard of the guy, but that wasn’t unusual considering his own area of expertise. “Former?”
“Just like you’re former, Jake. The man is now a billionaire. One of that country’s new elite.”
Thinking for a moment about the Chinese connection Alexandra had made in Munich, he wondered anew if this was all connected. He knew that China was making big moves in the military and economically. When the Russians were still considered a superpower, their economy had never been a huge success. So America had simply outspent the Russians to win the Cold War. But the Chinese could actually pay for their new and improved military. Still, Jake was having a hard time wrapping his mind around Remington’s case.
“So, the Chinese paid you for our secrets,” Jake said. “What can you do for them now?”
Remington simply cocked his head to one side, speechless.
“You’ve got nothing more to give them.”
“Knowledge is power in this business,” Remington assured Jake.
“True. But your knowledge will quickly dry up as the Agency changes its operations.”
“As you probably know, I still have a lot of friends in the business.”
“Oh, we know that. I’ve crossed paths with a number of them already.” Jake knew Remington was feeding him a line of crap, but for some reason he felt sorry for the guy. He was a man without a country. Yet, this was all Remington’s fault. The man had sold out his own Agency, his own country. He would get what he deserved.
With the wind howling and the rain pelting Jake relentlessly, it took him a moment to understand what had happened when Bill Remington dropped to the stone surface of the Wat Arun temple. When Jake suddenly realized that the echo was from a high powered rifle, he sank to his good right knee and drew his gun.
The second bullet struck the metal railing and ricocheted somewhere.
Jake checked for a pulse on Remington. Nothing. Damn it!
After the third bullet whizzed by Jake’s head, he reacted like any normal human being. He got the hell out of there.
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Jake pushed his body against the back wall to try to get out of the shooter’s sight path, and then he rushed toward the back stairs. With the shots fired, people below were screaming and running in all directions.
As Jake peered over the edge of the stairs, he saw a shooter aiming at him.
Two shots flashed up toward Jake.
He backed from the edge and then with a quick motion he poked his gun over and shot back two times. He was stuck and realized it was a mistake to meet Remington here, where he would have no escape. The shooters could just wait for the police to show up and retreat at the last second, leaving Jake at the top of the temple with a gun and a dead American and no reasonable explanation.
Then he heard more gunshots below. In two directions. Alexandra. She was laying down cover fire for him.
Peering over the edge again, Jake saw the other shooter now aiming toward Alexandra’s position.
Move, Jake. He rushed down the wet stairs, almost slipping and falling a number of times.
The shooter, a man, turned and fired at Jake.
But Jake was ready for him. He shot twice, making the guy scoot around the edge of the stairs. But when he did this, two shots from across a grassy area echoed through the night air. Jake could hear the distinct sound of bullet hitting flesh, so he continued to the bottom.
“Jake,” came a woman’s voice. “Over here.”
Rushing through the dark, across wet grass, Jake kept his gun at the ready as he hurried toward Alexandra’s position.
Suddenly, more shots rang out from Jake’s left.
Alexandra returned fire, quieting those shooters.
Jake found Alexandra against a trinket kiosk. He crouched down and caught his breath for a moment.
“What the hell happened?” Alexandra asked, her gun still covering the both of them.
“Remington is dead.”
“You shot him?”
“No. Someone down here shot him.”
“I thought that person was shooting at you.”
“I think that was Remington’s people. They must have also thought I shot the man.” He paused to catch his breath. He was getting too old for this crap. “Come on. We need to get the hell out of here.”
Jake led the way as he made a tactical retreat through the kiosks toward the river. But he knew to get back to the dock to pick up the boat they would have to cross about fifty yards of open grass. Not a great prospect.
Glancing out on the grounds, Jake could see flashes of dark-dressed characters finding shooting positions. Who the hell were these people? They couldn’t all be Remington’s people. No, someone had intentionally killed Remington to shut him up.
Shots echoed through the grounds back and forth, but none of that came from Jake or Alexandra. This was a three-way shoot out. They could use that to make their retreat.
“Run when they engage again,” Jake whispered to Alexandra.
She nodded approval.
They didn’t have to wait long. When gunfire rang out again, both of them ran as fast as they could across the open section. After Jake saw muzzle flashes aimed in his direction, he shot in the general direction of those firing at him. But it was too late. The two of them had found an angle of cover from a public bathroom.
They stopped to catch their wind. Jake guessed they had just twenty more yards before the shooters would not have a chance to fire at them, since they would gain more cover from a group of food stands. But if someone had flanked around the outside of those food stalls, they could be waiting for them at the dock. They had no other choice.
Jake checked his magazine. It was still half full. He jammed it back into the handle and prepared for the last run.
“Are you ready?” Jake asked.
“They could be at the dock already,” she said.
“I know. But it’s our only way out. The cops will have to make their way through the other end of the grounds. The river is our only choice.”
“Let’s hope the gunfire didn’t scare away our ginger bread boy.”
He almost laughed at her mixing up that axiom. With the deafening silence, Jake became a bit concerned. Both of the other parties knew he was stuck there and were waiting for him to make this last move from cover.
“I’m gonna lay down some cover while you run,” Jake said. “Once you get to the other side, you do the same for me.”
“Got it.”
Jake got ready to fire and he nodded for her to run.
Just as Alexandra took off, Jake fired slowly toward the other shooters. His slow fire automatically drew return shots from both positions in the darkness, which Jake used to aim better.
When Jake heard a gasp, he turned and saw Alexandra had hit the ground. Had she been hit?
He tried to fire but realized he was out. He dropped one magazine and shoved a second into the handle, cycling a round into the chamber. Then he ran toward Alexandra and fired at the same time. He reached her just as she was trying to get to her feet.
Blocking her body with his, he continued firing as the two of them rushed toward the dock.
They couldn’t have timed it any better. Their long-tail boat was pulling up just as they got to the loading area on the dock.
Jake saw the Agency man, Liam, with his gun out and aimed right at them. Had this man betrayed them?
Liam fired three times, his shots zipping past them and striking a man back by the food stands. “Get in,” Liam yelled.
Jake and Alexandra jumped aboard the boat and the pilot immediately gunned the engine, pulling them away from the dock.
The boat quickly found the middle of the wide river. Jake looked back and saw that another boat had picked up some of the gunmen, but he had no idea which faction.
“Is this as fast as this boat goes?” Jake yelled at the pilot.
The man didn’t respond.
Liam turned and confronted the pilot in Thai. When the pilot nodded, Jake had his answer. There was no way they could outrun the boat behind them. It was bigger and looked more like a power boat.
When bullets started breaking through the night air, Jake, Alexandra and Liam all hit the deck. By the time they lifted up to return fire, the boat was cutting hard to the left. The pilot was slumped over, his head wet and red with blood.
They were heading right for a stone wall on the west bank of the river. Jake shoved the pilot out of the boat and got behind the wheel long enough to crank the wheel hard around to the left, turning the boat back downstream. Now, as they quickly passed the boat chasing them, all three of them opened fire on the other boat.
With the help of the current, the boat picked up speed.
Jake turned to Liam. “You know how to drive one of these?”
Liam nodded and changed places with Jake.
“How many extra magazines do you have?” Jake asked the Agency officer.
Reaching inside his jacket, Liam pulled out two magazines and handed them to Jake. They were lucky to all be carrying the same Glocks. Jake shoved one into his pocket and handed the other to Alexandra. Then Jake looked ahead down the river and saw the police boat, its red and blue lights flashing. He turned and saw the pursuit boat had cranked around and was gaining ground on them.
“What do we do?” Liam yelled.
“Don’t stop,” Jake said. “You might have a get out of jail free card, but we don’t. I sure as hell don’t want to end up in jail trying to explain what just happened back there.”
Within seconds their boat passed the police boat. Jake turned to see the other boat catching up with them. Then the police boat turned to pick up the chase. Great.
Gunfire broke the silence. But with the roar of the engine and the wind and rain, it was not as audible as it could have been under normal conditions. Jake got low in the stern and aimed at the bow of the trailing boat. He fired three controlled shots. He hit his target, but he wasn’t sure it would do anything. Jake really needed to hit their engine or the pilot. But he didn’t have a clear shot at either of them.
Looking at both sides of the river, Jake realized they had no quick way to scuttle the boat and escape into the fabric of the city. They would have to pull up to a dock and that would take time, giving the pursuit boat time to shoot them all to hell.
Turning to Liam, Jake asked, “Can you get us down one of those canals?”
Without warning, Liam cranked the wheel to the right and nearly lost all of them over the side. But the maneuver was so quick that the boat behind them couldn’t respond. It cruised past them and would have to come around in a full circle to catch them.
In seconds they were cruising down a narrow canal faster than they should be going.
Jake saw an opportunity for them. “Stop over there.” Jake pointed at a small dock.
Liam pulled back on the throttle and turned the wheel to the right. Just when Jake thought they would smash into the wooden dock, Liam jammed the throttle to reverse and cranked the wheel hard. The boat pulled up and then hit the dock rather hard, nearly knocking Jake and Alexandra to the deck. The three of them jumped off the boat and ran toward a dark area between two buildings.
When they reached a main street, they jumped into a tuk tuk and Liam gave the driver instructions to get the hell out of there. At least that’s what Jake guessed, considering their speed getting out of there.
Jake looked back and finally breathed deep, catching his breath. They had lost them. But now came the hard realization that this operation was either over or far from it. He had to believe that Bill Remington had outlived his usefulness to the Chinese. Maybe that had been their plan all along. Or maybe Jake’s presence in Southeast Asia had somehow made that plan inevitable.
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Jake went back to his hotel for one thing only, to pick up their bags. There was no way they could stay there. Every cop in Bangkok would be looking for them now. And Remington’s people had followed them there from the tailor.
Once he got downstairs, Jake saw that Liam was behind the wheel of his black KIA. Alexandra was waiting for Jake at the open trunk. He pulled Alexandra aside. “Let’s see your gun and the extra magazine,” he said quietly.
She handed over her gun and Jake quickly wiped away her prints from both with a rag he found in the trunk. Then he did the same with his gun and extra magazine. When he was done, he wrapped them into the rag and placed them into the trunk.
“Let’s go,” Jake said. He closed the trunk and instead put their bags in the back seat, closing the door for Alexandra.
Jake got into the front passenger seat and Liam immediately pulled out of the hotel parking lot.
As they got down the road a ways, Liam finally said, “Is this the way it always is with you?”
Jake thought about that for a moment. He wished like hell he could answer no to that question. “Not always. Sometimes one of us gets shot.”
“Well, we lost our boat pilot,” Liam reminded Jake.
“That was bad luck,” Jake admitted.
“What about Remington?”
Looking at the driver for a moment, Jake tried to process the question. “What about him?”
“He’s dead. Your job is done.”
“I didn’t kill him, Liam,” Jake responded. “And that wasn’t my job. I was supposed to bring him in for interrogation. Remember, you get no good intel from a dead man.”
Alexandra leaned forward to join the conversation. “Did you expect to get anything good out of Remington?”
That was a good question, and Jake wished he had a better answer for her. “That wasn’t up to me. My job was to bring the man in. I obviously failed at that. Is that what you two want me to admit?” His voice had gotten increasingly tense.
Liam turned out onto a main road and picked up speed. “I meant no disrespect,” the Agency officer said. “We’re lucky none of us got killed. But I’ve got to report on this to my station chief. I wasn’t authorized to engage in a firefight.”
“You’re never given specific authority for that, kid,” Jake said. “You shot a man tonight. Probably killed him. If you hadn’t done so, the guy could have killed you or one of us. You have a right to defend yourself. And that includes anywhere on the planet. I don’t care what the local laws say. Someone shoots at you, and you sure as hell better shoot back, regardless of rules of engagement. You understand?”
Liam nodded his head. “Yeah, I guess so.” He let out a deep breath. “I’ve just never…”
“Killed someone?” Jake provided.
“Yeah.”
Alexandra let out a small chortle. “Well, you have only been around Jake for a day. That’s not a record by the way.”
Jake turned to Alexandra. “Thanks, girl.”
“Just stating the facts,” she said, leaning back into her seat.
There was a long silence, where the only noise came from the engine and the road from tire friction.
“What do I tell my boss?” Liam asked.
“The truth,” Jake said. “Mostly. Tell him I ordered you to come along as an interpreter. I left you out in the boat to stay out of trouble, but you heard the shooting and had the long-tail boat pilot pick us up. That’s the truth.”
“But what about Remington?” Liam wanted to know.
“I was meeting with the man when someone shot and killed him. Nothing more to tell. Based on the sound of the shot and the hole it put in Remington, he was killed with a high-powered rifle.”
“Did he say anything to you?”
Jake thought hard now, not wanting this young officer to get into trouble, but also knowing that what Remington had said to him was probably not relevant. Especially to the local Agency station chief. “Listen,” Jake said. “Just tell your boss what you know. I’ll brief the director on what I know. I work directly for him.”
“So you’re pulling need-to-know?” Liam asked.
“Are you dense?” Jake said with considerable edge. “I’m trying to protect your ass. There’s more to this case than either of us know.” He looked ahead and saw that the road was closed.
“I’m sorry, Jake. I didn’t mean anything by it.” The young Agency officer seemed to sink into his seat, like a young son having just been scolded by his father.
Now Jake felt like an asshole. But he was really trying to keep Liam out of the crap fest that was about to fall down on the Agency. Perhaps even the country as a whole. The second highest ranking person at the CIA had sold out his country for a considerable payday. That had never happened before. And Remington had sold out to the Chinese. That would have been equivalent to someone selling nuclear strategy to the Soviet Union during the Cold War.
“What’s going on up there?” Jake asked. As they came up a small rise, Jake finally got the answer to his own question. There were protestors as far down the road as the eye could see. “Get away from this,” Jake ordered.
Just as the words left Jake’s mouth, Liam had the car slowing for a corner and he turned to the right. Ahead, the edge of the protesters were blocked by police barricades and officers in riot gear lined up in front of their cars.
Jake instructed Liam to drop him off ahead outside a major hotel, where taxis sat waiting.
Liam stopped behind a taxi and Jake started to get out, but he stopped and reached out to the young Agency officer. The two men shook hands and Jake said, “Thanks for all your help. I won’t forget this. We left our guns in your trunk.” He explained how he had gotten them from the Singapore office, but they might need to be scrubbed, since they could be linked to the shooting at Wat Arun.
“I’ll take care of it,” Liam said. “You sure you don’t need them?”
“We’ll be fine,” Jake said.
Alexandra handed Jake his backpack, which he slung over one shoulder. Then she pulled her own out of the car and slammed the back door.
“Take it easy,” Alexandra said to Liam.
Then Jake closed his door and tapped the hood. The Agency officer slowly drove off. Yeah, Liam, we could use the Glocks, Jake thought. But it would be much better if they didn’t get caught with them in their possession.
“What now, Jake?” she asked him.
He had not had the opportunity to talk with her about what Remington had told him. So, Jake had a direction now, despite the fact that he had officially accomplished his mission. He had, after all, tracked down Bill Remington. The former deputy CIA director could no longer do damage to the Agency or his country. But was it really over? What information had Remington already sold to the Chinese?
He and Alexandra took a taxi to the international airport. Security there was heavy, but there was no way that the police could link the two of them to anything that had taken place at Wat Arun.
Jake and Alexandra stood before the departure screens until he saw what he was seeking. There was one more flight tonight to his destination.
“What’s the plan?” she asked him.
Jake put his bag on the floor and dug into an inner pocket. He pulled out a green passport and smiled at her.
“Okay. So, we’re going as an Austrian couple?” she asked.
“We have different names on these,” Jake said. “Maybe we should eventually coordinate our personas. We work so much better as a married couple.”
She dug around inside her pack and came out with a matching green passport. Hers was also Austrian. “That’s all right, Jake. As you know, a lot of European women keep their maiden names.” She smiled and added, “Besides, I like the photo on this one.”
“So, it’s just vanity that keeps you from being my wife.”
“That and a ring. And an actual proposal. I’m a traditional girl.”
“Who kills people,” Jake muttered under his breath.
She hit him. “I saved your life tonight.”
He lowered his head to his chest. Damn. Now she’d have that to hang over him for a while.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“Cambodia. Don’t ask. I’ll explain later. Right now we need to get tickets and get through security.”
“I could use a beer,” she said.
“That too.”
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Langley, Virginia
Kurt Jenkins sat in the exclusive dining facility inside the Central Intelligence Agency headquarters where he had eaten lunch for years as the director. The dining area was designed to accommodate only the top-level at the Agency — a refuge from questions from underlings and a place to relax for an hour in an otherwise hectic day. With the wood paneled walls and Berber carpets, it was designed to resemble some of the finest of the old men-only clubs from the past. But, of course, women who had reached the executive level at the Agency were now allowed in this room as well.
Now Jenkins sat at his old table drinking a cup of hot green tea, his gaze set on a tremendous landscape photo, a black and white western scene by Ansel Adams. He mused for a moment at the thought of the great photographer and if he was in any way related to Jake Adams.
The main door opened and the current CIA Director, John Bradford, came in, stopped to speak with a waiter, and then rushed over to the table.
“Sorry I’m late,” Bradford said.
The two of them shook hands cordially and then sat down.
“I hope you ordered the salmon,” the director said. “It’s normally fantastic. But I guess you know that.”
Jenkins raised his tea and said, “I went with the Singapore street noodles.”
“An homage to your man in Asia?”
Shrugging, Jenkins said, “Perhaps.”
“Have you heard from Adams?”
Jenkins had heard. “Jake called me a few hours ago.”
Both men said nothing for a minute as the waiter brought Bradford a glass of iced tea.
“Should we have met in my office?” Bradford asked.
