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Disclaimer

 This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events
and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination
or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

In other words, nothing is
real.


 Prologue

1982

Youzhou City, Youzhou Province

 


Of the seventy thousand taxi drivers
plying the streets in the city, he had to pick this one.

The license pasted over the
driver’s dashboard told him that the guy’s name was Teng Yun, who
hadn’t stopped moving his lips the second he got into the cab. He’d
even considered getting out and hailing another cab, but he now
stuck on one of the busiest ring roads at six twenty pm.

Teng Yun, a man with nut brown
skin and bits of biscuit flakes on his unshaven face, noticed the
passenger’s anxiety on the rear view mirror. “Don’t worry, I’ll get
you there in time. When does your flight leave again?”

“8.37 pm, please hurry.”

“No problem, as soon as we get
off the ring road, I’ll have you at the airport in no time. Where
are you flying off to?”

Get out of the cab, pull open
the driver’s side door, punch him in the face, stuff him in
the trunk, and take over the cab. It would just take a
couple of minutes. No one would even notice.

The fantasy flashed in his mind,
but he opted for diplomacy instead—he couldn’t afford to get caught
up in these small matters, like hijacking a taxi. Not right
now.

“Dalini.”

“That’s in Lu’er Province, eh?
I’ve been there. It’s about nine hundred km away. How long’s the
flight?”

“About an hour.”

Teng Yun whistled. “That’s fast.
I bet you won’t even have time to doze off.”

He didn’t have plan to do that,
anyway. After he carried out what he planned to do, there would be
plenty of time for sleep.

“You working there or what?”

He briefly revisited the plan to
just knock out the driver and stuff him into the trunk, which he
very likely would have already done if he were in the passenger
seat in the front. Instead, he took a deep breath. “I live there.
My company’s based there as well.” He didn’t know why he
volunteered that last bit of information. Maybe he was more nervous
than he’d thought.

“Your own company, huh? So
you’re the boss?” Teng Yun talked fast, and drove just as fast.
They’d gotten off the congested ring road and made a turn onto an
unfamiliar cement road. Seeing the question in the passenger’s
eyes, Teng Yun explained, “Shortcut. I knew that, you know.”

“What?”

“I knew you were a business
traveller the moment you got into the cab.”

He didn’t reply. The Nokia 8850
in his hand felt cold to the touch. He’d called his wife earlier,
but she didn’t pick up. He sent her another text, the fortieth in
the past hour.

I love you. Take care of
Wenxin.

A message flashed on the screen.
Outbox full.

“You see, it’s your luggage,”
Teng Yun carried on. “I’ve never been on a plane before, but if I
were going away on a tour, I’d have made sure I packed a lot of
stuff. Clothes, shoes, toiletries, camera, and whatnot. But you
only have a valise. That’s how I know you’re going on a business
trip. What do you do?”

“What?”

“What kind of business do you
do?”

“Um, interior design.”

“Like decorating houses and
stuff?”

“Mostly we do commercial space,
like office and shops.” He had had plans to expand into the
residential business, but that was before everything happened.

“My cousin’s just bought a house
in the suburbs. He could be a customer. You want I can give his
number to you?”

“No, no thanks. I’d just like to
get to the airport, please. How much longer is it going to
take?”

“We’re here.”

“Keep the change,” he thrust a
fifty-yuan note at the driver and got out of the cab before it came
to a complete stop.

The departure hall was a maze.
Six hundred thousand people passed through here each month. Rows
upon rows of check-in desks. It took him five minutes to find the
counter for his flight.

It was already closed.

He made a frantic call to Yu
Wenguo, a friend who worked at the airport. Fifteen minutes later,
he was issued a ticket to a seat on the last row, and ushered
through the passage reserved for airline employees.

“No check-in luggage?” the man
behind the counter looked just as harassed as the passenger. Li
Shaowei was supposed to be off-duty at 7.30 pm. Now it was two
minutes past. His girlfriend was going to nag at him, again.

