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How far apart are“only”and“together”?

How far apart are good and evil?

Labels like good and evil, beauty and ugliness, right and wrong, rich and poor are never absolute. They shift with the times, with circumstances, and with the subject. What people call justice or wickedness is often just a subjective judgment. Sometimes evil hides behind the mask of righteousness.

But those are big questions not meant for someone like me to debate. My name is Boyce Cooper. I‘m twenty-six, still single—ha, joking—but I am, in fact, alone enough that one person eating well means no one in the household goes hungry. Since graduating from the police academy I have served the public faithfully. I rise earlier than the chickens and sleep later than dogs. Yet I never got the chance to join a major crimes unit and handle the headline cases. I’m stuck at Liyuan Police Station dealing with alleyway troubles. It still counts as serving the people.

I had just ken up a fight among four street thugs. Seeing those kids with bloodied faces made me feel oddly pleased.

“Lei-ge, the boss wants you to come to his office.”I was about to lecture the youngsters some more when Raymond Winifred came up at exactly the wrong moment to drop that line. Nothing good follows such a summons.

I knocked on the chief‘s office door and pushed it open. Our precinct is relaxed about formality; we’re on friendly terms with one another.

“Boss, you wanted me?”I asked low.

“No nonsense.”The chief glanced at me.

“Turn in everything you need to today. Report to the city bureau tomorrow.”

He tossed a document at me. I hadn‘t even finished digesting his sentence before the paper ambushed me. I flipped through it and felt the room tilt.

“A transfer order?”I muttered.

Why transfer me for no reason? Liyuan may be a outpost, but I‘d made my mark here. I’d gotten along with colleagues and done a decent job keeping the neighborhood safe. Now they said I was to be reassigned to the city bureau. That was abrupt.

If it were a good department I wouldn‘t mind. But this so-called“Special Affairs Investigation Office”sounded unfamiliar. I’d heard of the Major Crimes Unit, but this office was new to me.

“You want me as a special agent? Chief, you‘re flattering me.”I guessed the new office must be some kind of special-ops desk.

“Special agent? The investigation office is under the Major Crimes Unit, so count yourself lucky. It‘s not me who thinks highly of you. Someone else does. Stop pretending you don’t like it.”The chief smirked as if he could read me.

“A reason would be nice. And who‘s this ’someone‘? I don’t want to go off into the dark without an explanation.”I raised an eyebrow, hoping he would elaborate.

“Reason? Go ask your mother why she gave birth to you. Now disappear. I‘m in a bad mood—don’t push it.”The chief did not sound pleased. He was as sharp as ever.

“All right, I‘m off. Don’t miss me.”I left. Just as I turned to close the door, I stuck my head back in and said with exaggerated innocence,“My mom had me to carry on the family line.”

The door shut and the office filled with a low, rumbling roar.

That night the team and I had one last get-together. Raymond invited a lot of the guys to give me a send-off. I don‘t remember exactly how the night ended or who carried me back, but I definitely overslept.

I scrambled up, dressed, and noticed my jacket was dotted with tiny, blue-purple petals. October weather and blue-purple flowers—odd. No time to wonder where they came from. I brushed them off and left.

It takes about an hour by bus from my place to Anyin City Bureau. The Special Affairs Office was tucked away where it would be easy to lose yourself. I nearly got lost until I finally saw a shabby sign at the end of the corridor: Special Affairs Investigation Office.

I knocked properly and straightened up to look presentable.

The door clicked and opened. A face appeared that could make me, a not easily rattled, lose color.

“Ha! Lei-ge, right? I‘m Mike. Call me Qiang.”The grinned at me. Qiang? The nickname sounded like an insect. How did he already know to call me“Lei-ge”?

I nodded stiffly and aged a twitch of a smile. Bad luck. This gawky fellow would probably be my colleague.

“Come in! Everyone‘s been waiting for you.”He beamed.

Inside, a middle-aged lounged in an chair, one leg crossed over the other. Cigarette smoke curled from his mouth as he sized me up.

“You must be Boyce. I‘m Xavier, your new supervisor. Director of the Special Affairs Office.”He exhaled a ring of smoke.

I nodded. He kept staring as if I were an alien. It made me uneasy. So this place really was called the Special Affairs Office. No wonder it felt secretive.

Jiang had the sloppy look of someone who didn‘t bother with appearances. His skin was dark and scarred in places. He looked like a who had gone through harsh training. The stubble on his face and his languid ner made him seem like a rogue. It made me question his competence.

“Meet the team,”Jiang waved at the others.

My eyes went to the woman first. Beauty steals attention the way a siren lures ships. Pale as porcelain, delicate features, an almost supernatural air, and a figure that left little to the imagination. Her uniform accentuated what was already striking. I felt a stir and, ashamed, admitted to myself I had let my eyes linger.

“Hello. I‘m Beck. Nice to meet you.”She smiled politely.

“I‘m—”

“A serial womanizer and the household flirt of the Wang clan!”someone interrupted.

Beck Theresa laughed.

I couldn‘t. I had planned to introduce myself properly, but a shrill voice cut in from the corner. Whoever it was was making jokes at my expense in front of the beauty. I looked over and saw only computers.

“Here I am! Heh heh, Lei-ge, we meet again!”The voice belonged to Jason Haydn, who popped up from behind a monitor.

That little pest. Even if he didn‘t show his face I could recognize his voice. Jason is my cousin on my mother’s side—three months younger than me and forever ready to expose my embarrassing past. He‘d studied computers and, like me, had been pushed into the police academy. I hadn’t expected to see him here.

“What are you doing here? You freeloader.”I glared. He threatened to reveal my childhood habit of sleeping with my mom at age ten. The office erupted in laughter.

Gao definitely owed me a beating.

Besides Xavier Ernest, Jason, Beck and me, there were two others. One was Mike Faulkner, whom I mentally labeled“Unattractive Qiang.”His face was, frankly, an acquired taste. I‘d guess most women would avoid him at all costs. He grinned nonstop. He was also the only one not wearing a uniform. He looked more like a hawker selling stinky tofu. He stared at me in a way that felt strange—a smile that seemed to hide something darker.

The last was a clean-cut young about my age who gave the name Miriam McCarthy. The name sounded far tougher than the man. He kept fidgeting with a titanium lighter.

“Enough. Now for business. Although today is the first day our Special Affairs Office officially exists, I won‘t bother with any ceremonious speeches. From now on you follow my orders completely. I’m the landlord, you are the tenants. Don‘t think about rebelling. If you do, I’ll make your life miserable.”Jiang‘s casual demeanor did nothing to dilute the force of his words.

