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Epigraph


As part of its mission to address some of the most difficult challenges in the Intelligence Community by investing in high-risk, high-payoff research, IARPA sponsors several applied research programs that explore the potential and possibilities in quantum computing.… IARPA is always seeking novel ideas aligned with our mission, and quantum research is a specific focus.

—INTELLIGENCE ADVANCED RESEARCH PROJECTS AGENCY,\ “QUANTUM PROGRAMS AT IARPA,” FEBRUARY 2017




Chinese scientists are developing the world’s first quantum computer, which will be much faster than current supercomputers and is expected to come into fruition in a few years, according to a top scientist.

—CHINESE ACADEMY OF SCIENCES, PRESS RELEASE, APRIL 2017




Everything we call real is made of things that cannot be regarded as real.

—ATTRIBUTED TO NIELS BOHR,\ NOBEL PRIZE–WINNING PHYSICIST






Prologue

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

A cold mist hovered over Lake Washington, a vaporous green after a morning of rain, when John Vandel arrived in Seattle. The CIA official had traveled from Washington to visit an electronics engineer named Jason Schmidt, who ran a small, privately owned computer company that hadn’t yet built its first product. The plant was a low-rise brick building on the southern end of the lake, near the Boeing factory in Renton. A sign announced the initials of the company, “QED,” short for Quantum Engineering Dynamics, etched in cobalt blue.

Vandel rang the buzzer. He was a lean, putty-faced man with a bad haircut that spiked short gray hairs in odd directions. His complexion was scarred; his body had an elastic bend at the joints. The only things that sparkled were the slate-gray eyes that retained an intense focus even when the rest of him was slack. He was wearing a rumpled black suit and carrying a briefcase.

The doorbell stuck for a moment; it was answered eventually by a young woman in a black t-shirt with three small diamond studs in one ear and a silver piercing through her eyebrow. The building had a musty odor, as if it had once been something else.

A round-faced man wearing a knit shirt and a jacket bearing the company logo walked toward Vandel. He looked like he hadn’t been outdoors in a year.

“I’m Jason Schmidt,” he said shyly. “I guess I’m the boss.”

“I’m Mr. Green,” said Vandel. “Do you have someplace quiet where we can talk?”

Schmidt led him down a nondescript corridor to a conference room that had a view across Rainier Avenue to the southern shore of the lake. On the way, they passed the detritus of a start-up that hadn’t yet made its start: rows of grubby cubicles; glowing computer screens flanked by pallid faces that hadn’t gotten enough sleep, ever; the strange sounds from a nearby recreation room for over-caffeinated employees—the click-click of Ping-Pong balls and the knock-knock of foosballs scudding toward the goal.

Vandel had a loose, ambling gate as he strolled down the corridor, peering into doors and windows. He had the gift of a good case officer, which was that he looked harmless. In his wallet, he kept a card on which he had printed the advice he had received from his first station chief in Damascus: “Always remember that you are a snake handler, not a snake charmer.”

Unkempt as he appeared at first glance, Vandel was meticulous in his work as the CIA’s deputy director for operations and acknowledged as the agency’s top spy even by the many people who feared or disliked him. He had come to Seattle to do the essential, manipulative business of a case officer, which was to recruit a reluctant agent.

“I’m here because of your letter,” said Vandel when he was seated. His eyes wandered the room for a moment and then locked on Schmidt. He removed a two-page letter from his briefcase and read the opening sentence aloud:

“ ‘I am writing to the Central Intelligence Agency because I have information that is important for our national security.’ That rang our bell.”

Schmidt was nervous. He cleared his throat. “You must think I’m a crank, you know, or a kook, or something.” He was fumbling for words. “You probably get crazy letters from people all the time.”

“We do. But not like this. And we knew about your company. The NSA checked you out months ago. So when this letter arrived at the CIA, it interested people. Someone sent it to me, and I wanted to come see you myself.”

Schmidt mumbled an apology. He was embarrassed at having summoned a senior representative of the U.S. government all this way.

“I wasn’t sure who to contact. There are so many intelligence agencies. But I have a cousin who works for the CIA. Maybe I’m not supposed to know that, but I do. So I sent the letter to my cousin and told him to give it to the right person. I guess that’s you, Mr. Green. Although that’s probably not your real name.”

Vandel shook his head. No, “Green” was not his real name.

“I need to talk about two things in your letter, Mr. Schmidt. First, you said you had made a breakthrough in building a quantum computer. I think your exact words were, ‘I’ve solved the puzzle.’ Our engineers looked carefully at the paper you sent. They’re not convinced, but they don’t think you’re crazy, either.”

“I promise you, I’m not crazy.”

Vandel scratched his head.

“You understand what a big deal this is, Mr. Schmidt? We’re spending billions on quantum research. This is a race. The White House pounds on me every week wanting to know where the Chinese are, and we say relax: It’ll be ten years before anyone builds a machine, probably twenty, and we’re way ahead. And now you say bang, you’ve done it. I won’t pretend to understand what you wrote about ‘liquid electrons’ and how they interact near absolute zero. That means absolutely nothing to me, but our computer scientists say it’s plausible.”

Schmidt held up his hand. He was an engineer. He didn’t want to overpromise.

“It’s still a prototype. It has a lot of bugs. It’s not a fully programmable machine. It needs work.”

“Details,” said Vandel. “Here’s the issue. It’s not just that you think maybe you have a breakthrough, but that someone wants to steal it. That’s the bell-ringer in your letter, about the venture fund that wants to buy you.”

“I don’t know anything about them except their name. ‘Parcourse Technology Partners.’ I’ve never heard of them. Nobody around here has. But their fund manager said they would pay cash for control of QED. When I asked for a number, he said a billion dollars, maybe more. I mean, we’re still beta testing our first machine. It didn’t make sense. Who are they? Do you know?”

“They’re Chinese. They have an office in Menlo Park, owned by a nameplate company in Panama. The Panama shell is a front for the Chinese Ministry of State Security. I’m assuming the Chinese government is so impressed with what you’re doing that they want to buy you out. So I’m here to make you a better offer.”

“I don’t want to sell the company, to anyone,” said Schmidt. “I just want to make my machine work. QED. Quantum Engineering Dynamics. We think we have a shortcut that can give quantum solutions, now. The purists say it’s not really quantum computing, but I don’t care. If it does what I think it can, then everything else will take care of itself. So just let me build it. I don’t want to sell the company to anybody, not even you.”

“We don’t want to buy it. We just want to be your customer. Everything you make, you sell to us. We’ll agree on a price that will make you very rich, I promise, and you keep control. There’s just one rule we have for all the people we buy things from, Mr. Schmidt, and you have to follow that. Otherwise, you’ll get in a lot of trouble.”

