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"Sacrifice can be an act of love, when you do it to keep from harming the one you love."
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BEGINNING
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	Shanghai, 1960

	 

	The street gives off that thick smell the city breathes out when night falls over the industrial districts. The air drags along a stubborn blend of damp coal, rust, and the dregs of old oil, spilled among the abandoned factories of Yangpu. This neighborhood has a sound all its own: the distant hum of the transformers, the groan of cables strung taut between ruined posts, the persistent drip-drip of leaks falling from broken pipes. It all composes a harsh music that I know by heart. Here, where no one looks and no one asks, many fates reach their end without the city ever breaking its pulse.

	The girl steps out of the run-down place where she spends her evenings. It is an establishment without a name, hidden among warehouses of blackened brick and textile mills that stopped running decades ago. The door opens with a metallic screech, and she appears wrapped in the dying light of the interior. Her hair is pinned up, a few damp strands framing her face. Her coat is too thin to soften the cold advancing among so many dead chimneys. The doorman barely looks at her when she says goodbye. Whatever leaves through that door after midnight is no longer his responsibility. He goes back inside and shuts it, as though sealing a coffin.

	The young woman comes down the steps clumsily. She grips the rusted railing and breathes deep, perhaps trying to gather the courage she needs to cross these streets alone. Her cloth bag knocks against her thigh with every step, betraying a hurried rhythm. Watching her walk, I sense that each of her movements carries something defenseless, a vulnerability given away by the way she curls her fingers, tugs at her coat, and glances out of the corner of her eye toward where she shouldn't. She doesn't know how to read the night. What ought to be feared is not what can be seen.

	I follow her at the exact distance. There is no need to hurry. The darkness will do the rest of the work. In Yangpu, the streetlamps stand so far apart that tunnels of shadow form between one and the next, where a whole army could hide unseen. I pass beneath one of them and my figure casts only a faint outline on the ground. I do not draw attention. I never do. I move with measured steps to preserve the fundamental silence.

	Two men smoke beside the entrance of a warehouse. Their weathered hands and their uniforms show they have come from the metal-parts factory that still runs a few streets down. They talk to each other without paying the girl any mind, but she seems to read the presence of any man as a threat. She lowers her head still further, presses her lips together, and quickens her pace. The men barely look up; she is not the first woman to pass through here alone at this hour, nor will she be the last in this city, merciless toward those who walk without shelter.

	The young woman crosses the street toward an even darker stretch. There, the spinning mill keeps its walls cracked with aged damp. The broken windows let out gusts of wind that sound like muffled howls. The shadows of the great abandoned looms stretch across the ground like nocturnal fossils. She looks that way, and although I take it she considers it a bad place to walk alone, she ends up choosing it. She doesn't know that every neighborhood has its invisible border on the pavement; and once it's crossed, there's no going back.

	The sky is covered by a thick fog that reflects the city's distant lights. In Yangpu you never see a clean sky. The sheet-metal roofs and brick chimneys block almost all the view upward. The air feels heavy, and each breath brings a metallic taste, as if one were inhaling powdered iron.

	She rubs her nose with the sleeve of her coat, bothered by the smell, by the cold, by the loneliness, or by all of it at once. That gesture confirms something essential to me: she is not used to moving through this part of the district. Tonight she has gone farther than usual. I don't know whether she did it because she needed the money or because she had no other choice. Either way, her end will not depend on that.

	She moves down a side avenue that empties into a row of shuttered workshops. No one is left working at this hour; a scrawny dog among some crumpled newspapers under a grate. The young woman walks on past, though her step grows lighter. Perhaps she believes she has left the worst of the way behind. Perhaps she thinks that if she hurries and crosses the bridge connecting to Hongkou she'll be safe. She won't get that far.

	She turns left and enters a street I know too well. The light posts barely hold up the hanging cables that sway in the wind. The walls are covered with graffiti that faded years ago. This stretch of the district has always struck me as a perfect place: isolated enough that no one will hear, familiar enough to know from where an intruder might come. The shadows of the buildings form a natural corridor where footsteps ring with a faint echo, in a night empty of witnesses.