“Also, a note in advance. We may fall under the Major Crimes Unit on paper, but in reality this office doesn‘t officially exist. You are not on the regular roster. You answer to me and me alone. The cases we handle are strange and unusual. If any of you leak a single word, I can make sure you regret it. Understood?”

“Yes!”they replied in unison.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

chapter 2: Pus from the Seven Orifices (Part One)

[image: ]


I don‘t know what luck I ran into, but I was suddenly assigned to the city bureau. An unregistered, secret unit that handles bizarre cases.

Right after a phone call, Director Jiang slipped out mysteriously. It happened to be lunchtime. As soon as he left, Miriam walked out as well.

“Lei, let‘s eat together. There’s a Sichuan place nearby. The flavors are legit,”Mike sidled up with a fawning smile, though something in his eyes still put me on edge.

“I‘ve got plans,”Beck said with a smile.“You boys go ahead.”

“Boyfriend?”Jason asked.

“Girlfriend.”She gave a cryptic smile and glided out, leaving three men staring at one another.

“I‘ll pass. Bring me a lunch box,”I said. No point third-wheeling those two when the beauty had left.

“Then do you want pork cutlet rice or curry chicken? Or—”Bao started counting on his fingers.

“Move. I‘m starving,”Gao burst out, dragging Bao toward the door. Apparently he feared being alone with me.

Even as Gao hauled him away, Bao‘s gaze stayed pinned to me. Sharp, unblinking. The clownish grin was gone. His last look carried a strange chill that made me shiver.

The office was empty. A vague sense of danger rose. Something unseen seeped into the air and pressed into my pores. The feeling was simple: a cold creep up the spine.

“Daytime. Don‘t spook yourself,”I muttered, patting my head. Still, my voice lacked conviction. Better to keep busy.

If this Special Affairs Office is so secret and Jiang won‘t talk, I can only dig myself. His desktop held little, so I raided the drawers.

The first drawer held a stack of folders. The front one was personnel files.

Boyce. Twenty-five. Strengths: keen eyes and ears; analytical. Weakness: emotional. Posted to Liyuan Station, Huabei County, Anyin. No major accomplishments.

Page one was me. The rest was medical stats, boring. I flipped on.

Beck. Twenty-three. Specialties: dual-wield shooting, Latin dance. Weakness: too beautiful. Assigned after graduation to Unit X.

Mike. Twenty-four. Specialties: eidetic memory; extensive research on the paranormal. Weaknesses: long-winded; too y secrets. Non-traditional police schooling. Two years in the city bureau archives.

Jason. Twenty-five. Specialties: deep computer knowledge; elite operator. Weakness: gossip. Former“red-team”hacker with the Ministry of State Security.

Miriam. Twenty-seven. Specialties: surveillance, tailing, field investigations. Weakness: overly taciturn. Former post with the Criminal Investigation Division‘s control unit.

Then the back cover. I put the files away, mind unsettled. There were clearly things about this office I didn‘t know. The team made sense... except me. Getting us all together must have taken work. Only Jiang would know why.

I kept rummaging. Nothing useful. A half-sized side drawer wouldn‘t budge. Locked. In a department that’s one day old, what‘s worth locking up? Instinct said that drawer could answer my questions. Maybe I should learn to pick locks.

I dragged a chair over and leaned back to rest. A shadow flicked past the little glass pane in the door. Sleep vanished. I jumped up and yanked the door open. The corridor was empty. The unease surged. Whoever it was had bolted the moment I looked. Our office sits at the corridor‘s dead end. No one would be loitering here at lunch and then sprint away unless they’d been watching.

I locked the door and sat at Gao‘s desk. No more dozing. This world rarely lets anyone live peacefully.

After a long idle stretch, Gao and Bao returned with my lunch. Pork cutlet rice isn‘t my thing, but it was edible.

While Gao dove back into his screens and I chewed, Bao drifted up to my face. I looked up and nearly choked at the sight of him looming.

“What are you doing? Why the weird eyes?”I bit another piece of cutlet and asked.

He didn‘t answer. A sly smile curled on his lips. He leaned close and whispered,“Lei, did you run into something unclean these two days?”

I blinked, then shot him a look.“I‘m very clean. If I touched anything, I washed it off.”

“You can‘t wash this off. It’s already following you.”His voice suddenly sounded like a woman‘s. My nerves spiked.

I stared at him and kept my tone even.“I know you like the occult, but cut it out with ‘unclean this, unclean that. ’ I don‘t buy it.”

“It...”Bao swallowed and stopped. He glanced at the top of my head, then retreated to his seat.

I felt my scalp prickle, reached up and rubbed twice. Nothing. Superstition still gets under the skin.

Soon after, Lan and McCarthy returned. Last through the door was our landlord himself, Xavier.

“Good timing. You‘ve got a case. Solve it in a week or kiss your jobs goodbye.”Jiang tossed a file onto my lunch.

He still looked like a lazy landlord. Luck? More like stepping in something foul. I swallowed my food and opened the file.

“A died strangely at home. Pus leaked from all seven orifices. Autopsy says his brain matter was completely sucked out. No visible wounds. How is that possible?”I read aloud. The others stared, equally stunned.

“Possible or not, it happened,”Jiang said.“Your job is to make the impossible make sense. You lead this one. Bring me a result.”

What luck. Another hard-nosed boss, or are they all like this?

Victim: Byron Cooper, male, thirty-one. Time of death around 1: 00 a. m. today. Found by his wife, Jack Fowler, who called at 9: 10 a. m. Cause: all brain matter removed by an unknown means. No external injuries.

That was all the newborn file contained. Jiang leaned back and dozed. He must have missed his nap. The rest of the team digested the facts in silence, then looked at me.

“What are you staring at me for?”Thick skin isn‘t for being ogled.

“Boss said we follow you. Who else should we look at?”Gao, of course.

“Fine. Bao and McCarthy, go to the victim‘s company and canvas. I’ll go with Jinxuan to view the body. As for you,”I pointed at Gao,“pull everything on the victim. Dig case files too. See if anything similar ever happened.”

I didn‘t believe in brain-sucking outside of horror movies, but investigation is investigation. The assignments were half guesswork; I barely knew anyone’s strengths besides Gao‘s. As for Lan, of course she was riding with me.

“This is kid stuff for you, Lei,”Gao muttered, then buried himself in the keyboard.

“Bao?”he murmured, as if trying the nickname on.