“I don’t like rules. I’m a scientist. If I wanted rules I could work for Microsoft up in Redmond. But tell me anyway: What’s the rule?”

“As soon as we make our agreement, starting today, I hope, everything you do is classified. Your company goes black. It doesn’t publish papers. It doesn’t have a website. When it gets inquiries from outsiders, it contacts the FBI.”

“Ugh! That sounds horrible. Why would I do that? It sounds like going to prison.”

Vandel fixed his gaze on the gifted, fragile computer scientist across from him.

“Because it will help your country. Your government needs the ideas that are in your head. It needs to make sure that other people don’t get them. Like I said, this is a race. If we lose, we have a nightmare ahead. You must understand that, or you wouldn’t have written the letter to your cousin at the CIA.”

Schmidt sighed. Of course, he understood. He wasn’t a man who had romantic ideas about a technological Arcadia. He thought that Edward Snowden was a self-deluding traitor. But still, he didn’t want to sign away his career for indentured servitude.

“I thought something like this might happen when I sent my letter. I dreaded it, but I did it anyway. And do you know why? Albert Einstein.”

“Come again?”

“Einstein wrote a letter to Franklin Roosevelt in 1939. Two typewritten sheets of paper. He wanted the president to understand that scientists in Europe were turning uranium into a new kind of energy. Here, I have a copy in my desk. Wait a minute.”

Schmidt rummaged in his desk and retrieved the sheets he had copied. He held them as if they were a piece of scripture.

“It’s 1939, remember, sir. Here’s what Einstein said: ‘Certain aspects of the situation which has arisen seem to call for watchfulness and, if necessary, quick action on the part of the administration.’ Certain aspects of the situation. My God! And then he says, listen to this, ‘This new phenomenon would also lead to the construction of bombs, and it is conceivable… that extremely powerful bombs of a new type may be constructed.’ It is conceivable. What if he hadn’t written the letter? That’s what I asked myself. What if he had said: ‘I’m just a scientist. Science has no flag.’ What would have happened then?”

“You know the answer.”

Vandel paused, then he repeated: “We want to be your customer. Your only customer.”

“I need to think about it. You haven’t even seen my laboratory. Come, I’ll show you. Then I’ll think about the other business.”

“We need to make a decision now. Today. I need to tell the White House science adviser we have this locked. People will come see your lab later. We’ll learn everything you can tell us. But right now, you need to do the right thing. Which is to sign a nondisclosure agreement that I have brought along, so we can get started with everything else.”

Schmidt had clasped his hands. His arms were trembling slightly. His lips were parched dry, suddenly. His voice had gone hoarse.

“I need a bit more time, really. This is such a big step.”

Vandel tilted his head. The light through the window illuminated some of the ancient scars on his face, momentarily. He reached across the desk and took the big man’s hand in his own, and held it still for a moment. Schmidt’s face softened.

“I brought you some presents,” said Vandel. He reached into his briefcase and pulled out three objects, each wrapped in blue paper. He handed them across the desk. Schmidt quickly unwrapped the first and removed a translucent box that contained an ochre-red substance that seemed to have come from a kiln.

“What the hell?” asked Schmidt.

“It’s fused sand. It was taken from the crater of the first nuclear-bomb test at Alamogordo, New Mexico. James B. Conant kept one of these as long as he lived, to remember what the Manhattan Project had been. There are just a few of these sand samples left in the government. I wanted you to have one of them. Because you’re in a Manhattan Project, too.”

Schmidt nodded. He didn’t speak as he unwrapped the next box. Inside was a jagged piece of concrete marked with spray paint. It was mounted atop a marble base that had been inlaid with the CIA’s seal.

“What is this? It looks like junk.”

“That’s a piece of the Berlin Wall, my friend. Not many of those left either. So many people sacrificed to see that damn thing come down. I don’t want to be too corny about this, but we’re in that kind of struggle again. When you’re in your lab and you think everything is turning to shit, I want you to look at that shard of concrete and remember that the good guys can win if they work hard enough. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Schmidt. He was softening.

“Open the last one,” said Vandel. “That’s the one I thought about the most.”

Schmidt began tearing at the paper. Inside was a book. He saw its back jacket first, and he didn’t recognize the title. He looked quizzically at his visitor.

“It’s a biography of the leading computer tycoon in China. This guy’s mother was a factory worker in Chengdu, and his company now competes with Microsoft and Google. Look on page seventeen, where I put the yellow sticker.”

Schmidt opened the book to that page. Vandel had underlined a quotation from an American business executive. Schmidt read it aloud.

“If you are one in a million in China, you’re one of 1,300 people.”

“The numbers say they’re going to win this race,” said Vandel. “Read what I wrote on the title page.”

Schmidt read the words, written in Vandel’s sinuous hand:

“Your country needs you.”

“So do we have a deal?” asked Vandel.

Schmidt paused, but only for a moment.

“Yes,” he answered. “Of course.”



On the flight back to Washington, John Vandel began planning his operation against the Chinese intelligence service. He was taking the “red eye,” to make a meeting at the White House the next morning about Russia. Washington had become obsessed with Moscow. Not Vandel. Russia was a declining power. It was China that worried him. He took a pill, but he couldn’t sleep.

So he curled his long, elastic body around a pad of paper so that nobody could look over his shoulder and began scribbling notes: He wrote “Ministry of State Security,” underlined it, and then put a question mark.

It offended Vandel that the Ministry was operating so boldly inside America. The MSS was once thought to be cautious, stealing America’s technology secrets by debriefing Chinese scientists or hacking into computer systems. A thousand grains of sand, one at a time; that was how they were said to collect intelligence. But their attempt to capture QED in Seattle had been brazen, and it had nearly succeeded: A greedier owner would have taken the money rather than write to his cousin at the CIA.

Vandel wrote: “Risks,” followed by another question mark. Why was the Ministry taking so many chances? Vandel had a stack of analysts’ reports back at Headquarters that said the MSS was a target of the Party leader’s anti-corruption campaign. Perhaps it was desperate for success and taking more chances to stay in business. But there was another, more frightening possibility: Maybe the MSS knew where to look. Maybe its operatives had found a portal into America’s garden of secrets. Vandel wrote the word “mole” in small letters, and then scratched it out.

Vandel wanted to own this case. The China “mission manager” was not managing her mission. Agency operations had been “modernized” so many times that people had forgotten how to run an aggressive counter-espionage program. But Vandel remembered. And he had just enough authority as chief of the operations directorate, even in the labyrinth of the new organization chart, to make something happen.

