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Chapter 1

The gentle glide of the razor slid across the stubble
on his graying face. The nightly ritual was not only a grooming
requirement but soothing as well. The warm metal blade cleanly
removed his hybrid half-black, half-gray hair as if it were one of
those remote Amazon rainforests that were cleared away daily so
that Americans could wipe their asses.

He took a swig of the rum that was setting on the
marble counter-top. The lingering sweetness of the sugarcane left a
satisfying aftertaste in his mouth. He put the glass back down.

Looking into the mirror he could tell that he
was well past his prime. The dark circles around his brown eyes,
his wavy hair that only remained dark brown thanks to the wonders
of Just for Men. He had the
look of a gracefully aging politician – except in politics his age
was still considered young. He didn’t know many politicians that
did what he did, either.

Tonight did not go well. A few cuts and bruises on
his upper torso, as well as a stab wound on his shoulder, proved
the point. In fact, he thought to himself, it had gone piss poor.
He was lucky to be alive.

The Agency was a shell of its former self. It had
lost a lot of its credibility with the world – the lack of WMD in
Iraq combined with renditions and so-called “enhanced interrogation
techniques” were deeply embarrassing scars that would not go away
easily. Washington politicians had second-guessed the
professionals. For what? The outing of Valerie Plame by political
hacks struck a nerve even with the most hardened agents. Those with
any conviction called it quits, took their pensions and went home
to a quiet life with their families.

Ethan Clark had not.

While the veterans were leaving the field in droves -
being replaced by green agents that not only risked prematurely
shortening their own life, but also the lives of other agents -
Ethan knew that retirement for him would lead to a life of quiet
drink and an early death.

Better to die saving the world, right?

One of those agents nearly got him killed tonight by
blowing his cover. Poor bastard was on his first mission and was
already knocked off. He’ll get one of those quiet burials with the
Director and perhaps even a high-level member of the Cabinet.

Ethan went to bed feeling guilty for the lost agent.
He was barely twenty-five.


Chapter 2

Ethan woke up in his Maryland apartment with the
fresh smell of morning dew drifting into an open window. The bright
early rays of sunlight shone into the bedroom. The alarm clock
brightly displayed 7:30 in their red LED glow. Ethan lifted his
legs over the side of the bed, throwing off the thick feather
blanket. He rubbed his eyes and stretched his arms wide, cracking
his back and slipping on his loafers.

He sat for a second in his boxer briefs recollecting
a dream he had last night. Sanders was bleeding from a gunshot
wound, shouting obscenities as usual. What a screwed up mission.
They were stuck in Afghanistan – 6,500 miles from home – aiding the
rebels as the United States began operations in the country to take
out the Taliban.

Both of them were familiar with the country.
They had been there nearly twenty years before, except the Afghans
were not the target. The United States was arming the very people
that today were attacking Americans. At the time the Soviet Union
was the threat. The U.S. was fighting a proxy war on the ground
with the CIA leading the way. Global politics made little sense
these days, especially since the fall of the Iron Curtain. Back
then the “good guys” and “bad guys” were a little clearer cut. He
wasn’t so sure anymore. Oh well, another
day in the life of a secret agent.

It was hardly as glamorous as advertised.
Months at a time away from home, days or even weeks without modern
conveniences, injuries that make you reconsider whether you are in
the right career. I’m too old for this
shit.

He grabbed a bathrobe hanging from his closet,
slipped it on and worked his way down the staircase that led to the
front porch of his restored 19th
century row house. Ethan still preferred the city life even
though he was a good thirty years removed from college. Maybe it
was the bachelor in him or maybe it was the fact that he hated
hicks. He didn’t care for the uppity white people in his
neighborhood that much, either, but at least they were
well-educated and law-abiding. No gun-toting red necks or meth
houses.

The Agency discouraged having families in his line of
work - too much of a security risk. Piss off the wrong people, blow
your cover and the next thing you know your suburban dream house is
the victim of a freak gas “accident” with your family inside. He
didn’t much care. It’s not like he would be home to see them very
often anyway. Only heartbreak would come of it.

He opened his solid oak door and grabbed the
newspaper on the stoop. In this age of the Internet and iPad the
newspaper had been relegated to coupon clippers, job seekers and
old people. I guess I fall into the
latter.

Throwing the paper onto the kitchen table, Ethan
casually walked over to the coffee machine where he inserted a
cartridge, pushed a button and within minutes he would have a cup
of Joe. Technology was good for something at least: a
Starbucks-quality brew for one-fifth the price.

Ethan looked up at the bald eagle clock in the
center of the kitchen that stood directly above the sink. It was
almost eight o’clock already. He had to be the office by nine and
that was at least a thirty minute drive. Good thing I showered last night.

The Washington Post was a daily read for Ethan when
he was at the house. Hardly as top-notch as the days of Woodward
and Bernstein, but still the best in the nation’s capital and
perhaps the rest of the country as well. The major headline today,
“Senator Daniels Presses for Increased Military Spending,” was a
Senate hearing taking place on Capitol Hill.

“The need
for increased military spending? Twenty percent of the budget
isn’t enough? They barely make sure that we have bullet-proof vests
in the field and yet we can afford these ridiculous military
projects. Freaking assholes,” he said out loud.

The coffee machine beeped and he grabbed the glass of
steaming hot coffee that smelled of Colombia’s finest. He had about
twenty minutes left before needing to leave for work. No rush, just
enjoy one of those few luxuries that a man of his type can
enjoy.

*buzz* *buzz* *buzz*

Damn it, can’t a man be left alone for five seconds
with the sweet aroma of a fresh cup of heaven?

*buzz* *buzz* *buzz*

The bastard was persistent. He intentionally left his
cellphone on vibrate last night so that his boss would not disturb
one of the few nights of relaxation granted to him, knowing that a
long work week was ahead – or in his case, a work month.

“All right, all right,” he mumbled in the empty
room.

“What can I do for you boss?” he said putting
the phone to his ear.

“Keep your goddamn cellphone in your bedroom is
what you can do for me. For Christ’s sake Ethan, I’ve been trying
to get ahold of you since six.”

“What’s the big rush? All I’m doing today is
babysitting.”

“Change of plans. You’re going to San Francisco
and you’re taking the kid with you. He could use the field
experience. My agents aren’t much use to me behind a
desk.”

“San Francisco, eh? I hope that Pride isn’t
going on this time of year.”

“Save your quips Ethan. We have a serious
problem. The Chinese are trying to buy up an American tech firm.
I’ve sent the details to your secure e-mail account.”

“What’s so special about this one?”

“The company has sensitive connections with our
government. I’ll spare you the intricate details over the phone,
but they are charged with data security: everything from virus
protection to hacker prevention. Obviously if the Chinese had even
the slightest influence in the company it would pose a major
national security risk,” the Director said
matter-of-factly.

“Then why don’t we just have our regulators nix
the deal?”

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple. The company
has no official ties to the Chinese government, but we have our
suspicions. However, the reason that this is a CIA matter is not to
prevent the sale from occurring but to better understand their
cyber-attack possibilities.”

“So we send in a CIA agent to spy on a meeting
between the two firms?”

“We intercepted the correspondence thanks to
the Patriot Act. Homeland Security quickly notified the CEO that
this was a matter of national security and his full cooperation
would be necessary. We’re going to plant you within the company as
the Head of International Development to conduct a meeting with the
Chinese business negotiator and get as much information as
possible. It should be a simple mission for you and the
recruit.”

“Piece of cake. By the way, it’s amazing what a
multi-billion government contract can get you to reconsider, isn’t
it?” Ethan rhetorically asked with his tongue in his
cheek.

“Just get your ass to Dulles by ten. Your
flight arrives at SFO mid-afternoon. Agent Frost will already be
waiting for you. He left an hour ago. His cellphone was next to his
bed stand.”

“I’ll try to remember….” Ethan replied but the
line had already cut off.


Chapter 3

To: david.somerset@edefense.com

From: tao.chung@peoplesinvestment.cn

Subject: Our Meeting

Dear Mr. Somerset:

It would be a great privilege to meet with you this
evening. Your assistant has informed me that you will be available
at 7 p.m. I will meet you in the lobby of the Aqua Resort in
Redwood City. From there we can have dinner and discuss our
transaction.

Sincerely yours,

Tao

--------------------------------

To: tao.chung@peoplesinvestment.cn

From: david.somerset@edefense.com

Subject: Re: Our Meeting

Mr. Chung,

I look forward to our meeting as well. We are eager
to cement our relationship tonight after you provide us with some
technical information. We would not want to waste your time with a
product that would be incompatible with your needs.

Kind regards,

David Somerset

Head of International Development, E-Defense

--------------------------------

To: david.somerset@edefense.com

From: tao.chung@peoplesinvestment.cn

Subject: Re: Our Meeting

Mr. Somerset,

As you are aware, People’s Investment Co. is seeking
an entry into the growing cyber protection market. Due to the
highly competitive nature of the technology industry and our
company’s needs, our disclosure to you will be of a minimal nature.
Rest assured that you will be handsomely rewarded for your
cooperation in this matter.

-Tao


Chapter 4

Ethan made his way past the glass doors near the USA
Airlines ticket counter in Dulles International Airport. Normally
he would go through security as any other passenger, but was
already cutting it close. His e-ticket was already on his
smartphone ready to be scanned. He reckoned that these things had
made printers damned near obsolete. When he got to the TSA line
where they ask you to get out your ID, have your ticket ready, and
the absurd policy of taking off your shoes, he discreetly showed
the man his CIA badge.

“Agent Clark. I need to pass through. My flight
leaves in 15 minutes and if I miss it, I’m afraid you’ll be out of
a job.”

Ethan always loved to pull the CIA card on an
unsuspecting lower-level law enforcement officer. Strictly speaking
it was only reserved for need-to-know situations, but he used it
loosely at times. Parking meter runs out? “Official CIA business,
you won’t need to worry about filing that ticket officer.” The only
ones that he hadn’t done it to at some point were mall cops and he
was convinced that if he had a kid – something that he vowed to
never have – then he probably would have used it on a Black Friday
to get the hot ticket item of the year.

“Do you have a gun on you sir?”

“Of course, standard issue.”

“Right this way. Maggie, let this gentleman
around the metal detector.”

“Well ain’t you somethin’ special,” the plump
black woman stated.

“I’d like to think so.”

“Let me guess, govna of Maryland? I thought you
looked familiar!”

“Close. Maybe someday,” Ethan responded,
admittedly amused.

“Have yo-self a nice day handsome.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said, walking around the metal
detector. At the other side of the machine he turned around to ask,
“Do I have your vote?”

“Any day sugar!”

Ethan gave her a wink and kept walking as on-lookers
chatted about who the mystery man could possibly be. Hopefully he
won’t hear about this from the Director.