He still looked blank until I waved a hand in front of his eyes. Then he scrambled for his things and hurried out with McCarthy.

“Let‘s move,”I said to Lan, picturing for a second what Latin dance training might look like on her.

“Why do they get to go out while we get the corpse?”she asked, but followed me toward the morgue all the same.

“First verify how Byron died,”I said lightly, pushing through the doors.

The chill hit instantly.

“He‘s here?”The medical examiner lifted his wire-rim glasses with one hand and pointed to a cabinet with the other. His badge read Beatrice Jerry. He rolled out the refrigerated drawer. Cold air washed over my face and sank into my bones.

My first reaction wasn‘t to look at the body but to check Lan. Disappointing. Not a flinch. She watched the corpse with frank curiosity, oblivious to my sidelong glance and faint dismay.

“I‘ve examined him. The cranial cavity is empty. Aside from the pus that leaked from the eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, there’s nothing left. What he has now is just an empty skull,”You said while I tilted the head for a look.

Clean saw lines. Good hands. No facial disfigurement. Byron had above-average looks. Not as good as mine, of course.

“What about the pus? Any ID?”I asked, still studying the skull.

“Results tomorrow,”You said.

Unsatisfying.

“Could it be poison?”I asked. A brain sucked dry was too much to swallow.

This wasn‘t natural. If it was homicide, the brain could have been removed post-mortem by some hidden method.

“Impossible. No toxins in the stomach or intestines. But there was a lot of alcohol. Based on levels, he drank about two hours before death,”You said with confidence. He was around my age but clearly seasoned.

“Injection marks?”Tiny needle holes can hide anywhere.

“None. Bloodwork shows no toxins.”

That killed the poison angle. The case stayed stubbornly strange.

“Could it be a ghost?”Lan murmured close to my right ear.

It startled me. A cold whisper seemed to creep from the neighboring drawer. My chest tightened, as if something inside peered back.

“Don‘t start. There are no ghosts,”I said. My mouth said it. My gut wasn’t so sure.

“I heard of a female ghost that feeds on brain matter. Especially the brain of the one she loves,”Lan said like she was telling a joke.

“Keep listening to stories like that and you‘ll help count the money after you’re sold,”I said, trying for humor and nodding to You to put the body away.

“Then I‘ll see whether they have more money or I have more bullets,”Lan said with a proud, playful tilt that didn’t match the morgue‘s gloom at all.

She caught me staring and turned away.“What‘s our next move?”

“His wife,”I said easily, glancing at her profile and heading out.

I heard her footsteps behind me and quickened my pace. The farther from the morgue, the better.

“How come you weren‘t scared at the sight of a corpse?”I asked casually. No reply.

I frowned and turned. The corridor behind me was empty.
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Beck had vanished into thin air. The whole corridor was empty except for me. A nameless fear wrapped around my chest.

At the end of the corridor there was a corner. Light came through a half open window and fell across the polished floor. The light was bright. Yet I felt like I stood inside endless darkness. Cold sank into my bones. I pulled my jacket tighter.

“What‘s wrong. Not feeling well”

I did not know when she had moved. Suddenly Beck‘s delicate face was right in front of me.

“Where did you go just now. Why didn‘t you follow me”My heart was still racing so the question came out sharper than I meant.

“I was beside you the whole time.”She looked at me, puzzled.

I stared into her eyes. My heart hammered in my chest. This was not the normal reaction you get when you see a pretty face. I knew that. This felt like a warning.

“I‘m fine. Let’s go.”My skin still crawled. I could feel the goosebumps.

We started walking again. I could not resist one last look down the corridor behind us. Just now. Was that my imagination. Or something else.

The victim, Byron, was a senior designer at a landscape architecture firm in Anyin. His wife, Jack, was a full time housewife without a steady job. They lived in a nicely designed apartment. No children.

When she opened the door, her looks really did catch me off guard. If Lan was an A grade beauty, then Xie was AA. She had the full charm of a young married woman. It was a type of presence that was hard to handle. Now her face was pale and tired. Her eyes were red. Her husband‘s strange death had hit her hard.

“And you are”she asked from behind the door. Her tone was cautious.

“We are from the City Special Investigation Section. We are handling your husband‘s case and need to ask you a few questions.”I showed her the temporary badge Jiang had arranged for us.

“Please come in.”She moved aside.

I put away the probably fake badge and stepped in with Lan behind me. I took a look around. The apartment layout was special. Someone had spent real effort on the design.

“Have a seat wherever you like.”Her tone was neutral. We did not expect warmth from a woman who had just lost her husband.

She poured us two cups of hot water and sat down, ready to be questioned.

“The night your husband died. Last night. About what time did he come home”I went straight in.

“A little after eleven, I think. I usually sleep early so I am not sure. I only remember glancing at the clock half asleep. He said he had to meet a client to discuss a design and then have dinner afterward. So I did not wait up.”She spoke softly. Her mind still somewhere in last night.

“And when he came back. How was he”I pressed.

“He was drunk. Very drunk. He looked very uncomfortable. I thought he had been drinking too much while entertaining the client. So I just helped him wash up a little and let him sleep.”Her eyes shone with tears as she spoke.

I paused and watched her. She seemed to be holding something back. Words that reached her lips then sank again. Her husband was dead. What could be so hard to say.

“After he lay down. Did you notice anything strange”I asked. I did not believe you could sleep a whole night beside a who died like that and feel nothing.

“Strange”She tried to remember.“I remember that after he woke me up I did not sleep very well. I was half awake. I think I heard a kind of rustling sound from his side. It was strange. I had never heard it before. I was sleepy so I ignored it. I do not know if that counts.”

“Rustling”My nerves tightened. I leaned forward.“You had never heard this sound before”

“That is why it felt strange.”she answered.

“Can you show me your bedroom”I asked. It was a simple request.

“Of course.”She stood and led the way. We followed.

“Your colleagues already checked here. They took any evidence they needed. I doubt you will find anything new,”she said kindly at the bedroom door.

I nodded, but still walked the room. I checked the furniture and got a feel for the layout. The bedsheets had been removed from the double bed.

“How do you usually sleep. Which side is whose”I pointed at the bed.

“Dong was rigid about habits. He always slept on the side near the wardrobe. I always took the other side,”she said, not sure why it mattered.

“And the rustling sound you heard last night. Could you tell which side it came from”I asked again.

“From the right, I think. I remember it was on my right.”She thought for a moment.

I nodded and moved to the window. I tried to push it open. It did not move.

“Is this window always locked”I tested the frame.