Through the night, as Vandel flickered in and out of consciousness, he saw in his mind the strands of what might be a successful operation against the Ministry—one that would exploit its vulnerabilities and turn it upside down; not just stop it, but break it apart. He was just dozing off, late in the flight, when the scattered thoughts formed themselves into a pattern as clear and bright as a runway landing.

Vandel sat up in his seat, took that pad again, and wrote the rough sketch of an operations plan, boxes and arrows, like a flow chart. The CIA had been lucky in Seattle. He didn’t like having to depend on luck.
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SENTOSA ISLAND, SINGAPORE

Dr. Ma Yubo had flown six hours from Beijing, and he was tired. His banker had booked him a villa at a luxury hotel near the golf course on Sentosa Island. He would play the next day, after he had met the banker. And then, two days later, he would attend a scientific conference as the representative of the Ministry of State Security.

But now, Dr. Ma wanted to relax. He opened a miniature bottle of Glenlivet single-malt whiskey from the mini-bar and put his feet up on the coffee table. He wanted ice, but he didn’t want to call room service. He drank it down and walked toward the window. In the distance, he could see the freighters at anchor in the Singapore Strait, ready to unload their cargoes.

The suite seemed to float in a shallow pool of indirect lighting; the couches and chairs were little islands in a beige, tufted sea. A Rossini opera was playing quietly on the music system, put in play before the guest arrived by the room attendant.

Dr. Ma was a slim man in his early fifties with a refined, sculpted face and fair skin, the color of straw. The first specks of gray showed in his hair. His wife had told him to dye it like any other “big man” and, perhaps for that reason, he resisted. For a Chinese computer scientist, he was elegantly dressed in an Italian sports jacket he had bought when he attended a symposium in Rome.

He opened the sliding door to his garden. The air was the sweet, steamy broth of Southeast Asia. A lizard was crawling to the edge of his private swimming pool. Where was that banker? He was the reason that Dr. Ma had traveled all this way.

Dr. Ma took his “mijian” from his briefcase. It was a small, leather-bound diary, in which he made his most private notes. His secret book. Every senior official in the Ministry had one. They were safer than electronic records; that was what everyone said. People wrote the things in their mijian that were never, ever to be shared—to protect the Ministry, people said, but really, to protect themselves.

Dr. Ma was going to put his mijian in the safe, but then, he thought, that was the first place anyone would look. He put it under his mattress.

Dr. Ma was thinking about his money, and it made him nervous. He shouldn’t have accepted so much of it, not so quickly, but he had to worry about his daughter at Stanford, his mother in Shanghai, his annoying wife and her relatives, and the uncles and cousins who contacted him now that he was a powerful man, a “science adviser” on loan from the Chinese Academy of Sciences to a ministry whose name nobody ever mentioned. The overhead light blinked off for an instant and then came back on, as if there had been a momentary power failure.

He looked at his watch. What time was it in Vancouver? That was where his mistress had gone; to wait for him, she said. He was paying for her apartment. She would not dare to be unfaithful. Wasn’t that right? No, people always betrayed. That was the law of life. That was why no matter how much money Dr. Ma had obtained, it wasn’t enough.

The banker was five minutes late. His name was Gunther Krause, and he was a private-wealth adviser for Luxembourg Asset Management’s branch office in Taipei. They had met in Macao, introduced by a friend from graduate school. “Safe,” he said.

If Krause was ten minutes late, Ma would fire him. No, that was risky. He would reprimand the banker, severely.

Dr. Ma opened his briefcase. He had brought along the latest issue of Spectrum, the journal of the International Association of Electrical and Electronic Engineers. He was a member, or he had been, until he was sent to the Ministry of State Security as a technical adviser five years ago and had to disappear from the visible academic world.

The magazine’s cover story was titled “Lessons from a Decade of IT Failures.” That worried him, slightly. The Ministry stole so much from the kingdom of American technology, assuming it was all useful. “Explore the many ways in which IT failures have squandered money, wasted time, and generally disrupted people’s lives,” said the article. That was not true in Dr. Ma’s department, surely. It would be a loss of face to steal things of no value.

In two days, Dr. Ma would gather more artifacts of the West at a conference on the esoteric subject of cryogenic computing, the problem of operating a computer at close to absolute zero. The Ministry wanted Dr. Ma’s advice on cold machines, but Dr. Ma was thinking about hot money.



Harris Chang waited in the car outside the hotel while an officer from the Singapore station disabled the security system. Chang closed his eyes, rehearsing in his mind one last time the operational plan. He had reviewed the details a half-dozen times with John Vandel. The only hiccup had come when Vandel assured him that his Chinese ancestry had nothing to do with him getting the assignment. “Give me a break, sir,” Chang had said, and Vandel, after a moment of stony silence, had laughed.

Chang focused his attention on the alcove off the lobby where the local station officer was positioned. When he raised his hand, Chang nudged the passenger beside him in the back seat, a beefy European man in a suit that strained at the button. They emerged from the car in tandem, Chang walking a step behind the other. Chang wore a blazer and a well-cut pair of slacks, no tie. He had the body of a Chinese gymnast, muscular up top but lean. He had short hair, almost a crew cut, and wore a pair of sunglasses that rimmed his face. They walked together toward the hotel entrance. Chang signed his work name in the hotel register.



The doorbell rang in Dr. Ma’s suite. He peered through the spyhole and saw the familiar, fleshy face of Gunther Krause. There was a shadow beyond the door, but Ma barely registered it, he was so eager to get Krause into his room where they could do business.

Dr. Ma opened the portal and Krause entered. Behind him, moving too quickly for Ma to block him, was a second man, younger and fitter, with Chinese features. The second man pushed the door shut behind him and put his finger to his lips. He was no taller than Dr. Ma, but his physical presence was dominating.

“Who is this shit egg?” asked Dr. Ma, pointing to the unexpected Chinese visitor. “Get him out of my room now, or I will call the police.”

As soon as Ma made this threat, he realized that it was unwise. He should not call the police with these two in the room. The younger Chinese man knew it, too. He was shaking his head.

“Let me introduce my assistant,” said Krause smoothly, trying to pretend this was a normal encounter. “He will be handling your account now.”

Krause handed over his briefcase to his companion.

“Feihua,” muttered Dr. Ma.

Bullshit.

Dr. Ma turned away for a moment, wanting to maintain his composure. His eyes were burning at the edges.

“This is unacceptable,” said Dr. Ma as calmly as he could. “I forbid it. This ‘assistant,’ whoever he is, will leave now. Mr. Krause will stay. Otherwise, I will close my accounts and your firm will have nothing.”

“My assistant is handling your account now,” Krause repeated.

Krause walked toward the door. Dr. Ma went after him and then stopped.