Jenkins had specifically asked to meet in this dining facility. Perhaps his departure from the Agency was still not far enough in the rearview mirror. “This is fine, John.”
“Well, what did your man have to say?”
Taking a sip of tea, Jenkins wasn’t sure if he should just rip off the bandage or work into the news. “You want the good news or the bad news?”
“Both.”
“Okay. Bill Remington is dead.”
“What? How?”
Jenkins explained as much as Jake had given him in the short phone call, even though there had to be more to the story. Jake had always been good at only giving what he needed to in any given situation.
“So, Adams didn’t actually kill Remington,” Bradford said.
“No. But he got some information before the man died.”
“The name of Remington’s contact from China.”
“And that is?”
Shaking his head, Jenkins said, “Jake didn’t say.”
“Why didn’t you force him to give it up?”
Jenkins laughed out loud. “Are you serious?”
Bradford obviously didn’t get the joke.
“I could barely compel him to give me information when he actually worked for me,” Jenkins explained. “Once he struck out on his own, he tells me what he thinks I need to know when he thinks I need to know it.”
“I know the type,” Bradford said. “Remember, I was a cocky jet jock and knew far too many pilots who thought they were invincible.”
“Good point. But it’s one thing to drop bombs from thousands of feet while getting the occasional ground fire coming your way. Adams has been in the line of fire up close and personal for decades. He’s killed men with his bare hands. I think the man might be immortal. He’s got more scars from knives and bullets than an entire SEAL team.”
Bradford let out a heavy sigh and shook his head. “Sounds like we sent the right man. The entire world had been looking for Remington for a month and Adams found him in a week.”
Their meals came and the two men ate in silence, Jenkins thinking hard about how much more he wanted to divulge about Jake’s mission. There might come a time when Jake still needed a helping hand from Uncle Sam, especially if he got caught with a gun in one of those Asian countries.
Finally, Bradford finished his salmon, potatoes and mixed veggies, setting his knife and fork on his plate. “You mentioned good and bad news,” he said. “I’ll assume the death of Bill Remington, however tragic, was the good news. What’s the bad?”
Jenkins poured himself another cup of green tea. Then he said, “Jake wants to continue in Asia.”
A confused look on his face, Bradford said, “Why? He did what we hired him to do. He found Remington. Case closed.”
“Jake thinks there’s more to it than just Remington.”
The former fighter pilot shifted his eyes around the near empty room and then leaned in closer. “Like what? We have more problems in the Agency?”
“We’re not sure.” Jenkins explained how Remington had told Jake that he had been working undercover to ingratiate himself with the Chinese. Of course Jake didn’t believe a word of it. But more was going on and he would try to prove it. “China is making big moves, John.”
“Tell me about it,” Bradford said. His expression had changed from relieved to have Remington behind them, to the angst of knowing China would define his tenure at the Agency. “China is on the brink of war with Taiwan. Japan’s navy is on the move toward the disputed islands. We’ve positioned a carrier air group near the Straits of Taiwan. And South Korea is threatening war with its neighbor to the north and China. Russia seems to be the only level force in the area, but that will likely change soon. Those bastards like to take full advantage of a crisis. We’re on full alert in the region, Kurt. What more can go wrong other than an all-out shooting war?”
Jenkins wished he had the answers to all of those questions. Jake didn’t mention any more, but his disposition had been dour to say the least. Adams was concerned. And when Jake was concerned, that should scare the crap out of anyone.
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Siem Reap, Cambodia
Jake and Alexandra had gotten in late the night before and found a hotel in the heart of the small city, just a block from the trendy ex-pat area of Pub Street, where fine restaurants sat next to massage parlors and bars with fifty cent Angkor beers.
When they woke the next morning, they showered and wandered downstairs to eat breakfast at the hotel restaurant, a broad patio surrounded by tropical trees that blocked a view to the busy main street. The air was already thick and steamy, like the early stages of a sauna.
The two of them had spoken German to each other ever since the flight from Bangkok to Cambodia. They continued to do so at breakfast, only switching to English to tell the wait staff what they wanted. Although the restaurant was nearly empty, Jake guessed not many close by would understand German.
“What’s the plan for today?” Alexandra wanted to know.
“We need to find the general.”
“Could we at least drive out to Angkor Wat? It’s on my list of places to see before I die.”
“Sure. I’ve never been there either. I set it up with our taxi driver from last night to drive us around today. He should be out front by now.”
“Well, let’s go.” She got up and headed around toward the front of the building.
Jake followed her, his eyes concentrating on the sway of her hips. He shook his head. Her beauty shouldn’t have surprised him, but he was constantly reaffirming his opinion of her.
Vibol was a man in his mid-fifties. Short with a little paunch, the driver was of Khmer origins. He was taller than most Cambodian men, but would have been just average in the western world. His intonation of English seemed somewhat effeminate to Jake.
They piled into the man’s beat up Mercedes van and the driver started talking about all the great places he planned to bring Jake and Alexandra.
Jake had specifically selected this driver for two main reasons — the guy was old enough to know where the bodies were buried in this area, and if a Chinese billionaire and former communist general was anywhere within a hundred miles, this guy would know where he was staying.
As they drove through the sprawling city, where the highest building might reach ten stories, Jake could see that Cambodia was in transition mode. They were moving from the killing fields to making a killing on tourists.
Sitting in the front passenger seat, Jake asked, “What’s the best hotel in town?”
“You don’t like your hotel?” Vibol asked.
“It’s a nice place,” Jake said. “But let’s say I had all the money in the world. Where would I stay then?”
The driver smiled and pointed to a new building up ahead. It wasn’t a huge place, but it looked like it might have just opened recently. “There,” Vibol said. “It is the only five-star hotel in Siem Reap. We’ve had movie stars from America stay there when filming a movie. I hear it’s very nice. My cousin works at the front desk there.”
Perfect, Jake thought. Of course the driver had already mentioned half a dozen cousins since leaving the hotel, so he was either using the wrong word or he had a lot of cousins.
Vibol drove them around all morning, mostly just dropping them off at various wats or temples and telling them how much time to spend there. They spent just two hours at Angkor Wat, but it was enough time. As they drove from place to place, Jake kept looking over various fields and wondered if there were still dead bodies there from the time of the Khmer Rouge and Pol Pot.
Eventually, Jake had to ask about the communist despot. The driver was very open about that rough time in Cambodian history, almost to the point of tears.
By the end of the day, Jake had gotten almost everything he needed to know out of the driver by simply asking seemingly innocuous questions.
Now, the driver pulled up in front of Jake’s hotel in the downtown region, keeping the engine running.
Vibol turned to Jake in the front seat and said, “Sir, I would like to thank you very much for giving me this job.”
This struck Jake as odd at first, but then he realized that most people providing a service like this failed to thank customers for giving them the opportunity. Jake gave the driver twice the amount he had asked to drive them around all day. Then he waited for Alexandra to get out and close the sliding door.
Jake shook the man’s hand and said, “Thanks for your great information and driving us around all day.” He hesitated, as if he really didn’t want to ask this next question. “Listen, I hate to ask this…but, if someone needed certain pain relief, where would be the best place to find this?”
“Pain relief?” Vibol asked. “Like a pharmacy?”
“Not exactly.”
The driver smiled. “You mean like marijuana?”
“Perhaps. Maybe something a little stronger.” Jake knew that Cambodia was on the rise in marijuana production. And even meth was becoming a hit. But the real game in Southeast Asia was heroin. An old friend had worked for years in Phnom Penh and Bangkok trying to cut the heroin imports to America at the supply side. But that was like whack-a-mole.
The driver looked a little squeamish. “I’m sorry, sir. But I wouldn’t know anything about heroin.”
“You don’t have a cousin who deals with that?” Jake said with a big smile.
Hesitation, as the man considered his options. “I don’t know if this is true, but I have heard about a bar on the outside of town. It has performers there that are same same, but different.”
“I saw that on T-shirts a couple of times today. What does it mean?”
“Lady boys. Same same on top like girl, but different on the bottom, like boys.”
“Gotcha. I’m not looking for that.” Jake turned to see Alexandra behind the vehicle on the sidewalk.
“I know,” the driver said, his eyes shifting to the rearview mirror. “You have a beautiful woman.”
“Right. About the heroin. I assure you I don’t plan on buying any. I’m writing a book about this, and need to have first-hand knowledge.”
“I see. Then go to the Khmer Now Bar. It’s on the way to the airport.”
Then the driver told him the name of a man who would know about the heroin, along with the procedure to approach to guy. For not knowing anything about the heroin trade in Siem Reap, Vibol sure knew a lot about how to acquire it. Jake shook the man’s hand and thanked him again for his help.
By the time Jake stepped out into the late afternoon heat of Cambodia, he was hit by a wall of humidity and the smell of street food. He came around to Alexandra and the two of them watched the driver pull away.
“You get what you need from him?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am. And then some.”
She looked confused.
“I’ll explain later,” Jake said. “Right now I need a shower.”
“You showered this morning.”
“I know. But this could be a two or three shower day.”
They went back to their hotel, showered, and then took a short nap in the cool air conditioned room. Jake had a feeling it might be a long evening, and nothing beat keeping an edge than a quick power nap. But in this case the nap turned into an intimate session, which led to a second nap. When they woke up the second time, the room was nearly dark. Only the lights from the busy street shone through a narrow crack in the curtain.
They went down to Pub Street and found a nice restaurant, soaking down the Khmer dish with two cheap Khmer Beers. Jake guessed that if Bill Remington had planned on retiring in Cambodia he could have done it on the cheap. Food and drink prices here were ridiculously low, which made some sense once Jake found out from the driver that the average income in Cambodia was just a thousand dollars a year. Yeah, Remington would have lived like a king. But now the man was dead, and there was much more to the story than Jake was made to believe.
By the time nine p.m. rolled around, Jake had formed a plan of action. It wasn’t like he could just go to the general’s hotel, knock on the guy’s door, and start questioning the man about his plan for world domination. No, this might take a little more finesse.
Jake and Alexandra went to the Khmer Now Bar as an Austrian couple curious about same same but different. The beer wasn’t as cheap here, since they had to pay for performers with needs, including breast implants. The first performer of the evening was a stunning woman with relatively huge breasts in a short blue dress with sequins. From this distance, a few tables in from the stage, Jake could see the same same, but the different wasn’t readily apparent.
Between musical sets, where the next performers also looked like beautiful young Cambodian women, Jake finally switched from beer to the code drink, a Tom Collins. Jake was amazed that anyone still drank them, or that a bartender in Cambodia knew how to make one.
Their normal waitress didn’t bring them their drinks, though. Instead, the first performer of the night, a same same but different lady boy, dropped off the drinks and sat down with them. Jake had to admit that he or she was stunning.
“Not many people order these drinks,” the lady boy said. He had no discernible Adam’s apple, and his voice was accented and very lady-like.
“It’s an oldie but a goodie,” Jake said, giving the proper phrase to ensure they were both on the same page.
“My name is Chantrea,” she said, putting a French spin on the name. “It means moon in my language.”
“I take it you have what we need,” Jake said.
Chantrea got up and straightened her sequined dress over her narrow hips. She nodded for them to follow her, and then she wandered toward the restrooms, her hips swaying like a hooker trying to entice a client. Eventually they got to the far back, where two larger men stood watch over a door. Now Jake saw exactly what he wanted; bulges where normal security types kept their guns. This Chantrea had something worth protecting. And it was likely not just heroin.
Inside the office, Chantrea wandered to the desk and sat against the front, her skirt lifting almost high enough to let them try to look for a dick and two balls tucked between the legs. She pointed for each of them to take a seat in fine leather chairs.
Jake and Alexandra sat, giving them an even better view of the crotch area. Yeah, he was packing something. Nothing too serious, though.
“Now, I know the two of you didn’t come here for heroin,” Chantrea said.
“Why’s that?” Jake wanted to know.
She laughed. “Because, honey, you’re not strung out enough.”
“We all have to start somewhere,” Jake said. “Consider this the before picture. We’ll worry about the after picture later.”
“Vibol said you were a funny man,” Chantrea said. “I see why he liked you.” Then he turned to Alexandra. “And you. He said you might have said two words all day.”
“How do you know Vibol?” Jake asked.
Chantrea shrugged. “He’s my cousin.”
“Seriously?”
“We’re all related in this town. Nothing happens without our knowledge.”
Time to come clean. At least a little. “Okay, then tell me about General Wu Gang.”
Chantrea looked shocked and amazed that Jake had just spoken that name. “Don’t even speak that Chinese bastard’s name in my establishment.”
“You own this place?”
“I own this whole block, from the tattoo parlor on one end to the foot fish shop on the other end, including both massage parlors and the chicken shack.”
“And the heroin business.”
“Hell no. I might deal some out to special clients, but my uncle runs that business in town.”
Jake stared into the business owner’s eyes. Something told him to trust this person. “I don’t really need heroin,” he admitted.
“No kidding.”
“I need a couple of guns.”
Chantrea laughed. “Honey, that’s a totally different drink. Why didn’t you say that from the beginning?”
“You don’t want to know why I need the guns?” he asked.
“Only if you think you can rob me.”
“Is that the major crime in Cambodia?”
“Yes, sir. Robbery murder. They’ll rob you for your damn Vespa around here. But the weapon of choice is the knife or the machete. Not guns.”
“What about General Wu Gang?” Alexandra finally said.
“She can speak,” Chantrea said. “By the way, I love your attempt at a German accent.”
“She’s Austrian,” Jake assured her.
“Same same.”
“But different.” Jake smiled.
“Different in a different way.” Chantrea considered Jake more seriously now. “What’s your fascination with the Chinese general?”
How much should Jake say? Only as much as needed to reach his goal. “The general murdered a friend of mine.” It was a close enough lie to be credible.
“And the two of you want guns so you can go kill him?” Chantrea gave Jake a curious smirk. “You look like you could kill that general with your bare hands.”
“Only if I can get close enough,” Jake agreed. “And sometimes that requires guns. Besides, I just want to talk with the man.”
“The gun laws in Cambodia are not favorable to foreigners. If you get caught with them, you might as well start learning the language soon. Because you will never get out of our jails. Plus, the food sucks. There’s no air con. Huge rats. And they will want to have their way with you. Your girlfriend will be raped multiple times before she even gets her prison clothes issued.”
Jake waved his hand. “That’s no concern of yours. Can you get me a couple of guns? Preferably Glock nines with extra magazines.”
“Not the forty cal versions?”
“No. I’ll go for the extra rounds and make each shot count. Besides, like I said, it’s only for insurance.”
She reached over on her desk and then stood up and fixed her dress down her hips again.
When the door opened, the two men entered and closed the door behind them.
“What if I told you my uncle works for the general?” Chantrea asked.
Jake and Alexandra got to their feet. He shifted his head toward the men at the door. “That would mean you also work for the general.”
“You should have sold us the guns,” Alexandra said to Chantrea.
“Why is that?” Chantrea asked.
Jake casually started to leave, moving in close to the two guards. When they didn’t part for him, Jake went through a quick progression of kicks and punches and elbows and knees, taking out both of the Cambodian guards without either man landing a single blow to Jake.
Chantrea started to reach for something behind her desk, but Alexandra was too fast, grabbing and twisting her arm behind the performer’s nice blue dress.
“This is a big mistake,” Chantrea said.
By now Jake had gotten both guns and four extra magazines from the guards. “Gen four Glock 17s,” Jake said to Alexandra.
“Nice. Now, can we get the hell out of here?”
Jake started for the door, but he stopped and turned toward Chantrea. “You didn’t seem to like the general. Why do you care what happens to him?”
“Because my other uncle happens to run the police department.”
Great. Now this same same but different lady boy would have both sides of the law after him.
Alexandra punched Chantrea in the mouth, knocking her out and probably keeping her from performing for a while until the bruise sank.
Then Jake and Alexandra walked out with purpose, catching a tuk tuk out front. When the driver asked for a direction, Jake had the man go to their current hotel. They grabbed their bags in a hurry and jumped into another tuk tuk. They did this, changing tuk tuks, a few times until they finally got out and walked the last two blocks to the only five-star hotel in Siem Reap.

21

Jake and Alexandra checked into the five-star hotel along a quiet river on the road to Angkor Wat. He used a Eurocard that matched his Austrian passport, linked to a bogus Innsbruck address that would have been right in the middle of the Inn River.
When they got to their room, Jake pulled everything out of his backpack and assessed the value of every item. Not a single item could not be easily replaced. The electronics were tools with no real value to him. He had already uploaded everything from his laptop to his secure server and then scrubbed the hard drive. The machine was now nothing more than a boat anchor. But instead of leaving it intact, he smashed it against the tile floor. Then he filled the bathtub. As it filled, he ripped the cord from a lamp and brought it to the bathroom. Then he threw all of his electronics, except for his secure cell phone, into the bath water. Alexandra had done the same thing with all of her electrical equipment. Then Jake plugged the old lamp cord into and outlet and threw the hot wire into the bathtub, bringing a nice display of sparks as the electrical boards fried.
The two of them went back into the bedroom area and looked over their clothes, most of which were dirty. They both found remaining black items and put them on.
“I hate to leave these shoes behind,” Alexandra said to Jake as she clutched a pair of nice black pumps.
“When this is done, I’ll buy you anything you want,” he said. “Jenkins will pay the expense.”
She smiled. “He might think you’ve become the same same but different.”
“Ha, ha.” Jake checked over his Glock and made sure it had a round in the chamber. Then he counted the rounds in the two extra magazines. Back in the day he wasn’t a big fan of the Glock, but over time he had gotten used to the boxy look over their practical usefulness. The Glock was nearly thought-proof. And they came out of the box firing small groups. With no safety, they were simply point and shoot.
