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Just pull over and we’ll pay whatever you want.”

“I don’t want anything my friends. Please relax and enjoy the ride.”

Becoming desperate, Sally tried to open her door, but the child safety lock was engaged; it wouldn’t open from inside. The electric window was also disabled. She gestured to Todd; his too were locked.

He’s one of them, thought Todd. I’d grab his throat, but for this damned plexiglass screen! 

Sally’s eyes bulged with fear.

The taxi swept onto an exit ramp and braked hard for a traffic light. Seeing policemen standing nearby, Sally pressed her face to the window and mouthed ‘Help!’ – but they could not see her through the darkly-tinted glass.

“At some point they’ll open the doors and we’ll make a run for it,” said Todd, sotto voce.

“Unless they drive us into a lake!” whispered Sally, looking more terrified than he’d ever seen her.

“Then I’ll kick out the window.” Todd unbuckled and started hammering the glass with his feet, but it would not break.

“Oh, please stop!” cried the driver, “Or you will damage my taxi! He suddenly turned left and floored the accelerator. Moments later, and just as abruptly, he stood on the brakes and turned into a driveway leading to an office building. The security gate was still opening when they shot through the gap and screeched to a halt. 

Sally cowered against Todd, whimpering, as her door slowly creaked open.​
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Chapter 1: Initiation
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Hong Kong

Previous Monday

9:30 AM

The young couple passed though the outer doors of the Sheraton Hotel, trading its soft music and murmured conversations for the cacophony of traffic. They joined scores of pedestrians racing to myriad destinations across Hong Kong. At over six feet, Todd Edwards was taller than most of the people around them. Sally, his wife, was blonde and petite.

A large bus hissed to a stop next to them, spilling Chinese tourists onto the sidewalk. Some paused to stare at the two Americans. A woman with a camera walked over and pointed at Sally.

“Todd, I think she wants to take a selfie with me.”

“I don’t blame her,” replied Todd, grinning.

The woman, giggling and smiling, stood next to Sally and, after a few tries, managed to get a good picture. After some awkward bowing and hand shaking, the lady rejoined her tour group. The Edwards had strolled but a short distance further when, bemused, Sally stopped and turned.

“What was that all about? I assumed the Hong Kongese were used to foreigners.”

“One would think so.” 

“Excuse me! Please come this way,” exhorted a man’s voice. They mounted the kerb just as a black Rolls-Royce swished past, on its way to the front portico of the luxurious Peninsula Hotel; a landmark built when Britain stilled ruled Hong Kong. 

“I apologize for disturbing you.” The voice belonged to one of the hotel’s valets.

“No worries,” replied Todd. “May I ask you a question?”

“Certainly...are you perhaps curious about the lady who wanted a selfie?”

“Yes: is that unusual?”

“No, it happens all the time. She’s probably never met a Western person before.”

The rest of their walk was uneventful, aside from having to fend off a man hustling tailored suits; and almost getting hit by a taxi, when they forgot people drive on the left in Hong Kong. At the crowded Tsim Sha Tsui marine terminal, they boarded a white-over-green Star Ferry going to Hong Kong Island. 

In an orchestrated ballet of commerce, their ferry joined numerous other vessels transiting Victoria Harbor’s aqua-colored water. An onshore breeze had dispersed the city’s perpetual smog, most of which was generated by Chinese factories to the north, leaving the sky bright and clear. 

Sally’s shoulder length, ash-blond hair flited about her face, thanks to the breeze blowing through the ferry’s open, lower deck. Her light summer slacks and blouse fluttered in kind; the latter held in place by a small, cross-body travel bag. 

Todd was leaning against the railing next to her. His unfashionably long, brown hair and aviator-style sunglasses implied a rock star. But rather than a Nirvana T-shirt, he sported a blue polo, long shorts, and white sneakers; his watch was a retro digital model.

“I can’t stop thinking about the lady from the tour bus. I know China is a huge country, but surely people aren’t that isolated from the rest of the world. I mean, she was so excited to get a selfie with me,” said Sally, looking up at Todd.