He looked up at the board of television screens with
their blue backgrounds for his one-way flight to San Francisco.
Chicago, Denver… nope, wrong screen. Sacramento, San Diego… there,
San Francisco. On-time. Terminal A, Gate 52B. Now he had to find
Gate 52B, undoubtedly at the end of the terminal.

Signs near the departure screen pointed arrows in the
direction of the gates. Gate 1 to 60 went left, while gates 61 to
100 went right. He glanced down at his phone for the time. Ten
minutes, plenty of time if he walked fast.

If he didn’t make it, a quick call to Langley would
have the flight magically delayed. His badge only got him so far.
Other things – foreign assassinations, leaking classified
information to the media, and delaying take-offs – required
permission from the higher-ups.

He walked briskly along the “people mover” – he liked
to think of it as a conveyer belt of lazy people – carrying his
briefcase with him. He didn’t pack a suitcase. It wasn’t needed.
The Agency furnished his hotel suite with a wardrobe, grooming
essentials and all of the chocolate that you could ever need.

Of course he didn’t care about the chocolate, just
that the coffee machine in the room made espresso. He specifically
requested that to his boss. “I don’t care if you give me a room
without a bed; just make sure that I have one of those fancy coffee
machines,” Ethan once told him. He actually did care if the room
didn’t have a bed and it would be slightly funny - at least for a
minute until he realized that he needed to get some sleep - if his
boss arranged for a room without one. Just because you work for the
world’s pre-eminent spy organization doesn’t mean that you can’t
have a sense of humor. It’s what keeps us alive or at least
sane.

Ethan made it to Gate 52B with a minute to spare. He
handed his smartphone to the woman and she scanned the barcode
without needing to insert the line-slowing paper tickets. His
ticket listed Ethan by his revolving codename. For this particular
mission it was David Somerset.

“Glad that you could make it for today’s flight
Mr. Somerset.”

“Me too, mam.”

“It was about to leave without you.”

“I’m quite pleased that I didn’t have to call
Langley to have it stopped.”

The woman laughed, not catching the fact that he
wasn’t joking.

“Your seat is 2B in first class. The flight
attendants will be serving a hot breakfast: eggs benedict and an
assortment of fruit, along with your choice of toast or waffles.
Please enjoy your flight.”

“Why thank you, I certainly will
try.”

Slipping the smartphone back into his pocket, Ethan
took a long stride down the tunnel that leads above the tarmac and
into the 757 jet. His firearm was still concealed in his suit
jacket. This would not be a flight that you would want to attempt a
hijack.

Ethan stepped into the plane where he was greeted by
a flight crew consisting of a short blonde-haired woman that
reminded him of his middle-aged sister (except most likely without
the Master’s degree), a relatively tall and thin Filipino man with
a solid build whom he thought was perhaps checking him out, and a
petite teenybopper that was probably in her early 20s but could
just as easily pass for fifteen.

“Good morning, sir. May I assist with your
bag?” the Filipino man asked.

“I think I can handle it, thanks,” Ethan said
with a smirk. The Filipino man blushed and walked away down the
aisle. I’m sure he’ll be
back.

“Good morning ladies and gentleman, this is
your captain speaking. Today’s flight from Dulles to San Francisco
International will take approximately four hours and thirty-five
minutes. Clear skies in the Bay Area this morning with a current
temperature of 52 degrees and an expected high of 65,” the man said
with a voice that just as easily could have led to a radio career.
“Should be at the gate around 11:50 local time. We’ll try to make
this as smooth and comfortable of a flight as possible. Thank you
for flying USA Airlines.”

The flat panel televisions went on and the
airline’s signature “ding, ding, ding, dong, ding” theme played.
Another well-groomed woman with puffy hair and cheap-looking
uniforms came on the screen to welcome the passengers and remind
them that no smoking was allowed on the flight. Do they really need to continue reminding us? It’s only been
like thirty years now.

Ethan pulled his phone out of his pocket and plugged
in some earphones to drown out the annoyance. He was quickly
interrupted by the teenybopper who poked the side of his suit in a
way that made him feel uncomfortable. Maybe it was the fake smile
on her face.

“Sir, no electronics until after
takeoff.”

If only these flight attendants were as good at
promptly responding to passenger requests as they were at making
them as painstakingly dull. He nodded his head and returned the
fake smile. This was going to be a long flight.


Chapter 5

Ethan awoke from a quick nap. He had fallen asleep
after reading up on the case with his smartphone. His window was
drawn down, hiding the bright sun beaming light into the rest of
the plane. The CIA had purchased the seat next to him with the
intent of never having the passenger show up, giving Ethan maximum
privacy to debrief.

Grabbing the nub along the bottom of the
sliding window cover, Ethan glanced out the side of the massive
jet. It was nothing but an ant in the giant ocean of clear sky. He
saw the plains of what was possibly Kansas or maybe Nebraska below
giving way to the snow-capped Rocky Mountains in the distance. They
were nearing the Colorado border, he suspected. Only another hour and a half until San Francisco.

America was such a vast and beautiful country from
the sky: the endless stretch of cities along the Bos-Wash
megalopolis before giving way to the Appalachian Mountains,
checkered corn fields and some spotty Midwestern cities here and
there. Ethan grew up in Dayton, Ohio, an industrial town that had
seen better days but remained a large manufacturing hub.

Ohio was a microcosm of the rest of the country with
its white rural areas, largely black urban inner cities, diverse
and growing suburbs, college towns and an increasing Latino
population. He missed it back in Ohio, a simpler place for simpler
people.

His dad was a World War II veteran that served in the
OSS - a precursor to the CIA - helping to bring down the Nazi
regime in France and ultimately crumbling Hitler’s short-lived
empire. He retained friends in high places managing to land Ethan a
position at The Agency after having completed an International
Relations degree with a 3.9 GPA at Ohio State. His mother was the
family’s very own Rosie the Riveter, serving in her own right by
building war planes.

After the war his dad returned to Ohio where he
became a lawyer and got elected to the state legislature for a few
years as a moderate Rockefeller Republican. Back in those days
members of both parties would argue on the floor and then go sit
down for a friendly drink where they would hash out their
differences. That was before the lobbyists and political hacks
ruined the profession.

Ethan turned his attention away from the rolling
hills to the mission. His trainee, Agent Frost, was already on the
ground in San Francisco preparing for their meeting. Frost had
already sent an e-mail to the People’s Investment Co.
representative - a man by the name of Tao Chung - in Ethan’s name
(or at least in David Somerset’s name). Of course David Somerset
did not actually exist, but conveniently had a corporate profile on
the company’s website. Thanks to their cooperative CEO, Ethan was
given full access to E-Defense’s servers, an ID card and
letterhead.

The file on Tao Chung was thin. The man grew up in
Shanghai before embarking on a stint of college in the United
States. He studied at USC where he got an MBA. A low-level employee
at People’s Investment Co., he had worked his way up to middle
management and was clearly trusted enough to handle a delicate
negotiation, most likely for his familiarity with American customs.
This should go down without a hitch, Ethan predicted.

“Would you like anything to drink Mr.
Somerset?” the Filipino asked, interrupting his reading. He looked
eager to chat.

“You don’t happen to have an espresso machine
on board? I wasn’t able to finish my cup earlier,” Ethan
inquired.

“In fact we do. Do you take cream with
that?”

“Yes, please.”

“Very well. I’ll be right back.”

Swell. Why couldn’t the females be
this flirtatious? Then again, he wasn’t about to take
his chances with the teenybopper. Even pulling the CIA card
wouldn’t get him out of that one. And he certainly wasn’t about to
join the Mile High Club with his sister look-alike.

“Here you go. Enjoying the flight so
far?”

“Everything has been satisfactory. Do you
happen to know where the Aqua Hotel is? My reservations are there,”
Ethan said, immediately regretting getting the man’s hopes
up.

“Can’t say that I do. I’m from
Chicago.”

“Ah, well, never mind then. I’m sure I’ll
figure it out with this bad boy,” Ethan replied, pointing to his
smartphone.

“I don’t know what I’d do without my uPhone.
All of my music, games and pictures in one device. So
convenient!”

He seemed genuinely enthused. Ethan could hardly
care. He found uPhones to be over-priced gadgets that one could
just as easily get for half the cost and the same features under a
different name. Not that he had time for games.

His hardened phone was standard CIA issue,
untraceable and only accessible by Ethan’s voice or retinal scan.
Damn had technology come a long way. Unlike the spy movies, though,
his phone could not act as a taser or some other ridiculous idea
that only Hollywood would come up with.

The Filipino returned with his coffee when the plane
made a sudden, unexpected drop. The hot water spilled on his suit,
only avoiding skin thanks to the two layers of clothing.

“Oh my God! I am so sorry!” the man
shrieked.

“Guess I won’t be drinking coffee after all.
Don’t worry about it. It’s really nothing.”

The man rushed over to his tray station to gather
some paper towels. He appeared ready to blot Ethan’s clothes until
he firmly told the man that he could manage on his own.

“Thanks, I’ve got it,” Ethan said with a narrow
smile, feeling sympathy for the man that clearly was petrified that
he might lose his job over spilling hot coffee on a first class
customer. The airlines did not take too kindly to losing
customers.

“Would you like another cup, sir?”

“Hey, how about you stop tryin’ to impress that
guy with your fabulous serving skills and get us some wine?” one of
the other passengers yelled.

“I’ll be right with you.”

“Yeah, whateva,” the man rudely responded with
his New York accent.

“I really am sorry Mr. Somerset. I should have
been more careful.”

“You can’t control which way the wind
blows.”

The Filipino man walked away with his head
down. He collected himself in the corner and brought out a
miniature bottle of wine that Ethan could down in a couple gulps.
That’s what passed for free alcoholic beverages in first class
these days. He felt even worse for the coach passengers that had
to pay for a bag of
peanuts.

He looked back outside the window where the mountains
were giving way to red canyons and desert. Nevada was not much
farther now. Ethan wasn’t much of a gambler, other than a poker
game with friends, but found the state to be fascinating
nonetheless. It was a region of boom and bust. The rise of the
casinos and the invention of air-conditioning were the only things
that kept the state on the map, making it possible for large
quantities of people to relocate to the sunny and surprisingly lush
Las Vegas metropolis, sustained by artificial means: water from
other regions, cooling from machines, and housing that proved to be
largely speculative.

The encounter with the Filipino man reminded him that
his phone did in fact have music storage and its advanced battery
meant that he had little worry for recharging. Light weight but
heavy duty might as well be the CIA’s motto. He turned on a Beatles
tune, “Hey Jude,” quietly falling to sleep as the jet made its
gradual descent into San Francisco.


Chapter 6

“Come Together” made a crescendo as Ethan ran
from an unseen villain. His ex-partner Sanders lay in a pool of his
own blood. Ethan had failed him. The song faded away and a new one
started.