Alexandra had done an equal assessment of her own Glock.
“Together we have over a hundred rounds,” Jake said.
“We might need every one,” she reasoned. “Did you catch the two guys in the lobby?”
“Three,” he corrected. “The third guy sat at the bar with his back to the front desk, checking us out in the mirror behind the alcohol.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yep. A lefty, though. Carries his gun on his left hip.”
“Nice catch. Okay, so that’s three that we know about. There has to be more up on the penthouse floor.”
Jake guessed the same thing. “Right. And the hotel elevator requires a special key card to get up there.”
Alexandra shoved her gun into an inside-the-pants holster on her right hip and covered that with a black cotton shirt. Everything else she planned to bring with her was stuffed into multiple pockets on her black cargo pants. “So what’s the plan?”
“We need this guy alive,” Jake declared.
“That makes it much harder.”
“I know. But we need to clear up the motivation behind Remington. Something just isn’t right with how everything went down.”
She nodded agreement.
Jake had insisted at the front desk that they be assigned the highest floor in the hotel. He specifically requested the penthouse, but that was already taken — which he guessed to be the case. So the desk clerk had offered a suite on the floor just below the penthouse.
“Do you suppose they have fire codes in Cambodia?” Jake asked.
“Yeah, but the stairwell will probably be locked to the top floor. They can get out, but we can’t get in.”
Jake smiled as he closed in on her. He released a button from her blouse, exposing a nice cleavage. “This should unlock a door or two.”
“I don’t know about that,” she said, “especially after the same same but different club tonight. Maybe you should show off your chest. They might like that more here.”
He shook his head. “No, that’s a niche club. I’ve been watching how the locals look at you. Most still want what you have to offer.”
She ran her fingers up to the side of his short hair and scratched at his temple. “And you?”
“You know how I feel about you.”
“Do I?”
Jake had a terminal problem verbalizing his feelings. He liked to think he showed those he loved through his actions, but he knew this was a flaw that had kept him single for all these years. Well, that and the fact that he never stayed in one place long enough to really establish and solidify a relationship.
“It’s hard for me,” he had to admit to her.
“I know. We all thought you would get back together with Toni. But now she’s gone.”
“And she died before she could tell me about my son.”
“Have you been able to spend any time with him?”
Jake shook his head. “No. We met for five minutes. I have since run a background check on him. He seems like a fine young man.”
“You’ll have time to catch up after we’re done here,” she assured Jake.
“Assuming we don’t get killed.”
“There’s always that.”
“Come on. Let’s show off that nice chest of yours.”
They both looked over the room one last time to make sure they could live with what they left behind. Then they headed out toward the stairwell. Jake checked out the security cameras at the end of the hallway and hoped they weren’t being actively monitored.
Getting up through the stairwell to the top floor, Jake checked the door. It was locked. He pulled his gun and stepped behind where the door would open.
Alexandra adjusted her breasts to expose more flesh. Then she started to knock on the metal fire door. Not too loud, but noisy enough to get some attention from an alert security guard.
When Jake heard footsteps coming, he grasped the door handle with his left hand and kept his Glock along his right leg.
As the door opened and Alexandra could see who it was, she pled to the man in German, saying she was running from her husband and needed help.
Before the security guard could say a word, Jake opened the door and shoved his gun at the man’s face. The guard ran, yelling something in Chinese.
Jake rushed into the private hallway, his gun pointing his way ahead. Alexandra was right behind him.
The first bullets whizzed by Jake, striking the window at the end of the hallway. Jake narrowed his signature with a one-hand hold on his Glock, firing three times at the two men ahead. Both men scurried behind a service cart.
Jake took that as a sign to rush forward, closing the distance in a dead run. When the men poked their heads out, Alexandra, who was prone on the low carpet, shot four times, dropping the man on the right side of the cart.
With a final push, Jake slammed his right foot into the metal cart, crashing it into the one who had answered the door.
As the man hit the floor on his back, Jake was on the guy in a second, kicking the guy in the face and knocking him out.
Turning to see Alexandra approaching, Jake raised his gun toward her. She hit the floor a second before Jake shot twice at a man behind her, dropping him in a crumpled ball onto the floor. It was one of the men from the lobby.
Alexandra shook her head as she got up and walked toward Jake. “That was close,” she whispered. “Is that one dead?”
“No.”
Just then the elevator bell dinged and the light above the door lit up.
“Crap,” Jake yelled. He looked at the penthouse door and realized they were trapped. The other man from the lobby would show up either in the elevator or the staircase.
When the elevator door opened, Jake was ready with his gun. Bullets struck the wall next to his head, but he just ducked and fired three times, hitting nothing. Jake pulled himself out of view across from the penthouse door. Then with a rush he flung himself at the double wooden doors, hitting the structure right next to the handles. He hit the floor with a thud, the wind nearly taken from him.
Alexandra covered for Jake, shooting toward the elevator.
Recovered now, Jake got up and slammed his left shoulder against the door. It gave but didn’t collapse all the way.
Now Alexandra turned and shot twice more toward the stairwell emergency exit. “One more time, big guy,” she yelled in German.
Jake backed up, his gun ready to fire, and he hit the door one last time with his shoulder. The door collapsed and crashed inward. Jake rushed in, his gun aimed at anything that could be a target.
Alexandra was right behind him, taking a position at the door.
Hurrying through the large penthouse, Jake cleared every room while Alexandra kept firing.
“I hear sirens,” Alexandra yelled. This time in English.
Jake came back to the front door and said, “The place is empty.”
“Are you sure?”
Nodding, Jake said, “Yeah. I checked everywhere.”
“Probably out at the same same but different bar,” she joked.
Not answering, Jake went out to the hallway and shot twice toward the exit and twice toward the elevator. Then he grasped the security guard he had knocked out and dragged the man back into the room.
“Hold them back for a minute,” Jake said.
“You got it, boss,” she quipped.
Before Alexandra could shoot again, gunfire erupted out by the stairwell, the blasts echoing through the building.
“We’ve got more company,” she yelled.
“Police?”
She aimed and fired twice down the hallway. “I don’t think so. It’s that Asian woman.”
“Jesus, I thought she worked for Remington,” he said. “Why is she still coming?” Jake found a pitcher of water and brought it to the man he had knocked out.
“Because I think she might be the female version of you. She’s a relentless bitch.” Alexandra shot two more times and then checked on her bullets in the magazine. “What kind of guns were those guards using?”
Jake checked the man’s pockets and found two extra magazines. “Glocks like ours. We’re flush. Fire away, my dear.”
“What about the cops?”
“I have a feeling they’ll hold back a bit. They’re probably not used to this kind of gun fight.”
Alexandra shrugged and fired in both directions until her slide stuck back, indicating she was out. She dropped one magazine and jammed another into the handle. Then she hit the mag release and cycled another round into the chamber.
Jake found the pitcher of water again and emptied it onto the guard’s face, waking the man in a rush of flailing arms and legs. Now Jake had his gun trained on the man’s face.
“You speak English, dirtbag?” Jake asked.
The man said nothing. His jaw tightened, though, and Jake took that as a sign of understanding.
Alexandra continued holding off the bad guys with shots in both directions. She did this with casual indifference, like an inattentive mother checking on a child at the park monkey bars.
Jake asked the Chinese man a couple more times in English if the man understood him. But he wasn’t saying a thing.
“I don’t have time for this crap.” Jake quickly turned the gun from the man’s head and shot the guy in the right knee.
Now the guard screamed like a little baby. First in Chinese and then in English.
“Okay, so now we’ve established your language skills,” Jake said, his gun aimed again at the guy’s head. “Now, tell me where your boss went.”
“You are dead mother fucker,” the guard said, holding his shot knee.
“Yeah, I know. I’ve been told that before. Now, where is General Wu Tang?”
The Chinese guy laughed. “Wu-Tang Clan is American rap group.”
Jake stepped on the man’s wounded right knee, bringing instant pain and screaming. “You know who I mean.”
“More sirens, dude,” Alexandra yelled, and then shot a few more times.
“Where is Wu Gang?” Jake asked through clenched teeth.
The guard finally showed an appropriate level of fear. “If I tell you, I’m dead.”
“Sounds like you have a bit of a problem. You tell me and I’ll let you go. Then you can tell your boss I’m coming for him.”
“You can’t do that,” Alexandra said in German.
Jake turned to her and answered in German, “He doesn’t know that. Besides, the locals will have this guy hauled off to jail and throw away the key.”
Alexandra nodded and then shot a few more times.
“What you say?” the guard asked frantically.
“I told her it was same same but different.”
“What? I am not same same but different. I’m Chinese. I work for legitimate businessman.”
“General Wu Gang is more than that and you know it,” Jake taunted. “Now, where is he?”
The man seemed to be considering his options. But he wasn’t coming up with anything good, Jake could tell.
“He left this afternoon to check on his business in Saigon,” the Chinese guard said.
“Then why didn’t you go with him?” Jake wanted to know.
“He has many men and many assets. We protect this place.”
The man had just made a major tactical error. Now Jake would have to find out about General Wu Gang’s other locations. The man was softened to comply. The problem? Jake was running out of time. They were up against two sets of shooters, and the local police were closing in on them as well. Jake couldn’t help feeling trapped with no chance of escape. His ears were ringing like the constant drone of a fire alarm.
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The police sirens had silenced, but as Jake looked out the window he could see the cars still flashed their lights outside the front of the building. He had to believe they would have the building surrounded. How could they escape? They needed more confusion, at least on the part of the police.
He returned to the guard on the floor, who seemed to be on the verge of passing out from pain. With the elevator stuck on the penthouse floor with two shooters and the crazy Asian woman in the stairwell, the police had no real way to get to the shooting scene. Maybe they really didn’t want to get here anyway, Jake thought. Regardless, their best chance was to go through the Asian woman in the stairway. She had to be running low on bullets by now anyway. But there was no good way to get past her. They would be retreating with two men shooting at their flank and one woman sending cross fire at them. Bullets from both directions was not a great plan. Yet, what other choice did they have?
“What’s the plan, Jake?” Alexandra asked. “We’re going to have fire coming from three directions in a few minutes.”
“Assuming the cops come up with a plan,” Jake said. “They might just hold back to see if we kill each other.”
Then Jake heard the helo for the first time. It was coming in slow from the west. He glanced at the injured man on the floor and came up with a plan.
“You want to get out of here?” Jake asked the guard.
The man nodded.
“All right. Here’s what you do.” Jake explained the plan, and it seemed to resonate with the man. Then he told Alexandra what they would do. The both of them made sure they had full magazines in all guns.
The distance from the penthouse door to the elevator was a little closer than the distance from the door to the stairwell. But Jake thought it would still work.
He helped the wounded man to his feet and toward the door. Then the guard yelled in Chinese that he was coming out and not to shoot. As the man walked out, the Asian woman was about to shoot, but Alexandra and Jake shot first, forcing the woman to retreat. Then the two of them continued a slow and steady salvo of firing as they ran at full speed toward the staircase exit. With the wounded man making his way slowly toward the elevator, the men inside could not fire at Jake and Alexandra out of fear that they would hit their own man.
As Jake reached the exit door first, he saw that the Asian woman had placed an empty magazine in the gap to keep it from closing. He turned back to see that the man had hit the floor and two men were now out in the open for the first time, their guns aimed and ready to shoot.
Jake had just a second to respond. Instead of shooting at the elevator crew, he slammed his shoulder against the door and rushed out into the stairway, his gun in search of a target.
But the Asian woman was gone. The concrete floor was littered with empty brass.
The two of them cautiously made their way down the stairs, Jake knowing that the elevator men might be coming at any second. They had to get to their room.
As they rounded the corner, Jake saw a flash of movement below. He aimed but didn’t shoot. Good thing. It was an older Asian woman peering her head out the door of their floor. Luckily she didn’t see Jake or his gun.
Jake heard yelling down below just as he heard the sound of the door above opening. He turned and shot three times at the exit door above. Then he rushed down the stairs to their floor. This door opened without a problem.
Peeking around the corner, Jake saw a few nervous guests curious and glancing out their room doors.
“We have to dump these guns,” Jake whispered to Alexandra in German.
“I know. That was my thought also.”
But the problem was they didn’t know if the shooting was over, or if they still needed the protection more than the possible incrimination. After all, they had each shot someone and the ballistics would prove that. For now, though, Jake shoved his gun into the back of his pants and covered it with his shirt. Alexandra did the same. Then they casually went out into their hallway and wandered to their room, looking like scared hotel patrons. Just like their neighbors.
Once inside their room, Jake let out a deep breath. “Wow. That was intense.”
“It’s not over yet, cowboy,” Alexandra said. “Now what?”
Jake thought about that for a moment. He knew they had to get the hell out of this hotel. But how? The chaos of uncertainty.
“Let’s go,” Jake said. “I have a plan.”
“Of course you do,” she said. “That’s what I love about you.”
Getting back out into the hallway, Jake looked around and saw that the curious hotel guests didn’t seem to be too inquisitive anymore. He found the fire alarm and pulled it down, sending a piercing siren throughout the building. As people started to come out of their rooms, Jake and Alexandra gathered more than a dozen guests and escorted them out of the stairwell exit. This only worked, of course, if the bad guys cared who they shot.
Everything worked as planned until it didn’t.
When they got to the ground floor, the scene outside was chaotic, with a cluster of people going in all directions. The police had obviously lost all control of the scene. They were trying their best to check everyone who came out, but it looked like a man trying to drink from a fire hose. Finally, back in an outer perimeter, Jake caught a glimpse of the Asian woman. She was talking with a police officer, who seemed more interested in undressing her with his eyes than checking her for weapons. The problem was, she also saw Jake and Alexandra, cutting her chat with the policeman short and heading in their direction.
“This way,” Jake said, pulling on Alexandra’s arm.
He saw a way out of there. The ubiquitous tuk tuk machines, the modified motorcycles with the cart behind for two or three passengers, were already lined up on the street beyond the police cars. If the tuk tuk driver thought a fare was in the area, they would be there ready and waiting.
Jake found one that looked like the motorcycle was newer and might be fast. The two of them hopped aboard and told the driver to go.
“Where do we go?” the driver asked.
“Khmer Now Bar,” Jake said.
The driver smiled and said, “Same same but different. Nice place. Best lady boys in Siem Reap.” With that he drove off, the engine whining and sending smoke behind them.
Jake looked back and saw that the Asian woman had also gotten a tuk tuk. Great.
“Why are we going back there?” Alexandra asked in German.
“We aren’t. But it’s on the way to the airport. I didn’t want this guy saying he picked us up at the shooting hotel and drove us to the airport. But we have a problem. That Asian woman is on our tail.”
Alexandra looked behind them. “Outstanding.” She drew her gun and held it between the two of them aimed behind them.
The tuk tuk crossed the Siem Reap River and left the relatively remote area of the five-star hotel toward the downtown of Siem Reap. They were more than a mile from the hotel when the first gunfire broke the relative silence of the night.
Jake started to draw his gun, but he stopped when he saw where the bullet had struck — right in the back of their tuk tuk driver, which slumped the man over the gas tank of the motorcycle and brought them to a quick stop.
Without thinking, Jake jumped from the back and pulled the driver to the ground. As he jumped onto the motorcycle, Alexandra turned and shot behind them at the Asian woman.
Looking in the rearview mirror, Jake could see the other tuk tuk had also stopped. Why? Because the Asian woman had shoved her gun in her driver’s back and pistol-whipped the man, before getting behind the motorcycle on her own tuk tuk.
Jake gunned the throttle and the tuk tuk lurched forward as fast as it could go, the engine whining at the red line, knocking Alexandra into her seat. “Sorry,” Jake yelled.
He weaved his tuk tuk through traffic like a local as they entered Sivutha Boulevard, the main drive in the downtown area. But Jake and Alexandra had the advantage, since the Asian woman had to control the motorcycle with her right hand while she shot with her left. Alexandra could simply shoot while Jake drove. However, with the pot holes and weaving through traffic and avoiding pedestrians and bicyclists, Alexandra had not gotten many good shots in either. For a city in the hundreds of thousands, Siem Reap resembled an old town from America in the early twenties, with telephone lines and power cables running right over the top of the streets. And the law of this land on the highway was bigger went first, regardless of right-of-way.
Despite the traffic and the disorganized nature of the downtown region, nobody seemed to understand that a shoot-out was happening right now.
Jake felt something rubbing against his butt, so he looked back for a second and saw the structure that held the back cart to the motorcycle. He weaved around another tuk tuk and nearly hit an SUV. Then he looked back again and saw what he had to do.
“Get up here with me,” Jake yelled to Alexandra.
“What? Are you crazy?”
“Just do it,” he said.
She shot a couple more times and then climbed over the front end, straddled the bars that led to the motorcycle, and then nearly fell through to the street, catching her fall. Then with one swing of her legs, she thrust herself forward and landed on the back seat of the motorcycle.
Jake stood up on the pegs and said, “Get up here for a second and pull the pin, releasing the cart.”
She smiled and did as he said, getting herself scrunched behind Jake, her face right in his butt. Then she reached behind her and worked on the release pin.
“It won’t come,” Alexandra screamed.
There had to be too much tension on it. “Hang on. When I hit the brakes, you pull the pin.”
She nodded acknowledgement.
Jake let up on the gas and tapped the brakes. As the motorcycle and the trailing cart pulled closer together, Alexandra pulled the pin just at the right moment. The cart stopped behind them, and Jake immediately hit the gas. Without the cart, the motorcycle rushed forward much faster.
Alexandra pushed herself back over the bracket to the back seat and Jake sat down again.
By now they had gotten through the main downtown area, past Pub Street, and picked up more speed as they turned the corner to the road that led to the airport.