“Yes. My health has not been good. I cannot stand drafts. So we keep it locked,”she said. Her face was bloodless. I guessed she had her period.

The window was firmly latched. I pressed harder. Nothing. Their taste in decor was clearly high. Even a window showed care. That meant the sound Xie had heard could not have been from outside.

Dong slept by the wardrobe. Xie slept near the window. From the bed layout, the window should be on her left. Dong lay on her right. So the sound she heard in the silence of the night was very likely from Dong‘s side.

Dong‘s skull was empty. The rest of his body was intact. Was there really some creature that fed on human brain. Had it drained him as he slept.

I shook my head. I could not accept ghost stories so easily. I turned to Xie.

“Thank you for your help. That is enough for now. We may need to visit again later. I hope you can tell us everything you know so that we can find the real cause of your husband‘s death as soon as possible.”

I said“real cause”because I did not believe this was natural death.

She nodded, but looked uneasy. That only strengthened my sense that she was hiding something. I could not force her. She was not a suspect. We had no right to push.

She walked us to the door and started to close it. I had only taken a couple of steps when she called me.

“Officer Wang.”

I heard the struggle in her voice.

“Yes. What is it”I turned back, pretending I had noticed nothing.

“There is one more thing.”Her voice faltered.

“What is it”My gut told me this would be important.

“Last night when Dong came home, he reeked of alcohol. But under that I smelled something else. A very strong perfume. Jasmine. But not quite like normal jasmine. I cannot say what was different. It just felt like this scent had some kind of power.”Her words were vague, but her eyes told me she was honest.

“Power. What kind of power”I asked.

“The kind that makes you feel that one breath pulls you in deeper. You cannot pull away,”she said.“Dong and I always had a good relationship. Even when other women tried to get close, he would not look twice. So this scent must have come from some woman. That is my instinct as a woman. Maybe she was a client. I do not know his work life that well. Officer Wang, please. Help me find the truth. I cannot accept Dong dying like this without answers.”

“Do not worry. I will do my best,”I said. This time I meant it.

Most men would feel protective seeing eyes like hers. If I had a wife like that at home I would not look at other women either. As long as no one surpassed her.

Her last words gave me a clear new lead. That strange jasmine scent.

In the elevator, once it started to descend, I looked down as usual. Two tiny blue purple petals lay by my shoes. I bent and picked them up. They looked familiar. I had seen the same kind before but could not place where. I ught them to my nose. No scent. Either they never had much smell, or they had been crushed under y shoes.

“What is it”Lan asked softly beside me.

“Nothing,”I said, slipping the petals into my pocket.

On the way back to the bureau I sorted through what we had learned. Two things stood out. The rustling sound near Dong‘s body. And the strong jasmine perfume that Xie described as hypnotic.

“I did not expect you to work this carefully,”Lan said suddenly.

I turned to look at her. From the moment we entered Dong‘s home she had barely spoken. Had she been observing me this whole time.

“Of course. You know who I am. I am smart and”I started.

“A show off,”Lan said, hiding a laugh behind her hand.

I cursed Gao in my heart. You are dead.

“That is nonsense. He is just jealous. You did not actually believe him, did you. I am your senior, you know,”I said. I had to clear my name. I needed a good image in her mind. It makes flirting easier later.

“Senior. Fine, senior. Since you asked so y questions back there. Do you have any conclusions yet”She was still smiling.

“Conclusion. The conclusion is”I began. My phone rang in my pocket.

Unknown number. I answered.

“Hi. Lei. We finished on our side. How about you”My hearing has always been sharp. I knew at once it was Bao. No doubt Gao had given him my number.

“You two go first,”I said in my best team leader tone.

“Byron keeps a low profile. He gets along with everyone. No enemies. Works hard. He is a senior designer. He handles y of the major projects,”Bao reported smoothly.

“Any female colleagues who seemed close to him. Anyone who wears perfume. Do you remember the scent”My questions were picky. I knew Bao could handle them.

“There are only three women in the company. Only one uses perfume. A fruity one. Smells nice. But Byron always kept a clear distance from all three. They joked that he was afraid of his wife,”Bao said. He might be ugly, but his work was not.

“Got it. Did you find out which client he met yesterday”Anyone he saw before he died had to be checked.

“Clients. People at the company said he took the day off. He did not meet any client,”Bao said. I could hear the surprise in his voice. I felt the same.

Xie had told us that Dong went to meet a client and would be home late. The company said he had taken the day off and met no one. With that y people in an office, they could not all be lying at once. There were only two options now. Either Xie lied to us. Or Dong lied to Xie.

And if someone lied. Why.
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I already had a guess about who was lying, Byron or his wife.

If Jack had even basic sense, she would not lie to us about something that could be checked with one phone call to the company. She had to know that. I did not think she was that stupid.

So the liar was Byron. He told his wife he was meeting a client, came home drunk, and carried a strange woman‘s perfume on him. I could now say with some certainty that the person he met was very likely a woman. And not an ordinary one.

At work Byron always kept a careful distance from female colleagues. Clearly he did not want gossip. As a designer, outside of projects and client meetings his social circle would not be large. It was not easy for a like that to cross paths with a so called“unusual”woman.

“Can you get a copy of Byron‘s client list from his company”I asked Bao over the phone while flagging down a taxi.

“No. I already tried. Their ager said client information is confidential and they have to protect their clients. No way to share it unless there is an official order,”Bao answered.

“Damn it. Where am I supposed to get ‘official authorization’ for them.”I swore. Our Special Affairs Office was not even official on paper.“Official order”my ass.

“Forget it. We‘ll talk when I’m back at the bureau.”I hung up and dialed another number.

“Lei. Finally. I already took two naps waiting for you,”Gao‘s shrill voice blasted in my ear like he wanted to rupture my eardrum.

“Where are you”I asked. No mood for banter.

“At the bureau. Where else. I don‘t have a beauty keeping me company like you. Maybe you’ve already used some charm to lure Jinxuan to a hotel,”he said. He never filters his mouth.

“What nonsense are you spouting”I snapped, glancing at Lan. Her face was bright red. With Gao‘s volume, she had probably heard every word.

“Where are you. Who‘s laughing near you”he asked.“That laugh is creeping me out.”

“What laughing. There‘s no one. I’m in a taxi,”I said.

“How not. I clearly heard a woman laughing right next to you. Don‘t lie to me,”he said, assuming I was joking.

I turned to look at Lan. She already had her earphones in, eyes closed, listening to music. My expression froze.