“No, just a carry-on.”

“Put your bag on the conveyor
belt.” The black-and-white X-ray image showed a mess of papers,
something square like a notebook, a pair of scissors, and five
1-litre bottles.

“What are those?”

“Carbonated orange juice.”

“You’re only allowed two bottles
of liquid in the carry-on.”

“I know, but my son loves
Beibingyang, and it’s only sold in Youzhou. Please.”

Li Shaowei hesitated. Asking the
man to open his bag and take out the bottles was going to take at
least another five minutes.

“Fine, you can go.” He waved him
through.

He made it to the lounge with
fifty minutes to spare. The boarding call hadn’t been broadcast
yet.

Standing in front of the huge
glass window overlooking the tarmac, he lit up a cigarette. The
same plane that had taken him to Youzhou less than eight hours ago
was parked right outside. Staff in orange vests conducted
last-minute checks. He glanced at his phone. No reply from his
wife. She probably hadn’t even noticed he was gone.

The plane was only about three
quarters full when he’d boarded. He was alone on the last row,
which could seat six. Uniformed stewardesses walked by, not paying
him any attention. They were preoccupied with getting a couple with
a young child settled in.

A man’s voice came on in the
speaker. “Good evening passengers, welcome aboard Flight 1366. My
name is Lei Lidong. I’m your captain for today. We’ll be taking off
shortly. With the good weather and visibility, we’re expected to
land at Dalini Airport on time at 9.40 pm.”

He remained on his seat until
the plane was airborne, then downed half of one bottle of
Beibingyang orangeade.

Of the five bottles in his
valise, only four contained soft drinks. He carried the fifth
bottle into the lavatory, locked the door, then sat on the toilet.
The one-litre plastic bottle was only about one-third filled. The
liquid inside was black, dense, and extremely flammable.

He quietly poured the liquid
over the décor panels, behind which were electrical cables.

“Sorry, this is the only
way.”

He said goodbye to his wife and
son, took a deep breath, and removed his left shoe. He had been
worried that the security officer might find and confiscate the
five matchsticks and piece of sandpaper concealed under his insole.
But fortune had smiled on him today.

His hands were shaking so
violently, he dropped the first two matches. It took him two tries
to light the third one.

By the time the smoke detector
did its job and sounded the alarm, smoke had already engulfed the
lavatory and was spreading to the seats.

When the panic-stricken
passengers and crew were all rushing towards the front of the
plane, the blaze had already consumed both his legs and was working
its way to the rest of his body.


Chapter
One

 Since getting time off
work was, in fact, rarer than winning the lottery, Zhang Fangjun
had planned to take full advantage of the forty-eight hours of
freedom granted him. Items on the agenda for the weekend included
lying in bed, waking up, turning over, and falling asleep
again.

But children, no matter how
grown up they thought they were, had to listen to their
parents.

So when Meina, Fangjun’s mother,
fifty-nine years old, retired and therefore having too much time on
her hands, dragged him out of bed with the lame excuse of shopping
for a new down jacket in July, he had no choice but to tag along,
leaving Eggyolk home alone to hold down the fort. The four-year-old
orange tabby ignored Fangjun’s look of plea and jumped onto the
blanket that still retained Fangjun’s warmth.

Meina also seemed to have
forgotten about the fact that her son was a police officer. Or if
she remembered, she might have pegged him as the ticket-writing
kind instead of the detective kind. Not that Fangjun could blame
her. He hadn’t exactly lied to her, but he also hadn’t told her the
complete truth, either.

Still, when she complained of
getting tired two minutes after they headed out the door and
insisted on resting her feet in a lavishly decorated coffee house,
even a three-year-old could guess at her true intent. That,
combined with the fact that she asked Fangjun to change five times
before leaving, could only mean one thing.

He’d been set up.