“Is she still following?” Jake asked over his shoulder.
She squeezed both arms around his waist. “No. We’re losing her. She almost ran into our cart. But there’s no way she can keep up with us now.”
They passed the Khmer Now Bar and Jake looked ahead on the highway. Damn it! There was a police road block ahead. They wouldn’t be leaving Siem Reap by air, he knew. Now what?
“You see that?” Jake said, as he slowed the motorcycle to find another way.
“That’s not good,” she said. “Now what?”
Jake turned the motorcycle down a side road, which was little more than a dirt trail. The road eventually ran along a narrow river, which seemed to seep out into massive rice patties. But with almost no lights out here, Jake had no real idea what lay ahead.
He pulled over and turned off the head light, but kept the engine at a sputtering idle.
Jake turned to Alexandra and said, “Have you ever taken a bus from Cambodia to Vietnam?”
“No way.”
“It’s the only thing that might not be checked by the police. But it would be better if we caught the bus in another town. We’ll have to take the motorcycle.”
She shook her head, but had to know he was right.
Jake pulled his gun from the small of his back and threw it into the river. Then he did the same with the extra magazines.
Alexandra reluctantly did the same thing.
Now that they were clean, with no weapons, Jake turned the motorcycle and headed back toward town. He would try to avoid the main street and then head south.
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Saigon, Vietnam
Other than by air, there was no good way to get from Siem Reap, Cambodia, to Saigon, Vietnam. Jake refused to call the city by its official communist name, Ho Chi Minh City. Why bring any recognition to that brutal dictator?
Jake and Alexandra had driven into the night on the motorcycle, stopping once for gas, along the lonely road from Siem Reap to the capital of Phnom Penh. From there they had ditched the motorcycle, gotten something to eat and some new clothes, stuffed into duffle bags, and caught the noon bus to Saigon. It would have looked really bad crossing into Vietnam without some sort of baggage. They had switched from Austrian to Canadian citizens, just in case the authorities had linked them in the five-star Siem Reap hotel to the shooting that had taken place. After all, every time they checked into a hotel, they were required to hand over their passport, where a clerk invariably made a copy.
Now, closing in on 8 p.m., the Canadian couple checked into a nice hotel in a rough-looking neighborhood about a mile from the newer downtown area of Saigon. Neither of them had ever been to Vietnam, so this place was new to Jake and Alexandra.
After riding on the uncomfortable motorcycle for almost two hundred miles and then sitting among coughing strangers on the six-hour bus ride from the capital of Cambodia to Saigon, Jake had to admit he was beat. He sat on the hard bed and lay down, closing his eyes.
“No, no, no,” Alexandra said. “You should have slept on the bus.”
Jake sighed. “I tried. But I couldn’t get this case out of my mind.”
She sat on the bed next to him. “Maybe we should just catch a flight home.”
He opened his eyes and gazed at her. “And where would that be?”
Flipping open her most recent passport, she said, “Somewhere in Canada.”
“It’s too damn cold up there this time of year.”
“Innsbruck?”
“Same thing.”
“Munich?”
“Do you really want to go back there right now?”
She lowered her chin. “Not really. My Service probably thinks I’m dead. But I should let them know I’m alive so at least they will pay out my pension.”
“You won’t need that working with me,” he assured her.
“Why? Because I’ll be dead before I need money?” She smiled at him.
“You’re much funnier than the average German.”
Alexandra stroked her hand across his short hair. “You think I’m average?”
“Not in the least. Can we get back to this case?”
She shrugged. “All right. What did Jenkins say when you updated him?”
Jake had called the former CIA director during a short stop on the bus trip. “He told me that the case was over. I had done my job and found Bill Remington. The Agency would be eternally grateful. You know the company line. It used to be for God and Country. Now I’m not even sure if what the CIA is doing is for the good of the country, or just for the good of government.”
“Isn’t that the same thing?” she wanted to know.
“Not really, Alexandra. Our government has become a bloated behemoth of what our founders intended. In fact, it has become the very thing they fought against. And I’m not talking about just the Liberals or the Conservatives or the Progressives. They have all become corrupted by power. And everything they do is to maintain that power.”
“You’re not a political guy.”
Jake laughed. “I’ve worked for both parties. And I would never associate myself with either side.”
“But you like God, guns and gold,” she said. “Isn’t that the Right wing in America?”
“Yes. But mostly I believe in the Constitution of the United States of America. I proudly raised my hand to defend that against all enemies foreign and domestic. Everything else that happens in America is political theater.”
She seemed to be contemplating his statement. Perhaps she didn’t truly understand his Americanism. Time to change the subject. “All right. What do you think of this case?” he asked.
Alexandra shrugged. “I don’t know. I know this General Wu Gang was involved with the Munich company, Kreuzwelt Industries, which is selling arms to China.”
“And he was using Bill Remington and perhaps others to gain information and influence over the American government.”
“Is that illegal?”
Jake wasn’t sure anymore. It was certainly illegal to pay for information from an American intelligence officer. But lobbyists paid for information and contracts all the time. That didn’t make it right, though. Murder was still illegal everywhere on the planet. “What General Wu Gang is doing is illegal. I know he was behind that whole Chinese and French satellite shoot down, as well as trying to set up my friend, Chad Hunter, for that crime. I have a feeling the general is about as corrupt as they come. In a country like China, which is still supposed to be communist, all creatures are not created equal like Marx wanted. While the worker bee toils for pennies, others like the general are striking it rich like the robber barons in America during the big build-up of the railroads, the mines and the mills, and the huge infrastructure projects building sky scrapers. China has become one big cesspool of corruption, with the generals and politicians trading power and influence to become billionaires.”
“You’ve given this some thought,” Alexandra said.
He laughed. “A six-hour bus ride will do that to you.”
“What do we do now?”
“General Wu Gang has a factory in Saigon,” Jake said.
“And?”
“What? We go have a talk with the man. Saigon has a lot of high-end hotels where the general could be staying. I have Jenkins checking to see if the Agency can find the guy. But if not, we’ll go catch him at his factory tomorrow.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “You let that security guard in Cambodia live. Don’t you think he will warn the general?”
“I’m counting on it,” Jake said. “I want the man to be constantly looking over his shoulder. By now he has to know who’s after him. I’m guessing Bill Remington already told him about me trying to find him.”
“What does China know about you?”
“Not much. But I did go up against them a while back, dealing with their theft of laser technology from an American company. The general might know about that. I did embarrass their military and intelligence agencies. And the Chinese are like the Russians when it comes to their memories. They forget nothing.”
“So?”
“Now that we no longer have to worry about Agency insiders protecting Remington, Jenkins said he can get us some guns by tonight.”
“That’s great. What say we get a beer or two down at the hotel bar?”
Jake smiled. “I was thinking the same thing.”
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For all of her bravado with regards to the sleep she had gotten on the bus from Cambodia, Alexandra drank a total of three beers before Jake hauled her up to their room and tucked her into bed. Then he had locked her into their room and went out for his meeting with the local Agency officer. Jenkins had sent him a secure image of his contact — a snapshot of a young woman in her early twenties, probably right out of college, the Farm, and on her first overseas assignment.
Jake got to the meeting in the downtown region of Saigon after a convoluted route of taxis, buses and walking, ending up at Notre Dame Cathedral, a Catholic church near Diamond Plaza and a few long blocks from the Reunification Palace.
It was closing in on midnight when Jake found his way into the church and sat in one of the back pews, the place dark and musty, lit only by candles along the edges and a few alcoves. The alter area was silent and only two parishioners sat toward the front of the large structure.
He hated meetings in church. They reminded him of the guilt he felt for not attending services for so many years. Maybe he was afraid to go now, since any confession on his part might take hours and his absolution and penance even longer.
When Jake caught movement along the right side, he reached for a gun that wasn’t there. He felt like a sitting duck here.
But it was just a nun moving like an apparition, as if her legs were not even moving under her dark brown habit that looked like it could have been designed after a traditional Vietnamese dress.
The nun turned and came down his pew, taking a seat next to him. Upon closer observation, Jake recognized the woman from the snapshot. But just barely.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” the nun whispered. She reached out her hand and Jake reluctantly took her cold, thin fingers into his own. She held onto him, as if she were trying to discern truth from his warm hand.
“Quite the cover,” Jake said softly.
“I was a nun for a couple of years before I had a problem with chastity,” she assured him.
“It’s a big leap from nun to the Agency.”
“My language skills came in handy,” she said. “And this cover lets me move freely among the rabble masses.”
“You look about twelve,” he said.
“I’m thirty two. But thank you.”
“And your chastity?”
She smiled. “About eight years old. But I’m working on getting it back.”
“Your choice?”
“You might say that. I’m not attracted to Asian men.” She hesitated to consider Jake more carefully. “Or any man.”
“I see. So, what do you have for me?”
From inside her habit, she removed a small satchel and handed it to Jake. “As requested, two Glock 17s with four additional magazines. I used critical defense rounds. Jacketed hollow points with less flash to protect your night vision.”
Wow. This nun knew her ammo. He took the satchel and slung the strap over his neck and shoulder. “Thanks. Nice job. Anything else for me?”
She got closer and whispered into his ear. “Jenkins said to help you with anything you need. I was able to find where the general is staying.” She told him the hotel, an international chain on the high end, and then she smiled and backed away.
“Thanks,” he said. “But this is all I need at this time.”
The nun nodded and got up. As she passed him, she stopped and said, “We’re watching him for you. You look like you could use some sleep.” Then she exited the pew, kneeled toward the alter, and crossed herself before disappearing through the side alcoves.
Jake wandered out of the church toward a park that went toward the Reunification Palace. Maybe he was a bit tired. After all, he had just encountered a hot Asian nun dressed in a Catholic habit. His carnal thoughts could send him right to hell.
He entered the park, which was nearly isolated, with the exception of a few homeless people and others looking for trouble or drugs or both. Lighting in the park consisted of a few lamps on the outer sidewalk and a couple more in a center fountain area.
Despite the warmth of the evening, a chill seemed to raise the hairs on the back of Jake’s neck. Something wasn’t right. He could feel it.
Jake was used to checking his six without anyone knowing he was doing so, but now, since leaving the church, he had been lax in his own security. When he stopped to pretend to tie his left shoe, he gazed back behind him.
A dark figure rushed him and knocked him to the ground. Jake rolled and grasped for a gun that wasn’t there.
The foot came down, striking him in the gut. But Jake had twisted at the last second, making it a glancing blow.
He swept his leg and caught the assailant behind the legs, flipping the attacker to his back.
With speed that surprise even Jake, he was on top of the attacker and chopping the person in the neck. Then he caught the person’s wrists and pinned the guy to the ground.
The attacker below him was gasping for air when Jake finally realized two things. First, the attacker was much smaller than he thought. And second, the person below him was a woman.
“Who the hell are you?” Jake asked through grit teeth.
She said nothing. But she was still struggling beneath him and trying to catch her breath.
He put both of her hands into one of his own, and then he began to feel her for weapons. Yep, she was a woman. He had crossed over both of her breasts and found no male parts between her legs. Then he found the gun attached to the woman’s right hip. He removed the gun and threw it into the grass out of reach.
She said something that Jake didn’t understand.
“What?” he asked.
“Are you done feeling me up?” she asked with a hoarse voice. Her English was nearly perfect.
“Who are you?” he repeated.
“We’re on the same side, Mister Adams,” she said.
“So, you think I’m this Adams fellow.”
She cleared her voice and continued, “Jake Adams. Former CIA officer. Tasked to find the former Deputy CIA Director, Bill Remington. You found him in Bangkok and then killed him.”
He pulled out his cell phone, turned it on, and shone the screen light on her face. She was the woman who had been on them since Singapore.
“You? Why are you following me?”
She tightened her jaw, obviously considering her options. “We’ve been on you since Taiwan.”
Jake thought back over the past week. It was possible, but not likely. “You weren’t on me in Taiwan.”
“Not personally,” she said. “But others were. We all look alike.” She finally smiled for the first time, raising her cheek bones.
“You’re with the Taiwan National Security Bureau?” he asked her, already knowing the answer.
“Afraid so.”
He knew that their Bureau stripped their officers of their real name upon graduation from their training. They were usually given simple single names. “Your name?”
“Lin.” She spelled it for him.
“What does that mean?”
“Beautiful jade. Can you let me up now?”
“Where did you learn English?” he asked.
“University of Washington.”
“You were a Bulldog?”
“No, I was a Husky. Fresno State is Bulldogs.”
He considered letting go, but he needed a little more information first. “Okay. Why did you attack me in Singapore? Why’d you try to kill me in Cambodia?”
“I was working undercover with Remington’s organization. Why did you kill him?”
“You were there in Bangkok. I was with the man on the temple. The shot that took out Remington came from a high-powered rifle. I was only authorized to bring the man in for interrogation. How do I know you didn’t kill him?”
She sighed and thrust her hips up into Jake. “Let me up.”
“First, answer my question. Did you kill Remington?”
“Obviously not. I was charged with following him and connecting ties with our enemies.”
“Such as?”
Before she could answer, two local men approached and said something to Jake.
“What did they say?” Jake asked her.
“You think because I’m Asian I speak every language over here?” she asked, shaking her head.
The two men got closer and Jake would have to decide soon if he could let her go and take care of these men.
Before Jake could respond, Lin said something to the men and they immediately turned around and briskly walked away.
“So, you speak Vietnamese,” Jake said.
She hesitated with a sigh of air through her nostrils. “Yes. Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean and enough Thai to get by. You let me up now.” It wasn’t a question.
Jake considered his options, not sure if he could trust this woman. Finally, he slid to the side and sat in the grass.
She sat up. Without warning, she slapped him across his face.
“What the hell was that for?” he asked.
“Feeling me up.”
“I was searching for weapons.”
“I assure you I don’t carry my gun in my vagina.”
“Okay, you got me there.” Jake was a bit confused by her presence in Saigon. Something wasn’t working for him.
She crawled over and picked up her gun, wiped it down on her shirt, and then shoved it into the holster, covering it with her black sweater.
“There’s a problem with your story,” Jake said. “Once Remington was killed, why are you still following me? Why’d you try to kill me?”
“Where is your girlfriend?”
“Do you always answer a question with a totally unrelated question?”
“You just did the same thing.”
She had a point. “Still, why didn’t you head back to Taiwan once Remington was killed?”
They both stood up now and Jake could finally see that she had to be no more than five-four and a hundred pounds. She was a beauty, though.
She finally answered. “Remington was not my real mission. He was just one of the pawns.”
“He was a pretty big pawn. I would say more like a bishop or a knight.”
“Not to our real target.”
“General Wu Gang.”
Lin couldn’t hold back her surprise.
“How did you find me in Saigon?” he asked her.
“I didn’t. I found the nun.”
He didn’t think his spy craft was that bad. This Taiwanese officer had simply staked out the American consulate and picked up the nun coming out with the weapons. That was one of the oldest tricks for any intelligence agency. “Okay, now what do you want from me?”
She was obviously considering her options, based on her delay and facial expression. “The general has brought us to the brink of war with the Communists across the strait.”
“For what purpose?”
“We don’t know for sure. But conflict is good for sales. His companies will make billions.”
“He’s already a billionaire,” Jake informed her.
“Yes, but he wants more. With the money comes power.”
Jake knew that to be a universal fact. Very few in power didn’t want more. Very few with money didn’t want more. The two seemed to be inextricably linked. “So, what’s your mission?”
“That’s classified.”
Jake turned to walk away.
“Wait.”
He stopped and glared at her. “What?”
“You help me. I help you.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“Right. You have that big girlfriend.”
Jake laughed. “She’s only big compared to you. And she’s not my girlfriend.”
“Okay. What did they call that in college? Friends with benefits.”
She had this endearing smirk that was starting to piss off Jake. But he had two choices. He could work with an American ally, or he could continue to look over his shoulder as this Taiwanese intelligence officer continued to shadow him.
“What do you propose?” Jake asked.
She smiled and moved closer to him. Then she told him what her government wanted, perhaps providing more classified information than her bosses in Taipei would have allowed.
“You’ve been trying to kill me for the past week,” Jake said, “and now you want me to work with you?”
“I did not try to kill you,” she said. “I tried to make it look like I tried to kill you.”
“You came pretty damn close when you killed that tuk tuk driver in Cambodia.”
She lowered her head. “That was an accident. I hit a bump in the road just as I shot. Can we start over?”
“Again, why were you even shooting at me?” he demanded to know.
“I thought you were working for General Wu Gang,” she said with great deference. “I had no intelligence on you. I am sorry.” Lin bowed her head to him.
Jake had a number of choices, but he had no good reason not to at least try her plan. After all, this was her turf. She had more to lose than Jake. And she was sorry.
* * *
In the penthouse suite of the finest hotel in Saigon, General Wu Gang lay back on the bed, propped up by multiple pillows, while a beautiful young naked Vietnamese woman sucked on his unremarkable penis like a little girl on a hot day trying to keep a popsicle from dripping. Another naked woman lay on the bed next to them playing with herself, waiting her turn.
The general puffed on a large cigar, a Cuban, and tried to make himself hold off from exploding in the young woman’s mouth. Delayed gratification was far superior to instant relief.
Suddenly, his bedroom door opened and his chief of security, Shangwei, rushed in. His man looked rather haggard, but he wasn’t at all surprised by the scene, since he had acquired the two woman from the high-end agency in Saigon.
“Sir,” Shangwei said, trying his best to keep his eyes averted from the display of fellatio.
The general put one finger in the air as he puffed on the cigar and then blew a stream of smoke into the air just as he exploded into the woman’s mouth. She took down every drop and then pulled away as the general dismissed both women to the attached bathroom.