“We got your comrade, Mr. Clark, and we’ll get
you.”

Ethan darted into the darkness not knowing where to
hide. It was an endless sea of black. The voice kept coming
closer.

“What are you running from American? Afraid of
the Gulag? Hahahaha….”

He rounded a corner and saw a door with light barely
sneaking through the crack. He ran towards it but everything felt
weightless as though he were in space.

“I’m back in the USSR! You don’t know how lucky
you are, boy.”

None of it made any sense. It seemed like eternity
before reaching the door. He grabbed the handle and rushed in,
closing it shut behind him. Somehow he was inside the study at his
parents’ house. The shadow of a tall figure that looked a lot like
him stood there.

“What are you running from Ethan?” the man
said. “I thought I taught you better than to run from your
problems.”

A rough landing woke Ethan up from his light sleep.
Another dream. He could use one of those miniature wine bottles
right about now.


Chapter 7

Ethan stepped out of the terminal and headed towards
the taxis. He looked at his phone to find the address of the hotel
and noticed a message from the Director:

Car is waiting for you outside of baggage claim. I
think you’ll find it.

How thoughtful. It wasn’t every day that the
welcoming committee waited for him. A black luxury sedan – the same
government cars that they used in Washington – waited for Ethan
just outside of baggage claim as the Director had said. Very
discreet. The driver courteously opened the door for him. Ethan
could hear Scott McKenzie’s “San Francisco” playing on the car
radio.

“They hire good help, I see,” Ethan
said.

“I’m on meet-and-greet duty,” the slightly
overweight white driver responded.

“I didn’t know the CIA hired interns. Budget
cuts really are putting national security on the chopping
block.”

“Nah, I just pulled the short straw,” the man
said with a sarcastic smirk. “The name’s Philips. Agent Philips.
Been with The Agency for seven years now as the station chief’s
lackey.”

“Sounds like a fun gig.”

“It’s a paycheck. Boss likes to do all of the
important stuff himself. We’re just glad to get some
action.”

“Don’t get much?”

“The most action we get are the
earthquakes.”

Ethan didn’t doubt that the earthquakes were doozies,
especially for people from Ohio. He took a seat in the back of the
car, feeling more important than he probably should. He didn’t mind
driving. In fact he found it to be relaxing at times, even
thrilling when tailing a critical target. The car pulled away from
the curb and made its way towards the Aqua Hotel. He looked up the
location with his phone. Ten minute drive max.

“So what brings you to the Bay? Boss didn’t
brief me on the mission. Just told me to pick up some sorry loser
from the airport,” the driver asked looking in the rearview
mirror.

“Is that the way you treat all strangers?”
Ethan replied, feigning indignation.

“Yeah, especially the hot-shots from
Washington.”

“For your information, it’s need-to-know,”
Ethan said, taking a dig at the action-deprived agent.

“Awe, come on.”

Ethan grinned at the man’s disappointment. “We’re
investigating a Chinese firm that is looking to buy a Silicon
Valley tech firm.”

“That’s it? Don’t they do that all of the time
these days?”

“This one’s different. They have a contract
that makes them privy to sensitive government information. We could
care less if China buys out our most prized companies otherwise,” a
sarcastic tone overshadowed Ethan’s reply.

“Yeah, first it was IBM. Now the chinks want it
all.”

“Like I said, we could care less if government
information wasn’t involved.”

“Couldn’t you just as easily reject the bid?
The FEC or something? One of those agencies. I don’t know which,”
the driver said, showing why he was on meet-and-greet
duty.

“We could, but that wouldn’t allow us to
ascertain their cyber-attack capabilities. This is a unique
opportunity for us.”

“Ah, so that’s what it is.”

For whatever reason Ethan didn’t feel comfortable
divulging more details to the agent on driving duty. He learned
from experience that the fewer people that heard about mission
details, the better.

They pulled into a driveway that led to an immaculate
hotel. The Aqua was at least twenty stories high and right along
the Bay. It was resort for the rich and famous – a wonderful place
for David Somerset to meet his potentially future boss.

“Here we are,” the driver said.

“Looks nice,” Ethan replied as he opened the
door of the sedan.

Agent Philips pulled down his window.

“I’ll let the station chief know that you got
here in one piece.”

“All right. Will I have the pleasure of meeting
him tonight?”

“Unlikely. He’ll be comfortably at his
undisclosed location monitoring the situation.”

“What a shame. Well, I best be going then.
Thanks for the ride.”

Ethan began to walk towards the hotel before quickly
turning back toward the driver as the window began to close. The
driver rolled it back down to listen.

“Almost forgot. Here’s your tip.”

Ethan handed him a ten and walked away into the
lobby.

“Fucking dick,” the driver muttered under his
breath as he put the sedan into drive.


Chapter 8

The doorman opened the heavy glass doors into the
Aqua Hotel, greeting Ethan with a customary line.

“Welcome to the Aqua Hotel. Checking in,
sir?”

“Why yes, in fact. Where could I find the
check-in counter?”

“Straight ahead. Have a pleasant
stay!”

Ethan nodded and made his way toward the counter
where a friendly-looking man in suit and tie was waiting to be of
service to one of their many high-class customers.

“How may I help you?” the man asked.

“Checking in. The name’s Somerset, David
Somerset.”

The man fiddled around with his computer. “It appears
that you have a gentleman already waiting for you in Suite 902. Do
you need an extra set of keys?”

The Director wasn’t as generous as he thought, after
all. It looks like Ethan was bunking with his trainee. At least it
was a suite. He’ll have Agent Frost sleep on a pullout bed from one
of the couches.

“Yes, please,” Ethan replied, noticing a
well-to-do restaurant on the main floor. Perhaps he could get a
bite to eat before the meeting.

“Very well, sir. Here you are. Go down the hall
to the elevators and take it to floor 9. The room will be on your
left.”

“Thank you very much.”

“You as well. Have a great day.”

Time to head up to the room.

*********

Agent Frost was laying comfortably on the plush king
size bed with his toes pointed toward the ceiling. He hated wearing
dress shoes all the time, but it was a part of the job. The
television was on – Faux News – with the coverage focused on the
latest made-for-cable non-controversy.

“Does the government really have the right to
tell schoolchildren what to eat?” the pudgy loud-mouthed host asked
his guest.

“Actually, yes, they’re a public school funded
with tax money. If they are going to feed our children lunches, it
might as well be quality food instead of potato chips and greasy
pizza.”

“NO! It should be up to the parents what their
children eat!” the steaming host lashed out.

“Kids are more obese than they’ve ever been
before. You want to teach proper eating habits at an early age or
it will get out of…”

“Listen here, buster, keep your socialist
philosophy to yourself or pack your bags for Europe.”

“That’s completely unfair. You can’t say
anything on this network without getting accused of being…”



“Cut his mic, Bob. He’s had his say. I said SHUT HIM
UP!”

Frost couldn’t believe that this passed for news
these days. The freaks on here were better fit for an episode of
Jerry Springer. Next thing he heard was the door swing open in the
other room. Agent Clark came in.

“Afternoon Ethan.”

“Holiday’s over Frost. We have work to do. And
it’s Agent Clark to you.”

Frost always thought that Ethan was too much of a
hard ass. They assigned him with the jerkoff vet that clearly was
past his prime and bitter because of it. The old man was a
liability, more likely to get the two of them killed than a CIA
newbie.

“So what’s the plan for tonight?” Frost
asked.

Ethan took off his suit jacket, tossing it over the
arm of the couch in the greeting room. He set his suitcase on a
wooden coffee table next to the couch. Double doors led to the
bedroom and a large bathroom with a walk-in shower and Jacuzzi tub.
Might need to use that tonight, Ethan thought to himself.

“The plan is for me to do all of the work.
You’re my personal assistant at E-Defense and will remain outside
of the room.”

The soft white carpet under his feet squished as he
strode into the other room where Frost was still lying on the bed.
Ethan turned toward the television, noticing the channel.

“Turn that crap off.”

Frost reached for the remote and pushed the power
button.

“Why are we having them meet us at the hotel?
You’re the Head of International Development for E-Defense,
shouldn’t you live in San Francisco?”

“I thought you were supposed to be debriefed
already,” Ethan snorted. “My offices are in New York. Most of our
clients are Fortune 500 companies, not tech companies in Silicon
Valley. Plus it’s easier access to London, Paris, Berlin, Rome –
our major prospective business partners.”

“I see, but couldn’t we just as easily have met
them at E-Defense? Aren’t they going to want a tour of their future
asset?”

Ethan rubbed his forehead. “Of course they are, but
not before I get the information that I want out of them. Besides,
we put them up in a room at this hotel.”

“Yeah, I’ve been listening to their
conversations. Nothing but Chinese. It appears that Tao brought a
friend with him, too.”

“The more the merrier.”

“I’m not sure about that. He’s solid as a
truck. Looks Mongolian,” Frost said with a concerned expression on
his face

“We’re not looking for a fight, Frost. By the
way, you’re going to remain in the hotel room listening to our
conversation. Do you have the equipment?”

“Of course.”

“Hand me the amplified mic. I’ll clip it to the
inside of my suit jacket,” Ethan said, walking back in the suite’s
living room to grab his suit jacket.

“Langley can listen in. Why can’t I join
you?”

“Not a chance. A business exec does not have
his little minions sit in on meetings. You can monitor the
conversation from up here and let me know if something goes
wrong.”

Ethan worked the mic to the inner pocket of his suit
jacket and clipped it on. “Is it on?”

Frost pushed a button on his laptop. “Try it.”

“This is Agent Ethan Clark preparing to kick
some chink ass. Or so the naive Martin Frost would have me
believe.”

“Other than your attitude, it seems to be
working fine,” Frost replied rolling his eyes.

“They don’t tell you that you need to grow a
pair in training these days? Shame, you won’t last long with
your attitude, Frost.”

The agent with his boyish good looks, wavy blonde
hair and blue eyes took offense to the comment. Ten years ago he
probably would have cried. Now he was a twenty-five year old fresh
out of university and working for an agency teeming with
self-aggrandizing pricks.


Chapter 9

The time for the meeting was approaching. Ethan was
in the hotel lobby in a sharp pin-striped dress suit. He could pass
as a business executive… or a mobster. Frost was waiting in the
hotel room with his ear to a headset that connected to Ethan’s
mic.

Ethan was on the lookout for a young Asian male and
apparently a Mongolian bodyguard. The picture of Tao in his CIA
profile was a student ID from Shanghai University; not the most
up-to-date. A profile on Friendster went without an accompanying
photo. Social networks had become The Agency’s easiest way to tap
into parties of interest without doing any real spying. Apparently
it wouldn’t do them any good with Tao. He seemed like a private
person.