Harris Chang stood in his way. The younger Chinese man had removed his sunglasses; his eyes were as clear and focused as those of a sharpshooter. He was shaking his head again, and he had raised a cautionary finger. His manner conveyed authority. He looked like one of the members of the “special projects” staff at Dr. Ma’s ministry.

Krause put his hand on the doorknob. He turned back toward Dr. Ma.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Do what my assistant says and you’ll be fine. Nobody wants to hurt you. We want to help.”

Krause reached out to shake Dr. Ma’s hand good-bye, but the Chinese man was immobile. Krause turned the knob and let himself out into the liquid heat. The two Chinese men stood alone in the salon. The younger one went to the wall and pushed a button that closed the curtains in the sitting room and the adjoining bedroom.

“Who are you?” asked Dr. Ma.

The younger man smiled. “Let’s sit down,” he said, gesturing toward the couch and chair. Dr. Ma didn’t move.

“Who are you?” he repeated.

“My name is Peter Tong,” lied Chang. “I am a private-wealth specialist with Luxembourg Asset Management.” His English was flawless with an American accent.

“What’s your real name?” asked Dr. Ma, more sharply. “Who do you work for? I am not a fool.”

Chang gestured toward the couch. “I think we need to be comfortable with each other. Have a seat. You like whiskey. So do I.”

The visitor walked to the mini-bar. There was only one left of the single malt, so he gave that to his host and poured himself a Johnnie Walker. He moved with the confidence of someone who knew the layout of the room.

Dr. Ma was seated in the chair. He took the glass of whiskey and drank it down in two long gulps.

“Another,” he said.

Chang removed the last bottle of Johnnie Walker from the mini-bar and handed it over.

“Tong isn’t your name, is it?” said Dr. Ma.

The younger man shrugged.

“You work for the Americans.” Dr. Ma spoke the words almost in a whisper, but his visitor put his finger to his lips.

“Of course not. I work for Luxembourg Asset Management. I am taking over supervision of your portfolio, just as Mr. Krause said. You will be very happy with my service. We will have a good client relationship, I promise. A ‘win-win’ situation, as your president likes to say.”

Dr. Ma winced at the mention of the Chinese leader. It was a reminder of the danger in which he had placed himself, dealing with a foreign banker. And now this, whatever it was.

“I can walk out of this room and go to the Chinese embassy on Tanglin Road. You wouldn’t dare stop me. It would be too messy.”

Dr. Ma stood, as if he was actually preparing to walk out.

“Sit down,” said Chang, quietly but firmly. He pulled back his blazer to reveal a small revolver in a shoulder holster.

Dr. Ma stared at the gun. He looked at the door, then back at the weapon. His head trembled slightly.

The visitor spoke slowly in his American English.

“You must understand, sir, that you do not control this situation. You have violated Chinese law, I am afraid. As you know, an anti-corruption drive is underway. As a member of the Academy of Sciences and an adviser to the Ministry of State Security, you would be a prime target for the discipline committee. You understand that, I am sure.”

Dr. Ma nodded. He tried for a moment to speak, but no words emerged.

“It is a difficult time,” continued Chang. “If there were any suggestion of connections with outsiders, your career would be in danger. Your family and everything they have would be at risk. You need a friend at such a time. You should think carefully.”

“Hun dan,” whispered Dr. Ma.

Asshole.

“I am offering you the chance to survive and to prosper even more than you have already,” Chang continued. “But it is not really a choice: You lost your freedom to maneuver the moment that you began to receive payments from those seeking influence with your ministry. I sympathize with your situation.”

Dr. Ma made a thin sound, unintelligible.

“I am sure you understand,” said the visitor. “There is so much evidence.” He patted the briefcase. “We could look at it together. But that should not be necessary. You know the facts better than I do.”

Dr. Ma looked down. He dabbed at his eyes with a napkin and then looked up. His face was a death mask.

“I understand,” he said.

“Good.” Chang took a sip of his whiskey. “We’re going to get along fine.”

“How could you?” asked Dr. Ma, his voice tremulous, in another register.

“What do you mean, Dr. Ma?”

“You’re Chinese. How could you work for these barbarians? How could you harm your motherland in this way?”

Chang laughed loudly.

“I am a barbarian, sir. I’m an American-Born Chinese. ‘ABC.’ I grew up in Flagstaff, Arizona. China is a foreign country for me. Just so we’re clear on that.”

Dr. Ma shook his head. The worst thing that could happen to someone who works for an intelligence service was happening to him.

“So here’s what we’re going to do,” said the visitor, standing. “I’m going to leave now. In two hours, you’re going to meet me at this address downtown. The Holiday Inn. Room 1028.”

Chang handed the older man a card. It had the hotel’s address near a downtown mall called Orchard City Centre. It was an innocuous, unmemorable location.

“Memorize it,” he said.

Dr. Ma studied the card, then nodded.

“You will come alone. Be wise: We will have people watching you the whole way. Please do not stop anywhere. We have coverage of your two phones. If you try to call anyone, the calls will not go through. It would not be wise to alert the Ministry. That would bring ruin, certainly. We have filmed this encounter in your room. For your protection.”

Chang gestured toward the big mirror over the desk. He was so polite. Respectful, helpful. His courtesy reinforced the truly catastrophic nature of this event.

“I’m sure you see that caution is sensible,” he continued. “For yourself. For your family. For other loved ones.”

Chang looked at his watch.

“I will meet you in, let me see, one hour and fifty-eight minutes. Do not be late, please.”

The visitor turned and walked out of the room.

Dr. Ma sat in the chair, his head cupped in his hands. He whispered an ancient curse. “Cào nĭ zŭzōng shíbā dài,” which literally means, fuck your ancestors to the eighteenth generation.

But he was talking to himself. He thought of his mistress in Vancouver. Molihua. Jasmine. She would tell him to survive, prosper, go to the meeting with these Americans and protect his piece of the dream.

Eventually he rose, washed his face, and changed his shirt. He looked at the bed, where his mijian was hidden. He couldn’t take it with him; he couldn’t destroy it. He left it where it was.



Harris Chang called John Vandel on a safe phone when he had left the hotel. It was dawn in Washington.

“Man man de,” said Chang. Slowly, slowly.

“Get the book,” said Vandel. “I need the book.”

“Just to make sure, sir: You want me to take the book. Not copy it.”

“Yup. The book itself. And I don’t care if they know it’s missing. Correction: I want them to know it’s missing.”

“Got it.”

“Don’t tell Winkle you called me. He’ll be pissed.”

“Sure,” said Chang.