“I only have two days off, you
know,” Fangjun said as Meina fussed about his hair, complained that
it was too short, and then straightened his shirt for the umpteenth
time.

“That’s why you have to meet
this girl. She’s the daughter of a friend of mine, and from what I
heard, she’s perfect for you. If you blow this, I’m not talking to
you for a month.”

“I’m thirty-four, but seeing how
worked up you are about marrying me off, people would think I’m
seventy-four.”

“You’re not young anymore, you
know? When I was your age, I’ve already had you and you were in
primary school. Even if you get married today and have a baby ten
months later, you know how old I’ll be when I get to see my
grandkid go off to primary school? My heart’s not so good, I can’t
see so well these days, and my bones are getting weaker. Who knows
if I’ll live long enough to see my grandkid?” Meina grabbed a
napkin and dabbed at non-existent tears on her cheek.

“Okay, okay. I’ll meet her.”
Fangjun put up both hands in surrender. Mom was an avid fan of
square dancing. She could climb five flights of stairs without
breaking a sweat, and lift Eggyolk, who currently weighed at an
impressive seven kg, single-handedly.

“Here they come. Behave.” Mom
stood up to greet a pair of women, the older one probably the
friend she had mentioned. After a brief introduction, mom and her
friend left, leaving Fangjun alone with the daughter.

The girl who took a seat
opposite from him was about twenty-three, slim, fair-skinned, long
black wavy hair framing her lovely face. Fangjun pegged her as
either an art school student or a gymnast. She smiled politely at
Fangjun and held out her hand for him to shake. Then she took a sip
of the tea Fangjun had ordered for her and got out an iPad.

“Alright, let’s cut to the
chase, shall we? We’re both busy people,” she scrolled through
something on the screen and started reading off it. “I know you’re
eleven years older than me, that’s fine as long as you meet the
other criteria.”

Before Fangjun could ask what
criteria, the girl continued, “Mom told me you are a civil servant,
but didn’t tell me exactly which department you work in. Is is the
Bureau of Commerce? Land Allocation? I know most civil services
have a pay scale, where are you on that scale at the moment? Does
your office give you a car to use? How about apartment? Preferably
at a location about 10 km away from the CBD, close enough for
shopping, but not so close as to suffer from the traffic noise and
fumes all day. Your mom seems like a nice lady, but I don’t want to
be living with the in-laws after we get married. So it means you’ll
have to find a way to deal with that.” She closed the cover flap
and looked at Fangjun expectantly.

“Um, okay, let’s start from the
beginning of your questions. I’m a civil servant, but not at the
Bureau of Commerce or Land Allocation. I’m a police officer. We do
have a pay scale, I guess, but since I’m not in Human Resources,
nobody ever tells me which level I’m at-”

“Wait, you said you’re a
cop?”

“That’s right.” From the subtle
change in expression on the girl’s face, Fangjun knew that this was
not going to end well. His job had been a deal-breaker on no less
than six previous blind dates set up by his mom.

“Does that mean you can check
someone’s hotel records if you have their IC number?” She leaned
forward.

“Technically, yes, but we don’t
just do that anytime we like. There has to be a justification. For
example, if the person we’re looking for is a fugitive, or someone
wanted for questioning, and we have-”

“You can check hotel records
anywhere in the country?”

“That’s not really what we’re
here to-”

“Can you help me out?” She
tapped something on the iPad and turned the screen to Fangjun.
“This is the IC of a, um, friend of mine. Can you find out if he’s
checked into hotel rooms in the past two months?”

The identity card showed the
photo of a man, twenty-four years old, and his home address.

“Is he your boyfriend?” Fangjun
asked. “You wouldn’t be interested in seeing just anybody’s hotel
records.”