The hotel was getting quite busy. A number of men and
women were checking in to their hotel rooms. He wondered how many
of them were married, business associates, lovers or a combination.
It was a strict policy within the CIA that agents were not to get
involved with each other. It could even result in dismissal,
although he didn’t think that it was a common problem in a
male-dominated organization.

A short squinty-eyed man walked across the lobby from
the elevator area with pitch-black spiky hair that made him look
like one of those Japanese anime characters. While his stature was
unimpressive, he walked with a certain bravado and confidence in
every step. A man trailed behind him with a smooth bald head and a
wide frame. He looked like he could have been a Sumo wrestler at
one point. Perhaps he still was?

The tiny Asian man made his way towards Ethan,
recognizing his face from the company profile that E-Defense had
set up. Ethan moved in the direction of Tao with his hand
outstretched, forgetting that it was customary in the East to bow
rather than shake hands. Tao took his hand and shook it with a
surprisingly strong grip for what reminded him of children’s
hands.

“You look much better in person than your
company profile would suggest, Mr. Somerset.”

“Not doing too bad for my age, I suppose. Thank
you very much.”

“This is my personal bodyguard,
Yin-Yang.”

Ethan couldn’t imagine why such a petite man would
ever need a bodyguard.

“He is a conflicted man in many respects.
Living in the world of Western giants, yet he is strong. One would
think that a brute such as him would be a complete imbecile, but
you would be surprised by just how inquisitive he actually is. Of
course, he doesn’t speak a lick of English, though. It’s not a very
useful language for surviving in the harsh conditions of
Mongolia.”

“I’d imagine it wouldn’t be.”

“The Yellow Emperor once said that ‘Heaven was
created by the concentration of Yang, the force of light, earth was
created by the concentration of Yin, the forces of darkness. Yang
stands for peace and serenity; Yin stands for confusion and
turmoil. Yang stands for destruction; Yin stands for conservation.
Yang brings about disintegration; Yin gives shape to
things.’”

Ethan never much cared for Eastern proverbs,
especially when applied to a thuggish bodyguard.

“What does a businessman for People’s
Investment need a bodyguard, though?” Ethan questioned, turning the
topic away from philosophy.

“One cannot be too safe with secrets, Mr.
Somerset. We are an investment company with holdings in many of the
world’s largest industries. Chemicals, pharmaceuticals, petroleum,
and hopefully soon the emerging cyber-defense industry.”

“Please, call me David.”

“And you may call me Tao. If you don’t mind,
David, let’s get on with our meeting. I hope to report back to
China with the framework of an agreement before
sundown.”

The three men headed for the hotel’s conference room
where they would privately discuss details of their potential
merger.

*********

Upstairs Frost was cracking open a bottle of beer
that he had picked up earlier in the day as he sat at the suite’s
wooden dinner table. Not cheap wood, either. It was solid oak. So
far all that he heard was senseless babble from guests in the
lobby. He didn’t much care for what was being said until they
reached the conference room. Tao wasn’t going to divulge anything
useful in public.

Pressure built up in Frost’s bladder. He needed to
take a piss, so he got up off the cushioned dinner chair and went
to the bathroom with its vaulted ceiling and almost too open feel.
Using his shoe he kicked up the seat on the porcelain toilet. After
a good thirty seconds - and a few false alarms - he was finally
done, flushed and washed his hands in the ornate sink.

Downstairs the conversation had already started and
they were making their way to the conference room. By the time that
Frost was back in his seat and taking another sip of beer, Ethan
had already gone through the pleasantries and small-talk.

“What does the Chinese government want with an
American cyber-defense company?”

“It’s not what we want, but what we don’t have.
Your company has shall we say… connections that interest
us.”

Frost was still pissed off that Ethan had snubbed him
earlier. Why wasn’t he the one in the conference room interrogating
Tao? It was his first real mission, after all. Experience comes
from doing, not sitting on the sidelines.

“We have a lot of connections. Which ones are
you talking about?” Ethan asked.

“I believe you are well aware of what we are
interested in Mr. Somerset,” Tao replied.

“I heard that you had a Google problem,” Ethan
responded with a grin on his face.

“We took care of that problem quite expediently
now didn’t we Mr. Somerset?”

“Indeed you did. If only the free market
economy that the business elite love to rave about here existed for
our companies in China…”

Tao had a cold look on his face, disinterested in
political issues.

“Your contracts with the American government
are all that interest us. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“I see… well this isn’t exactly a takeover
intended to…”

“Our only intention, Mr. Somerset, is to
protect ourselves from undue American interference.”

“Understandable, but what does that have to do
with us?”

“It is simply a warning shot, Mr. Somerset. The
American government will waste billions simply to plug their leaks.
As a bonus, we benefit from having the best protection that there
is to offer in the form of your cyber security suite of software.
Cyber-security is, after all, the new homeland
security.”

“What makes you think that we are prepared to
hand over our trade secrets to a foreign government. You don’t
think that we have any allegiance to our own flag?”

“My proposition is not treasonous. Chinese
firms are buying their American counterparts left and right. It
will barely go noticed. Besides, American businessmen love money
more than country.”

“That may be true in some cases, but my kids
have to live here.”

“They could always move to Shanghai. We have
some of the best schools in the world these days. A man of your
caliber would be welcomed with open arms.”

“I’m afraid that as tempting as that may sound,
I like it just fine right here in California.”

Frost took another swig of beer, letting out a
belch and looking around as if someone were there to hear it. The
room was empty except for him and Sam Adams. He figured that when
Ethan got back they would share a few while discussing their next
moves. Perhaps even take Tao and his scruffy friend on a one-way
ticket to Langley. That’d send a clear message to the
Chinese. Yeah, we caught on and we’re
playing hardball.

He turned his attention back to the mission. There
was no conversation between the two. Just silence. Did Ethan go the
bathroom or something? Unfortunately the conversation was only
going one direction: from Ethan’s microphone to Frost’s headset. He
couldn’t get in touch if he needed to.

Glancing at the computer screen he saw that no sound
was registering from the mic. It was dead. The fucking signal went
dead… or maybe they caught on, found the bug and tossed it. He
started to panic. What if they have Ethan? For all of his bitching,
he didn’t actually want to get in a stand-off in his first mission,
but he had to do something.

*********

The meeting had weaved between politics, the
assets of E-Defense and was now at a point of negotiation on price.
Ethan was told that the value of the company - its market
capitalization - was around $10 billion. Tao was offering double.
Insider information was apparently worth a lot more than Wall
Street was calculating into the price of the company.

Ethan’s assistant walked into the room.

“Sorry to interrupt. Mr. Clark, telephone
call.”

Ethan looked at the trainee incredulously. He tried
to play it off.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll only be a
minute.”

Ethan gingerly paced to the door and stepped
outside.

“Mr. Clark?” Tao asked the Mongolian
bewildered.

Outside of the room, Ethan’s eyes were targeted
directly into Frost’s as if they were a guided missile. In all of
his career never had another agent slipped his actual name during
the middle of a mission.

“What in the hell was that?” he demanded as
they moved toward the lobby away from the conference
room.

“I’m sorry, I panicked. The microphone didn’t
catch any of the conversation. Either it went dead or something is
blocking the signal.”



“I don’t care what your excuse is. You could have very easily
fucked our chances. I haven’t gotten shit out of them so far. I’d
be surprised if they will want to continue after this.”

Just as Ethan finished what he was saying a series of
gun shots went off in the vicinity of the conference room. The two
agents stared at each other for a brief second and ran back to the
source of the sound. Three bursts from a Glock and the room fell
completely quiet.

Ethan pulled out his sidearm and peeked between the
glass panes in the door. He couldn’t see anything other than an
open door leading outside of the hotel to a balcony area. Frost was
on the other side of the door with his gun ready for entry.

Ethan grabbed the door knob, twisted and pushed it
open. He could now see Tao bobbed over in his chair. Gun in hand,
Ethan aimed towards the left side of the room facing north in a
building where the windows faced east-west. There was no sign of
the bodyguard. Frost darted towards Tao, finding a series of bullet
holes in the back of his suit jacket.

“He has a pulse,” Frost told Ethan.

“He went out through there,” Ethan said as he
quickly moved towards the balcony. He could see the Mongolian
speeding along the parking lot and getting into a red and white
Ford Mustang.

“Get what you can out of Tao. I have a
Mongolian to catch.”

Ethan jumped over the balcony and onto the grass
below. Gun still in hand, he pulled out his CIA identification and
waved down a jet black BMW. The driver looked startled with the gun
pointed at the windshield and the stranger waving identification at
him.

“Get out of the car, now! Official CIA
business.”

“What happened to my constitutional rights?”
the man struggled to blurt out, too frightened to actually put up a
fight.

“Don’t worry, sir, this isn’t the movies. It’ll
be back in one piece.”


Chapter 10

Tao coughed up blood onto his slouched body. He was
in rough shape and probably wouldn’t make it for more than a couple
of minutes.

“Who are you working for?” Frost
demanded.

“Get me a god damn doctor!” Tao said, coughing
up more blood.

“Talk and I’ll call for a doctor, if you’re
lucky.”

The hotel manager made his way into the room after
being alerted by guests and staff of the gunshot.

“Oh my god. Somebody get this man an
ambulance,” the portly manager told one of the desk
staff.

“No, this man will not get an ambulance until
he gives me the information that I want. If you interfere with
official CIA business then we’ll deal with you, too.”

The manager was shocked by the comment. Wasn’t there
a lot that prevented the CIA from doing this kind of
forced-interrogation on U.S. soil? The man clearly was going to die
without medical attention and would probably die anyway from the
looks of it.

“I’m a fucking middleman…. asshole,” Tao
managed to say between coughs.

Tao’s speech was beginning to slow and his eyes were
barely open.

“I’m sorry, but this man needs a doctor. John,
call 9-1-1 right away. I don’t care who this guy says he
is.”

Frost pointed his gun at the manager.

“Shut the fuck up! This man has valuable
national security information,” Frost yelled at the manager with a
look that convinced him that he was ready to shoot. “Now Tao, I’m
going to give you one last chance before I let you bleed
out.”

Tao whispered his last words into Frost’s ear and
stopped breathing.

*********

Ethan’s newly acquired BMW rounded the palm-tree
lined drive of the hotel onto Maricopa Boulevard. The red and white
Mustang was a half-mile down the road making its way to the
Bayshore Freeway. Ethan was now going nearly sixty miles per hour
in a forty zone. Cars honked their horns at him as he weaved his
way between evening traffic.

The light ahead of him turned red. He gunned it,
pounding his foot to the pedal, barely avoiding a mini-van that was
obeying the traffic laws. The Mustang was now veering onto the
Bayshore Freeway and Ethan was still a good quarter mile behind.
Red lights flashed behind the BMW. It was a cop in pursuit of a
crazy driver. Ethan shook his head.