	The girl halts for a moment, right where a wide puddle reflects the only working streetlamp. By instinct she looks at her reflection in the water, perhaps to make sure no one is following her. She hurries to cross it and, as she does, she trips on a half-rotted piece of wood. She barely manages to keep her balance. She doesn't scream, but she lets out a stifled whimper. Her bag nearly slips from her grasp, but she catches it at the last instant.

	The tremor in her hands tells me more than she imagines. Fragility sometimes confesses itself in a minimal, involuntary vibration, a falter in rhythm. I watch her fixedly, not missing a single detail: how she brings her fingers to her temple, how she breathes deep, how she searches the silence for some sign of calm. She finds none.

	She presses on, turning into the narrow passage between two shuttered textile mills. This corridor is a dark intestine that twists toward nothing. Not a single low window. Not a door. Only eroded brick, moss in the joints, and the distant sound of the rusted machines giving way under their own weight. It looks like a tunnel with no roof and no end.

	I draw closer, without changing my pace. The stenches mingle: wet wood, rotting iron, scraps of decayed fabric that were never cleared out of the mills. A stagnant atmosphere swallows her, and she, without knowing it, enters the stagnation too.

	The distance between us shrinks. I can hear her breathing clearly now. Her step is unsteady, and she turns her head back. The darkness shields me. Her eyes pass over my shadow among the shadows. She does not see me. Fear pushes her forward, perhaps to get out of this corridor and reach a brighter street. Fate rarely grants second chances in places like this.

	She faces forward again. I take another step. This path has no way out for her, though she doesn't know it. Her life has been driven toward this point since before she left the place. Nothing happens by chance. The city speaks for those who know how to listen, and I listen even to its most intimate whispers.

	The moment draws near, inevitable. The night holds its breath.

	The corridor narrows a few meters ahead, forcing the girl to slow down. She no longer advances with confidence; she goes with the desperate instinct of someone who knows she has gone too deep into a place she doesn't know. Her steps stumble over the chaos of forgotten factory debris, from when something still worked here. It all fits perfectly with what I am about to do. Nothing is set in order without first stirring up chaos.

	She stops a second time, now with an unmistakable tremor through her whole body. She looks only ahead, straining to find refuge in the depths of the darkness. She hugs herself, rubbing her forearms. For a few seconds I contemplate the absolute vulnerability that gesture radiates. She shouldn't be here. No creature so young should walk alone through these mute passageways of the city.

	I take a step and the distance between us is halved. The drip of a pipe strikes the ground with an irregular rhythm, just enough to cover my movements if I time them carefully. The girl doesn't hear my steps because her breathing takes up all her attention. She inhales sharply, exhales trembling, inhales again. She is on the edge of panic. And even so, no one will come to help her. This passage doesn't appear on any recent map. Even the patrolmen forgot decades ago that it exists.

	She advances a few more meters. She attempts an escape with no direction. She'd stumble at any moment if the passageway didn't force her to keep a fixed course. When she tries to speed up, her foot brushes a piece of rusted metal and sets off a shrill noise that rebounds between the walls. She stops, terrified. I do not stop.

	I get close enough to see how the fear settles into the curve of her neck, the tension of her hands, the rigidity of her back. Her mind must be trying to work out what is behind her, never getting it right. Danger always manages to fool the imagination of those who don't know how to recognize it.

	The girl carries on as best she can and reaches the point where the passage turns to the right. That turn is perfect. There, the industrial lamp barely lights a small circle, not enough to reveal what happens in the shadows. The light flickers every few seconds and casts brief flashes that warp the shapes. In one of those flashes, she catches a movement and turns at once. But it's too late.

	The moment she turns her head, I am already beside her.