“Well, ex-boyfriend, or soon to
be.” She glanced at the entrance. “I think he’s cheating on me, but
he denied it. We had a big fight, and when mom asked me to go on a
blind date, I agreed just-”

“Out of spite?” Fangjun suddenly
felt better. The girl didn’t want to be here anymore than he did,
which meant if he left now, it wouldn’t be impolite. It would just
be ending both of their miseries earlier.

“It’s not what you think. It’s
over between him and me. But I thought, since he was so adamant,
maybe he didn’t cheat on me. Maybe my friend mistook him for
someone else. I just want to be sure.”

Fangjun’s phone trilled.

“Sorry, I have to go now. It’s
work.” He left enough money for the drinks. “And I can’t help you,
I’m sorry.”

In the car, Fangjun texted Meina
and then turned his phone on silent mode. His inbox would soon be
flooded with her messages.

As he drove to the crime scene,
he wondered if murder or blind date was a better way to spend a
weekend afternoon.

Definitely murder.


Chapter
Two

 Fangjun’s partner, Jiao
Yunlong, arrived almost at the same time as him, despite living
further away.

He heard the rev of the 355 PS
engine before Yunlong’s Porsche 991 Carrera appeared down the road,
and a second later, pull up right in front of him, kicking up a
plume of dust.

Though only a year younger than
Fangjun, Yunlong, aka “Rambo”, could not have presented a starker
contrast, physically. Where Fangjun was medium-build and wiry, with
a face that was instantly forgettable, Yunlong was tall and
handsome in the way of a movie star, and had a swimmer’s lean and
muscular body.

Four police cars with flashing
lights were already parked in front of the apartment building
Fangjun had been summoned to. Next to a white panel van, crime
scene investigators were donning protective gear and checking their
equipment.

It was dinner time. Neighbours
holding spatulas and spoons were milling outside the yellow crime
scene tape, pointing and whispering among themselves. At least half
a dozen held up their cameras and pointed the lens at the
officers.

After a mental round of Rock
Paper Scissors, Yunlong lost and had the unenviable task of talking
to the officers.

The residential building was
old, with unpainted exterior walls and no lifts. The entrance was
unlit and cluttered with bikes, scooters, and prams.

The officer who was enforcing
the perimeter eyed Yunlong suspiciously, and Fangjun really
couldn’t blame him. There was nothing about Yunlong that marked his
as a police officer. Not his car, nor his dandy blue shirt with
rolled-up sleeves and dark straight-leg jeans.

“Good evening, officer,” Yunlong
tried a smile first. Which seemed to put the officer on alert. He
probably pegged Yunlong as a newshound.

“Stay on the other side of the
yellow tape. This is an active crime scene.” The officer was
youngish, mid-twenties, had a peach fuzz, and he was nervous. Sweat
beads rolled down his cheeks despite the cool evening breeze.

“We’re from the SID, SCD.”
Yunlong produced his badge, which had been casually tucked into his
wallet along with his numerous credit cards.

“The SI what?”

Yunlong rubbed his temples.
“Special Investigations Department. Just get your superior here,
alright?”

The officer turned away from
Yunlong and talked into his shoulder mike. Fangjun caught the words
“disturbance” and “lunatic”. He tilted his body to let the medical
examiner, with a suitcase in one hand and a camera in the other,
pass, while he made a call.

“Who are you?” The officer in
charge who came out of the building was tall, balding, and
extremely irritated. The black tag above the left breast pocket of
his blue uniform identified him as Officer 051270. He turned to the
officer who radioed him. “Get them out of here.”

“You might want to take this
call,” Fangjun held out his phone.

The officer held the phone
gingerly, like it contained a miniaturised bomb, and put his ear to
the speaker. Then his expression changed. After some “uh-huh” and
“yes-sir”, he hung up.

“Detective Jiao and Detective
Zhang?” Reluctance was writ large on his face as he led the way
into the building. “My director says I’m to cooperate with you
officers.”

Fangjun had made the call to his
boss at SID, who in turn called the boss of the local Criminal
Investigation Department, who then gave the order to the officer in
charge to let them in.