“You have the wrong guy!” he yelled at his
mirror.

Ethan struggled for the cellphone in his pocket,
nearly clipping the back of a mini-van as he shifted into the right
lane. The mother driving the van honked her horn and waved a fist
at him angrily. His fingers were clinging to the phone now and
dialed an emergency channel to Langley.

“How may we help Agent Clark?”

“I’m in pursuit of a Mongolian gunman in a red
and white Mustang. Can’t make out the plates, but I’m being chased
by a local cop. Lose my tail would ya?”

His boss was now on the line. “What happened at the
meeting?”

“Tao is down. I’ll debrief as soon as I have
the other target in the bag.”

Ethan turned his phone’s function to the GPS
feature.

“It looks like he’s heading north towards the
Golden Gate Bridge,” Ethan said.

“Just keep your eyes on him. We’ll patch into
California State Patrol.”

“I told you it was a local cop.”

Ethan tossed the phone to the passenger seat. The
police vehicle was still behind him as cars began to conveniently
open a path for him on the freeway as they moved to the right for
the oncoming patrol car. Sweat beamed down Ethan’s face as he
rolled down the window. The speedometer now read seventy. The wind
swept into the vehicle with a resounding WOOSH!

“Pull the vehicle over immediately or we will
open fire,” the patrolman’s head speakers blared.

A second cop poked his head out of the passenger
window with a gun pointing for the BMW’s tires. All Ethan could do
was crank the speed up a few more notches but was already in a
dangerous enough situation as he entered the freeway going north
towards downtown San Francisco.

*********

Back at the hotel Frost was on the phone with
Langley. He couldn’t get a signal in the conference room so he had
stepped into the lobby. The station chief had arrived with a crew
of forensic scientists to locate the shell casings and identify the
Mongolian shooter. Finger prints, security footage, hair –
something would give them the information that they wanted. Tao was
bagged using a child-sized plastic liner and ready for
transport.

What a first mission this had turned out to be for
the rookie. He wanted some action and he got it in the form of a
Chinese cadaver and a car chase for his partner. Hopefully Ethan
would manage to get the target. Frost was both anxious and
exhilarated at the same time. He was off the phone and back in the
conference room.

“You all right, kid?” the chief asked, putting
his hand on Frost’s back.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just never seen a man shot
before.”

“You’ll get used to it soon enough.”

Frost wasn’t so sure.

“What did Langley have to say?”

“Nothing. Just wanted to know what happened,
but I know about as much as they do. The microphone was
dead.”

“Hey chief, check this out!” one of the men in
the room yelled.

It was a small black box found inside of Tao’s jacket
that they had taken off of him before sending his body to the
morgue.

“Electromagnetic interference device. That
would be why you lost communication with Agent Clark.”

The Chinese were playing the Americans just as much
as they were playing the Chinese.

*********

Ethan was right behind the Mustang now with the
flashing lights of the cop cars trailing the BMW. Why the hell
haven’t they been called off yet? The police cruiser was souped up,
making it as much of a force as more expensive breeds of mechanical
horses. 600 horsepower was not uncommon these days. The cops were
beginning to box him in – one on the right side, several behind and
a concrete wall on the left.

The car shifted into the next gear as Ethan pushed
the pedal to its max. The Mustang was now within a few inches. If
he clipped him he might be able to spin out the muscle car, but he
also risked killing the driver and himself in the process. There
wasn’t much choice unless he was going to get away. The cops didn’t
seem to mind that a driver - as much of a maniac on the road as he
- was directly in front of them.

The Golden Gate Bridge came into view with its
massive red support towers. Cars were lined up to pay the nominal
toll in order to cross one of the greatest landmarks in America. It
was a symbol of the West Coast and an engineering marvel. At the
time of its construction in 1937 the Golden Gate Bridge was the
longest suspension bridge in the world. It was also the tallest at
a height of six hundred and ninety-two feet above San Francisco
Bay.

The BMW slammed into the rear-end of the shooter’s
vehicle. He could see the Mongolian jolt at the impact. The
Mustang’s speed increased as the Mongolian aimed for a toll booth
that was temporarily closed, breaking through the wooden barricade,
sending debris flying into the air. Ethan was right behind him. The
cop car that was on the BMW’s passenger side braked hard to avoid
crashing into a cement divider between the toll booths. The cops
behind Ethan continued through the toll booth that was now open
thanks to the Mongolian.

Motorists, mostly tourists on vacation, watched from
the right two lanes of the bridge as the entourage of fast moving
vehicles sped past without paying the toll. Many of them had
cameras hanging out of their window in order to take a picture of
the magnificent view. Instead they turned their cameras toward the
police chase.

The Mustang weaved back into traffic in an effort to
evade the pursuing vehicles. Ethan followed his tail. He was going
over seventy miles per hour with the cars around them not topping
forty. It was only a matter of time before an innocent civilian
lost their life. It was time to take him out.

They were nearly halfway across the nearly two mile
bridge when the Mongolian zoomed into the far right lane, barely
missing another car as he changed lanes. Ethan saw this as an
opportunity. He pushed down on the pedal to rapidly gain speed with
the Mustang. The Mongolian was now in full view. Ethan looked over
and offered a smirk.

The BMW crossed lanes, slamming into the side of the
Mustang with an unsettling collision of metal-on-metal. The
Mongolian was surprised and made a sharp right out of
self-preservation. Instead his car knocked away a guard rail along
the side of the bridge and flew off into the depths of San
Francisco Bay. The Mustang went head first into the cold water with
the passenger inside killed by the impact.

Ethan put the brakes on his car, getting out as soon
as it came to a complete stop. He ran over to the side of the
bridge to have a look at what was left of the vehicle. The cop cars
pulled within a few feet with their sirens blaring. They too got
out of their vehicles after having witnessed everything that had
transpired with utter amazement. The Mustang was now nearly
submerged.

“Bon voyage,” Ethan said out loud.

The cops began to cordon off the area around the
gaping hole where the car had slammed through the side of the
bridge. The Golden Gate Bridge was now a crime scene with a single
lane open to traffic going north. One of the officers approached
Ethan.

“Are you Agent Clark?” the man in blue
asked.

“That would be me,” Ethan replied.

“Is it normal CIA procedure to send perps
falling to their death like that?”

“Nothing about my job is normal,
officer.”

The cop raised his lips in consideration of the
statement. He shrugged his shoulders and walked towards the railing
to peer over five hundred feet below. A cold breeze sent shivers
running down the officer’s spine. He crossed his arms and looked at
the murky water for any sign of a survivor.

“We get a lot of suicides on here. Can’t say
that we’ve ever had anything like this.”

*********

Ethan was now at police headquarters where his
partner and the station chief met him. The submerged Mustang was
being pulled out of the water as they were speaking. The secrets
that the Mongolian had and his motive for killing Tao went with
him.

“What exactly happened, Agent Clark?” the chief
inquired inside of the police commissioner’s office.

“It was either take him out or watch him wreck
a family van,” Ethan said unsympathetically.

“We’re used to high-speed chases out here in
California, but not ones involving CIA spies and Chinese
bodyguards,” the commissioner chimed in. “You’re lucky to be alive
and so are the drivers on that freeway.”

“I’m sorry commissioner, but I’m going to have
to ask you to leave the room while we talk to Agent Clark about
what happened. It’s critical that we get his information without
interruption and a possibility of leaks,” the station chief
interjected.

Agent Philips was in the room with them and opened
the door for the police commissioner. The commissioner, wearing his
military-style cap and regal uniform, shook his head in protest and
walked out of his own office. The door clicked shut and the station
chief turned back to Ethan.

“As you were saying, Agent Clark.”

“Nothing much more to say about the crash. He
won’t be saying much dead, will he?”

“Certainly not. What did you learn from
Tao?”

“Not a damn thing,” Ethan said. “He wasn’t
willing to divulge their plans for the company.”

“Well you didn’t expect them to give away the
whole goose now did you?”

“I suppose not,” Ethan disappointedly replied.
“We’ve got nothing to go by now and if the Chinese find out about
this, they’ll shit a brick.”

Frost entered the conversation. “We already
have a cover for that. The Mongolian was drunk, got in an argument
with his boss and shot him three times,” he paused with a sigh.
“Police pursued him in a high-speed chase down the freeway, he lost
control and flew off the Golden Gate Bridge. We’re interviewing
people along the bridge to get their side of the story and
informing them of what actually
happened, in case they saw things improperly.”

“What’s the status of Tao?” Ethan
asked.

“What do you think,” Frost retorted in a
know-it-all kind of way.

“KIA,” the chief announced.

Ethan slammed his fist on the police commissioner’s
desk. The station chief’s phone went off. It was the Director
looking for an explanation of events.

“Maybe I should just put in my resignation,”
Ethan said.

“That won’t be necessary,” the Director said on
speaker phone.

“I already put in mine,” Frost
added.

“No one is resigning. We have the information
that we need.”

“What are you talking about? Tao and the
Mongolian are dead. We have nothing to go on,” Ethan
commented.

“Tao talked before he died, Ethan. You’re
heading for Taiwan.”


Chapter 11

Ethan and Frost were at the American Institute in
Taiwan, a private nonprofit corporation that performs the duties
that an embassy would. The U.S. cut off official ties with Taiwan
as part of an agreement to normalize relations with the People’s
Republic of China. The Director of the American Institute in Taiwan
serves as the country’s de facto ambassador to the United States.
The current director was a man by the name of Joseph Cornell, a
career diplomat with a Ph.D. in East Asian Studies.

“Would either of you care for a drink?” Cornell
asked politely.

“No thanks,” Ethan declined.

“Do you happen to have any beer?” Frost
inquired.

“I do, but not your watered down American beer.
Willing to expand your horizons?”

“Always,” Frost responded with an emotionless
face.

“Here you are,” the director said, handing
Frost a beer from his private refrigerator after popping the cap
off. “Taiwan Beer, the best that this island has to offer. It’s an
amber lager with a distinctly local taste. They use rice during the
fermentation process,” Cornell explained.

“Thank you,” Frost said, taking a sip from the
green glass bottle. “Not bad.”

“So I hear that you two are here on official
business and that I may be of assistance,” Cornell said, changing
the subject from customary banter. He was a 60-something short and
husky man that looked as prestigious as his name sounded. A bald
spot was surrounded by a ring of gray hair, reminding Ethan of a
bird’s nest.

“We gathered all of the intel that we could on
the Mongolian. It appears that our friend is from Taiwan,” Frost
replied.