	She doesn't need to see my face to understand she shouldn't be here. Her eyes reflect a pitiful blend of surprise and absolute terror. She doesn't scream. The fear has closed her throat. She keeps turning, trying to back away, but the narrow passage gives her no room. The bag slides off her arm and falls to the ground with a dull thud. The sound is lost in the viscous damp of the place.

	Before she can bend to pick it up, I reach out a hand and take her by the shoulder. It is a firm, measured contact that requires no brute force. She tries to twist around, seeking to push my hand off. All she manages is to reveal still more the desperation in her gaze. I see the tremble of her lashes. I feel the silent plea of her ragged breathing.

	In that exact instant, I place my other hand around her neck.

	The motion is clean and precise. There is no explosive violence. There is no useless struggle. Only a steady pressure on the right point. The girl makes a brief sound, barely a click of trapped air, and her hands rise by instinct, looking to escape. Her fingers clutch at my wrist, trying to pry it away. The fear weakens her. Her strength is not enough. It never is in the first exhalation of true panic.

	I hold her upright while her body reacts with a mix of jerks and resistance. It is a natural, predictable movement. She tries to back away, looks to brace herself against the passage wall, though her feet trip on the fallen bag and she loses her footing. I steady her with one arm to keep her from dropping all at once; I don't want the scene to end clumsily. Order demands precision in moments like these.

	Her breath grows weaker and weaker, a whisper losing its form. Her eyes, overflowing with brightness, search me for an answer that doesn't exist. The darkness covers part of her face and, for a second, she seems so small she could be mistaken for a child. The fragility shows in the trembling movement of her mouth, which tries to form incoherent words. I don't let her speak. There's no need.

	I feel the racing pulse in her faltering neck, desperate. Each passing second lessens the strength of her grip on my arm. Her fingers only rest now, weak, as though begging one last favor. The lamp flickers with a brief flash that reveals the shadow of her trembling body. At the next flicker, the trembling goes out.

	Her resistance fades, absorbed by the night. Her breathing stops. Her hands fall lifeless. Her body loses its weight. I hold her by the waist to keep her from collapsing to the ground. I want no needless blows. The girl deserves an end that preserves the dignity the world denied her.

	I lay her down carefully against the damp wall of the passage. Her head falls to one side, her disheveled hair settling inert over her shoulder. Her face goes slack after the struggle, with the peace of a bad dream ended before its time. The flickering lamplight brings out the sudden pallor of her skin. Everything is in its place, as it should be.

	I kneel at her side. The cold of the ground comes through the cloth of my trousers, but it doesn't reach me. My attention is fixed on her, on her stillness. The kind that appears only when the noise dies out and life stops thrashing. It is a silence I learned to recognize, and it tells me the act is complete.

	From inside my coat I take out the red ribbon. The touch of the thread between my fingers gives me a deep calm, one nothing else provides. It is a seal. A mark of transition. The confirmation that what had to be done was done.

	I take the girl's wrist. Her fingers, tense before, now lie without strength. The skin still keeps a trace of warmth. I pass the ribbon around her wrist and tie it in a firm, balanced bow. I adjust the knot with precision, keeping it from sitting crooked. I cannot allow it to come out imperfect. Every corrected life deserves an exact ending.

	The ribbon stands out against the pale skin, a contrast that creates an image recognizable only to me. Each bow marks an act necessary for the city to recover the order the world insists on breaking. The ribbon is the close. The silence. The purification.

	I stay a few seconds watching the whole scene, making sure nothing is out of place. The wind blows through the cracks of the passage, a faint whistle that seems to murmur in my ear. I could read it as a sign. Or simply as part of the night. The city speaks in its own codes; I only listen.

	I rise slowly. I look toward the corridor's exit. No one is there. No footsteps. No voices. No one has seen anything. No one will see anything. This place is perfect. The darkness covers everything and keeps the secret of the act, in this corner where the damp eats the sounds.