“There is no one laughing,”I said quietly. I could not help glancing back through the rear window. Just billboards and ads. Yet it felt like something was watching me from behind.

Sensing the shift, Gao changed the subject.“Fine, fine. What do you want this time.”

He really thought he was doing me a favor.

“Hack Byron‘s company. Steal the client data. That should be easy enough for you,”I said, rolling down the window for a gulp of cold air.

“That‘s it. Child’s play. Give me ten minutes,”he said, a smug edge in his voice.

“Good. I‘ll be back in about thirty minutes. By then I want every female client’s file sorted in time order. And I want every bit of personal info you can dig up. What brand of perfume they use, what brand of underwear, all of it. I want the full list on my desk when I walk in. If it‘s not ready, don’t blame me for being rough,”I said, laying it on thick for once.

“You win,”he muttered, then hung up.

If I did not act tough now and then, that kid would be pissing on my head.

I checked on Lan again. Still listening to music. Still calm. I was the one feeling jumpy, hand unconsciously going to the top of my head.

By the time I got back to the bureau it was past five. McCarthy and Bao had already returned. I had expected they would not get the client files. My last hope was Gao. He did not disappoint.

“Everything‘s here. Knock yourself out,”he said, tossing a warm stack of fresh printouts onto my desk.

I flipped through them. Not too thick. I could get through it tonight. With luck there would be a lead hiding in there somewhere. The case was already strange. This was just our first crack in it. Still gave me a headache to look at.

“Actually, you don‘t have to look far,”Gao said.“Recently there’s only one client who has had frequent contact with Byron. He‘s been focused on a single project these days. The client is a woman named Peter. Check her file. See what a good ther I am.”

“You‘re laying it on a bit thick. You remember my orientation is perfectly normal, right,”I said, giving him a look and lowering my head to find Mu’s file.

I did not need to see his face to know it was twisting. Lan‘s stifled laugh was music in the background. I had to admit, it felt nice.

It was late. We went out as a group for dinner. Jiang naturally vanished early and skipped it. Over food we talked mostly about the case. No one had an answer.

It was night by the time I reached my rented place in Lixin. I hit the shower and sprawled on the bed. That was life. As I lay back, something crinkled under me. I remembered I had stuffed Mu‘s file into my jacket when I left the bureau.

Peter Gracie. I would have to pay her a visit tomorrow.

“Handsome, pick up. Handsome, pick up.”

Early the next morning my awful ringtone dragged me from sleep. I fumbled for the phone and finally hit answer.

“It‘s barely morning. Do you people want me dead”I grumbled with my eyes still shut. I did not care if the caller was the king of heaven.

“Senior, big trouble,”Lan‘s urgent voice came through.

“What happened. Why the rush”Right then nothing felt more urgent than going back to sleep.

“I just got a call from Director Jiang. He said Byron ran out of the morgue last night and someone saw him set himself on fire,”Lan said. Her voice shook.

“What”I shot upright in bed and swallowed hard.“Say that again. Byron is dead. How did he ‘set himself on fire’”

“I can‘t explain. I only know what the director told me. He asked me to call you and tell you to get to the bureau now,”she said. She did not sound like she was joking.

“All right. See you there.”I hung up, dressed in record time, and headed out. I skipped washing up.

On the way in I was unsettled. Dead men walking out of morgues and burning themselves was not my idea of a normal morning.

It was hard to find a taxi that early. Luckily the buses were running. Otherwise I might have had to run.

The office door was unlocked. Inside, Lan and Gao were in the corner, eyes glued to a screen. Their faces were pale.

“What‘s going on”I tapped Lan on the shoulder.

“Ah”She jumped, then relaxed when she saw me.“You scared me to death. You walk like a ghost, no sound at all.”

I was about to reply when I saw Gao slowly lift his head. His face had gone dark. He stared at Lan.

Realizing what she had just said, Lan slapped her hands over her mouth.

“What are you two doing. What happened. Talk,”I demanded. I had been chewing on confusion and shock all the way here.

“We can‘t really put it into words. You should see for yourself,”Gao said, serious for once.

A knot tightened in my chest. Still, I stepped up to the monitor. A surveillance video was playing. That much I could see. The timestamp read 1: 21: 13 a. m.

“This is the camera at the door of the morgue,”Gao explained.

“Get to the point.”

“Watch earlier.”He rewound to 1: 18: 50 a. m.

The footage played at double speed. Time crawled. A duty officer sat in the guard booth, clearly napping his way through the shift. The minutes ticked by. The air around the screen seemed to grow heavier. My heart hung in my throat.

At 1: 19: 28 a. m. , the image changed. A dark shape entered from the lower left of the screen. A chill slid down my back.

The shape moved toward the center. As it stepped into the light, the frame revealed a naked male body.

The camera was angled from above, so I could not see the face clearly. I call it a“body”because at that time, in that place, a naked male form walking around could not be considered a living person.

The figure moved toward the upper right corner of the screen. That was where the main door was. I had been in the morgue yesterday. I remembered the layout.

My eyes stuck to the figure‘s head. As it moved, the feeling of wrongness grew stronger. I kept thinking that at some moment it would suddenly turn to the camera and grin at me.

When it finally disappeared from view, my heart still did not settle. The unease stayed. If it had walked out of the frame, did that mean it had also walked out of the screen. Was it now standing behind me.

I wanted to turn and check. I did not.

“That‘s Byron”I asked, mostly for form’s sake.

“Keep watching,”Gao said. He sounded nothing like his usual jokey self.

I stared at the screen. The timestamp moved on. At 1: 24: 30 a. m. another figure appeared. This one was fully dressed. No creeping dread this time.

The glasses gave him away. Wire frames. Forensic examiner Beatrice.

“Why was he still at the bureau at that hour”I asked. It should have been his off time. Then again, in his job, late calls were normal.

“Five minutes later he called in and reported someone on fire in an alley nearby. When the officers got there the flames were still burning,”Gao said.“Since he was the only forensic examiner on scene, he did a quick check after the fire was put out. The body was burned beyond recognition. He could not confirm identity. Only after he returned to the morgue and saw that Byron‘s drawer was open and empty did he suspect the burned body might be Byron.”

“And now. Has that been confirmed”I asked. From the footage we had just watched, the naked body walking away was almost certainly Byron.

“Not yet. We have to wait for the lab to finish the tests,”Lan added.

“Where is You now”I asked. He was the key.

“Still in forensics,”Lan said.

“You keep watching the footage. Don‘t miss any detail,”I told Gao. Then I turned to Lan.“We’re going to see forensics.”