“What?” the general finally said.
“I just heard from our men in Cambodia,” Shangwei said slowly, deliberately.
“And?”
“The shoot out in our hotel there resulted in a complication.”
The general twirled his hand for his man to hurry up. There was still a lot of sex to have this evening.
“We lost a couple of men, as I mentioned before. But one man was shot in the knee and taken to the hospital. He was questioned by the local police, but once they realized he worked for you, they stopped their inquiry. By the time our people got to him, he was in surgery and then sedated for the pain. He finally woke up and had an interesting story.”
The general put his underwear on. He had a feeling this story would require at least one drink. He found the wet bar and mixed himself a rum and coke. Then he turned back to Shangwei and told him to continue.
“The man was shot by Jake Adams.”
The general thought for a moment and took a long drink of his rum and coke. “This man is becoming a problem. Maybe it was a problem letting Remington’s men take Adams out.” Deep down he really wanted this American operative to kill Bill Remington, leaving himself isolated from the action. “Continue.”
“Something makes no sense, though. This Adams could have just killed our man. But instead Adams left our man alive to tell us he was still coming.”
The general shook his head. He sucked down more of his drink and then put some life back into his Cuban cigar, bringing the end to a bright orange glow. “Adams is smarter than I thought. I heard he was the one who found the connection between our organization and the satellite destruction recently. I thought we could just ignore the man. But I guess I was wrong. He’s like that little gnat buzzing around your face in the darkness. You can’t see it, but you still want it to die.”
“What would you like us to do, sir?”
Sometimes the little bug needed to be squashed. “Simple. Find him and kill him.”
The security officer was about to leave, but he hesitated. “How do we find him?”
“That’s why we pay so much money to the Vietnamese government,” the general said. “So we have access to their border enforcement database and their hotel security systems. Every foreigner who enters this country has their passport scanned and entered into this database. The hotels do the same thing. Jake Adams entered Vietnam somewhere today. Access the database and scan the passports. He won’t be traveling under his real name. And don’t only look at American passports. He could be traveling under any country. Keep in mind the woman he’s traveling with. They would have come through the border about the same time.”
“Thank you, sir. What about your visit to your factory tomorrow?”
“Nothing changes. We go there at noon and then leave for Taipei.”
Shangwei nodded understanding and then left the general alone.
But he wasn’t alone for long. As soon as the bedroom door closed, the two beautiful young naked women entered again from the bathroom. One of the girls carried a bottle of gel and the other wore a floppy black strap-on dildo that would soon find its way up his ass. A small part of him wondered what his wife was doing this evening. Then he brushed that thought aside and embraced the two women, his penis on its way to its full glory.
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After the late-night encounter with the Taiwanese intelligence officer, Jake had gotten back to the room around one a.m. Alexandra had been sleeping still like a drugged baby.
Now, following a morning sexual encounter, Alexandra had just finished her shower and was drying her hair.
Jake checked his phone for any messages. He had just one email, and that was from his son, the son he had only found out about recently. He was reaching out to Jake, asking to see him the next time they were both available. But Jake had no idea when that would be, since he would be in Asia for a while and his son was deployed somewhere with the Army. Jake typed back a response, saying he would like to meet up and get to know him. For the first time in a long time, Jake felt some reasonable connection to this earth. For his entire adult life he only had himself to consider with every action he took. Now he had a son.
The bathroom door opened and Alexandra walked out naked, her fingers combing through her long hair. My God, Jake thought, she was beautiful. He just wondered how in the hell he would screw up this relationship.
“What?” she asked.
He hunched his shoulders. “What, what?”
“You’re staring at me,” she said.
Jake moved his hand up and down, pointing at her from top to bottom and back again. “You come out like that and then ask me not to look? How the hell is that possible?” He got up from the bed and embraced her. Then they kissed for a long time.
Finally they pulled apart and she said, “What was that for?”
“For being here with me. For deciding to partner with me.”
“It’s my pleasure, Jake. We make a good team.”
“True. But you could just take your pension and retire to some small German village.”
She laughed. “That would kill me. I would be bored silly in a week.” Alexandra put her hand against Jake’s face, rubbing the stubble.
“So, I keep things interesting for you?”
“Exciting,” she admitted. Then she looked down at his boxer briefs. “And not just that way.”
Their relationship had first started off as simply a friendship and colleagues in the intelligence field. Then a few years ago they had taken that friendship to a new level, a degree of physicality. But she was still working at that time for the Federal Intelligence Service of Germany, which made it almost impossible for a real relationship. With her recent departure from the BND, all of that had changed for them. Now, just maybe, they could make things work.
“Now what?” she asked.
“Now you get dressed before I take advantage of that wonderful body again,” he told her. “Then you need to contact someone you trust with your Service.”
“Why?”
“They need to know you’re alive,” he surmised. “Bypass your current boss and reach out to someone else.” He turned to leave, but said over his shoulder, “I need a cold shower to get this image out of my mind.”
* * *
Once Alexandra was alone and dressed, the shower droning in the background, she sat on the edge of the bed and checked for messages and her e-mail. Surprisingly, she had a few more queries than she expected, wondering what had happened to her. She even had a couple of e-mails from her cousin, who had been contacted by her Service, trying to see if she had gone north in Germany to visit him. He was genuinely concerned.
Jake was right. She did still have a few friends at the BND she could contact. And she needed to make it all about her retirement. Nothing about the people she had left dead in her old apartment.
She decided on her former boss, a man she still marginally trusted, but who had moved up the ladder in the organization. Martin Mayer was a suck up and a political riser. She guessed the man would retire with twenty years, like her, and then immediately run for office. The BND was just a stepping-stone for him. But, the man had contacts, and for some reason he was interested in her welfare.
Reluctantly, she called the man on his secure cell phone.
“My God, Alex. You are alive.” Mayer was the only person who still called her Alex.
“Yes, sir. I don’t know what you’ve been told. But I assure you it’s probably all lies.” Especially if it came from her current boss.
“Your apartment looks like a war zone,” Mayer said. “We were able to take over the crime scene from the local Polizei, and scrub the place clean. What happened?”
She explained her undercover work, and how the men had somehow found her despite her deep cover. Also, how she was only a couple of weeks from retiring, so she had taken leave. She had two months of vacation on the books.
Mayer agreed that she had made the right decision. He would explain her decision to the Service. Many at the BND would be relieved to know she was all right.
“Where are you?” he asked her.
Just then, Jake Adams came out of the bathroom. This time he was naked, making her smile at him. She raised a finger to Jake, indicating she would just be a minute.
“I’m just taking some vacation,” she told Mayer.
“All right. I understand. When can I expect you back? We would like to have a retirement party for you.”
She told him she would be in contact soon, hoping that would hold him. Then she hung up and bit her lower lip as she watched Jake slip new boxer briefs over his nice hard butt.
“Everything all right in Germany?” Jake asked.
“Yeah. That was Martin Mayer.”
“You’re shittin’ me. That guy is such a dick.” Jake put on a pair of black khaki slacks and turned to her.
“I know,” she said. “That’s why I called him. He knows we’re not the best of friends.”
Jake pulled out the guns he had gotten the night before and handed one to Alexandra. They each checked the chamber and then cycled rounds into them.
He never mentioned how the meet went the night before. “Any problems last night?” she asked him.
Setting the gun on the bed, Jake pulled a plain brown T-shirt over his head. “My contact with the Agency was a nun,” he said.
“I didn’t know they had nuns in Vietnam.”
“The French introduced Catholicism here more than a hundred years ago.”
“Wow. She’s undercover as a nun with the Agency?”
“For now.”
Alexandra was confused. “That will change?”
Jake nodded. “I’ll need to have a talk with the station chief here. The nun was compromised.”
“How?”
“You remember that Asian woman you fought in Singapore?”
How could she forget? The woman had some major fighting skills. “Of course. What about her?”
“She followed the nun from our consulate to the church, where she dropped the guns to me. Then the Asian woman attacked me in the park after the meeting.”
“Who is that bitch? I thought she worked for Remington.”
“She did,” Jake said. “But she was undercover with the Taiwan National Security Bureau.”
“She’s a spook?” Really, Alexandra wasn’t surprised. She knew the woman had to either be a trained assassin or a government intelligence officer. Perhaps both. “Why is she still on us?”
“Because we’re still on General Wu Gang,” Jake said. “Her government also doesn’t like what the general has been up to with his current business.”
“The general had to be the one who sent the killers to my apartment in Munich,” she decided.
“I think you’re right.”
“Why not just kill the man?” she wanted to know.
Jake put up his hands. “That’s way above my pay grade. The Agency has told me to back off of the guy.”
Alexandra thought about that, along with the congenial tone her former boss had just displayed to her on the phone. Was it possible that the general had contacts and influence with the governments of Germany and America?
“What are you thinking?” Jake asked.
She explained her theory to Jake, who was more than supportive of her supposition. That’s one of the things she loved about the man. He would listen to any whacky theory and still consider the possibility that she was right.
“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s get some breakfast and then head over to the general’s factory.”
“What can we expect to accomplish?” she needed to know.
He glanced at her, uncertain. “I don’t know. Just to let him know we’re still alive.”
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Jake had just finished breakfast when he got a call from his favorite former director of the CIA, Kurt Jenkins. He pulled himself away from the table and out into a secluded area of the expansive lobby.
“What can I do for you, Kurt?” Jake asked, his eyes scanning the room for anyone who might be listening.
“Are you still in Saigon?” Jenkins asked.
“Yes. We’re about to head over to the general’s factory for a little discussion.”
Hesitation on the other end of the line. Finally, Jenkins sighed and said, “You need to stand down.”
“Stand down. You just authorized and organized two guns for us last night.”
“I know. So, you met the nun.”
“Of course.” Then Jake also explained what had happened with his encounter with the Taiwanese intelligence officer.
“Are you sure she’s with Taiwan’s National Security Bureau?”
“I believe so. Could you back channel her story to verify for me? Code name is Lin.” He spelled it for his old boss.
“Yeah, I’ll check on her. But they’re not usually active much beyond their island and mainland China.”
“Special circumstances,” Jake said. “The general is making some big moves. She thinks he’s bringing the two countries to the brink of war. Possibly for economic gain. We tend to agree with her assessment. So, why are you telling me to stand down? Who gave that order?”
More delay by Jenkins. Jake knew the man well enough to know that he was uncomfortable relaying this order.
“From the highest levels of government,” Jenkins said.
“That’s bullshit, Kurt. Just tell me it came from the current director.”
“You’re a smart man, Jake. But let’s say it came from even higher than that.”
Knowing that Jenkins had stuck his neck out for Jake many times in the past, Jake wasn’t going to push the man more than this. But this was a big reason why Jake had left the Agency in the first place — he couldn’t stand the politics of those above him.
Alexandra came from the restaurant and saw Jake, but she kept her distance and hung out on the far side of the lobby, her eyes in constant observation mode.
Jake finally said, “This general must have some pull.”
“Perhaps,” Jenkins conceded. “But I think it’s more than that. Bill Remington embarrassed the administration. If it ever got out that a man of his position was selling out his country, there’s no way for a second term.”
“Since when do you care if this president gets another shot at screwing up our country?”
“Jesus, Jake. I don’t care about that. I’m worried about you.”
He laughed inside. Then he smiled and nodded at Alexandra. “I didn’t know you cared, Kurt.”
“You bastard. I sent you there to find Remington. You did that with great alacrity. But now it’s time to come home. Let the Agency take care of the general.”
Alexandra came over to him and stood a few feet away now.
“Listen, I don’t know if there’s anything else to find here. This guy is a billionaire with friends all over the place. But you have to know that he is at least partially responsible for our ships at general quarters in the straits of Taiwan. This is a potential Tonkin Bay incident waiting to happen. We’re one screw up away from an all-out shooting war with the Communist Chinese. And you want me to stand down?”
“What do you think you can accomplish by harassing the man?”
“Harassing him? He’s tried to kill me since I first stepped foot in Asia. He set up my friend Chad Hunter. He was running Remington like a puppet. He’s also simply buying up huge chunks of the military industrial complex, with the intention of throwing gas onto the fire. Why? To increase his wealth and power.”
Jenkins sighed. “Jake, I really hate when you see a conspiracy behind every tree.”
“When have any of my conspiracy theories been wrong?” Jake asked.
Silence.
“That’s right. A theory is only crazy if it doesn’t turn out to be supported by facts. I’ll get you the damn facts.” With that, Jake hung up on Kurt Jenkins and he shoved his phone into his pocket.
“Wow,” Alexandra said. “You were tough on him.”
“He’ll get over it. You ready to go?”
She nodded. “Should we check out?”
“Yeah. We’ll grab our bags and get the hell out of here. If we need to stay in Saigon, we can check in to another place.”
Within the hour the two of them had packed their small bags, checked out of the hotel, and were standing out front waiting for a taxi.
The street out front was busy with traffic, the majority of which seemed to Jake to consist of motor scooters. Jake guessed they were the preferred mode of transportation in Saigon. He even saw one Vespa drive by with a stack of new LCD TVs in their original boxes. Another carried a family of four.
When a car with dark windows slowed down out on the street, Jake immediately knew something wasn’t right. He simultaneously dropped his bag and pulled Alexandra to the ground behind a cement barrier just as the first bullets flew from the back window of the car.
Jake rolled to his right and drew his Glock. Then he shot three times at the back car, his bullets striking the trunk of the car as it sped off.
Others who had been standing out front, including a door man and two bell hops, had screamed and scrambled for cover.
“You all right?” Jake asked, checking over Alexandra for any wounds.
“Yeah. Let’s get those bastards.” Her gun was also pulled and ready to fire.
By now the light a half a block away had turned, stacking up cars and motor scooters out front. It was as if the drivers had no idea what had just happened, which was probably the case.
They both left their bags on the sidewalk and ran out to the street. Now the scooter drivers looked concerned when they saw the guns.
Jake holstered his gun and found the newest Vespa. Then he helped the driver off the scooter with his left hand while he hoisted himself into the driver’s seat. The man yelled at him in Vietnamese, but he shut his mouth when Alexandra pointed her gun in his general direction while getting on the scooter behind Jake.
Once she wrapped her left arm around Jake’s waist, he cranked the throttle and weaved through the mass of other scooters until he reached the opposite lane, which was filled with other vehicles zipping by them.
Without hesitation, he cranked the throttle and entered the mass of scooters. Just as he accomplished that maneuver, a second car screeched to a halt and gunfire erupted from the back window.
Alexandra returned fire, smashing lead into the back door.
Now Jake hit the throttle hard, weaving through the heavy traffic and having to use his feet to kick a few other scooters out of his way.
Just like the traffic in Cambodia, size mattered on these roads in Saigon. The car with the second shooters turned directly into the oncoming scooters, which parted for the larger vehicle.
By now Jake had made his way to the front of the scooter pack, anticipating the lights ahead. He cruised through the lights and headed down the busy highway, with the opposite lane of traffic filled with vehicles, mostly various motorcycles and scooters.
More bullets started flying at them just as they moved into a massive roundabout. As they cruised around to the right, Alexandra started shooting at the car.
“The first car has caught up with us,” she yelled at Jake.
“Keep firing.”
Jake considered getting out of the roundabout, but instead he used the flow of traffic around the structure like Indians surrounding a circled wagon train.
Tires squealed from the cars behind them cutting tight turns. Now Jake had gone from the pursued to the chaser, his Vespa finally catching up to the second car of shooters.
Alexandra aimed around Jake and shot at the back of the car, smashing the rear window into shards. She continued firing until she ran out of bullets in that magazine. Then she dropped the spent magazine and expertly shoved a second one into the handle before releasing the slide lock.
When the car ahead hit its brakes, squealing to a halt, Jake hit the throttle hard cruising past the car on the right.
Alexandra took the opportunity to nearly empty her new magazine as they passed within a few feet of the car, her bullets smashing in the right side windows and then the windshield as they rushed past the car.
But then the second car, the lead car, hit its brakes and cranked sideways. Jake had just seconds to respond, as he pulled back on the right handlebar and nearly smashed into the front of the car.
Continuing to fire at the new target, Alexandra finally ran out of bullets in her second magazine. She found her last magazine and replaced the empty one with the full one just as Jake pulled off a maneuver through the flow of scooters and cut out to a side street.
“They didn’t make the turn,” Alexandra yelled.
“They’ll make it the second time around,” he said.
But Jake turned right down the next road and then left along the edge of a small park. As he picked up speed now, Jake’s phone buzzed in his pants. He ignored it and continued making turns to distance himself from the two cars.
Soon they entered a residential area and the Vespa’s engine started to sputter. Then the engine cut out completely and Jake put the scooter in neutral, gliding to a halt down a narrow street with scooters parked on both sides. He simply angled the Vespa alongside the other vehicles and braked to a halt.
Jake let Alexandra get off and he laughed when he saw the state of her hair. It frizzed out like she had just stuck her wet finger in an electrical socket.
“What?” she asked.
Swinging his leg over the seat, Jake just said, “Nothing. Nice shooting.”
She ran her fingers to her hair and then tried her best to comb the frizzy locks back into control. “Great. Look what you did. You couldn’t steal a car?”
“I improvised.” Jake walked down the sidewalk and then remembered his phone. He checked to see who had called and saw that it was the IRS. Kurt Jenkins had quite the sense of humor. Jake called the man back and waited as Alexandra caught up with him. She was bitching quietly to herself, still trying to control her locks.
“Yeah,” Jenkins said.
“You called me,” Jake reminded him.
“Right. I looked into that Taiwanese woman code named Lin. Turns out she’s highly respected. Graduated top of her class in the military academy. She’s still considered a reserve Army captain. I couldn’t find out anything about her current assignment, though.”