“I had it under control,”
Yunlong mumbled as he and Fangjun followed the officer into the
stairwell. It was crowded with uniformed officers and
residents.

“Right. The officer you talked
to was getting ready to arrest you.”

“They should have given me a
bigger badge.”

“A bad workman always blames his
tools.” Fangjun stopped talking as they reached the sixth floor.
The coppery smell in the air was getting so thick it was hard to
breathe.

There were two apartments on the
eight floor, their doors facing each other. The owner of Unit 801
was seated on the sofa in her living room, flanked by two female
officers. She was rocking back and forth, and held a handkerchief
to her face.

“She’s the one who called the
police,” Officer 051270 said. “She and the old lady who lives in
802 are morning exercise buddies. When she knocked on their door
this morning and got no reply, she thought maybe her friend had
overslept. Then she knocked again during lunch and one more time
this afternoon, and that was when she smelled the blood. She had a
key to the apartment, used it to open the door, and saw the
bodies.”

“Did she go inside?” Yunlong
asked. The cheeky grin on his face had been replaced by a
scowl.

“She only went as far as the
living room. That’s the trail of her footprints.” Officer 051270
gestured for the two uniformed officers guarding the door to step
aside.

The living room of Unit 802 was
lit up by streetlamps outside the window. Everything in the room
was cast in a yellowish hue, like the film set of a porno movie.
Sounds of TV playing came from inside.

“The doorknob would be useless
for evidence,” Fangjun said. “Since the woman from 801 touched it.”
Still, he stopped to give it a closer look. No signs of forced
entry, or the lock having been picked.

The living room was cluttered
with old furniture and knick-knacks. The first body was sitting
upright on the sofa, eyes and mouth open. Blowflies had already
claimed the body, their eggs hatching right under the officers’
eyes.

“Li Junfeng, she’s the
neighbour’s friend.” Officer 051270 said.

She was at least seventy years
old, though the floral-print shirt and neon-red yoga pants spoke of
someone still young at heart. Her face was frozen in a smile, as if
she was just about to welcome a guest when she was killed. Her
injury wasn’t obvious at first glance, until Fangjun looked closer
at her shirt. A thin line of red travelled horizontally across her
left chest, ending as abruptly as it had begun.

Such a small wound wouldn’t have
accounted for the heavy stink of blood in the air.

“Her hand,” Yunlong
whispered.

Fangjun looked down. The
victim’s right hand, fair-skinned and wrinkled, had lost two of its
fingers. Where the thumb and index finger used to be were now two
stumps. Blood had pooled on the sofa fabric beneath her. Some of it
had dripped onto the tiled floor.

With a sinking feeling in his
stomach, Fangjun moved past the living room.

“The other two bodies are in the
bedroom,” Officer 051270 said. “Grandfather and grandson.”

The grandfather died at the
doorway. The expression on his face showed that he had seen the
killer coming. His mouth was open in a silent scream, and his left
hand was clutching the bedroom door like he was trying to close it,
but he was too late. He died kneeling on the floor, blocking the
way into the bedroom with his frail old body. The same thin red
line appeared above the left breast pocket of his polyester
t-shirt.

His right thumb and index finger
were missing.

Behind Fangjun, Yunlong stirred.
Both knew what each other was thinking.

They stepped around the
grandfather carefully, and moved into the bedroom. The boy was four
years old, a pre-schooler. He lay on the Queen-sized bed, his eyes
looking up at the ceiling. He was holding an iPad in his left hand,
the cartoon, Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf, still playing.
His right thumb and index finger had been cut off, just like his
grandparents.

Resisting the urge to step out
and be far away from the kill house, Fangjun examined the rest of
the bedroom, while Yunlong checked the bathroom, the study, and the
kitchen, even the tiny storage closet. They didn’t find any
fingers.