	I pick up the bag she let fall. I open it just enough to see it holds a few coins, a crumpled handkerchief, and a small case with a broken mirror. Nothing more. I close it and leave it propped beside her body, as if it had never been touched. I must not disturb what belongs to her. Her life has already been altered enough by the city. My intervention only closes the cycle.

	When I take the first step to leave, I hear the slight creak of my own soles on the wet pavement. The noise mixes with the distant murmur of a siren sounding somewhere else in the district. It isn't coming here. No one will come.

	The street waits for me with its eternal smell of iron and held-back rain. The night still breathes, and I breathe with it.

	The air of the industrial corridor turns colder as I take a few steps backward, drawing away from the body that rests against the wall. It is a peculiar sensation, as if the temperature always dropped a few degrees after each act I complete. And I know well it is not the weather. It is the thick stillness that appears when a place has witnessed the inevitable. Shanghai knows that instant well. It seems to hold the universal breath in order to absorb it all, and then it returns to its usual rhythm.
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	Dawn stretches over Shanghai with a grayish light that never quite warms; the sun seems too tired. From my third-floor window I watch the shadows of the buildings lengthen toward the street, mixing with the fog that rises from the canals. The city hasn't fully woken yet, and still I can sense the unease that has hung over it for weeks. There's something in the air, a collective nervousness I can't shake off.

	I rest my hands on the sill and close my eyes for a few seconds, trying to order my mind before leaving the house. I don't manage it. Since the killings began in Hongkou, my body stays in a constant state of alert, and my brain no longer knows how to tell rest from danger.

	"Are you going to eat something?" Meihua asks at my back.

	I turn. She's standing by the table, in a pale apron, her hair gathered in a simple bun. The thin morning light filtering through the kitchen window softens her features. She watches me with a strange mix of worry and patience, the same expression she's worn since the first body appeared two weeks ago.

	"I can't, I'm late," I answer as I take my jacket from the back of a chair.

	"Gao…" she says, in a whisper gentler than a reproach.

	I stop. I know what she's going to say. I know she wants me to eat before I go, that she wants me to sleep more, that she wants me to stop carrying the weight of the case as if I could solve it alone. I know it, but I have no room for anything except that image that won't fade: the girl laid out on the alley floor, the red ribbon knotted at her wrist, the pale skin and the empty expression.

	"I'll try tomorrow," I say at last, though we both know it's a lie.

	I move toward Meihua to kiss her on the cheek; she intercepts me, though, with a soft gesture and straightens my shirt collar. Her fingers move with a calm precision. I find myself watching her, trying to decipher that serenity she always shows, every time I seem to be falling apart.

	"Take care," she says when she's done.

	"I always try."

	I take my wallet, check that my identification is there, and step out into the hall. The building's wooden stairs creak under my shoes. The night's damp still clings to the walls and the air. When I open the front door, a cold gust hits my face. I breathe deep and go down the outer staircase toward the street.

	Shanghai, at this hour, is a concert of muffled sounds: the drag of bicycles against the pavement, the murmur of the merchants, the crackle of the first woks lighting up in the side alleys. But today there's something more. A tension that seems to bite at the air. Last night the news of the fourth murder spread like gunpowder through the neighborhoods. I know we'll find more fear in the streets than usual.

	I walk toward the Hongkou police station, a few blocks away. The sky is still gray and the haze won't quite lift. As I cross the main avenue, I see a group of women talking in murmurs. Their faces are tense, their movements quick. One of them recognizes me and lowers her gaze. I know my presence will confirm the fears they're all trying to bury.

	The station appears before me with its reddish-brick façade and its fogged windows. The guard at the entrance greets me with a slight nod and lets me through. The inside always smells of damp paper and stale tobacco. My colleagues are already gathered near the case board. Their voices blend into a dense cloud of frustration.

	"Gao, finally," Wei says when he sees me.

	He's by the map of the city with the murder sites marked, where connecting lines have been drawn and estimated times noted. His face shows he slept as little as I did.

	"Anything new?" I ask.

	Wei sighs.