“Makes sense,” Jake said. “I’m surprised you got that much from them.”
“Hey, don’t hang up on me again.”
“Sorry about that. It was Alexandra’s fault.”
She hit him in the arm.
“We just got into a gunfight,” Jake said, and then he briefed Jenkins with the quick version.
“All right,” Jenkins said. “Disregard my previous call. The general is obviously trying to cut you off.”
“Right. So, the general tries to get me to stand down and then he has his men go postal on our asses. What’s wrong with that picture?”
“That’s kind of why I called,” Jenkins reasoned. “The man deserves additional scrutiny. If that officer from Taiwan wants to work with you, I would take her up on it.”
“It’s a way to bypass our own Agency,” Jake told him.
“I agree.” Then he paused on his end. “I thought you would concur. She’ll wait for you at the private section of the Saigon airport. She plans on leaving at thirteen hundred your time.”
“Leave for where?”
“Taipei.”
“What about the general?”
“According to her sources, the general is already in the air.”
That made some sense. The general sends his men after Jake and Alexandra and then takes off. Just what the man did in Cambodia.
“Can I hang up now?” Jake asked.
“You asshole.”
Jake hung up on the man again.
Alexandra shook her head. “Looks like we’re going to Taiwan.”
“Guess so. Let’s catch a cab.”
* * *
Shangwei sat in the back seat of the sedan as his driver and another man occupied the front. Next to him was another man who had been shot in the gut while they chased Adams and that hot woman. He wasn’t even sure of the man’s name, but the guy was starting to piss off Shangwei with his moans and crying like a little baby. It was making it hard for him to hear his boss, the general, on the cell phone. Part of that, he knew, was the sound of the jet engine.
“I am sorry that I failed,” Shangwei said to his boss.
“Failure is only so if it is final,” General Wu Gang reasoned. “You will have another chance.”
The wounded man next to him moaned louder, making Shangwei hold his hand over his phone as he gave the man a severe look.
Putting the phone at his ear again, Shangwei said, “How should I proceed, sir?”
“Commercial flights have resumed to Taiwan,” the general said. “You and your men need to get on the next flight.”
The man who was shot started a steady, painful yelping, like a wounded rabbit. Shangwei covered his phone again. Then he reached across the man, opened the door, and shoved the man out to the highway. He looked back and saw the guy’s body bounce a number of times until the first car hit him and rose over the body like a speed bump.
“Is everything all right?” the general asked.
“Yes, sir. I just had to let someone go.”
“All right. Prepare your men in Taiwan for Jake Adams. He will not stop until you kill him.”
“Understood.”
The general hung up and Shangwei shoved his phone into his pocket. Then he looked at all the blood on the seat next to him and was glad this was a rental car. He also wondered with a smile if the bullet holes would be covered by insurance.
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Over the South China Sea
Jake and Alexandra had met with the Taiwanese intelligence officer, Lin, at the Saigon International Airport private charter area. The two women had nearly come to blows again, and Jake wondered if they would ever trust each other after Lin and her people had shot at them, forcing them to jump into that Singapore river, and then the fight between ladies later. The more troubling encounters, though, included the shootings in Bangkok and Cambodia. But Jake had acted as the peace maker, separating them at the tarmac before they all got onto the Gulfstream jet. Sometimes it might be fun to watch a chick fight, but Jake knew that both women could be quite dangerous. So the outcome could have led to broken teeth and cracked ribs at a minimum. Nobody wanted that.
Now, cruising at 35,000 feet above the South China Sea, Jake was finally relaxed to the point of dozing off. He was nearly as sedate as he had been since his departure from the fishing excursion in Costa Rica.
He opened his eyes and noticed Alexandra sleeping across from him in her plush leather seat.
Lin, on the other hand, was wide awake. She had just come from the cockpit carrying a headset, which she plugged into the console of her own seat and then sat down. Her expression was one of concern. She pulled down the mic and spoke into it.
Jake pulled out his cell phone and remarkably had a couple of bars. They must have been traveling close to land. He looked out the window and saw only water. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
Now Lin swiveled her chair and looked out her window. Her expression seemed more concerned when she turned and continued to talk into the mic.
Getting up from his chair, Jake wandered over to Lin and sat across from her. He glanced out the window and saw what she had obviously observed. It was a Russian-made Su-27 Flanker B jet fighter. But the markings were that of the People’s Liberation Army Air Force from the People’s Republic of China. Which made the aircraft a Chinese-built Shenyang J-11. Same plane, different missiles.
“What’s going on?” Jake whispered to Lin.
She nodded her head toward the aircraft. “Chinese aircraft says we are flying in restricted airspace.”
Jake looked out the window again and still saw nothing but water. “Isn’t this international waters?”
“Yes. There are some small islands that are claimed by both China and the Philippines. But we are clearly not over those islands. This is bullshit.”
He almost laughed when she said that last word. Then he watched as she spoke Chinese into her mic. Next, she pulled out her cell phone and started typing in a long sequence of numbers. She waited for a moment, clicked off the mic, and talked into her phone as she looked out the window again.
The Flanker was doing just that, flanking them, sticking to them like an extra appendage. Looking closely, Jake could see that the aircraft had fully-armed air-to-air missiles on wing pylons. He also knew that the jet had a 30mm single barrel cannon with at least 150 rounds, any one of which could knock them out of the sky. Not a healthy prospect, considering the Gulfstream couldn’t outrun or outmaneuver a Mach two-plus fighter jet. They were sitting ducks.
Lin looked extremely disturbed with whomever she was talking with on the cell phone. She got off the phone and simply shook her head.
“What’s up?” Jake asked her.
“My people can’t help,” she said with no resolve.
“Why not?”
She hesitated, perhaps trying her best to translate from Chinese to English. “They can’t inflame the situation.”
Jake pulled out his phone and called Kurt Jenkins, who could barely hear him through a bad connection. Despite the communications problem, Jake was able to explain his situation. He knew that there had to be something the American government could do, if they wanted to, but that would take time. And he didn’t think they had time. Jenkins said he would do what he could, but he wasn’t making any promises. Now Jake must have looked as frustrated as Lin.
The Taiwanese officer clicked on her mic again and spoke quickly into it.
Jake looked out the window and saw that the Chinese aircraft was gone. “Did it take off?” he asked Lin.
She shook her head vehemently. “No. It’s behind us.”
He thought quickly about his days in Air Force intelligence. What did he know about this aircraft or air operations? Most of his information was old.
“Go into a full dive,” Jake finally said. Then he strapped himself in with the seatbelt and looked over to make sure Alexandra was also belted. She was.
“What? Why?” Lin also put on her seat belt.
“Just do it.”
Lin relayed what Jake told her to the pilot. Whatever she said or how she said it, the pilot did what she said. The Gulfstream went into a steep dive toward the ocean.
Jake looked nervously toward Lin. “He knows not to actually crash, right?”
She nodded and hung onto the sides of her chair.
Alexandra woke up suddenly, looking around for what was going on. “What the hell,” she yelled at Jake.
He quickly told her the situation.
“Great,” Alexandra said. “And it was your idea to crash us?”
“Not exactly.”
Now all kinds of buzzers and alarms were going off in the cockpit. Oxygen masks popped out from the overhead. Jake looked out the window and knew they wouldn’t need oxygen if the pilot didn’t pull up soon.
Lin continued to speak into the headset mic. Then, unexpectedly, she took off the headset and handed it to Jake.
He was confused.
“Put it on,” she said, just as the Gulfstream went from a full dive into damn near a full climb.
Jake put on the headset and listened.
“Is this Mister Adams?” a man asked in the headset. It sounded like a southern accent.
“Yeah. Who’s this?”
“Lieutenant Commander.” Pause. “Just call me Warhawk Two. From VFA-97.”
Jake thought about his knowledge of the Navy and realized this was an F/A-18E Super Hornet pilot out of Lemoore, California. He had heard that the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan (CVN-76) had been deployed off the coast of Taiwan following the escalation by the Chinese.
“Warhawk Two,” Jake said into the mic. “Any way you can get this Chinese Flanker off our ass?”
“Roger that.”
By now they had gained altitude and were heading toward normal cruising. Jake looked out the window and saw the Chinese aircraft off to the left side. Then, suddenly, a salvo of tracer rounds flew past them.
The Flanker shook and banked hard left. Warhawk Two zipped by them like a bat out of hell and then also banked hard left and picked up the Flanker.
“What’s going on?” Alexandra said, getting out of her chair and rushing to peer out the window behind Jake.
“We’re getting to watch one of our Navy Super Hornets take on a Chinese fighter jet,” Jake said. “It’s fucking amazing.”
The two aircraft were in a steep dive, the Hornet right on the tail of the Chinese aircraft. Then they banked hard left and went out of view. Jake took off the headset and hurried to the right side of the Gulfstream. Then, without warning, he saw a second Super Hornet on their right side cruise up slowly. Jake went back to get the headset and then sat back into his original chair and plugged into the console.
This time the voice was a woman’s. “Adams?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jake answered.
“This is Wrangler,” she said. “I’ll be escorting you toward Taiwan, along with Warhawk Two, once he gets done draining the Flanker of fuel.” She had a moment of unprofessionalism as a slight giggle escaped.
“Thank you, Wrangler,” Jake said.
“Just like the Navy bailing out the Air Force,” the pilot added.
Someone, probably Jenkins, had given the Navy pilots one small item of a personal nature on Jake. Every military member was much more likely to come to the aid of a fellow brother or sister in arms.
“Ha, ha. Thanks for the help, though.”
“No problem.”
Alexandra came back and sat across from Jake. She glanced out the window at the Navy jet. The pilot waved at her. “Is that a woman?”
“Yeah, our military is an equal opportunity employer,” Jake said. “She’ll escort us to Taiwan.”
In just ten minutes the second Navy F/A-18 Super Hornet pulled up on the wing of Wrangler.
Jake got back on the headset. “Thanks for the help Warhawk Two and Wrangler.”
Both jets rocked their wings slightly.
“Did our friends in Washington send you here?” Jake asked.
“We were already on our way,” Warhawk Two said. “The Chinese have been looking for a fight, but they didn’t expect our Navy to take it to ‘em.”
“Thanks again,” Jake said.
“You’re free all the way to Taipei,” the Navy pilot said. With that, the two Super Hornets banked hard right and swung out of view.
Jake took off the headset and leaned back into his chair.
As they got closer to Taiwanese airspace, Jake had time to think about their recent encounter. It wasn’t just a coincidence that their Gulfstream had been attacked. General Wu Gang had made that happen. He relayed his theory to both Lin and Alexandra.
“I agree,” Lin said. “Our pilot kept trying to get through to Chinese air traffic control, but for some reason he was not able to get through.”
“They were jamming our signal,” Alexandra said.
“This was another escalation by the general,” Jake posited. “He’s gone too far.” He checked his phone, but now he had no reception. Jake thought about his current case, knowing he had no real authority to do anything about General Wu Gang and the empire he had built. Perhaps that was the most frustrating thing for Jake. Now he had no choice but to hang tight with the Taiwanese intel officer, Lin. She could give him cover in Taiwan.
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Taipei, Taiwan
As the Gulfstream made its approach along the west coast of Taiwan, Jake was able to make a quick call to Kurt Jenkins thanking him for the help. But Jenkins said the Navy had already known about the incident and had the two jets in the air to intercept. Jenkins had only relayed the fact that Jake, a former Air Force officer, was aboard the plane, and told them to hit the afterburners. Of course the Navy pilots weren’t idiots. They had to know that Jake was more than just a former military officer, or he wouldn’t be getting such a response from the former director of central intelligence.
But as the Gulfstream rolled up the tarmac at the private area of the international airport, police cars suddenly appeared, surrounded them, and officers jumped out and pulled their guns.
“What the hell is going on?” Jake asked Lin.
She looked concerned as she shook her head. She hurried to the cockpit and said something to the crew. Then she returned and got onto her phone. As she listened to the person she had called, she simply nodded agreement before closing out the call and shoving the phone into her front pocket.
“Well?” Jake asked.
“The local police were tipped off that we were smuggling heroin into the country,” Lin said.
“That bastard,” Alexandra said. “The general has that kind of power?”
Lin took the question. “He has enough power to send a Chinese jet after us. This is nothing compared to that. He has friends throughout our government. That’s why…”
Jake was up and checking out the police, but he turned to Lin when she didn’t finish her thought. “Why what?”
Putting her hand in front of her mouth, Lin tried not to make eye contact with Jake or Alexandra.
But the German officer wanted answers. She went to Lin and pointed at the smaller woman. “What the hell is going on?”
Lin’s head lowered to her chest, the universal non-verbal for shame, but far more prevalent in the Asian community. “I was told to stand down a week ago. Not to make waves with General Wu Gang and his organization.”
Jake started laughing as he paced around the Gulfstream cabin. “This is amazing. You just gained my total respect, Lin.”
The Taiwanese woman looked genuinely confused.
Alexandra helped out Lin. “You don’t know Jake very well. When he finds someone who stands up for principle and bucks his own government, that’s like sex to him. He’d do you right here if I wasn’t present.”
“Seriously, Alexandra,” Jake said. “I think you’re overstating my character.” She wasn’t, but he had to protest.
“It’s the truth,” Alexandra declared. “So, tell us more our young Taiwanese friend.”
Jake still shook his head in protest as Lin explained how her boss had told her to only concentrate on the American, Bill Remington. The general was not important. When Lin was done, Jake did have to agree, at least to himself, that he was a little turned on by the woman’s admission.
“All right,” Jake said. “Where do we go from here? The villagers have more than torches and pitchforks out there. And we’re going after a rising tiger.”
Lin said, “Since I already told my boss that Remington was killed, he will take care of the police. It might just take a few minutes.”
Jake considered their current plight and their recent encounter in the air. “Who knew that we were flying from Saigon to Taipei?”
The Asian woman’s mind seemed to be clicking, as if a movie was forming in her mind. Finally, she said, “I got approval for this plane from my boss.”
“And the flight plan?” Alexandra wanted to know.
Lin thought about that. “Under the cover of business.”
“Did anyone know that we would be aboard?” Jake asked.
“No,” Lin said. “I used my business cover as a cell company executive.”
“So, the general must have had some knowledge that we were aboard. How did he know? What about the crew?”
“They were nearly killed as well,” Lin reasoned.
True. But they still could have mentioned to someone that Jake and Alexandra were aboard, not knowing the consequences of their action. It mattered not, Jake guessed. When he saw flashes of movement outside, Jake looked out the window and saw the police cars taking off.
“Looks like your boss is forgiving,” Jake said. He adjusted the Glock on his right hip and felt the two extra magazines in his pockets. Alexandra had been forced to drop her extra empty mags in Saigon during the chase, so they would need a little help with firepower. “Any way to get some more magazines and nine mil rounds?”
“Not through my Bureau,” Lin said, a resounding smile on her face. “But through other sources.”
“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s go.”
Alexandra stopped him with her hand. “Whoa, cowboy. Let’s try to pin down a strategy first. With Lin having no support from her own government, doesn’t that leave us all swinging in the breeze when the shit hits the fan?”
Jake shrugged as he glanced at Lin.
“I learned a valuable saying in America,” Lin said. “Don’t ask for permission. Ask for forgiveness.”
Alexandra laughed. “Jake has been living that way since I’ve known him.”
“Hey,” Jake said, with mock indignation.
“That’s right,” Alexandra said. “Jake doesn’t even ask for forgiveness.”
“It’s implied,” he said. “Can we go now?”
The three of them exited the plane and found Lin’s car waiting in the parking lot. It was a large, black Hyundai sedan with tinted windows. The two women were in the front and Jake took the entire back seat. He thought now about what needed to be done. While it was true that General Wu Gang was running a hugely corrupt organization, which included murder and the possible incitement of war between two Chinese countries that would invariably lead to a massive regional conflict, at least the communist billionaire was employing a bunch of people. Silver lining, Jake guessed.
Lin wound through the streets of Taipei, her driving skills reminding Jake of Nascar without the crashes.
“Where we going?” Jake asked.
Lin looked at him in the rearview mirror. “You said you need some more bullets. More guns. The general will not go away without a fight.”
“How many men does he have?” Alexandra asked.
The Taiwanese officer said, “A few less since the two of you have been in Asia.”
Jake had to laugh. That was the first sign of levity from the Taiwanese officer since they had met.
A half hour later and they pulled into a residential area, through a remote-controlled gate, and Lin parked next to an older, two-story structure.
“Is this a safe house?” Jake asked.
Lin leaned back toward Jake. “Not officially. It was owned by my grandfather on my mother’s side. I inherited it a couple years ago, but only come here once in a while to escape.”
“It looks very serene,” Alexandra said.
“I played here as a child,” Lin admitted. “But I like my apartment downtown.”
Lin showed Jake and Alexandra around the modest house. It had everything they needed, but the food supply was nearly non-existent. So, Lin left the two of them alone while she went out for food and ammo.
Alone now, Jake sat in an old leather chair in the main living room. His eyes scanned the walls, observing the Chinese paintings on the wall depicting scenes from Asia, with the ever-present cranes and the misty mountains of the Guilin area.
Alexandra had her Glock apart on a towel on the glass coffee table across from Jake. She was doing her best to clean the parts.
“No solvent,” Jake said to her.
“No, but I found this oil in the kitchen,” she said, raising a small glass bottle.
“Peanut oil?”
She smelled the top. “Sesame. It’ll work.” She rubbed a little oil on the slide and then put the gun back together again, cycling the movement a few times to make sure the oil worked.
Jake smiled and removed his gun from his hip. He set it onto the table in front of Alexandra. “As long as your fingers are covered in sesame.”