Chang lied a few minutes later to Warren Winkle, the Singapore station chief, and said he hadn’t talked to the boss. This was the case Chang had been waiting for since he joined the agency. The only way he could get in trouble, he thought, was to upset John Vandel.
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ORCHARD CITY CENTRE, SINGAPORE

A faint ochre wash hung over downtown Singapore. The concrete and glass of the metropolis couldn’t quite hide the sweet decay of the jungle, carried on the wind. Inside the cars and buses, every face was opaque. At the freight terminal just north of Sentosa Island, great cranes and derricks squatted over the metal containers. The city was an ordered web, frantic with people and cars, but each with a purpose and destination. This was a place where nothing happened by accident.

Dr. Ma Yubo glumly took his seat in the back of the “Comfort” taxi. Three other cabs had been waiting in the queue, but this one had moved to the front when Dr. Ma stepped out of the lobby, and the other drivers deferred. Dr. Ma had changed into a blue blazer and a raincoat and was wearing dark glasses. He gave the driver the address of the Holiday Inn on Cavenagh Street, and the man grunted back in Malay, but he didn’t put any coordinates into his GPS. Dr. Ma settled into the passenger seat; his hands were trembling.

The driver took a roundabout route, turning left instead of right after traversing the causeway and meandering through an upland park before turning east toward downtown. He pulled over once, reversed course, and then doubled back. Dr. Ma was in someone else’s control, entirely.

The driver deposited Dr. Ma at the back entrance to the hotel on a narrow side street. He kept the passenger door locked for a moment and then emerged with an open umbrella, which he held low over Dr. Ma as he escorted him past the green Holiday Inn sign that marked the rear door to the hotel. Inside waited another man, a dark-skinned Malay dressed as a porter. He bowed and then put his hand on Dr. Ma’s elbow and steered him toward the elevator. He stepped inside, inserted a keycard, pushed the button for the tenth floor, and then withdrew.

The elevator creaked and shuddered as it ascended. Dr. Ma had an urge to abort the trip. He tried punching the button for another floor, but it wouldn’t illuminate. The door opened on the tenth floor and Dr. Ma stepped out. He walked slowly, as if to delay what he knew he could not escape.

Dr. Ma found Room 1028 at the end of the corridor. He knocked once, softly, and was about to rap again when the door opened. The man who had called himself Peter Tong took his hand and drew him inside in one firm motion. The room was a small suite, overlooking the expressway and, in the distance, the park where the prime minister and cabinet had their offices.

“Sit down, please,” said Chang, motioning to a chair. “You’re right on time. That’s a good start.”

The American was dressed casually in a blue knit shirt and gray slacks. His sharply cut muscles stretched the ribbing of his short-sleeve shirt. The shirt just covered the tattoo on his upper forearm that bore three words: Duty, Honor, Country.

Mozart’s “Jupiter” symphony played softly from a speaker somewhere. That was one of Dr. Ma’s favorite pieces of music. How did they know that about him, or any of it?

Dr. Ma was motionless, frozen in place just inside the door.

“Come on,” said Chang, smiling, taking the older man’s hand again. “Take off your coat. This isn’t going to hurt. We’re just going to have a little talk. Have a seat. I’ll make you a drink.”

“Gou pi,” said Dr. Ma, distastefully. Dog fart.

“Give me your coat and sit down, please. We have so much to discuss.”

Dr. Ma waited another long moment and then removed his raincoat and handed it to his host. He sat in the big chair and folded his hands. Chang patted the coat as he took it, just to make sure that Dr. Ma hadn’t put the mijian in one of the pockets. Then he closed the curtains and went to the bar, returning with two glasses of whiskey. He handed one to Dr. Ma.

“Speak Chinese with me,” said Dr. Ma. “Can you do that, at least?”

“Your English is better than my Chinese. You went to MIT. Sorry. I don’t want to use a translator.”

Dr. Ma shook his head. “Pantu,” he muttered.

“ ‘Traitor,’ ” said Chang, with a little laugh and a knowing shake of his head. “I know what that word means. But Brother Ma, we shouldn’t insult each other. We’re going to be friends. We have no other choice.”

Chang winked at his visitor. As he narrowed his eyes, he looked the more Chinese of the two, darker of hue, and coarse-featured.

“Ganbei,” he said, raising his glass. “Chin-chin.”

Dr. Ma stared at the glass for twenty seconds. Then he took a long swig, and then another, and then a third.

“Slow down. We have a lot to talk about. Let’s start with your job. You work at the Ministry of State Security.”

“You already know that.”

“Which bureau?”

“You tell me,” said Dr. Ma with a faint smile, the first that had crossed his face in several hours.

“Very well. Tenth Bureau. Scientific and Technical Information. You’re technical adviser to the chief of the bureau. Chief technology officer, we’d say.”

Dr. Ma clapped his hands, soundlessly, in pantomime.

“Very good,” he said. “What else?”

“Your specialty is supercomputing. That’s what you studied at MIT, and then at the University of Maryland, when you got your doctorate in computer science. At MIT, you studied with the great Peter Shor. The man who showed that a quantum computer could break any code. You did research with him on quantum computing. When you came home, you were appointed to the Chinese Academy of Sciences. You’re a star.”

Dr. Ma assayed the Chinese-American man across from him.

“Peter Tong isn’t your real name, is it?”

“No.” The American shook his head. “I can’t tell you my real name, but it doesn’t matter. I’m nobody famous.” He winked again.

“Where do you work?” asked Dr. Ma.

“The Central Intelligence Agency. I’m a spy. Obviously. Just like you. But now we’re going to work together on a common cause.”

Dr. Ma shook his head. “I’m not a spy. I’m a scientist, who temporarily works for spies. So you have the wrong man.”

“I don’t think so, doctor.”

Chang smiled. His manner was serene, but his body was taut and insistent.

“We’ve been watching you for a long time,” Chang continued. “Even back in America, when you were in grad school, you were on our list. Not mine. I was still in the Army then. But other people’s. They knew you had great promise. We’ve been waiting for our chance.”

Dr. Ma snorted. “A Chinese man in the U.S. Army? Not possible.”

Chang sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Think again. 101st Airborne. You know what that is? I served in Mosul and Baghdad. And I am not a Chinese man. I’m an American.”

Dr. Ma stared, and then nodded grimly.

“I have the greatest respect for you, doctor,” said Chang, smiling genially again. “I know this must be difficult. But we have lots of time. Your return flight to Beijing isn’t for three days. So let’s start with some easy questions. We’ll get to the hard ones later. But I must be honest with you, sir: We know the answers to many of these questions already. Let me refill your glass. You like Mozart, right? I can play something else.”

“Mozart is fine. If you know the answers, why ask?”