	"Barely. The body was removed last night. No witnesses. Again. And the ribbon…" He points to an enlarged photograph. "Same as the others. The same knot, the same tension, the same signature. It's as if he's mocking us."

	I step closer to the photograph. The red ribbon contrasts with the victim's whitened skin. The knot is impeccably made, no irregularities, no visible signs of improvisation. It's a ritual. And that disturbs me.

	"Does the press know anything?" I ask.

	"Only the basics. I've tried to hold the information back, but when there are four dead women in fifteen days, there's no containing it."

	I run a hand over my face. The thought that the killer is growing more sure of himself torments me. Yesterday, seeing the last victim, I had the feeling he was perfecting his method.

	"The forensic doctor arrives in ten minutes," Wei adds. "He wants to talk to us about the state of the neck and some marks he found on the girl's hands."

	I nod, while my mind is already reconstructing the scene, picturing the attacker approaching from behind, strangling her, tying the ribbon around her wrist once she has stopped breathing. It's a clean pattern. Too polished.

	"I want to go over the previous reports," I say. "All of them. One by one. Something might be slipping past us."

	"At this hour?" Wei looks at me with an affectionate exasperation. "Did you sleep at all?"

	"Enough."

	It isn't true, though it doesn't matter.

	We head to the archive. As we move down the corridor, we hear two officers arguing over the possibility that the killer is a foreigner. Another insists it could be someone local. Theories fly back and forth with no fixed course.

	"The city is frightened," Wei comments under his breath. "And so are we."

	"We're not frightened," I answer, though it doesn't sound convincing.

	"Gao…" he says, laying a hand on my shoulder. "You know we are."

	I go into the archive and, for the first time this morning, I feel I need a pause. I lean for a second against a shelf, close my eyes, and breathe deep. The pause doesn't last long. Duty imposes itself again. I pull the three previous case reports and carry them to the central table.

	Wei leafs through the first.

	"All young," he murmurs. "Sixteen, nineteen, twenty… No connection between them. No common route. Only the age."

	"And the ribbon," I add.

	"Yes. Always the ribbon."

	I run my fingers over one of the photographs. The face of the first victim looks at me from the paper with an expression I can't manage to forget. She was sixteen. Too young to understand the danger stalking her.

	"Do you know what unsettles me most?" I say to him, low.

	"Tell me."

	"There are no signs of a struggle. None. It's as if they had no time to react."

	Wei goes quiet for an instant.

	"Do you think they knew the attacker?"

	"I think they trusted for a second. A single second."

	A tense silence surrounds us. Just then, the door opens. The forensic doctor has arrived.

	He comes into the room with a notebook under his arm and a grave expression that promises nothing good. I've known him for years: meticulous, prudent, never one to dramatize. When I see him like this, lips pressed tight and brow furrowed, I know we're about to hear something important. He sets his folder on the table, cleans his glasses with a crumpled handkerchief he draws from the pocket of his coat, and takes a seat across from us.

	"Good morning," he says, and his tone suggests he hasn't slept any better than the rest of us here.

	Wei and I nod at the same time. I lace my fingers together to keep my hands occupied. For days now they've been trembling with a faint insistence.

	"I examined the fourth victim's body for most of the night," he begins, "and there are details that match the others, but also something new I'd like you to consider."

	Wei leans forward.

	"New in what sense?"

	The doctor turns the pages of his notebook until he finds one marked with a scrap of paper. He swivels the notebook and shows us a detailed drawing of the injuries.

	"The force applied," he explains, "is entirely consistent with the earlier cases, but this time there's something different. The attacker took longer to complete the strangulation."

	My breath stops.

	"Longer?" I repeat.

	"Yes. In the first cases death was almost immediate. This time there was a sustained, controlled pressure, as if the attacker were seeking a specific rhythm. It shows a disturbing precision."

	Wei rubs his chin.

	"Could it be because the victim resisted more?"

	The doctor shakes his head firmly.