Alexandra rolled her eyes, but then accepted the task of cleaning Jake’s gun. She had his gun apart within a couple of seconds. “You can wash your own underwear.”
“Oh, so that’s how it’s gonna be. I thought you were a good putz frau.”
Now her eyes seemed to burn through Jake. “If that were the case, I would have had a good German man years ago.”
“German men want the three Cs,” he said. “Clean, cook and copulate.”
“You just made that up. In German, two of the three start with a K.” She stopped working on Jake’s gun. “Do you want me to clean your gun or not?”
He nodded. “But I was hoping for at least two of the three Cs.”
“So you want to copulate?” she wondered.
“Actually, I could eat.”
She threw her dirty, oily rag at him.
“All right. You take care of the gun and I’ll find us something to eat.” He got up and started toward the kitchen. But he stopped and turned. “You don’t suppose I could call out for Chinese take out here?”
She didn’t answer. She just shook her head.
Jake left her and went to the kitchen. He found some rice, which he started cooking in the microwave. Then he gathered a bunch of spices, selecting them from smell, since he couldn’t read the labels. While he prepared to make the fried rice, he thought about what he had to do here in Taiwan. In theory, he didn’t have to continue at all. He knew this deep in his bones. Yet, he also knew that the general was used to getting his way through political influence primed by his large bank account. Why did it always come to this, he wondered. If he had a billion dollars, he would simply be content in a villa overlooking the Med. Maybe an infinity pool. He would keep it simple. Of course life might only be complete with the right woman at his side. And he was starting to think that Alexandra could be that woman. At one time he thought it could be Toni Contardo. And then he was sure it could have been Anna. But maybe those two, and their deaths, had made Jake a bit gun shy. Perhaps that was his best reason to simply let this go. He wasn’t sure if he could live with himself if anything happened to Alexandra.
After the rice finished cooking in the microwave, Jake put a little oil and soy sauce into a huge wok and fired up the gas stove. Then he added the rice and started including spices. Unfortunately he had no meat or fresh vegetables to add, so this would be a poor-man’s fried rice.
Alexandra showed up and held Jake at the hips from behind. “Something smells great. Now who would make a good putz frau?”
“You’re funny.” He turned his head and kissed her quickly on the lips. “I wish I had some fresh chicken and veggies.”
“I’m sure it will be fantastic,” she said. “If not a little hot. Are those red peppers?”
“Yeah, they’re good for you.” He almost slipped and mentioned his old Chinese girlfriend, who had taught him how to cook Asian food.
“I like spicy food,” she assured him.
He turned off the burner and swiveled around to her. “Why didn’t I know that about you?”
She kissed him on the lips and then pulled away. “You never asked.” Alexandra looked through a number of cupboards before finding two plates. She seemed to be looking for something else.
Jake found a couple sets of chop sticks and he handed her a pair.
“I’m not great at these,” she said.
“I’ll teach you.”
They sat down at a small kitchen table and started eating the rice. He showed her how he had been taught to use chop sticks and they quickly finished the entire serving of rice.
Alexandra set her chop sticks across her plate. “Wonderful. Now, I will take care of the final C, but first I need a little nap.”
Jake smiled. “Agreed.”
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The Taipei 101 tower was like nearly every other high rise building constructed worldwide in an attempt to gain the pinnacle of height and fame as the tallest building on the planet. The difference, however, was that whereas all of the other towers of power contained primarily corporate offices of some of the most prestigious companies in the world, this one had one residence. The building didn’t start that way, but over a two-year period, General Wu Gang had bought and paid for the 88th floor, just below the observation and security levels, turning the top level into a lavish penthouse apartment with views in all directions. The other half of that floor just contained the headquarters to his business empire. Of course, anyone visiting the building would never know this. There were no signs on any level that let visitors know of his properties on the 88th floor. Elevators could only access this floor with a special card and by punching in a six-digit access code. And only a couple of the general’s most trusted men had cards and the code.
Now, the general stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling window with a view of the sun setting to the west. He imagined it was still somewhat light in Beijing, assuming the dust and pollution still allowed the light through.
His head of security, Shangwei, entered quietly and stood behind the general, who caught the man’s reflection in the window.
“Well? What do you have to report?” General Wu Gang asked.
“The police were not able to stop them at the airport,” Shangwei said.
The general turned. “I assumed that much. What about the American and his girlfriend?”
“The police had no reason to detain them. I believe that officer from the National Security Bureau has more influence than we first thought.”
There was no way that a captain in the Taiwanese intelligence agency had more power and influence than a former general in the People’s Liberation Army and the richest man in either China. No, he would crush that woman. Chinese women, all women, were only good for two things — sex and motherhood.
“Where is this woman, Lin?” the general asked.
Shangwei shrugged. “We are not sure, general. According to my contacts at her organization, she is not officially working this week.”
General Wu Gang smiled with that revelation. “That’s good to know. It means she had enough influence to make the police go away, but she was still not sanctioned by her superiors.” Which also meant that his money had gone to a good cause. “Anything else?”
Shangwei hesitated.
“Go ahead,” the general implored.
“I have learned more about the American. He will not stop coming, sir.”
The general smiled. “I was hoping you would say that. Prepare your men.”
“Yes, sir.”
With that, the security officer left the general alone. He turned again and stared at his adopted city. And then his mind drifted to his workers in their offices across from the huge dampening ball in the center of the upper tower, where his legitimate interests plodded just a couple of doors removed from his clandestine minions. Computers never slept, so his workers never did either.
* * *
At that very moment, Lin stood in her modest living room glancing out from her sliding deck door on the tenth floor of her apartment. The sun was now just a memory and the city lights shone brightly across the Wenshan District of the city. Her apartment building was nestled against the mountains near the city zoo. From her location, she could see the upper half of the massive Taipei 101 building, lit up now with cool shades of blue and purple lights.
It had taken Lin weeks to dig into General Wu Gang’s finances and the location of his headquarters. What kind of billionaire didn’t let anyone know the true nature of his business or even the location of his legitimate enterprises? She knew the answer to her own question. General Wu Gang was still as secretive as he had been while running one of the largest intelligence gathering organizations in the world. This secrecy meant just one thing to Lin. The man was corrupt. The general was trying to bring irrevocable damage to her country, and that was something she could not allow. No matter what her superiors told her to do. The man could not get away with this, she thought.
Then she turned and went to her bedroom. She opened her closet, spread her clothes in both directions, and released a hidden latch, which popped open two doors. Inside, she assessed her options. When she told Jake and Alexandra she would get them more firepower, Jake probably didn’t guess she would get them from her own closet. Yeah, she knew a guy. She was the guy. And these were all weapons that she had accumulated over the years, taken from criminals and not reported to her superiors. She pulled out a number of familiar Glocks, along with a number of fully-loaded extra 17-round magazines.
She started loading up a black duffle bag with the guns. Then she smiled and added a number of extra toys, including flash bangs and full fragmentation grenades. That might equalize the numbers a little, she guessed. Then she zipped up the bag, closed her special stash doors and considered her wardrobe. All black and sensible shoes. Cover that with a long leather coat. Now she was ready to go pick up her new friends.
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Jake woke in the dark room, sensing something was not quite right. He grasped his gun from under his pillow and quietly stalked through the bedroom in just his boxer briefs and a T-shirt, and out into the main living area of the house, his gun aimed at any possible target. When he heard the key in the front door, he guessed it would be Lin, but he crouched behind the sofa and waited for the light to click on.
Lin startled when she saw the gun pointed at her. Then she simply locked the door behind her and set her large black duffle bag on the floor.
“I should have called before coming in,” Lin said.
Jake wandered around the sofa, set his gun on the table and sat down. “That’s all right. We’re all on edge.”
She took a seat on the other end of the sofa. “Where is Alexandra?”
“Still sleeping.” Jake shifted his head toward the bedroom.
Her eyes seemed to scan Jake’s body and he realized he was only wearing his underwear.
“Sorry,” Jake said. “I’ll get some pants on and wake Alexandra.”
“Let her sleep,” Lin said. She went to her bag and pulled out her laptop and then set it up on the coffee table.
The two of them spent the next hour going over the plan, from the physical security to the potential response of the general’s forces.
Finally, Alexandra wandered out of the bedroom wearing just her bra and panties, her hair looking like she just came out of gale-force winds.
Alexandra yawned and said to Lin, “How long have you been back?”
“About an hour,” Lin answered. “We’ve been reviewing the plan.”
“You should have woken me.”
“You’ll be glad you got your sleep,” Jake said. “Why don’t you get dressed in something dark and we’ll run over the plan with you and get your input.”
Alexandra glanced at Jake’s underwear. “All right. I’ll bring your pants.”
Once Alexandra was gone, Lin said, “She has a very beautiful body. Very strong.”
“Yeah she is. Are you into that?”
Lin smiled. “No, I like men. But I can appreciate a nice body.” Her eyes scanned Jake like TSA equipment.
Alexandra came back and threw Jake his black slacks. She looked pissed off at him. He put his pants on and sat back down. Alexandra took a seat between Jake and Lin on the sofa.
Lin pulled up the diagram of the Taipei 101 tower and quickly briefed Alexandra on the plan.
Jake said, “I went to the tower about a week ago to speak with the head of security there.”
“Why?” Alexandra asked.
Shifting his eyes slightly toward Lin, Jake said, “I got a lead to talk with a guy named Chan Le. He was a former officer with the Taiwan National Security Bureau.”
Alexandra cast her gaze upon Lin now. “Do you know the guy?”
Nodding her head, Lin said, “Yes. He was a very good officer.”
“Do you think he’s on General Wu Gang’s payroll?”
Lin said, “I hope not. He’s our only way into the building.”
Jake thought about his conversation with Chan Le on his visit to the man’s office last week, which seemed like a month ago. “Chan Le mentioned to me that he had confirmed with his former organization that Bill Remington was not in Taiwan. He also sent me to Singapore, although that country was already on my list of possible hiding places. Was Chan Le talking with you?”
Lin hesitated. “Perhaps. But he has many contacts.”
That’s what Jake thought. He wasn’t sure if he really trusted the man, but Lin was right. They had no other way to get onto the 88th floor without the man’s help. That building was built like a fortress.
“Do you have any problems with the plan?” Lin asked Alexandra.
“Well,” Alexandra said. “I would like about three or four more people, along with some extra firepower.”
Lin smiled. “I have some of that covered.” She reached over and slid her duffle bag toward the coffee table. Then she pulled each gun and magazine out, saving the grenades for last.
“You know we don’t want to bring down the tower,” Alexandra said.
“That building is very strong,” Lin said. “And we will only use these if we get in trouble.”
Jake laughed. “You haven’t been around me much, Lin.” He shifted his eyes from one woman to the other. “Are you both sure you want to do this? The man has considerable power and influence.”
“That’s the point,” Lin said. “The general is trying to profit from the conflict between both of our countries.”
“America and Taiwan?” Jake wanted to know.
Lin lowered her head slightly and then glanced at her computer. “My organization has been investigating the man for years. There is much more than you know about General Wu Gang. Also, Chan Le was ruined by the general.”
“That’s who screwed over the man?” Jake asked.
“Yes.”
“Then why did Chan Le take a position in the same building?” Alexandra asked.
“I don’t know,” Lin said. “I think he wanted to continue his investigation.”
“The Godfather,” Jake reasoned. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”
The three of them sat in silence for a moment. Jake wasn’t sure if what they were about to do was the right thing. Especially with a Taiwanese officer not sanctioned by her own government. Jake considered calling Kurt Jenkins to get his take on the idea, but dismissed that possibility. It was better if Jenkins stayed in the dark. Just in case the mission went south.
“Are we sure the general is in his penthouse right now?” Alexandra asked. “We’ve already been burned by the man.”
Lin checked her watch. “My contact said he was there and he would contact me if the general left.”
“And you trust Chan Le?” Jake wanted to confirm.
“Absolutely,” Lin said emphatically.
Jake checked his watch. It was nearly ten p.m. “All right. We better get going.”
They gathered everything they needed, with Jake and Alexandra leaving behind the backpack and clothes they had purchased in their travels. They got to Lin’s car and she took it much slower this time as they traveled the streets of Taipei from her grandfather’s old home to the tallest building in the city. The way it was lit up, Jake guessed they would have no problem finding the massive structure.
The roads were relatively isolated of traffic at this time of night.
Soon they came to the building and Lin parked across the street from the main entrance to Taipei 101. Getting out, they all adjusted their guns under their clothing. They had already divided the extra magazines, and Lin switched the remaining grenades from the big black duffel bag to an oversized purse slung over her shoulders.
Since Jake had already been to the building, he knew that there was no real security to enter the main structure. Security simply controlled access to the elevators.
As they walked in, Lin led the way at least ten steps ahead, while Jake and Alexandra strolled arm in arm like a couple. An escalator went down and up from the main entrance. If they went down they would be in the mall area with dozens of food venues. Jake guessed they would all be closed at this hour, with the possible exception of Starbucks. The up escalator would bring them to a broad foyer with multiple banks of elevators. They went up.
Traveling up the escalator, Alexandra leaned her head against Jake’s shoulder.
“Are you all right?” he whispered.
“Yeah, but I shouldn’t have taken the nap. I could use some coffee.”
When they got up to the elevator level, Lin took a seat on a chair near the center with a view of the east bank of elevators and pulled out her phone. Jake and Alexandra sat with their backs to Lin.
Jake noticed a lot more activity than he would have expected at this hour. And it was almost all men in dark suits with brief cases. They all could have been part of a clone army, Jake thought.
“What’s with the men in suits?” Jake asked over his shoulder to Lin.
“Those are the general’s men,” she answered. “At this hour they are the second shift going into his hacking center on the same floor as his penthouse. Here we go.”
Jake looked to his right and saw the man he had talked with last week, Chan Le, the head of security. Lin got up and met the man a short distance away. While she asked him for directions, Chan Le slipped something into her pocket. Very smooth. Then she walked off toward the west elevators. Jake and Alexandra sat while the security officer passed them. It was as if he didn’t recognize Jake. A true professional.
Now Jake got up and Alexandra took his hand to do the same, as if a reluctant girlfriend being dragged into a car show.
Jake and Alexandra got to the elevator and streamed in right behind Lin.
Once the door closed, Lin used the card she had gotten from the security officer and then punched in the six-digit code. The lights went from red to green and they were on their way.
“What about the camera?” Jake asked.
“Our friend disabled that one,” Lin responded. “The men you saw going up to work are all software hackers. They work in twelve-hour shifts seven days a week from twelve to twelve. Once they get upstairs, they are required to strip down naked, walk through a security system where they are scanned, and then they put on clean jump suits before sitting down at their stations.
“What do they hack?” Alexandra asked.
“We haven’t been able to pin anything on them,” Lin said. “But we think it’s everything from the world military computers, especially America, but also business rivals.”
“Industrial espionage,” Jake provided.
The door dinged and Jake reached for his gun.
“Not yet, Jake,” Lin said. “This is just the outer corridor.”
Jake’s mind clicked back at the diagram and he knew Lin was right. But he still kept his hand on his gun as the doors opened.
Men in suits streamed from other elevators and funneled into a single door down the corridor. Jake went one way and Alexandra the other. Lin stayed behind to lock both elevators on the 88th floor. She would then hold her position, keeping track of the hackers and their security force.
Jake took a left and wound around through a darker section that looked like it could lead to a steam boiler instead of what had been described as the most lavish penthouse in Taipei. But Lin had gotten that information from two young prostitutes who had been with the general recently. So the intel could be sketchy, he knew.
Taipei 101 was built in a square that stacked up like a child would with blocks. From floors 87 to 92, a 728 ton mass dampen sphere hung in the center like a pendulum keeping the building from swaying during earthquakes and typhoons. Jake passed a door that led to the sphere, and he continued on to the corner. General Wu Gang’s penthouse ran along two sides of the building, the south and west sides. The other two sides contained his hackers and other business offices, which would be empty at this hour.
At the corner, Jake hesitated and checked his watch. It was ten minutes until midnight. He would have to wait here, since he knew the next corridor not only housed the penthouse door, but also had a security camera that would not be disabled for ten minutes.
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Alexandra stepped quietly along her route toward the opposite side of the penthouse corridor. She knew that this passageway had security cameras that the building security officer should have cut by now. She hoped so.
Now she passed the entrance to an office that was supposed to be the headquarters of the general’s legitimate empire. Of course the man also had offices in Shanghai and Beijing, but even he must not have trusted the communist Chinese government, since he had moved his money and headquarters to Taiwan.
She got to the corner and checked her watch. It was eight minutes before midnight. She removed her gun from her right hip, leaned against the wall, and took in a deep breath. Jake sure made things interesting in her life. But at this time, her heart racing out of control, maybe she could consider taking a step back from the ledge. Just a little. Get through this, Alexandra. The general tried to kill you, she thought.
* * *
Inside General Wu Gang’s penthouse, his chief of security, Shangwei, knocked on the general’s bedroom door. He didn’t like just barging in at this hour. The last time he did that he found the general gagged with a ball in his mouth while he took one girl doggy style, while the other girl took the general from behind with a strap-on. Not that he was judging. He was a trained former army intelligence officer. Since he now lived in the west, he might just consider writing a book about all that he had seen. Now, it was his job to simply relay security problems to the general, and of course to protect the man against all enemies. At least this time he knew the man was with only one woman, since he himself had escorted the regular prostitute up to the penthouse hours ago.
“Sir,” Shangwei said to darkness. He opened the door a little wider to let the light from the main living room stream across the bed.
The general sat up, pulling the covers off of his female companion and exposing her slight naked body.
“What is it?” the general asked.
“Some of the security cameras on this floor are out.”