She nodded and followed me out. Behind us Gao muttered curses like a resentful housewife. I had thought he had finally turned over a new leaf. Even now all he could think about was chasing girls.

Then again, what could I do. He was my cousin. People say cousins resemble each other more than thers. On that point, I had to admit they might be right.
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Around 1: 19 a. m. this morning, the dead Byron walked out of the morgue like some kind of living corpse. He made it all the way out without anyone stopping him and was finally discovered by the forensic examiner, Beatrice, burning himself in a nearby alley until he was nothing but a charred body.

According to the earlier autopsy, Byron‘s time of death was about 1: 00 a. m. yesterday. Roughly twenty-four hours later, this absurd scene played out. Was it really just a coincidence?

The surveillance footage clearly recorded Byron walking out of the morgue, so I had no grounds to doubt that part. But because the whole thing was too bizarre, the higher-ups ordered absolute secrecy. We were not allowed to leak even half a word about the“living corpse.”

We went to forensics again, half an hour before official work hours. The air felt even heavier this early. This time, though, we went straight to Beatrice‘s office.

“Ask whatever you need,”he said. As expected of a forensic examiner, he stayed calm even in the face of this kind of case.

“I want to hear what happened from the beginning,”I said. I do not like circling around.

“I stayed late last night sorting files. When I finished it was already past one in the morning. Nothing special about that. I packed up like usual and got ready to leave,”You said, thinking back.

“As I passed the guard station I saw the main door half open. I assumed someone else working late had gone out and forgotten to close it. I did not think too much of it. I drove out and, when I passed a side alley, I saw a person standing perfectly still and burning from head to toe.

“It scared me, of course. But instinct pushed me out of the car. I took off my jacket and tried to put the fire out. What struck me as odd was that a normal person would thrash and run if they were on fire like that. This one didn‘t move at all. For a moment I even thought he was enjoying the flames, like some kind of ’fire bath. ‘”

Sweat beaded on my forehead. Enjoying a fire bath. That was not something any normal person did.

“I called the fire department, the patrol unit, and an ambulance,”You went on.“We were close to the bureau, so they got there fast. It still took everyone working together to put the fire out. As a forensic examiner I went over to check the body out of habit. At that point there was no question he could not be saved. Whether it was suicide or homicide would need investigation.”He pushed his wire-rim glasses up his nose.“After that I stayed and worked overtime. My office is near the morgue. When I came back I noticed the morgue door was open. I went in to check and found Byron‘s drawer standing open and empty.”

“So you suspected the charred corpse was Byron,”I said.

“Yes. I told the detectives who arrived what I‘d seen. They said they’d investigate. But since you‘re the ones asking me about it now, I’d say they probably agree that the charred body is Byron,”You said.

“Your deductive skills aren‘t bad,”I said. By procedure, he still should not have seen the surveillance footage.

He gave a stiff smile.“You flatter me. I‘m nowhere near your level.”

“Since you did the exam on the charred body, did you find anything”I asked. With a body that‘s been burned like that, it was hard to hope for much.

“Nothing obvious yet. We still need further tests to confirm identity,”he said. Then You shot me a glance, checked the doorway, and leaned forward to lower his voice.“There is one thing I think you should know.”

“What is it”A nameless sense of unease rose in my chest at his sudden secrecy.

“In my professional opinion, the fire on his body started from inside,”You said, enunciating each word.

He was right. I understood that much. Normally a burning body catches from the outside and burns inward, like why roasted chicken is charred on the outside and tender inside. According to You, this corpse had burned from the inside out. In other words, the fire that turned him into charcoal had been generated inside his body.

Against common sense. From the beginning this case had been breaking rules one after another. Was something truly unnatural at work here?

Today alone we had a living corpse and a mysterious self-immolation. The case was turning murkier by the minute. I walked out of forensics still turning it over in my mind, and did not notice that Lan was staring at me like I was a puzzle.

“Senior, what are you laughing at”she asked. The word“senior”already came smoothly from her mouth.

“Huh”I looked at her, baffled.

“You were just laughing. It looked really creepy,”she said, watching me with a hint of wariness.

“Laughing. When did I laugh”I was honestly surprised.

“Just now. The way you looked was... eerie,”she said seriously.

“Really”I gave her an exaggerated lecherous grin on purpose.“Like this”

“Psycho,”she said, rolling her eyes and walking back toward the office.

My expression slipped back to normal as I hurried after her, but the unease in my chest only grew. I could say with one hundred percent certainty that I had not smiled before she spoke. Not even a twitch.

Back in the office, almost everyone was there. McCarthy still toyed with his lighter. Gao dozed in front of his screen. Bao gave me the same wide grin as always, but something still felt off in the room. As for Director Jiang, who knew where he had vanished to for his nap.

“Lab results are back. Including the analysis on the pus,”McCarthy said. I had barely sat down when he handed me a file.

“How is it”I did not open it right away. I looked at McCarthy instead. Nothing special about it. I just thought his voice wasn‘t bad.

“DNA shows the charred body is Byron. As for the pus, it contained a high concentration of proteins and fats, plus some chitin,”McCarthy said in a flat tone, then went back to his seat.

“Chitin”I repeated. That was unexpected.“Have they notified the family yet”

“Not yet. Orders from above are to keep this under wraps for now. No contact with the family,”McCarthy said, face like a stone tile.

“What‘s chitin”Lan asked. From my expression she must have decided I knew what was going on.

“Chitin is a nitrogen-containing polysaccharide. A biological high polymer. It‘s found widely in the shells of crustaceans, the exoskeletons of insects, the cell walls of fungi, and in some green algae. In the natural world it’s the second most common polymer after cellulose,”I said. Thankfully my biology classes had not gone to waste. Lan looked satisfied with the explanation, but she still had not grasped what shocked me.

The pus contained chitin. The pus had leaked from Byron‘s skull. Chitin may be one of the most common natural polymers on Earth, but it absolutely should not exist in a human body.

Shrimp, crabs, insects, and other shelled creatures can contain chitin. Even some molluscs. Humans do not. They cannot. In that sense you can compare chitin to cellulose.

The air in the office grew heavy. The mood sank. Everyone seemed weighed down by the case. Everyone except Bao, who existed in his own category.

“Senior, what do you think about Byron walking out of the morgue and burning himself”Lan asked. She clearly cared a lot about the case.

“Heh. What do the rest of you think”I threw the question back. It felt like a hot potato. Was I supposed to admit that ghosts and spirits might be real.