“The Mongolian, Yin-Yang as he apparently was
called, is a Taiwanese immigrant, yes. He worked on security detail
for a weapons company by the name Taiwan National Defense Company
when translated into English. Our records indicate that he left
Taiwan in 2009 to take a position as a bodyguard for a Mr. Chung at
People’s Investment. It’s our belief that the two came into contact
when Mr. Chung was paying a visit to Taiwan National Defense
Company,” Cornell explained. “Within months he was in China. That’s
about all I have, but you could probably find further information
on the meeting by paying a visit to their offices.”

“And where would that be?” Ethan
asked.

“The Taipei 101, of course,” Cornell responded
as if it were a silly question.

Frost had already finished his beer and brought it
down on the edge of the desk with a manly-sounding thud as if it
were a bar. Cornell glanced over at him with the look of
disapproval, but smiled rather quickly.

“I told you it beat those damned American
beers!” Cornell proudly proclaimed.

“It’s good.”

“Want another?”

“No, we better be going,” Ethan interjected.
“Thanks for your help and cooperation.”

“What’s the rush? Let the man enjoy another
beer. The office will still be busy anyway. You’ll want to go at
night.”

Frost had a look of concern on his face. “You mean
we’re breaking in?”

“No, we
are not breaking in. I will be conducting the mission and you
will provide support from the safety of a nearby park. You can
pretend that you’re just a tourist on vacation,” Ethan
said.

Frost was disgusted. Never had someone shown such
little confidence in him before. “With all due respect,” Frost
replied with little hint of respect, “I think that Langley might
disapprove of your course of action.”

“I could care less what you think, rookie. This
is my mission and we will conduct it as I see fit. Keep your mouth
shut and follow orders,” Ethan barked back.

“Whoa, boys!” Cornell jovially interceded into
the verbal altercation. “Let’s not forget that you’re on the same
team. This is a two person job, Agent Clark.”

Ethan fidgeted in his seat, grumbling at the old
man’s interruption. He didn’t like being second guessed by anyone,
especially agents that were under his wing.

“I can get you inside the building no problem.
I’m a friend of the security chief for the Taipei 101.
Unfortunately, their jurisdiction is the grounds, lobby and public
right of way. Each company can hire their own security within their
offices if they elect to do so,” Cornell explained. “Taiwan
National Defense Company has to maintain high-level secrets. It’s a
tight ship. They’ll undoubtedly have guards, cameras, you name
it.”

“What makes it a two-man job then?” Ethan
wondered out loud.

“You want company records, right? It will be in
the human resources department. How do you expect to get into their
system?” Cornell asked.

“The same way as always: script kiddies,” Ethan
replied.

“Wrong. These computers are fortified. You
won’t have any physical access to them other than a mouse and a
keyboard. A few security trip-ups and you’ll have security swarming
like a beehive.”

“How do you know all of this?” Frost asked,
surprised at the director’s knowledge.

“I worked for them before accepting this job.
It was between administrations. Yes, I’m a career diplomat, but I
didn’t agree with the politics of the last administration and they
didn’t agree with the State Department’s goal to build stronger
relations instead of waging war with everyone. American foreign
policy has been a folly for decades, but I didn’t think it would
ever have gotten this bad.”

Ethan agreed with him on that point, but wanted to
prod further. “If you believe in peace instead of war then why
would you work at a defense company?”

“I naively thought that peace could be achieved
if the war economy would be satisfied through other means. I pushed
the development of programs aimed at building national
defense rather than on waging
invasions against third world countries. The entire purpose of a
nation’s military is for the defense of the homeland, yet we have
turned the military into national offense. Military adventurism as it is so aptly
called. Our programs focused mostly around anti-terrorism efforts
and cyber-security, but were found to be not as profitable as the
war economy,” Cornell explained with a sense of failure.

“Eisenhower was right about the military
industrial complex,” Ethan responded. “It’s become a monster in its
own right. Tell that to the bastards on Capitol Hill, though. They
resist a penny being cut from the defense budget.”

“That’s all fine and good, guys, but I think
you’re missing the point,” Frost said. “How do we get into their
system, Mr. Cornell?”

“This kid is as impatient as you are Clark.
Look, you need two men for the job because one of you is going to
have to take care of security while the other is going to need to
find the head of IT and get him to override the system.”

Frost stood up, looking outside the window from the
multi-story Institute.

“I don’t know if you’re familiar with the CIA,
Mr. Cornell, but we tend to favor minimal contact with personnel on
our missions. You’re asking us to put a gun to the head of IT to
break into their system for some trivial information on a Mongolian
bodyguard? I’m sorry, but that’s crazy,” Ethan said with
exasperation.

“There is another way…”


Chapter 12

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Frost asked
Cornell.

“Don’t worry, Steve and I go back a long time.
He worked security detail at the American Institute in Taiwan
before transferring to Taipei 101 when I left for Taiwan National
Defense Company. Back then the only security was provided by the
building, but in this age of terrorist threats, TNDC deemed it
necessary to step up its own presence. Regardless, he has control
of the building. All security personnel are answerable to him and
he owes me,” Cornell said.

“All I know is this better work,” Ethan
blurted.

“It will work,” Cornell promised. “Agent Clark,
you and Agent Frost will be let into the underground parking garage
using a pass that one of my assistants has procured from Steve.
That will get you into the bowels of the building. Steve will have
his guard monitoring cameras go on break. Once you’re inside the
building you will go to the seventy-fifth floor and enter the
bathroom. Sit in one of the stalls and send me a text message to
signal that you are ready.”

“Why send you the text message instead of
Steve?” Frost asked.

“Because I know Steve. It will look less
suspicious should anyone check his phone. My message will ask if he
wants to get a drink and catch up on old times. Five minutes later
he will trigger the fire alarm,” Cornell explained. “You’ll need to
give them at least two minutes to exit the floor down the emergency
stairway. When there’s a fire alarm the elevators are automatically
triggered to reach the closest floor, open up and cease
operation.”

“Right, understood,” Ethan said.

“This is where the IT offices are located,”
Cornell pointed to a map of the building. “Make your way to IT in
the middle of the office and hack into their computers. Disable the
alarm system and access their archives. From there you should get
all of the information that you need on our Mongolian friend. You
may also want to snoop around their company files a little bit. See
if anything unusual is going on.”

“If there is I’ll find it,” Ethan
declared.

*********

The car was parked with its tinted windows in the
underground garage of the Taipei 101, the world’s tallest
skyscraper from 2004 until the Burj Dubai passed it in 2010. They
would launch their operation at 11 p.m. on the dot. They still had
four minutes to go.

A few employees of the tower wearing suits were
chatting on their way to their cars. Most of the garage was empty
except for a few stragglers slaving away at work in the tower above
and of course the security personnel.

Ethan sat in the car wondering what could go wrong. A
worrier by nature, he constantly analyzes a situation and plans his
next move. It was what he was trained to do, but being naturally
gifted at such things was something that The Agency couldn’t
teach.

Ethan was equipped with a tranquilizer gun if needed.
The sedative, created and perfected by government scientists,
caused targets to pass out within ten seconds. It was developed for
feral animals, but worked just as well on humans. In a mission like
this – really any mission that didn’t involve assassination – it
was always preferable to use non-lethal force.

A car’s engine started behind them with the
headlights turned on. The driver put it into gear and pulled out
slowly to avoid any potential on-coming cars. They could hear his
loud music playing what sounded like Japanese pop. As the car drove
off and out of the garage Ethan looked down at his watch.

Showtime.

*********

Inside one of the Taipei’s sixty-one elevators Ethan
eased his mind into work mode. He made his way to the 75th floor,
ascending the 1,670 foot structure at a rate of fifty-five feet per
second. It was fast and surprisingly quiet. Only a slight humming
noise percolated in the air. A ding greeted him as the elevator
reached its destination.

No one was in the elevator lobby area. Glass windows
and a door with a stainless steel handle stood in front of him.
Most of the cubicles in the office ahead were dark, but fluorescent
lights stood over Ethan. Nearby were the restrooms that Ethan was
looking for. He waited in one of the exceptionally-maintained
stalls as instructed, pulling out his cellphone to message
Cornell.

Right as he was about to push send a man walked into
the room tapping his dress shoes along the vinyl floor are he
walked. Ethan could see the man’s black Armani shoes under the
stall door. Ethan quickly pushed send on the phone.

The man knocked three times on the door.
Go away, damn it! Ethan’s Mandarin
was good enough to get a taxi, but hardly adequate for everyday
conversation.

“Wǒ shǐyòng de cèsuǒ!” Ethan yelled
out.

The man stood there motionless. Ethan pulled out his
tranquilizer in case he needed to use it. Seconds seemed like
hours. Was he going to try to barge in? No, that would be crazy.
The fire alarm rang out with an annoying beeping sound. The man
made a sudden move away from the stall and out of the restroom.
Saved by the bell.

*********

Frost monitored Ethan’s location from the safety of
the underground parking garage. Inside the dark vehicle he had a
laptop tracking the agent’s movements. He was still in the restroom
waiting for the employees to stream out of the building. This time
Ethan had an earpiece that allowed him to have radio contact with
his partner.

“Wait another thirty seconds,” Frost
advised.

“Yes sir,” Ethan derisively replied.

Cornell was also connected to the channel from the
AIT building.

“Best of luck old man,” Cornell
added.

“Thanks, but I make my own luck,” Ethan
said.

“Good to know, because the fire and police
departments have been deployed,” Frost noted.

“Radio silence from here on. Agent Clark
out.”

“Roger that,” Frost replied.

*********

Ethan got up and walked out of the restroom stall. He
looked over his shoulder towards the mirror and saw the reflection
of the well-dressed Caucasian with an earpiece and holstered
tranquilizer – nothing conspicuous in the middle of Taipei. He
removed the earpiece and tucked the gun away. A name tag that Frost
had Photoshopped gave him the alias Jack Burns, an accountant.
Frost figured that accountants worked long hours.

The fire alarm was still blaring after several
minutes. He wondered how long it would take for the employees to
make their way back up to the offices. A few might have even
ignored it altogether, particularly the security. Whatever the
case, he was ready.

The elevator area was empty as it was earlier.
A sign on the wall read the company’s name in bold
lettering: Taiwan National Defense
Company

Odd that it was all in English, Ethan thought to
himself. Quickly making his way across and into the glass double
doors he found himself at the intersection of a maze – rows of
cubicles extended as far as the eye could see. No one appeared to
be at their desks.

Realizing that the fire alarm had turned off, Ethan
crept towards the center of the office where Cornell had promised
that the IT department would be. The room had an unsettling
silence. The overhead lights were turned off to conserve energy.
Only a few sporadic cubicles had lights glowing from them.

After going the full length of the central row
Ethan reached the outer glass windows of Taipei 101.
Where in the hell is IT? He looked
around at the cubicles for clues. Name plates were posted on the
sides of the cubicles but no job titles. The map that Cornell had
was outdated, evidently. Ethan put his earpiece back in.