“People in the big coastal cities, like Hong Kong, Shanghai, Shenzhen—and the capital, Beijing—have been exposed to foreigners for centuries. But there are plenty of Chinese who only see foreigners on television, or the internet, both of which are heavily censored. For them, meeting Westerners in person would be a unique experience—especially if they got to meet a blonde beauty like you.”

“Oh, Todd, how can I resist such flattery! Seriously though, Hong Kong is such an interesting city, filled with fascinating sights and smells: the night market we visited was so exotic; and look at these views!” 

Todd gave the scenery a cursory look. 

“I was hoping you’d relax on this trip, but you seem very tense; is everything OK?” Rather than responding, Todd pointed to a towering building on the far shore, its silver exterior laced in a rectangular grid. “I didn’t realize how tall these skyscrapers are! That one’s the International Commerce Centre; it has an observation deck on the 100th floor. Maybe we could go up there?”

“No thanks: I’m happy to see the city from Victoria Peak,” responded Sally, afraid of heights, and a little disappointed that Todd had deflected her question.

The ferry bumped to a stop at Pier 7, where they entered a pedestrian skyway that swept them into Hong Kong’s central business district. They exited at a busy traffic intersection, where taxis and tall buses tussled for space, while dodging double-decker streetcars whining and clanking down narrow tracks. Sally tapped some commands into her smart phone. “MyMapHK says it’s only a fourteen-minute walk to the tram station.”

“We could take a taxi; there’s lots of ‘em.”

“Come on, Todd, a little exercise will do us good!” 

They scurried past massive luxury stores and tiny food stalls, the latter smelling of hot oil, oyster sauce, and fried tofu; trotted through the post-modern atrium of the HSBC headquarters building, teeming with office workers; strolled around a green park filled with chirping birds and a few commuters; then hiked upwards into a residential neighborhood. Out of breath, they entered the tram station and boarded a compact version of a San Francisco cable car.

Trees and plants filled the tram with a woodsy aroma, as it clattered along a curving track up the side of Victoria Peak. Dense vegetation covered the mountainside on their left, with occasional openings revealing colonial-era mansions shaded by India rubber trees. At right were impressive vistas of the city and harbor, far below. Sally’s thoughts strayed to their life in Washington, DC.

Five years of marriage have flown by, mostly because we’ve been so obsessed with work: I’m constantly buried in projects developing electronic medical devices; Todd devotes long hours to teaching political science, hoping for tenure...we’ve had the same cadre of friends since college; all we talk about is national politics and our shared past, which is getting stale...I’ve never felt a compelling desire to have children and Todd is indifferent: we’re free to do what we want, meet different kinds of people, see the world. Maybe Todd can follow his grandfather into the Foreign Service, or I can land an overseas tech job... Todd’s voice interrupted her mental wanderings.

“Sorry, I was miles away.”

“Are you hungry? There are some restaurants at the top.”

“Come to think of it, my stomach is grumbling; I didn’t eat much breakfast.”

Upon exiting the tram, they rode several escalators to the roof of a building with panoramic views of Hong Kong. 

“Wow, you can see for miles!” exclaimed Sally,” as she surveyed the vast metropolis laid out before her. Dozens of tall buildings thrust skyward from below, a forest of concrete Sequoias. In the middle ground dazzled Victoria Harbor, crisscrossed by the wakes of passenger ferries and commercial ships. Beyond the harbor lay mainland Hong Kong, bristling with apartment blocks for as far as one could see.

“Is that our ship, over there to the left?” asked Todd. Sally followed his gaze.

“No, ours is docking at the new cruise terminal, over to the right; but I don’t think it arrives until tomorrow morning. I can’t wait to see it!”

After taking pictures and videos, they descended to a plaza ringed by shops and restaurants, where Sally bought some postcards. As they explored the plaza, Todd noticed a small group of protesters gathered next to an access road; college students wearing black t-shirts and waving signs reading “Stop China’s Aggression Against Taiwan!’ and ‘Is Hong Kong Next?’

Todd and Sally strolled to where the students were gathered. Sally watched for several seconds then turned to Todd. “During my last call with Taiwan Semiconductor, their project manager said my chip order wasn’t at risk: how could they say that, when China is threatening to invade?”