“That was fire from hell. It will swallow everyone in the end,”Bao said suddenly, after smiling stiffly to himself for quite a while.

All eyes turned to him. With his serious expression, it was hard not to feel a chill. Bao had a habit of dropping lines like that from time to time. I still did not know why Director Jiang had recruited him.

“Can you not. You‘re giving me goosebumps,”Lan muttered, tugging her jacket tighter.

I didn‘t know what McCarthy and Gao were feeling, but from their faces they too were half believing, half doubting Bao’s words. As for me, I honestly wasn‘t sure anymore.

“This is getting stranger by the minute. What do we even do next”Lan had unconsciously moved closer to me. Maybe she really was trying to soak up more“yang”energy. If she could, I would not mind being drained dry.

“Don‘t let the weird stuff distract you. We still do our jobs. No matter what, the investigation moves forward,”I said, keeping my tone serious.

“Heh. You actually sound like a leader for once,”Gao chimed in, easing the tension a little.

“Just wait. I haven‘t impressed you properly yet. All right. McCarthy and Bao, follow up on the burning scene. Work it from that angle. Gao, you stay here on standby. I still have to pay this woman named Peter a visit.”

I stood up as I spoke, brushing off my clothes as if to shake loose bad luck.

“Going alone”Lan asked right away.

“If our great beauty Lan is willing to lower herself to accompany me, that would be my honor,”I said. Even I had to respect my own thick skin, flirting like that in front of the whole room.

“Please. She just feels sorry for you. Afraid you‘ll turn into a charred corpse on the way,”Gao said. The brat needed a beating.

“Shut it. Nothing decent ever comes out of your mouth. Hold the fort. If you behave, I‘ll bring you a bone later,”I said, walking around to clap him on the shoulder.

“Careful you don‘t become the charred corpse,”he muttered, unable to come up with anything better. His face went dark.

A shiver ran through me. I rolled my eyes at him and headed out. Lan followed close behind. At this point she was basically my full-time assistant.

For convenience, Director Jiang had at least gotten us two police vehicles. One Land Rover and one Audi. Both second-hand. Still, in the national police fleet they counted as above average. Whatever his background was, our mysterious director had some pull.

I chose the Land Rover without hesitation. Great ride comfort, solid capability, excellent off-road performance. If we were not on a case, I would have liked to take Lan for a spin in the countryside and enjoy some proper alone time.

Peter. Twenty-six. Born in Anyin. After two years of work post-university she married a wealthy businessman and became a full-time housewife.

The street we were driving down now was Chang‘an West Street, one of Anyin’s most famous areas. British-style architecture lined both sides. Plenty of rich and famous people lived here.

“She lives here”Lan asked as soon as she got out of the car.

“Where else”I raised an eyebrow and looked up at the villa in front of us. A gorgeous, medieval European-style building. Somehow it felt familiar.

Our badges did not get us very far here. We rang the bell and spoke to the security guard at the gate. Only after about ten minutes were we allowed to walk up to the house.

As the guard opened the iron gate for us, I looked up at the villa again. On the wide second-floor balcony a slender woman in black had appeared, her figure framed against the sky.
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By the time we stepped into the living room, that graceful silhouette was already at the top of the staircase, walking down with slow, elegant steps. I was still some distance from the sweeping curved stairs, but my sharp eyes had already taken full measure of her.

Her face was not truly stunning. At best you could call it above average. But the aura around her was refined and composed, and that elevated her whole presence. Her long black hair looked casually twisted up, but it clearly took work to look that effortless. The tight black cheongsam she wore traced every curve of her body, making her figure even more striking, yet in this medieval European-style villa it looked a little out of place, almost jarringly so.

Peter really did give off the feeling of deep, still water.

“Officers, what can I do for you today”she asked, lips barely parting. Her voice was soft but carried clearly to where Lan and I stood.

“Hello. We‘re here to look into a few matters and need your cooperation,”I said. I did not mention Byron’s death.

“Please, sit.”She seemed indifferent to everything. She did not even ask why we were investigating.

“Do you know a named Byron”I asked as soon as we sat down.

“You mean Mr. Wang. Yes.”A shadow of surprise flickered across her face, there and gone in an instant, but I caught it.

“How well do you know him. Could you tell us in more detail”My tone stayed mild. Faced with a woman this calm, even my mind slowed down a notch.

“I‘ve been planning to redesign the garden. I asked my husband to find a good landscape designer. Mr. Wang is the one he ught in. I like his work. He doesn’t talk much, but he‘s very talented,”she said slowly, a faint smile touching her face.

“So lately he‘s been working only on this project”I asked. A maid arrived with three cups of tea.

“Yes. My husband agreed to pay him double his usual rate so he could focus,”she said, lifting her cup and taking a sip.

“Has he been coming here often recently. Have you noticed anything off about him”I asked as I picked up my own cup, then almost froze.

A strong jasmine fragrance washed over me. A few fully opened jasmine blossoms floated on the surface of the tea. My fingers tightened around the porcelain. I raised my head and fixed my eyes on Peter.

“He does come frequently. But he never stays long. He usually leaves after a short discussion. I assume he goes back to the office to refine his designs,”she said, unaware of my change in expression.

“How long is ‘a short while’”I asked.

From what Bao had heard at the company and what Gao‘s data showed, Byron had been going out to meet clients a lot lately, often gone for most of the day.

“About half an hour. Sometimes he goes out to the garden to walk the site,”she said.

That already clashed sharply with what we knew.

“Did you see him the night before last”I asked. I still did not fully buy her story. The jasmine perfume that Xie had mentioned and the jasmine tea here were too much alike to ignore.

“The night before last. Of course not. Mr. Wang always comes around ten in the morning,”she said, as if I had made a joke.“I go to bed early. I assume he‘s off work by night, isn’t he”

“This tea is very good. The fragrance is strong,”I said, watching her. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Lan go rigid at my words.

“I‘ve always liked floral scents. My husband bought this tea,”she said. The warmth in her eyes when she mentioned him made it clear she was happy in that marriage.

“Jasmine perfume is nice too,”I said casually.

She smiled faintly.“I never wear perfume.”

“Oh. Is your husband at home. I‘d like to speak with him as well,”I said, glancing up at the second floor but seeing no sign of him.

“He‘s busy. He usually doesn’t get back until eight or nine at night. I‘m already asleep by then,”she said softly, a hint of sadness on her face.

“All right. Then we‘ll have to bother you both another time,”I said, standing.

“Of course. But I‘d like to know why you’re asking about Mr. Wang,”she finally asked.