“I’m at the end of the central row. No sign of
an IT department. Where the hell am I supposed to be?” an agitated
Ethan asked.

“I haven’t worked there for years. It’s
possible that they moved things around,” Cornell answered hoping to
exonerate himself.

Ethan made his way back to the middle of the room. He
looked around for any kind of clue. Time was ticking away and he
had yet to even get past the company’s security features. Maybe he
needed a little luck after all.


Chapter 13

The IT man was in-between the
51st and
52nd floors when the fire
alarm turned off. The company had twenty-four hour support in case
their employees needed on-site assistance at any time of day.
Rarely did anyone stay late. They were salaried and avoided the
office as much as possible.

The Taiwan National Defense Company campus
spanned several floors in the Taipei 101. The IT man worked on the
75th floor where he was
centrally located – both on the 75th
floor and between the floors that the company had
leased.

Tired of walking down the stairs, the
overweight computer nerd turned around and walked into the elevator
area of the 52nd floor.
Pressing the up arrow with his pudgy thumb he got no response.
Usually the light would indicate that the elevator was
coming.

Son of a bitch! He
would have to climb the stairs. IT man began to make the trek back
up to his desk without realizing that an unwelcome guest was
waiting.

*********

Ethan saw a bright computer screen lit up at one of
the endless cubicles. The others were all turned off or had
screensavers. He took a seat in the swivel chair that was displaced
from the desk where the computer was located, wheeling himself
towards it.

He took the mouse and wiggled it with his right hand.
Sure enough the computer was active with the cursor showing a
screen of various activities on the network. He didn’t need to
login after all. It was almost too easy.

An e-mail took up another part of the screen. The
head of security, a guy by the name of Max Vandenburgh, was
complaining about a data breach. Apparently the company was testing
their cyber defenses and found numerous holes in the armor.

To: IT@tndc.tw

From: m.vandenburgh@tndc.tw

Subject: Data Breach

The Taiwan National Defense Company conducted a
routine drill of our cyber defense practices and found numerous
gaps in our security. The team tasked with infiltrating the system
managed to breach the firewalls within seconds. They retrieved
trade secrets, login and password information, as well as financial
documents. Worst of all their presence was never detected. We will
be holding a meeting on Friday at 5 p.m. to discuss the actions
that must be taken to protect the company from cyber-attacks. Be
prepared to log extra hours as we beef up our efforts.

Sincerely yours,

Max Vandenburgh

Head of Security

Taiwan National Defense Company

-------------------------------------------

Most people want security in this world, not
liberty.

H. L. Mencken

If it was this easy to get into their system he might
not have needed to set off a fire alarm. Back on task, Ethan did a
quick search for the Mongolian. Nothing. Yin-Yang. Still nothing.
If he was a Chinese spy then the chances were that he used a false
name that Ethan wasn’t privy to.

He typed in Tao Chung and waited for the computer to
return search results. Several thousand returns with the name
“Chung” but only one “Tao Chung” showed up. He clicked it. The file
that popped up was a meeting log between Tao and the CEO of Taiwan
National Defense Company, a Mr. Falcon. What in the hell was the
CEO meeting Tao for?

Ethan did a Google search of the company’s CEO.
Staffer to Senator Daniels, Chief Investment Officer at a major
American defense contractor. He has connections, part of the
revolving door between government and big business. Now he was
extending his influence across the Pacific.

“Time’s up Ethan,” Frost said across the
frequency. “Get out of there.”

“We have a new target boys,” Ethan
announced.

He left the chair in its original position and exited
the offices.

*********

The overweight IT man was now on the
65th floor of the Taipei 101.
Wheezing, he took a short break to catch his breath. Going down to
the 52nd floor and back up the
stairs was the most exercise he had gotten in several years. It had
actually caused him to start sweating. His arm pit usually had an
odor, but was worse than normal. It was a good thing that everyone
had already gone home. He hated being the odd man out.

The IT man made his way back up the winding
staircase toward the 75th
floor one foot at a time. He would probably take another
break in another five stories. The burning feeling in his leg was
really starting to irritate him. I’ll
reward myself with a bag of chips. Yes, the fat-free
kind that didn’t seem to have any noticeable difference when
compared to regular chips after you ate them.

The IT man pulled his weight up the stairs, holding
the railing along the way. He heard the tapping of dress shoes
coming from above. Someone was making their way down. The shoes got
louder, the tap a distinction of being a member of the
upper-echelon of society. He was close now.

IT man walked around a beam dividing the
staircases for 54th floor and
55th floors with one direction
leading up and the other down. Just as soon as he did the man in
dress shoes tapped his way nearly into his oversized protruding
belly. “Excuse me,” he said with a short smile.

Evidently in a rush, but the fire alarm went
off fifteen minutes ago. A bit late, aren’t
you mister? His accent wasn’t from around here either.
Definitely an American; handsome and fit, but aging. Damn what he
would give to look anything like that. Life wasn’t fair.

*********

Ethan was in the car talking to Frost before he knew
it. His only encounter with anyone was in the bathroom stall and a
portly man on the stairs. The building was essentially dead. The
fire alarm distraction had done his job. He didn’t even need to
hack into a computer. Ethan explained the situation to Frost as
they drove off out of the building’s underground parking
garage.

“Cornell, do you have any information on the
CEO of Taiwan National Defense Company?” Ethan asked over the
secure radio frequency.

“He was brought over after a group of
shareholders took control of the company. Most of the holdings
belonged to various investors, including Taiwanese pension funds. A
few years ago a takeover took place that resulted in a sizable
shakeup. Falcon took reigns of the place. He used to be the Chief
Investment Officer of Goldberg Industries, a privately-held
American conglomerate with their hands in everything from aviation
to weapons manufacturing.”

“I’m aware of them. They had a big piece of the
pie in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

“Yeah, I’d imagine with the withdrawals from
those countries their business is a little less profitable these
days. I don’t blame Falcon for jumping ship,” Cornell
replied.

“Neither do I,” Ethan said.

*********

IT man was finally on the
75th floor after a half hour
of climbing. He felt like having a heart attack, but would save
that for another day. Bag of potato chips in hand he took his time
back to the cubicle where he would probably answer a couple more
complaints about malfunctioning printers before heading home for
the night. The room was mostly dark. He wondered how he stayed sane
with all of these nights alone in a vast empty office.

Back at his desk he grabbed the swivel chair
and crashed down on it with the plastic bending as far as it could
without breaking. He turned towards the computer and jiggled the
mouse to type in his login information after the computer had gone
to sleep - except it wasn’t in sleep mode. The screen was already
bright. How weird, I was gone for more than
twenty minutes. The computer was supposed to
automatically shut down.

IT man clicked a few icons and entered code
into the computer to check the logs. Sure enough there had been
activity on his workstation and it wasn’t him. E-mails, internal
company files, a Google search. Who the
fuck could have been on my computer? He didn’t suspect
that the janitors would snoop around this kind of stuff. Maybe they
would try the porn sites that were already blocked thanks to web
filters, but not company e-mails. Whatever the case may be, he
needed to report this to a higher-up.


Chapter 14

Back at the American Institute in Taiwan Ethan
huddled with his two closest advisors at the moment: a trainee by
the name of Martin Frost and his new best friend on this tiny
island nation, Joseph Cornell. He trusted Frost about as much as he
did a dog around a steak dinner. Cornell on the other hand was a
cool-headed professional. Perhaps they could have been brothers in
a past life.

Not only was Cornell an influential man with
connections within the Taiwanese government, he also proved to have
invaluable knowledge of the culture and people. The three men sat
in the director’s office quietly plotting their next move. It was
already early morning the next day in Taiwan - afternoon in
Washington.

The phone began to ring and Cornell picked it up.
“Director Cornell,” he said into the phone.

“I see I’m not the only director,” the voice on
the other line stated. “Put it on speaker.”

Cornell did as he was instructed by the head of
CIA.

“Things got a little more interesting. We have
a report from the ground that our man Falcon has a meeting planned
for tomorrow. State Department sent us word that a certain CEO is
out of the country, a man by the name of Richard Goldberg. I’m sure
you’ve heard of him,” the Director said in his condescending
voice.

Two of the men nodded, Frost being the exception.
Richard Goldberg was a world-renowned figure for his business
enterprises, unmatched arrogance and love for the camera. He was so
wealthy that he liked to remind people that his name had both
“rich” and “gold” in it.

“Anyway, he’s on the ground in Taipei,” the
Director added.

“Is it unusual for weapons companies to have
meetings?” Ethan asked rhetorically.

“Of course not. There are arms deals all of the
time. The relationship is what interests us, not the meeting alone.
We never took much notice before, but our researchers have dug up
some interesting information on the Taiwan National Defense Company
since they became the focus of our investigation.”

“Go on…” Ethan said with little patience for
extraneous information.

“The takeover wasn’t just a few rogue
shareholders consolidating power. It was one shareholder peddling
his influence over multiple different players,” the Director
explained.

Frost looked at the other two confused. “One
shareholder?”

“Yes, it appears that a series of shell
corporations were created, each holding a sizable portion of the
company. Others included current and former employees of Goldberg
Industries. They gained a majority bloc of outstanding shares and
pushed out the old management,” the Director explained in a hushed
tone.

“The same Goldberg Industries that Falcon and
Senator Daniels worked for?” Ethan inquired.

“Yes, Goldberg cleaned house and put a man in
charge with whom he could trust. One thing is clear: Goldberg’s
hands are all over that Taiwanese arms company,” the CIA director
said over the phone. “And another thing is clear, too, he has
friends in high places. We have to act gingerly from here on out. A
wrong move could not only cost me my job, it will end this mission
with an investigation from the Senate courtesy of Daniels. The last
thing I want is interference from Washington politicians defending
their campaign contributors.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied.

“We don’t even know what the connection is yet,
but Goldberg has a history of working with hostile governments and
ignoring our sanctions in the process. He sold arms to Iran and
North Korea without second thought. Most companies would be run out
of town, but he’s deeply entrenched. If he has any connection to
this, we’re going to need a case that can be played in the media –
at least the media that he doesn’t already directly
own.”

Ethan cracked his knuckles. “Where’s Goldberg
staying? I’d like to pay him a visit.”

*********

Goldberg was the guest of Falcon at a posh condo in
downtown Taipei. Ethan and Frost waited across the street in an
unmarked car. A few tourists loitered around, but the streets were
mostly barren. Ethan remembered what the Director had told him
about Goldberg’s political connections and his hefty leverage at an
international level.

Not only could he bribe foreign governments, he could
buy the entire U.S. Congress. Thanks to the Supreme Court’s
decision allowing unlimited secret donations to be funneled into
Super PACs for or against any particular politician, cause, or even
elected judges, the whole system was rigged in Goldberg’s
favor.