The general sat up further, exposing just the head of his tiny penis barely sticking out of a black and gray curly pubic mound.
“Have you called the building security?” General Wu Gang asked.
“Not yet, sir. It could be nothing. They do maintenance at this time of night.”
Now the general scurried out of bed and put on his underwear. “I don’t like this. How many men do we have here?”
“Me and two others in the penthouse. Plus three more in the hacker room.”
“But most of the hackers are former army.”
“Yes, sir. But conscripts from before their college days. They’re not…”
“Arm them,” the general yelled. Loud enough to wake the sexy hooker in his bed. As he continued to get dressed, he pointed at his companion for the evening and said, “Go back to sleep.”
The girl shrugged, lay back down and pulled the covers over her body.
The general, mostly dressed now, went to his nightstand and found his own private handgun, a Colt .45 revolver with a pearl handle.
Shangwei left to round up his men and pass the word to his other men to be prepared.
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Just a minute before midnight and Jake finally connected his phone to blue tooth, tapped on the ear piece deep in his ear, and got on the line to both Alexandra and Lin, who were already talking.
“What’s up?” Jake whispered.
“I hear some activity in the hacker room,” Lin said. “They might know we’re here.”
Jake checked his watch and saw that it was exactly midnight. He pulled his gun and then peered around the corner toward the main penthouse door.
“Nothing here,” Jake reported.
“Same here,” Alexandra said. Since she was just on the other side of the corridor from Jake, that made sense.
Before Lin could respond, Jake heard gunfire on the other side of the 88th floor.
“One down,” Lin said, her breathing hard.
The gunfire would surely waken anyone in the penthouse. Jake took that as a reason to move forward. He rounded the corner and stepped across the corridor, the same side as the penthouse door.
“Cover me from there,” Jake said to Alexandra, when he saw her moving out also.
Suddenly the penthouse door burst open and a gun appeared, firing wildly in both directions. But Jake had hit the floor and waited for a target. He could hear two men speaking Chinese. Then a man rushed out.
Jake fired twice, striking the man center mass and crumpling him to the tile floor, his gun bouncing across the surface and landing against the far wall.
The door slammed shut.
More gunfire across the building.
“What now?” Alexandra asked.
Jake wasn’t entirely sure. The general could just hole up in his penthouse with his remaining men until the police arrived. They wouldn’t be able to come by elevator, though. But they could rise up the elevator to the observation level above and come down through the fire stairs.
“We need to go in after the man,” Jake said with some hesitation.
“Is there any other way out of the penthouse?” Alexandra wanted to know.
“Not sure. The plans were incomplete after the general converted this from office space to his penthouse.” But if Jake had designed the place, there would have been another way out.
Jake got up and inched his way toward the door, his gun ready to fire again. He kicked the man he just shot. Definitely dead.
“Are you sure about this, Jake?” Alexandra asked.
“Not really.” Jake was about to kick in the door, when he saw a flash of movement behind the peep hole. He aimed quickly and shot out the peep. Then he heard the distinct sound of a body hitting the floor behind the door. “Two down here,” Jake said, and then slammed his body against the wall next to the door.
“Same here,” Lin said.
“I’m feeling left out,” Alexandra pouted.
Then Lin said something in Chinese and gunfire ensued. More yelling. Then there was a huge explosion, and Jake guessed she has used one of the grenades.
“Help,” Lin screamed.
Jake pointed to Alexandra and said, “Go help her.”
“What about you?” she asked.
“I got this. Go.”
In just the few seconds of silence, Jake heard a door slam down the corridor he had taken. Thinking for a second, he remembered there was a door that looked like it could have been a service door on the west side. An escape route. Damn it!
Jake rushed past the penthouse door and back the way he had come. He stopped at the corner and considered his options. When gunfire went off behind him and bullets struck the wall next to his head, he had no choice. He rushed around the corner and saw nothing.
Then Jake ran as fast as he could to the other end of the passageway toward Lin and the hackers.
“Lin, I’m coming your way from behind. Did anyone else come your way?”
“No,” Lin screamed. “I see Alexandra on the other side. Thank you.”
More gunfire.
Jake stopped running suddenly when he passed the door to the center of the building. This door was just a little offset from the one that had closed, the penthouse escape door.
With his hand on the door handle, Jake hesitated for a second, thinking someone could be on the other side waiting for him to rush out.
Then Jake caught movement at the corner by the penthouse, followed by flashes and the full report of a handgun.
Nowhere to go, Jake slammed down the handle and hurried inside, bullets striking the door but not penetrating.
Inside, Jake could see the massive dampen sphere lit by soft orange light. Just as he saw movement from the level above, Jake reacted by shoving his body low against a metal railing. A bullet struck the metal and then the sound of a large caliber gun echoed through the chamber.
“The general is inside with the dampen sphere,” Jake said to anyone listening.
Nothing.
The room must be interfering with the signal, Jake guessed.
“So, you’re Jake Adams,” the general said with an awkward sneer. “I thought you would be much taller.”
Jake scanned the area, looking down a few flights and then up at least four more. “I get that a lot,” Jake said, concentrating his gaze on the general. The man was carrying a western-style .45 caliber revolver with a six-round cylinder. Five left, Jake thought. Time to draw fire. Jake ran toward the staircase.
The general shot twice, hitting the curved wall behind Jake. By the time Jake hit the stairs, the general rushed out of view on his way higher up.
Three bullets left, Jake hoped. Unless he had a revolver speed loader.
When Jake reached the position the general had just left, he heard the door below slam shut. Jake turned and aimed, making sure of his target. When he saw it was the general’s security chief, the man with the tattoos on his neck, Jake fired twice, striking the metal railing in front of the man. The security man returned fire, but Jake had already moved out of view chasing the general higher. Now he would have bullets coming from both sides.
“Inside the dampen ball area,” Jake said again through his Bluetooth, nearly out of breath.
Still no response.
But he did hear more gunfire from outside, so he knew the women were still in the game.
He rounded another corner and could see the general making his way toward the top of the ball enclosure area. Jake passed the doors to the public observation area, where tourists would view the city during normal business hours. He checked the doors, but they were all locked.
More shots from below.
The general yelled something, his voice echoing from the top to the bottom. Probably giving his man instructions, Jake thought. Without understanding Chinese, Jake was at a huge disadvantage.
Stepping forward, Jake stopped when he saw the general above him aiming at him.
Two more shots. That left one more bullet for the general. Assuming the man had not refilled the cylinder.
More screaming from above by the general. But instead of looking up, Jake looked below, his gun poised to fire.
“I could make you very rich, Adams,” the general yelled in English.
But Jake continued looking down.
The general’s man rushed up the stairs, his gun firing rapidly toward Jake. When Jake found an opening, he fired a number of times until the man hit the ground and Jake’s slide stuck back all the way. He saw his last bullet hit the Chinese man in the neck right between the head of the dragon and the tiger.
Jake was out. He dropped a magazine and replaced it with a fresh one from his pocket before releasing the slide, jamming a fresh round into the chamber.
Swiveling around toward the general, Jake aimed just as the billionaire shot one more time. The bullet struck the top of Jake’s left shoulder, knocking him back and stumbling to the ground, his gun releasing from his hand as Jake tried to catch his fall with his right hand.
Rolling down the stairs, Jake came to rest on the next landing. He shook his head and got to his knees.
The general was making his way down the stairs toward Jake, his gun clicking on empty cylinders.
Jake’s gun rested on the staircase a number of steps above. He tried to recover and limped toward his gun, but the general might make it there first.
With all his power, Jake thrust his body into motion, diving at the gun just as the general did the same thing.
Instead of grabbing the gun, Jake grasped onto the general’s foot, twisted it, and flipped the general onto his back. But as he was falling he hit Jake across the head with the heavy revolver, knocking Jake against the railing.
In the struggle and falling bodies, Jake’s gun had slipped through the stairwell and clanked down into the cavity, bouncing against the huge dampen ball and then to the floor five stories below.
Jake was dazed and his shoulder bleeding down his left arm, which seemed to be temporarily useless to him.
By now the general had recovered somewhat, got to his feet and was scurrying up the stairs toward the top.
Jake took up the chase. At the very top was a platform with a door. The general grabbed the handle and tried desperately to get out. But it was no use. The door was locked solid.
Getting to the top with the general, Jake squared up and tried to block the man’s escape past him.
“Come on, Adams,” the general said with a smirk on his face. “Look, you are bleeding from your shoulder and your head. You might just pass out soon.”
Jake shook his head. “Why did you do this? Why did you kill Bill Remington? Why did you set up my friend, Chad Hunter, to take the fall for shooting down that satellite? Why bring the two Chinese countries to the brink of war? And why did you try to shoot us down over the South China Sea?”
General Wu Gang laughed uncontrollably, his voice echoing throughout the enclosure. Then the man plodded toward Jake like a predator sensing the vulnerability of its wounded prey.
For a man in his fifties, the general was quite adept at hand-to-hand warfare. The two of them fought, striking each other with fists and elbows and knees and feet, one gaining the advantage and then the other. But Jake was bigger, younger and stronger. Despite his injuries, Jake landed a front kick to the general’s chest, sending him stumbling backwards until he hit the railing and his body flung over the top.
But the general was able to catch himself on the bottom rail before his body crashed six floors.
Jake’s mind swirled as his injuries finally brought him to his knees.
General Wu Gang screamed for help in Chinese, his fingers slipping on the rail.
Crawling toward the general, Jake considered his options. This was an evil man who had tried to kill him repeatedly. Did he deserve Jake’s help?
Just as Jake got to the railing and was about to at least make an effort to bring this man to justice, fate would take this out of Jake’s hands. The man lost his grip and flew backwards into the cavity, bouncing first off of the wire cables that held the ball in place, and then smacking against the massive ball before falling the rest of the way to the bottom of the six flights. His body hit with a resounding thud that could only mean death.
The last thing Jake could remember was looking over the edge and seeing blood pooling out from the general’s body from both sides. Then Jake’s head hit the floor and he passed out.
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Alexandra could hear Jake over the Bluetooth, but for some reason she was not able to get through to him. When building security and the Taipei police finally reached the 88th floor, Alexandra had found her way to the center of the building with the dampen ball, her gun out and ready for anything.
Jake was not responding. But Alexandra did smell the distinct odor of gunpowder as she crept toward the edge and looked over the railing. At the bottom, with blood seeping out from both sides of his body, was General Wu Gang.
Now she became more desperate as she moved with haste upward, her gun leading her way and her hand shaking from the possibility of losing Jake.
She came upon another body, and checked for a pulse. This was the man Jake had told her about with the tattoos. He was dead. Her heart raced.
Moving higher yet, she came to a place on the stairs with blood spatter but no body. She hoped that was where the general had been shot and fell over the railing.
No. There was a trail of blood leading up the stairs.
Her pace quickened when she could finally see Jake laying face down on the ledge above.
“Jake, Jake,” she yelled as she checked his pulse. She found a heartbeat. He was alive.
She rolled Jake to his back and slapped his face trying to wake him.
Suddenly the door shoved open and Alexandra pointed her gun at the man propping it open. She nearly shot him.
The Chinese man said something in his language and then added in English, “Sorry. You must come with me. The police will be here soon.” It was Chan Le, the head of building security.
By now Jake was coming out of his daze, his eyes rolling around and trying to focus on Alexandra. “Are you all right?” he asked her.
“Jesus, Jake. You’ve been shot in the shoulder and your head is busted open and you’re worried about me?”
She helped Jake to his feet and toward the door.
“Hey, it’s that security fellow,” Jake said. “How you doing?”
“Hurry,” Chan Lee said. “We need to get the two of you out of the building.”
“What about Lin?” Alexandra asked as she passed the Taiwanese man and he closed the door behind them.
“She is fine. Come this way.”
Suddenly Jake pulled away from Alexandra and found a garbage can. He puked his guts out and then wiped his mouth with the bottom of his shirt.
Alexandra saw the bruises to his chest and she almost gasped. He had taken a beating. “You have a concussion,” she said, and then put his arm over her shoulder to help Jake walk.
“Yeah,” Jake said. “I got one of these a couple times a year playing football in high school. Where the hell are we?”
“Taiwan,” the security man said, waving his arms for them to hurry.
“How about a little help,” Alexandra said.
“Sorry.”
The man got to the other side of Jake and their progress was much faster. They went through a security door and then down a couple sets of stairs, entering a back door to the building security office. Finally, they ended up in Chan Le’s private office without going through the banks of personnel in front of security monitors.
They set Jake on a black leather sofa, and Alexandra checked his eyes. They seemed to be swirling around in his head.
Chan Le handed Alexandra a first aid kit and she found the supplies she needed, immediately patching Jake’s shoulder wound. Most of the bleeding had already dried up, though, turning from a frothy red to a rust color. He was lucky the bullet had entered from the front, clipped the top of the clavicle and exited immediately. Next, she wiped the wound on Jake’s head and then patched it with a large bandage. Then she checked his body for any more wounds, but found only bruises.
“How did you find Jake?” Alexandra asked.
“I was watching from my computer,” Chan Le said. “I had to make sure to cut certain feeds at the right time. But when I saw General Wu Gang try to escape into the dampen ball chamber, I was about to notify Lin when I saw Mister Adams follow him in. So I kept the feed running.”
“Did you keep a copy?” Jake asked. “I can’t remember a damn thing.”
“I did. Just in case you were caught. They would see you acted in self defense.”
“I did?” Jake said. “Good to know. Where’s that other woman? What’s her name?”
“Lin,” Alexandra provided. She turned to Chan Le. “Where is she?”
The security officer checked the large computer screen on his desk, obviously clicking through various monitors. “There she is. She’s on her way here.”
“How did the police get up to the eighty-eighth floor?” Alexandra asked.
Chan Le smiled. “As planned, with the elevators locked, they were forced to walk up the fire stairs. I made sure to call Lin when they got close.”
“That’s why she told me to go find Jake.”
“Exactly. When I saw Mister Adams collapse, I hurried up to check on him and to make sure he got out.”
The main door opened and Lin rushed in, her eyes scanning the room. “Is Jake all right?” she asked.
“There’s that hot Asian girl,” Jake said. “What’s your name again?”
“Lin.”
“Right.” Jake tried to access his brain, but he was having a hard time.
“What happened to General Wu Gang?” Lin asked.
Chan Le said, “He’s dead.”
“Good.” Lin nodded her head with approval. “He was an evil man.”
Alexandra crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Now what?”
Lin sighed. “You need to give me your guns and we need to get you out of this building and out of Taiwan.”
Jake felt his body for weapons. “I’m all out young lady.” He found an extra magazine in his pocket and handed it to Lin. “That’s all I got.”
Alexandra pulled her gun and removed the magazine. She was down to her last magazine with only two rounds remaining, one in the magazine and the other in the chamber, which she removed and handed to Lin. “Jake must have lost his gun in the struggle,” Alexandra explained.
“I’ve got my gun right here,” Jake said, his hand over his groin. “Never go anywhere without it.” He smiled broadly.
Lin pulled Alexandra aside and whispered, “He should see a doctor before he leaves.”
Alexandra knew she was right. “I know. But we can’t risk the questions. I’ll put him on a first class flight. I’d like to sedate him, but I know I should keep him awake.”
“I’ll drive you to the airport,” Lin said. “We can stop to pick up some drugs once the stores open.” Lin turned to Chan Le and said, “We should get going. I hope you have a plan to get us past the police.”
Chan Le smiled. “Of course. I have some security uniforms for each of you. His shirt is full of blood anyway.”
Alexandra shook Chan Le’s hand and thanked him for his help. Then she hugged Lin and kissed the younger woman on the cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered into her ear.
“No, thank you,” Lin responded. “I could not have taken down the general without you and Jake.”
Jake got up from the sofa and almost fell back down. Lin caught Jake and gave him a big hug. “Thank you, Jake. I will not forget this.”
Once they covered their clothes with the security uniforms, Chan Le simply escorted the three of them to the elevators, past the police check-point, and out the building into the night air. Then he pretended to give them orders and the three of them wandered off to Lin’s car across the street.
Lin drove them to the airport and Alexandra and Jake found a flight to Vancouver, Canada. First class.
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Tropea, Calabria, Italy
Jake had finally cleared the cobwebs from his brain about the time they got to Vancouver, Canada. From there they had caught a flight to Frankfurt, Germany. Then on to Rome and a short flight to Calabria. It had been a number of years since Jake had traveled to the southernmost region of Italy, but the weather there was nearly perfect this time of year.
A week had passed and they were staying at a villa on a cliff with an infinity pool. Jake wore just a pair of shorts and sun glasses as he gazed out at the Tyrrhenian Sea toward the island of Stromboli. He felt a bruise on his ribs that had changed from dark black and blue to yellow and light green. The bruises hurt more than the bullet wound to his shoulder.
Alexandra wandered out to the terrace in her bikini carrying two large yellow drinks. She handed one to Jake and took a seat in the lounge chair next to him.
“What do you have for me this time?” Jake asked. He lowered his sun glasses and looked at the drink. “This better not be some kind of grappa drink. I’m not a fan.”
“It’s a Limoncello. Very tasty.”
He sipped the drink and shook his head. “And strong.”
“You’re still healing,” she said.
Jake pushed his glasses up and patrolled her body from top to bottom. My God, she was beautiful.
“Where do we go from here?” she asked, and then set her drink on the table between them.
He looked out at the crystal blue water and said, “I don’t know. Maybe we should find a place down here.”
“I am sick of the cold and wet weather,” she said.
Smiling, Jake said, “And I like your attire much more down here.” He set his drink down and reached his hand across the table, taking her hand in his.
“Sounds like a plan,” she agreed.
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