	"There are no signs of defense. No injuries to the nails. Nothing. As in the other cases."

	I look again at the drawing, trying to reconstruct the scene in my mind. I can't help imagining the exact moment: the girl walking down the street, at ease, perhaps distracted, thinking of anything but death. Then, the attacker. Soft steps, a silent approach, a quick and calculated movement.

	"The ribbon," I say. "Is it the same?"

	"Exactly the same. Silk. Double knot. Uniform tension. I can't say it's the same piece of cloth, but it does come from the same maker and, probably, the same roll."

	"Any prints?" I ask, though I know the answer.

	"None. The killer works with gloves or has an extraordinary skill for leaving no trace."

	Wei leans back in his chair and lets out a long sigh.

	"So we have someone methodical. Someone who knows what he's doing."

	"And someone," I add, "who's improving his technique."

	The doctor nods, caught between weariness and an uncomfortable honesty.

	"I won't tell you how to do your job, but you should bear this in mind: this killer is not making mistakes. He isn't rushing. He's following a pattern he has probably been developing for some time. He's disciplined."

	That word, disciplined, hangs in the air like an omen. I feel a prickle at the back of my neck. I don't know if it's the length of the case, the accumulated exhaustion, or the clear sense that we're facing someone who hasn't yet revealed his final intention.

	"Thank you, Doctor Qiang," I say. "We're going to go over all of this. Can you send us the full report as soon as you finish it?"

	"Of course. It'll be ready this afternoon."

	When the doctor withdraws, Wei rubs his face with his hands, trying to clear his head. I, on the other hand, stay still, looking at the map with the red dots marking each murder. They're spread apart, scattered across different streets, and yet all within the same district. The killer knows this area too well.

	"Gao," Wei says, breaking the silence, "what are you thinking?"

	"I'm thinking…" I answer slowly, "that we're not dealing with an impulsive attack. In his ritual he shows us his total control."

	"Someone with training? Or someone with practice?"

	"Or both."

	Wei lets his hand drop onto the board.

	"The press wants an interview this afternoon. They say people are starting to panic. That they need to know we're doing something."

	"We're doing everything," I answer, more brusquely than necessary. "Still, I can't lie. We have no suspects. We have no witnesses. We have no clear pattern of movement. All we have are bodies."

	Wei watches me in silence. I know he wants to say something about my state, about the shadows under my eyes and my sleepless nights, but he decides to keep quiet. I'm grateful for that silence.

	Just then there are brisk steps in the corridor. The young officer Zhao Wen appears in the doorway, nervous, a notepad in his hand. He wants to be involved and he's eager, but this case leaves me no margin for a rookie going off on his own.

	"Inspector Gao, Subinspector Wei, we have someone who says he saw something last night."

	Wei frowns.

	"A witness? At this stage?"

	"That's what she says. An older woman. She'll only speak with you, Inspector."

	I follow him down the corridor while my mind fills with questions. Why now? And why ask to speak with me specifically? The officer leads me to the small interview room, where a woman of about seventy is seated by the window. She wears a thick coat, too large for her frail body. Her hands tremble slightly over her purse.

	I approach slowly.

	"Good morning, ma'am," I greet her. "I'm Inspector Gao. They tell me you've come because you saw something last night."

	She lifts her gaze, and the intensity of her eyes surprises me. There's no fear, but a kind of quiet determination.

	"Yes, Inspector. I'm not sure what I saw, but something wasn't right."

	I take a seat across from her.

	"Tell me, please. Start from the beginning."

	The woman folds her hands and breathes deep.

	"Last night, on my way home, I passed through the alley behind the Tongbei market. It's the shortest route, and although it's dark, I've walked it all my life. When I turned the corner I saw a young woman walking ahead of me. She must have been about seventeen. She wore a pale coat and carried a small bag."

	"Did you see her speaking with anyone?" I ask.

	"No. She wasn't speaking. There was no one in the street. Not even a cat. And then…" she pauses, as if doubting her own words, "I saw a shadow behind her."