“China threatens Taiwan all the time, but has yet to follow through. Let’s try to forget about all that and enjoy our vacation.”

“Ok,” said Sally, turning her attention to a nearby restaurant directory. “There’s pizza, ramen noodles, seafood, burgers, every kind of coffee; and that café across the street.”

“I’m game to try some local rìshì lāmiàn,” said Todd, “how about you?”

“That sounds nice.” 

They had just begun walking to the food court when Todd abruptly stopped. 

“Something’s happening...”

Several masked men, wearing white shirts and wielding metal pipes, had just jumped from an unmarked van parked on the access road. They marched up to the protestors and began yelling. One of them turned to Todd, pushed him back, and calmly said in English, “Go: you do not belong here.” A different man yelled at the students, “We are here to discipline you, you subversive shits!” The students immediately yelled back, waving their signs.

“Todd, watch out!” cried Sally when, with no warning, the masked men began viciously beating the protestors. Screams filled the air as bystanders ran for cover. The students fought back, using their wooden signs as weapons, but were quickly losing the battle.

“Todd, what should we do?” They had retreated, but were still on the edge of the fighting.

“Dial 9-9-9!”

Sally was still pulling the cellphone from her bag when wailing sirens filled the air. The masked men suddenly broke off the attack, jumped into their van, and squealed away. Although most of the bystanders appeared to be in shock, a few ran towards the injured students, including Sally, with Todd right behind her. Splintered protest signs littered the ground, making it difficult to avoid stepping on the victims. They saw broken fingers, bruises, and blood everywhere. A woman ran into the melee and yelled that she was a medical doctor. Despite the confusing babble of languages, order quickly replaced chaos and the injured began receiving first aid. Sally helped a girl to her feet; she appeared dazed but otherwise uninjured. Todd watched, transfixed, not knowing what to do.

“They need you over there!” exclaimed Sally, pointing to a student splayed across some concrete steps. Todd jogged over and helped the doctor move him to a flat, grassy area. “It’s a good thing you were here!” exclaimed Todd. She nodded, then pointed at the café. “We need bandages: they should have clean serviettes.” Todd sprinted across the street and plucked all the napkins from the café’s patio tables, scattering cutlery as he went. He was soon back amongst the victims, wrapping wounds to the doctor’s instructions.

Three ambulances arrived almost immediately—a single police car and two police vans arrived fifteen minutes later. Once all the injured protesters had been whisked to hospital, the rest were handcuffed and loaded into the waiting police vans, to an admixture of loud boos and applause. A maintenance worker began collecting the smashed protest signs. Another unspooled a water hose and began spraying the bloodstained pavement. Suddenly deflated, Sally gestured towards the food hall.

The Burger King was packed. Todd and Sally patiently endured a long wait at the counter, then carried their lunches to a table overlooking the plaza, now quiet and serene. “Penny for your thoughts,” said Todd, as he popped hot fries into his mouth, famished.

Sally, looking flustered and not overly hungry, leaned across the small table. “I can’t believe the police arrested the protesters and that some of those people clapped.”

“Not everyone supports the pro-democracy movement. Some of their protests have gotten out of hand, fueling reactionaries like those men in the van. Meanwhile, the government has arrested over ten-thousand people under the latest national security laws.”

“So, Hong Kongers can’t protest China’s warmongering without getting beaten and arrested?” exclaimed Sally, her voice rising with indignation. “At least the Taiwanese don’t have to worry about that...yet!”

“Chill darling: we don’t want to get dragged in for questioning and miss our ship,” murmured Todd, discretely pointing with his little finger. Sally was about to give Todd a piece of her mind when, following his finger, she saw a policeman staring at her from across the restaurant.

“I see your point.”

“Cool.”

Sally wrinkled her nose. “Todd, have you noticed that your iced tea smells just like beer?”

“It is beer: this is the most awesome Burger King ever!” Nonplussed, Sally had nothing to say to that; she just wanted to get off Victoria Peak. 

They agreed to take a taxi back to Kowloon. After giving the driver the name of their hotel, they both flopped into the rear seat, suddenly exhausted. The taxi sprinted down sinuous mountain roads and then through the bustling traffic of central Hong Kong. Todd noticed that the driver had turned away from the route to the Western Harbor tunnel.