“I‘m sorry. That’s police business. We can‘t share details. I hope you understand. If you remember anything else unusual about him, please contact us at once. And I also hope you won’t mention this visit to anyone. Including your husband,”I said, making the point clear.

“All right,”she said, nodding and walking us to the door.

Back in the car, I turned for another look at the villa. The main gate was already closed.

I still did not fully believe her. If Byron had not come to see her that night, if she did not use jasmine perfume, then where had that intense jasmine scent on him come from.

The firm said he had left early the day before last and had not met any clients. His wife said he came home late because of a client meeting. Now his client, Mu, claimed they always met in the mornings and that he never stayed more than half an hour.

Three places. Three stories. All conflicting.

Even if we assume the company, Xie, and Mu all told the truth, then where did Byron go between leaving the office and coming home that night. Who did he meet. What did he do.

All the questions tangled together, a knot of threads pulling tight in my head.

“You suspect Peter”Lan asked when she caught me frowning.

“Without evidence I can only suspect. It‘s all conjecture for now. Do you think she has a motive to kill him. Even if she does, how would she make him die, get up, and then burn himself. Why do it that way”I tossed a string of questions at her and saw her fall silent.

It took her a long time to answer.“Just from my instinct as a woman. I don‘t feel like she was faking. I didn’t catch her lying. She was calm from beginning to end.”

“Good. You‘re learning. But everything still comes down to proof. Right now we can’t accuse anyone. But we can‘t rule anyone out either,”I said with a small, guarded smile and drove away from the villa.

She had been calm from start to finish. Too calm. Everything she said came out as if none of it really mattered. Of course, it was still possible that the hypnotic jasmine scent and the rich jasmine tea were only a coincidence.

But was it really that simple.

“Hey, look. That flower‘s purple. It’s beautiful,”Lan said suddenly, pointing excitedly at the roadside.

Purple flowers.

I pulled over and looked where she pointed. Wind was blowing, and light purple petals drifted over the wall next to the road, whirling and dancing in the air. From our side of the wall it looked like a giant ball of purple blossoms on the other side. Whatever tree that was, it could bloom like that in early autumn. Mysterious and lush.

My gaze followed the wall line until I saw a flower shop. All sorts of greenhouse flowers were arranged at the entrance. They looked bright but somehow lifeless, nothing like the tree behind the wall. The shop might be quiet, but on this charming stretch of Chang‘an West Street it added a touch of romance.

That feeling only strengthened when I saw the face of the woman working inside.

“Senior. Senior”Lan waved a hand in front of my face to pull me back.

I looked again toward the shop. The woman was gone.

“Let‘s head back,”I said lightly, starting the engine and pulling away.

Even after we left the street behind, that silhouette stayed fixed in my head. A delicate face, like a lotus on still water, drawing me closer step by step.

Just as we left Chang‘an West Street, my phone rang. For safety’s sake I had Lan pick it up. I had turned the volume way down after yesterday‘s awkwardness, so I could not hear anything, just a muffled voice and then Lan’s quiet“Mm.”

Please not my mother. Today was Saturday. My mother‘s favorite day to call.

“Who was it”I asked at once.

“McCarthy,”Lan said. I let out a breath.

“What does he want”McCarthy never called without a reason.

Lan handed me the phone. The call had already ended.

“He said we need to go to 73 Changqing Road. Someone else is dead. Same as Byron. Brain sucked dry,”Lan said. Her face had gone pale.

I knew the Changqing Road area well, but right now my w only furrowed deeper. Another death, with the same method. What did that mean. Coincidence. A malevolent spirit. Or a human hand, planning everything carefully.

With those questions circling in my head, we reached 73 Changqing Road. An ordinary apartment building. The victim lived on the sixth floor. There was no elevator, so we took the stairs.

We heard the crying before we reached the landing. A woman‘s wail, like the world had ended. Whether it was genuine or not, hard to say.

“What‘s going on”I asked McCarthy at the door.

“The victim is Alvin. Thirty. Atlantans teacher at Min‘an Middle School. His wife stayed at a friend’s place last night. When she came back this morning she found him in bed, pus flowing from his seven orifices. She called the police immediately,”McCarthy said. His voice was flat. No emotion at all.

I nodded and stepped inside. The wife was sobbing on the sofa. Deeper in, I saw Bao and the team, with Beatrice and other techs working the scene around the body.

“Same thing. Brain”I asked. I needed to hear it confirmed. If this was a serial pattern, our trouble had just doubled.

You turned at my voice, adjusted his glasses, and said,“Officer Wang. Yes. Same type of case. Pus from all seven orifices. Brain matter sucked dry. No other external injuries. Estimated time of death between midnight and one a. m.”

So similar.

That made things worse. I still did not think this was the work of gods or ghosts. If it was, we would be helpless. If it was human, then we were looking at a serial killer.

Maybe this victim would give us more to work with.

I swept the room with my eyes and quickly spotted a set of clothes hanging on the rack. While everyone was focused on the bed, I walked over and leaned in to sniff.

A stale layer of alcohol, laced with that same strange jasmine perfume, hit my nose. My nerves and my brain both lit up at once.

Same method. Same time of death. Same drunken state and the same mysterious jasmine scent.

Which ught my attention to a single, pressing question. One that might pull a piece of the truth into the light.
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Back at the bureau the mood was still dead. We hadn‘t solved Byron, and now Alvin Andrew was piled on top. Everyone had a headache.

“Same drill. Gao, pull everything on the victim and his wife. Bao and McCarthy, go to Min‘an Middle School and canvas Tao’s background,”I said, just to keep them from sitting idle. Then I fell into thought.

At the apartment we‘d already taken a basic statement from the wife, Rodney Morley. She’d been at a college reunion last night. It ran late, she didn‘t feel safe going home, so she crashed at a friend’s place. This morning she returned and found Tao dead in bed. I took the contacts for the classmates she‘d named and confirmed she really had been with them.

Both Tao and Fan taught at Anyin No. 19 Middle School—he Atlantans, she history. Mild, dutiful, married five years, no children. No known enemies. That was from the neighbors, who all spoke well of them.

“Senior, we...”Lan wasn‘t sure what I wanted from her. If she knew, she might strangle me.

“We‘ve got something more important tonight. Go home and rest. Wait for my call,”I said, throwing her a look with too much subtext for Gao’s taste.

“Huh?”she said, not getting it.

“Go grab sleep. Big show later. Don‘t you dare nod off. I’m going to rest too, or I‘ll be useless,”I said, letting the
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