“Where are the parents?”
Fangjun’s voice was low. For once, he was glad he was single and
had no kids. He couldn’t imagine how he would feel, if it were his
own parents and child lying in there.

“Both are working out of town.
The neighbour has their numbers. My officers are trying to get in
touch with them as we speak.”

“Okay, Officer . . .?”

“Liu.”

“Officer Liu,” Fangjun saluted,
then said. “Thank you for your cooperation and for all you’ve done
so far. We will be taking over the investigation from this point
onwards, as I’m sure your director has already informed you.”

Officer Liu nodded
reluctantly.

“Our people will be here shortly
to transport the bodies for further examination. Meanwhile, I’ll
need you and your officers to help keep the scene clear.” Fangjun
stepped outside to make the calls.

“I know my boss has instructed
me not to pry,” Officer Liu asked Yunlong quietly. “But I’ve never
heard of the Special Investigations Department before. What does
SCD stand for?”

“Serial Cases Division,” Yunlong
said, and turned away before the officer could raise more
questions.


Chapter
Three

 Jinguancheng,
Tianshu Province

He would never admit this, at least not
publicly, but the day his wife died was the day he finally got his
life back.

Zhang Gang had married Cai Lan,
a girl two years older than him, when he was seventeen. Like all
other marriages of the time, it was arranged by the bride’s and
groom’s families. Zhang Gang didn’t get a say in the matter at all.
But that wasn’t why he loathed Cai Lan.

His wife of fifty-six years had
two faces. The one she showed in public was that of a friendly and
polite artist who stopped on her way to work to drop off a ten-yuan
note for the homeless guy. Behind closed doors, however, the veneer
fell away, replaced by a bossy, moody, and extremely vulgar
nightmare. She was a painter, but she forbade her husband from
taking up his own artistic pursuit.

“What kind of man paints his
face and wears a dress and sways his hips, huh? It’s not enough
that you do this at home, but to embarrass yourself in front of
other people!”

“But that’s what you do in
opera!” Zhang Gang’s plea for some pocket money to purchase his own
opera costumes fell on unsympathetic ears.

The day Cai Lan passed away in
the hospital—her heart had finally given out, Zhang Gang ordered a
full set of opera paraphernalia online: robes, belts, shoes,
beards, masks, and makeup set.

“Mei Lanfang was a man, but he
was most famous for his female lead roles,” Lin Deng said.

“Tell that to my wife,” Zhang
Gang said. The 73-year-old man sat with his friend, reclined on
bamboo chairs in an open-air teahouse. Most people had been driven
indoors to seek the solace of the air conditioner, but Zhang Gang
hated the weird smell of recycled air. Besides, the caller had
specifically requested an outdoor meeting.

“Are you sure it’s not a prank
call?” Unlike Zhang Gang, Lin Deng was a professional opera actor,
who’d only recently returned to Jinguancheng after retiring from
the Tianshu Institute of Chinese Opera.

“He sounded pretty sincere.
Besides, what do I have to lose?” Zhang Gang had gotten the call
two days ago. The man on the other end of the phone had invited him
to perform in an opera as part of a company’s opening ceremony.

“Did he ask you for money?”

“No, the opposite. He offered to
pay me five hundred bucks. It’s nothing compared to what you used
to earn, of course, but not bad for an amateur like me. To be
honest, I would have said yes even if there was no pay. I just like
the chance to perform.” Zhang Gang’s four kids were all grown-up
and had moved away. He’d taken full advantage of the empty house
after his wife’s passing to practice his singing and movements. But
a proper opera performance was a collaborative effort: the
performers, the prop makers, the stage musicians, and of course,
the audience.

“Which play did he say you were
going to perform?”

“Legend of the Verdant
Robe. I’m to play the lead role of Liang Hao.”