Frost was first to break the silence, “I have a bad
feeling about this.”

Ethan was uneasy himself. “Never ignore your
instincts, kid.”

Ethan knew a bad situation when he felt it in his
gut. You ignored it at your own peril, but they needed some intel
on Goldberg. His appearance in Taipei immediately after the San
Francisco incident raised more questions than it answered.

For all they knew, there was no connection. The man
was clearly involved in the takeover of Taiwan National Defense
Company, but that could just be a scheme to avoid a Taiwanese
regulatory clampdown on one of their most important matters:
self-defense.

A couple of guards wearing earpieces stood outside of
the condominium’s entrance. He was sure that they weren’t typical
security for the building. They could almost pass as agents
themselves. Goldberg clearly had a tight ship. Ethan imagined that
his security detail was as big – if not bigger – than the head of
state for most countries.

“Ready to go, chief?” Frost whispered. The
guards took notice of their vehicle and looked increasingly
concerned.

“Yeah, let’s get going,” Ethan replied. He put
the vehicle in gear and entered a parking garage for the office
across from the condominium.

It was a damp night in Taipei. A foggy mist swept
into the city. The Taipei 101 wasn’t even visible anymore. Ethan
parked near a door entrance for the empty high-rise office. They
exited the vehicle, quietly shutting their doors and looking for
the presence of anyone. Not a peep.

Ethan walked over to the office building’s entrance
and reached for the door handle. It was locked just as he expected.
Pulling out his lock pick, Ethan placed it into the door’s
mechanism and clicked each pin before the door opened.

“You can get the next door. I’m sure you need
the practice,” Ethan said with a half-smile.

“I’m sure that’s the most action you’ll allow
me to get,” Frost shot back.

“Be happy with what you do get. I’m not going
to have you screwing up another mission.”

The two walked into the office building looking for
security cameras. They needed to make their way to the roof where
they could get a better vantage point of the adjacent building. A
long corridor led to the offices, an elevator shaft and a set of
stairs next to the elevator. It was better to climb the stairs than
to use the noisy elevator. Even if it was convenient, it wouldn’t
lead to the roof, anyway.

Ethan was equipped with some old-school spying
equipment: binoculars and a sound-amplifier. Of course both of them
also had their cell-phones which could intercept nearby digital
signals, scramble communications, and locate police patrols (an
essential tool when you’re in a foreign country breaking into
office complexes). It also served as a GPS, including the layouts
of buildings with known publicly available blueprints.

At the top of the stairs they found a door leading to
the rooftop. Another lock blocked the way. Ethan surmised that the
locks in this building could be picked by a Kindergartener, so he
let his partner give it a try. Frost pulled out his own lock pick
and did the honor. The door clicked open and they walked out onto
the rooftop of the twenty story office tower.

*********

When he had arrived across the Pacific on the
company’s jumbo jet he was greeted by an entourage of TNDC
employees. Someone had not gotten the memo that he did not need a
ride – his ride was stored inside the belly of the jet. Clearly
they did not understand the needs of a billionaire.

Richard Goldberg was being whisked by a thundering
black helicopter. He took it with him everywhere. It was his
primary mode of short range transportation. A limousine could
easily suffice for most executives – or even just a luxury car –
but not for Goldberg. He had to have his personal chopper with his
name emblazoned with gold lettering along the side.

“Would you like a glass of Champaign, sir?” a
well-dressed flight hand asked, holding the bottle with the
Goldberg nom de famille elegantly printed on the front.

Goldberg was infatuated with himself. He had a line
of products ranging from hotels to a cash-for-gold scheme. Whether
it was the Goldberg Champaign or caviar, the billionaire playboy
ate it all up. Nothing could contain his enormous ego.

“Only the finest,” the billionaire said with a
condescending nod to the server.

*********

The two agents scanned the entirety of the massive
tower with no sign of their target. What they did find, to their
surprise, was that the skyscraper was owned by none other than
Goldberg himself, as the name along the front entrance - Goldberg
Tower Taipei - made abundantly clear. Was there anything that this
guy didn’t have his hands in?

“What exactly are we doing here?” Frost
questioned. “There’s little chance that we will find what room he’s
in from across the street.”

Ethan was used to waiting out hours, days, even weeks
at a time for his targets overseas. The CIA staked out positions
until the job was done. It didn’t matter how long it took. Only
rookies would bitch about being outside for a half hour with no
results.

“If you’re going to become a CIA agent, you
need to learn that we act when our targets act. Sometimes that will
be immediately and catch you by surprise. Other times you will want
to fall asleep. Get used to it fast or you’re going to be looking
for another job,” Ethan said.

He was harsh on the kid, but he needed to
learn. This was not a career with on-the-job training. If you
didn’t have your shit together you would get killed. He frankly didn’t know how this
kid ever got out of training. They must be desperate for
agents.

Ethan was still looking at the building with his
binoculars when he heard a faint noise in the distance. It was a
whooshing sound somewhere in the sky. Not a plane, it was too low
for that. The sound became more distinct. Almost like a large fan.
As the decibels grew so did Ethan’s realization that a helicopter
was fast approaching their area.

Could it be Goldberg?

The two agents looked up at the Goldberg Tower
Taipei. The building had a flat roof with a red glow of lights
permeating into space. Of course, the tower had a helipad for the
rich and famous to be carried away without even seeing the street
level riff-raff.

Suddenly a door behind them slammed open. Startled,
Ethan dashed to the side of the roof behind a wall that was
blocking the view from the stairway. Frost was confused of what was
going on. It took a hand wave from Ethan to prod him away from the
open where he could be spotted.

The middle-aged agent stood tall and flat against the
concrete wall, reaching for his silenced pistol. Frost, standing
behind Ethan, saw the shiny metallic weapon and did the same with
his own weapon. A hidden compartment revealed a tiny mirror that
Ethan used to peek around the corner without being detected.

Three men in military uniforms were on the roof
spreading out in different directions. They carried what looked
like assault rifles. Apparently they were looking for something or
someone. A patch on their chests indicated that they were not
Taiwanese military, but instead a private military contractor -
another of Goldberg’s business ventures.

Overhead Ethan could now see the outline of a
helicopter preparing to land on the building across the street. The
noise was deafening. Now was their best chance to get off the roof
in one piece.

*********

The military contractors hired by Goldberg were often
former vets of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, as well as special
forces that had operated all over the world. While Goldberg
preferred Americans, he didn’t discriminate against a quality
soldier that knew how to kill indiscriminately. Brits were just as
qualified - and especially the Israelis.

Goldberg used his political clout to win government
contracts and rob taxpayers of money that the U.S. military could
have done just as competently for far cheaper. He also used his
private military for personal protection. This was especially
important in other countries where he was outside of the protection
of U.S. authorities.

Plenty of people wanted Goldberg dead and for good
reason. Goldberg Industries had a reputation for ruthlessness.
Unlike the U.S. military, his subsidiaries paid no heed to concerns
over collateral damage. This was true not just for the paramilitary
work but also for mining operations, sweatshops, oil drilling and
everything else that the company got involved in.

The three soldiers, carrying M16s, climbed the stairs
in the office building across from Goldberg Tower Taipei. The
building was empty and no security was inside. It was protocol for
them to post at nearby skyscrapers looking for suspicious activity
before the boss’s arrival. They were running late, but didn’t care
much since nothing ever happened and they got paid anyway.

*********

Ethan aimed for the head. From his experience the
surprise of a man jumping out of nowhere gave you at least two free
shots. He only needed one. A plunk sound as the bullet passed
through the barrel of the gun. The man was down in less than a
second. He would be the unlucky one.

If it wasn’t for their thick vests he would have used
a tranquilizer bullet in each of them. With the noise of the
chopper the other two could be incapacitated by hand. Ethan
signaled to Frost that he should take out the guard facing their
left. Ethan would take care of the guard straight ahead that was
looking the other way.

Bending his knees, Ethan swiftly made a bee-line for
the soldier. For his part, the soldier was walking carelessly with
little sense of danger. The gun was still in Ethan’s hands. He
never felt good about taking someone’s life, but it was part of the
job. Blowing their cover - or worse yet, getting caught - were
simply not options.

Ethan glanced over his shoulder at Frost who was
doing as instructed. Maybe he wouldn’t fuck things up this time?
Ethan’s focus shifted back to the guard. Startlingly, he was
rounding his feet back towards Ethan. Abandoning the silent route,
Ethan went into a sprint towards the soldier. His best hope was to
tackle the son of a bitch. It was too late to change course.

As the guard was almost fully turned towards Ethan
the agent lunged forward, grabbing hold of his sides and sending
him crashing down. The assault weapon was dropped in the tussle, as
was Ethan’s sidearm. The agent’s fist went back, forming an L shape
as he drove it into the temple of the man completely caught off
guard. Blue eyes stared back up at him stunned at what was
happening. Another fist came down, slamming his cheekbone.

One hundred feet away Agent Frost was preparing to
knock out the legs of the third soldier and disable him with a blow
to the side of the neck. The guard was stocky and carried enough
gear that he would probably drown in ten feet of water. Frost
prepared the decisive move when he could hear someone getting
slammed to the ground and beaten down with a fist.

The third guard swirled in the direction of the fight
and aimed his assault rifle in fear. Frost acted decisively, aiming
his pistol and pulling the trigger without hesitation. The bullet
traveled an impressive twelve-hundred feet per second as it pierced
the skull and drove into the side of the frontal lobe.

Ethan looked down at the man with blue eyes and saw
no movement. He had incapacitated his guard and needed to check on
the trainee. The third man was lying in a pool of his own blood,
legs and arms sprawled in an unnatural pretzel. Two men KIA. They
had better hope that Goldberg was indeed up to no good.

“Someone was expecting company,” Ethan
said.

Frost stood there without a sound. Usually he always
had something to say, even if he didn’t have a clue of what he was
talking about.

“Are you okay, kid?”

No response - just a look of disbelief.

“The first kill is always the toughest. It’s
never easy, but it’s sometimes necessary. You’ll get over it,”
Ethan told him.

“Hardly a comforting sentiment,” the young
agent managed to say.

We don’t have time for this
shit, Ethan thought to himself. Goldberg was landing
in the building next door and they had three of his private
soldiers that they had to dispose of somehow. Surely someone in the
condo would notice the bodies on the rooftop the next morning. At
that point Goldberg would panic and tighten security tenfold. For
the night at least they could dress up as two of the guards and
perhaps gain access to the Goldberg Tower.

*********

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/102184
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_c1094d37292c33c67468052fa0bbf1d5_B4ZmWJ_html_179ff8db.jpg
OOOOOOOOO

BALD EAGLE

L 4






cover.jpg
OOOOOOOOO

BALD EAGLE

L 4