“It’s what we do.” He filled the older man’s glass and topped up his own. “So where were you born?”

Dr. Ma laughed. “In Shanghai. My mother still lives there.”

“Of course. And your father was a senior cadre? Where did he work?”

“All over. He was in Beijing when I was born, and then he was sent down to the countryside, to Wuhan, in the bad days. But he came back. He always had friends in Shanghai.”

“He was a rising star, your dad, when he died. Isn’t that right? And his friends helped arrange for you to stay in Shanghai, at the best schools, while he was moving around, so you could study science.”

“My father saw the future.” Dr. Ma raised his head slightly, a gesture of respect for his father and self-respect, too. “I studied mathematics and physics. They had no more teachers for me at the high school, so they brought in a professor from Fudan University to give me instruction. I received the physics prize and the mathematics prize.”

“And you won a scholarship to MIT.”

“I hope I was worthy of my father.”

Dr. Ma smiled distantly. He was softening slightly with this talk of his family and school days.

“Yes.” The CIA officer spoke quietly now, his words as soft as the flap of a butterfly wing. “That’s when you were recruited.”

“What?” Dr. Ma was startled.

“Recruited. Reminded of your patriotic duty. The State Security Bureau in Shanghai contacted you. They asked you to report for them when you went to America. Every Chinese student is interviewed, but only a few of them get special treatment. The lucky ones become valued contacts for the Ministry of State Security. Like you.”

Dr. Ma lowered his head. These were secrets. He was uncomfortable.

“Here’s what we think,” ventured Chang. “Probably, you had two meetings in Shanghai, so they could assess you. Then they asked you to come to Beijing, where they gave you a two-week course before you left. Because you were such a clever boy, they knew you would succeed. So they gave you an address in China and told you to send a message every three months. They gave you twenty-five hundred dollars and a plane ticket to catch the flight to America. Am I right?”

Dr. Ma looked toward the door, the curtained window, the young man facing him. The room was even smaller now.

“I wasn’t their agent. Not at MIT, not at Maryland. And you made mistakes about my preparation. It was a one-week course, not two. And I was supposed to write every six months, not three. I think you are guessing. How would you know anything about the Ministry’s procedures?”

“Because it’s our job. I told you, we know a lot. Do you think you’re the first Chinese scientist who came our way? We know how it works. The meetings, the trip to Beijing, the twenty-five hundred dollars. Otherwise no MIT. That was the deal for a bright young man. You had no choice. You had to cooperate.”

Dr. Ma shook his head. He looked tired.

“What do you want from me, if you know so much already?”

“You need to use the toilet? Are you hungry?”

“No,” said Dr. Ma. “I just want this to end.”

“Of course, you do. But we must think carefully about how we can work together. Otherwise, it will be hard for me to help you. I know that I’m a bit younger than you, sir, but I am very good at what I do, and I can be a very useful friend.”

Dr. Ma exhaled slowly. There wasn’t air in the room or time on the clock. Why had he been greedy? Everyone else was doing it, of course, but he had known that he might get caught. Be a man; take the risks. That was what his wife told him, late at night.

His father had warned him: Beware. Bad luck is always hiding inside the doorway, down the next hutong.

Dr. Ma had tried to armor himself against misfortune, as his father had advised. But success and power make us relax. We make mistakes. Our luck runs out.



“Excuse me,” said the CIA officer. “I need to use the toilet. Help yourself to another drink. I’ll be right back.”

Chang exited the sitting room of the suite and walked through the bedroom into the bathroom. He closed the door and turned on the faucet. He took a covert communications device from his pocket and called the operations room of the Singapore station. He asked the watch officer to connect with the ops officer on site at the hotel on Sentosa Island.

Chang spoke quietly into the phone.

“Sentosa One, this is Singapore Ops One. Do you copy?”

“Copy, Singapore One.” It was a woman’s voice. She was the junior officer who had been sent to watch Dr. Ma’s suite at the hotel. This was her first big assignment. She tried to sound calm.

“I need you to do something, Sentosa One. I want you to find the target’s mijian. He didn’t bring it with him. It must be in his room. Find it.”

“What’s a mijian, Singapore One? I don’t copy that at all. Is that some kind of clothing?”

“It’s a diary. A datebook. It should be filled with Chinese writing. Look for it in his room, very thoroughly, but very gently. Collect it and put it in an evidence bag.”

“Roger that, Singapore One. What do I do with it when I find it? Should I photograph the pages?”

“Nope. Take it. Send it to Singapore Station and have the watch officer give it to the chief, immediately. He’ll pouch it to Headquarters.”

“Okay, copy all that. And I learned a new word.”

“Listen, Sentosa One. You find this guy’s mijian and get it out safely and you’re a hero at the Culinary Institute of America, for at least the next twenty-four hours.”

“Uh, roger that,” she said.

The junior officer was inside the suite several minutes later. “Singapore One” went back into the sitting room of the suite to deal with Dr. Ma.
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ORCHARD CITY CENTRE, SINGAPORE

Harris Chang walked to the window of the sitting room and pulled back the shades. Night had fallen. The Central Expressway, just below, was a six-lane flicker of headlights and taillights. Beyond was the thick green foliage that guarded the government’s central offices. The world was a window away but unreachable. An illuminated sign above the expressway reminded motorists that it was courteous to signal before changing lanes. To the north of this pleasant robot of a city was the Malay Peninsula; to the west, the jungle of Sumatra; to the east, the untracked wilderness of Borneo. And here, this thriving, regimented safe zone. A world in a box.

He turned toward Dr. Ma, who had remained motionless in his easy chair, encased in worry. His eyes were fixed on the window. The case officer pulled the curtain closed.

“It’s a long way down,” said Chang to his guest.

The older man closed his eyes. He was not courageous. He was a technical man, who enjoyed fine clothes and wine. He liked having money for his mistress in Vancouver. He wanted to be a big man who could have his way.

Chang remained by the curtained window a moment more. He stretched his arms, tilting his head back and forth, flexing the cords of muscle in his neck and shoulders. He watched Dr. Ma. The older man was nearly spent. Chang went to the bar and poured a bottle of Coca-Cola for his guest and switched on the tea kettle. He returned to the couch across from Dr. Ma and handed him the soda.

“Drink this. It will pep you up.”

Dr. Ma took a halfhearted sip.

“Nobody’s coming for you. You know that. We’re good at our work. No rescue team is on the way. It’s just you and me.”

“I understand.”

“Okay, let’s start with an obvious problem. Why is a top scientist like you working for the Ministry of State Security? Why did the Academy of Sciences send you? And why does the Ministry need its own expert on supercomputing? I don’t get it. The Ministry usually leaves the details of technology to the People’s Liberation Army. That’s the system.”