“Huh, that’s kind of a weird
choice for an opening ceremony.” Lin Deng was familiar with the
play, which told of the love story between Liang Hao, a Song
Dynasty scholar who’d managed to ace the imperial examinations at
the age of eighty-two, and his wife, who’d been sent down from the
Heavenly Court by a god who’d received Liang’s help.

“I wonder who they got for the
part of Liang’s wife,” Zhang Gang sipped the chrysanthemum tea,
which had gone lukewarm. Despite his age, he was in good shape. And
he had his deceased wife to thank for that. Her unrelenting
criticism and unstable mood had driven him out of the house on most
nights. He took long walks around a lake nearby, practising his
breathing techniques if there were other people around, and singing
snippets from his favourite plays if there weren’t.

“If they’ve got you for
the part of the male lead, I won’t hold out too much hope on the
female lead.” Lin Deng joked. The two had been friends since
childhood. Ribbing each other was just part of the routine.

“When the man comes later, he’s
sure to ask for an audition. Maybe it’s best if you don’t tell him
that you used to perform at national theatres.” Zhang Gang was
uncharacteristically nervous. Before retirement, he worked in jobs
that dealt with people on a daily basis. Street peddler, itinerant
barber, DVD salesman, and then insurance salesman. The lack of a
high school diploma meant he hit his career glass ceiling at the
position of a mid-level manager in the claims department. Which
suited him just fine, as it gave him more time for his hobby. He
only hoped he wouldn’t blow this chance to turn his pastime into
actual gainful employment.

“Relax, I’m not going to steal
your spotlight. I’ll tell him I’m just a friend, waiting for you to
finish the meeting so we can go to butter hotpot later. How’s
that?”

“Fine.”

“But you’re paying.” Lin Deng
craned his neck. “Now I’m hungry. What time’s the meeting supposed
to be?”

“Five thirty,” Zhang Gang
checked the time on his phone. “It’s five forty now.” He called the
man, but no one picked up.

Instead, a message arrived.
Sorry, got into a bit of an accident. Have to cancel. Will
rearrange meeting.

“Maybe he’s found someone
better,” Lin Deng quipped. Seeing the crestfallen look on his old
friend’s face, he said, “Or maybe he got run over by a car. Come
on, let’s still go for the hotpot anyway. My treat.”

A figure watched them leave. He
stepped out from behind a weeping fig, crushing its black fruits on
the floor with his boots.

It had been an oversight on his
part. He should have specified that Zhang Gang come alone. Not that
he would have any trouble overpowering two men with one foot in the
grave, but he hated complications.

It’s okay, it’s
okay. He counted from one to twenty, slowly, a technique he’d
taught himself to calm down whenever he got worked up. Like
flashing lights to seizure victims, things that were not part of
his plan tended to trigger unpleasant reactions.

He slipped out of the park and
set off for his hotel on foot. The long walk would clear his head,
and give him time to come up with another plan.


Chapter
Four

 Like most men his age,
Zhang Gang didn’t understand the benefit of concealing his true
identity online.

His Weibo account was under his
real name, along with his profile photo, a badly taken selfie.

Adou scrolled through Zhang
Gang’s posts. The old man never wrote anything original, just
re-posted videos of opera performances and tips on how to live a
longer life. His most recent activity was liking an article, in
which an expert cautioned people not to eat breakfast on an empty
stomach.

No mention of the invitation to
perform at a company’s opening ceremony, or the aborted meeting.
Neither did Zhang Gang use the Location function.

Adou had hoped the man would
post his whereabouts in real time, but that was a bust. He should
have known that nothing in his life would turn out to be so
easy.

So that left him with only one
option.

In his hotel room, Adou changed
into a long-sleeved tan polo shirt and black slacks, items he’d
bought from a night market roadside stall for thirty bucks apiece.
He’d also picked up a black baseball cap, but it seemed that nobody
on the street wore a cap. Instead of camouflaging him, it would
only make him stand out more.