	Wei leans forward.

	"A shadow? Can you describe it?"

	"Not very well. It was… like a figure. Not very tall. It walked slowly, without making a sound. I didn't like how it moved. There was something… restrained, as if it were stalking."

	My heart jumps.

	"Did the figure touch the young woman?"

	The woman shakes her head.

	"Not while I was watching. And the moment I came closer, the shadow vanished among the buildings. It was very quick. As if it had known I was there."

	Wei and I exchange a brief glance.

	"Any features? Clothing? Hair? Anything?"

	"Nothing clear, Inspector. I only know it wasn't large. And that it moved with great confidence. I thought I should tell you. Something told me I had to come here."

	I thank her for her testimony. She nods and rises with difficulty. An officer escorts her out. When the door closes, Wei lets out his breath hard.

	"Small? Confident?" he murmurs. "It doesn't match any of the profiles we had."

	"No," I answer. "Still, it's the first real lead in days."

	I lean against the table and close my eyes for a few seconds. That description fits no male suspect, and even so my mind resists considering other possibilities. It's too soon to draw conclusions, but something in the way the old woman told it unsettles me.

	"Let's go to the alley," I say, opening my eyes. "I want to see the scene in person."

	Wei nods. I take my coat and we leave the station.

	The air of Shanghai has changed. The city seems suffocated. And as we walk toward Tongbei, I feel we're entering the killer's territory.

	And that he's watching us.
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	The Tongbei alley greets us with the sour smell of the night's refuse. It mixes with the sweetish aroma of the steamed buns some vendors are already preparing on the corners. The sun still hasn't pierced the morning haze, and a thin light slips between the buildings like a pale line. We walk slowly, Wei a step behind me, watching every corner, every shadow, every gap between the stacked crates of the shops. The old woman said the young woman was walking right through here, and that the figure moved behind her as if waiting for the exact moment to draw near.

	"I don't understand why anyone would choose this place," Wei comments as he stops beside a rusted bin. "It's too exposed. Too many exits. Too many windows."

	"That's exactly why," I answer. "It's impossible to track footprints in a spot thousands of people walk through every day. And if the killer knows the area well, he'll know how to disappear before anyone can take notice of him. Or her."

	"Or her?" Wei asks with a crooked, provoking smile, picking up the witness's remark and the doctor's open hypotheses.

	I glance at him sideways.

	"We have no reason to think it's a woman."

	"We have no reason to rule it out either, Gao. Four victims. No prints. No reliable witness. A perfect bow. An attack with no excessive force… except for the pressure on the neck. It could be anyone."

	I keep walking without answering. I think that such a disciplined act is no result of impulse; it's pure conviction. And conviction requires a clear mind. Cold. Ordered. It could be a man, a woman, someone young or someone old. Still, that gives me nothing concrete. It only adds uncertainty.

	I stop. Before me, the alley narrows between two structures built before the war. The peeling paint of the walls shows old layers of colors dulled by the years. Everything here looks abandoned, though barely two streets away there's a vibrant market.

	"Here," I say at last. "This is where the woman saw the girl and the figure behind her."

	Wei looks around.

	"No surveillance, of course. No lights. Only shadows."

	I crouch toward the ground, examining the surface carefully. The pavement has the marks of footsteps, cart wheels, dried oil spills. Nothing useful. Nothing relevant. Nothing to show that last night there was a killer waiting.

	"Do you think he followed her for long?" Wei asks.

	"Maybe only a few meters. Maybe he'd been watching her from before. We can't know."

	Wei moves toward a gap between two buildings.

	"If I wanted to surprise someone, I'd hide here. I'd wait for them to pass and…"

	"That's not how this killer works," I interrupt. "He doesn't attack from a dark corner. He doesn't shove the victim or drag her. He comes up from behind, calmly. He moves at the person's pace. And when he's close enough, he makes his move."

	Wei frowns.

	"How can you be so sure?"
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