“If you say so.”

“But not in this case. With you, they took a top computer scientist at the Academy, a man with his name on many papers, and made him special adviser to the chief of the Tenth Bureau. Why is that? It must be something very important. We think that the Ministry has been learning things from America, and they needed you to explain what it all meant.”

“You flatter me, Mr. Tong. Maybe I am not as valuable as you think.”

“Do you think I’m bai mu? Blind? Yes, I know that word. Or bai chi? An idiot? Do you think I’m an idiot, Dr. Ma?”

“I think you are smart. The CIA is smart.”

“Okay, then don’t treat me like a fool. Tell me: Why did the Ministry need one of China’s top computer scientists as a senior technical adviser?”

Dr. Ma looked down.

“They had a special project, perhaps. I don’t know.”

“Of course, they had a special project. But what was it?”

“I cannot say. I don’t know.”

“I want to be respectful, doctor. But I need answers.”

“No.” Dr. Ma shook his head. He was at the edge of betrayal now, his feet slipping beneath him, but he must resist.

“Please, sir, don’t push your luck. This is not a committee meeting or a self-criticism session. I can help you with your… problem… but only if you are honest.”

“If you know so much already, then it doesn’t matter what I say.” He was trying to find space.

Chang stepped toward the older man and leaned toward his ear. He spoke in a low whisper, each word carrying a weight.

“You have made a mistake, Dr. Ma. You have stolen money. That has consequences. What I say is not a request. I must inform you respectfully that it is a requirement. So listen carefully. As I said, it’s a long way down, so to speak. One must be very careful.”

The CIA officer was gentle, even in his threats, but the Chinese man understood.

“Please,” said Dr. Ma quietly.

“So tell me: What is the special project being run by the Tenth Bureau of the Ministry of State Security? Why is the Ministry involved and not the Second Department of the PLA? What are you advising them about?”

“I’m sorry?” Dr. Ma cupped his hand to his ear as if he hadn’t heard.

Chang’s hand came down like a hammer, rattling the glasses on the coffee table.

“Listen!” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“What is the special project? You’re helping them run something in the United States. What is it?”

Dr. Ma looked down. He took a drink of his Coke. His palms were wet. Tears had gathered in the corners of his eyes. He wished he could show a better face. But he felt trapped in this room, by this man. He didn’t know how to escape.

“Maybe you are right. But I cannot say. Look, sir, young man, you are asking me to commit a crime against the state. They will kill me if I cooperate with you.”

“You are wrong, Dr. Ma. Here’s the truth: They will kill you if you don’t cooperate with us.”

Dr. Ma flinched.

“Are you crazy? That’s upside down. What are you talking about?”

“I’ll show you.”

Chang rose and went into the bedroom. He returned with two files. One of them was the Luxembourg Asset Management folder that Gunther Krause had brought to the villa earlier that day. The other was a sealed FedEx envelope with an address written in Chinese. Chang opened the private-wealth management file and laid it on the coffee table in front of Dr. Ma’s chair.

“Here is your dossier, doctor. Your foreign accounts, all neatly assembled by your good banker, Mr. Krause. He works with us, as you have discovered. But he keeps good records. Would you like to take a look?”

“No.”

“Sure you would.”

He flipped open the binder and pointed to the columns and rows of numbers.

“You have over forty million dollars now. Most of it is in the Cayman Islands, but some is in Vancouver, to help your friend. What’s her name? Oh, yes, Li Fan. I think you have a special private name for her. ‘Jasmine.’ Isn’t that right? Sweet name.”

A tear trickled down Dr. Ma’s cheek. He was frightened, and not just for himself.

“Isn’t that right, Dr. Ma? ‘Jasmine.’ Answer me, please.”

“Yes. Molihua. Jasmine. Don’t hurt her.”

“We don’t want to hurt anyone. Especially not you. But these are very serious mistakes, taking forty million dollars in unauthorized payments—let’s be honest, in bribes—and giving them to a foreign money manager you met in Macao. That’s illegal in China. Isn’t it?”

Dr. Ma nodded.

“It would be a crime, whoever did it. But if it was done by an official in the Ministry of State Security, well then, that would be a very serious crime. Punishable by death, maybe. The Party is very unhappy with your ministry. How many vice ministers have been fired at the MSS recently?”

“Two,” whispered Dr. Ma. He had known them both. One of them had introduced him to Jasmine.

“Two fallen men! Bad luck. That is why I am worried for you, Dr. Ma. You need our help. You need our protection. Because people in Beijing would be very angry if they knew the truth. They are looking for people like you.”

“What do you want?” asked the Chinese man feebly.

“I already told you. I want to know about the special project for which you were technical adviser.”

Dr. Ma thought a moment, as if pondering the endgame in a chess match. Then he nodded. There was no exit. He rubbed his eyes and then began.

“The special program started six years ago, one year before I came to the Ministry. It is called ‘Xie.’ The Scorpion. It is operated jointly by the Tenth Bureau, which oversees all scientific and technical intelligence, and the Eleventh Bureau, which specializes in computer technology. It is a special-collection operation, outside the normal procedures because of its sensitivity. The PLA has no choice but to let the Ministry do its work.”

“You’re running an agent in America. You can say it.”

“Yes. We are running a network in America. That is the Scorpion.”

“But why is it so sensitive?”

“Because we collect information about the biggest secret, the one that can give us access to all the other secrets.”

“Cryptography. Communications intelligence.”

“Well, yes, of course. We always look for that. This program was more focused.”

“On what? Come, Dr. Ma, you’re still avoiding me when I’m trying to help you, and I don’t like it. What was the program focused on?”

“Quantum computing.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Quantum computing. My specialty. This is part of our China Dream. A machine that can break any code. We must know everything America knows. This was a directive from the State Council. A national priority. I was sent from the Academy. There is a joint group that coordinates all the collection. All the agencies.”

“What’s it called, this quantum program? Has your joint group given itself a name?”

“We are connected to a big group called Galaxy. In Chinese it’s Xingxi. It collects information about supercomputers. But we are the smaller part, more secret. Xie. The Scorpion.”

“Okay, got that. But I still don’t understand what you were doing at the Ministry of State Security. That’s an intelligence agency, not a technical committee. It runs spies. This sort of tech stuff is usually run by the PLA.”

“We don’t need 2PLA and 3PLA,” said Dr. Ma, scornfully. These two intelligence departments of the People’s Liberation Army were the Ministry’s great bureaucratic rivals. “This is our case.”

“But why does Scorpion need the MSS? And why does it need an academician like you? What are you doing there? I don’t get it.”

“That is a hard question.”

Chang pointed his finger at Dr. Ma.