His biggest challenge, though,
was not learning how to dress like a local. He had that part down
pat. His main concern was how to navigate the streets of
Jinguancheng, crawling with people during the holiday week, without
having to speak.

People in Jinguancheng
communicated in their local dialect. Mandarin was spoken here as
well, but only by out-of-towners. If he opened his mouth, people
would know immediately that he wasn’t from around here, and that
fact would be brought to the front of their memory when the police
came and interviewed them later.

So he had to make do with a
navigation app on his phone, and hoped that Zhang Gang didn’t
wander off too far.

The old man lived alone in an
apartment on the sixth floor of an old residential building. Adou
had considered just heading up there, knocking on the door, and
finishing off the old man on the spot.

But the night of the botched
meeting, Zhang Gang had returned home, half-drunk, with the friend
who’d shown up at the park uninvited.

Hiding in the shadows cast by
the golden-leafed acacias, Adou caught part of their slurred
conversation. Zhang Gang griped about the missed opportunity. He
kept fretting that maybe the company had found someone better. But
his friend, someone called Old Lin, comforted him and said that
maybe they would call again soon. Then the discussion turned to one
about food.

There were no lifts in the
building. Lights in the stairwell were voice-activated. Adou
listened to the two men’s heavy thumps up the stairs, accompanied
by an occasional irate shout from a disturbed neighbour. Several
dogs joined in the nighttime chorus.

He couldn’t do it here.

Even if he managed to get in the
door and somehow overpower two grown men, the noise of their
struggle would surely penetrate the thin walls. Not to mention,
Zhang Gang might be in his seventies, but he looked fit enough that
Adou wasn’t entirely sure he would get the upper hand in the
tussle.

No, it had to be done somewhere
else. Away from the nosy neighbours, watchful dogs, and the
troublesome friend.

But Zhang Gang and Old Lin were
inseparable. Adou spent the night sitting on the cold cobblestone
road in front of the building, fighting off the chill by hugging
himself and shivering like a hobo. When Zhang Gang finally came out
in the morning, he was with Old Lin.

The two septuagenarians headed
out for breakfast—fried dough sticks and soy milk, then went hand
in hand to a nearby park, where they plonked down and had an
impromptu game of poker with a third man. Lunch was eaten at the
poker table—hot and sour noodles, egg pancakes stuffed with pickles
and bacon, and steamed buns with pork fillings.

Adou’s stomach growled as the
aromas of food wafted over to where he kept himself out of
sight.

It didn’t look like they were
going anywhere soon.

That was when he decided to
leave and track the man on social media apps.

Other than opera and poker,
Zhang Gang didn’t seem to have any other vices. Adou knew he had
four kids, but none of them had dropped by for a visit in the past
two days.

There were only three days left
in his schedule. Adou strolled down the pedestrians-only street
bustling with shoppers. He had planned so long for this. All the
training, the lies he had to tell, the money wasted. Would his
attempt end in abject failure? He dreaded to find out what kind of
punishment lay in wait for him if he returned empty-handed.

When he’d left for Jinguancheng,
he’d insisted on radio silence. So he wouldn’t leave an electronic
trail for the police to follow, he’d explained.

The truth was, he wanted a break
from her. This was the only the third time, ever, he was leaving
home unsupervised. He wasn’t going to mar the experience by having
her voice in his ears all the time. Her constant jeering, her
sneers, her insults disguised as concern.

Adou leaned against a stone
bollard and watched the people strolling past. He could now
understand why Jinguancheng was ranked third on the list of cities
with the largest concentration of pretty girls. A twentysomething
clad head to toe in black—black sunglasses, black off-shoulder
jumpsuit, and black flat-heeled mules. She floated past, rewarding
him with a whiff of her perfume. Something citrusy. A short-haired
beauty in knee-length spaghetti strap dress and Dr. Martens boots
paused for a selfie with her friend, who wore wide-leg jeans and a
bandeau top. Miniskirts, hotpants
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