“Answer it. Please.”

Dr. Ma nodded, helplessly. He was delaying his capitulation, giving up information one secret at a time.

Chang looked at his watch. He was becoming impatient. “Time’s up,” he said. “You won’t like what happens next.”

Dr. Ma sighed. He bit his lip, paused, and then began speaking.

“They need the Ministry because we run the agents. 2PLA and 3PLA don’t have the goods. We do. The PLA hates us, but they can’t stop us. This is our ticket. Isn’t that what you say? Our ‘ticket.’ Our card. It keeps us in business.”

“What’s your mission? Come on, professor. No point in delaying. Let’s get you back to the villa, tucked in your bed.”

Dr. Ma exhaled again. When you have begun talking, it’s hard to finish. He adjusted his glasses, trying to maintain a bit of dignity.

“We try to penetrate the American quantum programs that become classified. The ones that ‘go black.’ Isn’t that your word? Those are our targets. I help the Ministry think about where to place our contacts. Where to collect. What to watch. The technical details. This knowledge keeps our ministry in business. They can fire all the MSS vice ministers they want. But as long as we have this knowledge, we survive. You see?”

Dr. Ma sounded almost proud. This was his gift. His special thing. Chang took a deep breath. His man was nearly there.

“That’s very good. How would you say it in Chinese? ‘Holy fuck!’ ”

“Wo cao!” said Dr. Ma. Yes, holy fuck. A transaction had just been made. Now he wanted compensation. Reassurance.

“Now, I have a question for you, Mr. 101st Airborne. How will you protect me? You promised that I would be safer, but how? I feel that I am more vulnerable.”

“Listen, Lao Ma. You have begun a secret relationship with the most powerful intelligence agency in the world. Believe me, you’re safer now than you were twenty-four hours ago. We will help you protect your money, and we’re the best in the world at that. We can monitor every computer and every financial transaction on the planet. As powerful as you think we are, we are much more so.”

“Very nice, I suppose.” Dr. Ma made a slight, almost imperceptible bow.

“We will also give you money. A lot of money, as a ‘thank you.’ We will assist your friend in Vancouver, invisibly, so that she never knows. We can help your daughter at Stanford in finding the best graduate school. Like her dad. We can even help you with your work by giving you information to guide you in the Ministry. We want our friends to succeed. You’ll be a hero. They’ll promote you.”

“I am happy with my current position. When can I return to my hotel?”

Chang raised his hand.

“Not yet. We need to know a few more things. You understand? And we need to arrange procedures for communication.”

“I’ve already told you what you wanted to know. The Scorpion. That’s the special project, Mr. Tong. There is nothing else.”

“Call me ‘Peter,’ please. I’ll call you Yubo. We’re brothers now. We can’t have any secrets. That ended when I walked into your room today. Okay?”

Chang was trying to talk gently. He knew that the Chinese scientist was exhausted and that, if pushed too far, he would freeze. But nothing Dr. Ma had said so far was really actionable intelligence. They were still at the level of generalities, which would turn to mush when Chang compiled his reporting cable.

Mark Flanagan, S&T’s best tech, was down the hall with a bull-necked assistant from Support. They could intimidate the scientist even more, but that would be a mistake. Dr. Ma was a frightened man; under duress, he would say whatever he thought people wanted to hear. The nuance of his scientific understanding would disappear.

“Let’s have some tea. Green tea or black?”

Dr. Ma didn’t answer, so Chang made two cups of Lipton and brought them over with milk and sugar.

Dr. Ma let his tea sit, steam rising above the cup. He had started to cry. Not sobs or sniffles, but silent tears running down his cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Ma. This will be over soon. Here’s what I need before we break for the evening, so that you can go back to your hotel and get some rest. I need to know the names of your American agents in Scorpion.”

Dr. Ma wiped his eye with a tissue and tried to look dignified.

“I don’t know their names. We use code.”

“Yes, but you know where they work. Otherwise how could you give them instructions and evaluate their work? Help me out, and then we’re done.”

Dr. Ma shook his head. The tears seemed to have brought a new stubbornness, or self-pity. It was hard to read the man’s face.

“I have gone far enough. I have given you the clues you need. The rest, you can discover for yourself.”

Chang sat back in his chair. He cupped his chin in his hand while he thought for a moment about how to develop this case. The East Asia Division veterans said it was a mistake to squeeze the Chinese too hard. They would crack. But in this case, gentle wasn’t going to work. Ma was too fragile to last much longer.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Ma. That’s not how it works. You don’t give us clues. You give us information. Otherwise, bad things can happen.”

Chang reached down to the FedEx envelope that he had brought from the sitting room thirty minutes before. It was under the Luxembourg Asset Management dossier, but now he took it in his hands. It contained several dozen pages. He laid the envelope before Dr. Ma.

“The express package is addressed to someone in China. Can you read the address?”

Dr. Ma read the script. “No,” he said.

“Yes, of course, you can read it. The package is addressed to the head of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection in Beijing. It is to be sent directly to his private quarters in the leadership compound. You know who he is, I assume?”

The Chinese scientist tried to speak, but he choked on the words at first, so the CIA officer answered his own question.

“This gentleman is the enforcer of your party’s anti-corruption campaign. He has prosecuted generals and admirals, even a minister of public security who was a member of the Politburo Standing Committee.”

Dr. Ma shuddered. He knew all too well the purge that was swirling around the upper levels of the Chinese bureaucracy.

“And you know, Dr. Ma, that the Discipline Commission is always looking for new targets, new symbols of the abuse of power and rot in the senior levels of the government. The chief of the commission hates your ministry. He hates everyone from Shanghai. He would find what’s in that envelope to be a small treasure.”

“What have you put in the package?” Dr. Ma spoke the words so quietly they were almost inaudible.

“You know what’s there. It’s the story of Dr. Ma Yubo, a very prominent Chinese scientist, who grew up in Shanghai with all the privileges of the elite and stole money from the people. It has all the information in your investment dossier, and more.”

“No.”

“Yes. I think this matter would be of great concern to the Discipline Commission. I think they would be very upset. You would be destroyed, I am afraid to say, and I fear that would also be the case with all of your family and friends. This shame would endure, as long as people remembered your name.”

Dr. Ma reached for the folder but the case officer had already pulled it away. He held it aloft in his hand. The Chinese scientist was crying again. He bowed his head. He was submissive now, entirely. He choked back a sob and then, after a long pause, spoke words coated in black.

“What do you want? I am lost. I have no face. I have only shame.”

Chang reached out his hand to Dr. Ma’s elbow, as if to a bolster a man who had lost his balance.

“Save yourself, doctor, and those you love.
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