“Excuse me, are you not going through the tunnel?” asked Todd.

“No: there is a crash on the other side. It will be faster to go through a different tunnel under the harbor. Please relax and enjoy the ride.”

“OK, thanks.”

Sally noticed that Todd maintained an intense vigil for the remainder of the drive. Something’s eating at him—never mind what we just witnessed—but he won’t talk about it. Maybe it’s something to do with his contract work.

The rest of the return journey was uneventful. After the taxi driver dropped them at the Sheraton, they collapsed onto their hotel bed for an afternoon nap. Sally tried to sleep, but her mind insistently swirled with memories of flashing metal pipes, screaming people, and bloodshed. She ultimately gave up and quietly wrote her postcards.

It’s five-o-clock somewhere!” Todd announced, as he slipped into a sport jacket. 

After glancing at him in the mirror, Sally made some final touches to her makeup, attempting to conceal the circles under her eyes. “I’m looking forward to a strong cocktail,” she responded, fingering her earrings and looking for stray whisps of hair. She had just slipped into her new, bespoke dress, the product of a local custom tailor. I’m not going to let what happened on Victoria Peak ruin my last night in Hong Kong. I just wish that horrible scene would stop looping in my head...

“There’s nothing about the protest on the news,” said Todd, flipping through channels on the television. Sally glanced at the screen, then stood and walked to the large picture window, where she saw a long, elegant ocean liner in the harbor below. 

“Todd, come look: I think it’s our ship.”

He turned to see his wife glowing in the sunset, her curvaceous silhouette superimposed on Hong Kong’s cityscape, like a model in a travel magazine. Her new Cheongsam dress was green and silky and clung to her figure; a long slit ran up one leg. Todd was momentarily speechless: he was used to seeing her in jeans and sweatshirts.

“Sally, you look just like Grace Kelly posing in front of the Queen Mary,” gushed Todd, taking in the scene from behind her.

“Thank you, Todd!” she said, a little flustered. “Hurry, it’s moving quickly.”

He got to the window in time to see Amethyst slicing regally through the glittering water, her deep-black hull contrasting dramatically with her glistening white superstructure, in turn topped by black and gold smokestacks. Waving flags and spinning radars competed for attention. Passengers strolled teak-colored decks and leaned against sparkling glass railings.

“Wow, it’s like a vintage newsreel!” Sally exclaimed, hopping lightly on the balls of her feet. “And nothing like the ship we took to the Caribbean; this one is sleek and classic looking.”

“Yes, it’s very elegant. Still, didn’t we have a good time on that party cruise?”

“We did, but I could have done without the spring break vibe. Oh no...that building is blocking my view.”

“That’s the Royal Hotel: we’re dining there tonight.”

Victoria Harbor

RMS Amethyst: Command Bridge

Captain Williamson watched intently as the local pilot steered Amethyst through Victoria Harbor, expertly compensating for the light breeze and changing currents. The cries of seagulls and aromas from shore filled the bridge. Nearing Kai Tak Cruise Terminal, the harbor pilot surrendered the helm to Williamson, who in turn delegated it to her deputy.

“Roche, you have the conn.”

The ship’s officers referred to each other by surname: an Empire Line tradition dating back to the Great War, when its ships had first transported soldiers for the British Admiralty.

“Aye Captain, I have the conn,” replied Padraic Roche, in a Dublin accent. Attired in his regulation tropical uniform—all white trimmed in gold and black—Padraic confidently stepped into the port (left) bridge wing and pressed several buttons on a computer console. Amethyst’s bridge wings cantilevered outwards, beyond the ship’s vertical flanks, giving him clear sightlines along all twelve-hundred feet of her hull.

A graduate of the National Maritime College of Ireland, Roche was Deputy-Captain of the ship. He was compact and strongly built, mid-forties and slightly balding. Recently qualified as a Master Mariner, and just as recently divorced, he admired the captain and fancied her a bit, but suspected she preferred the company of women. Still, he wanted to impress her and, hopefully, gain her professional recommendation: he was in line for his own command. “Entering maneuvering mode. Bow thruster doors opening; aft propulsion pods on standby,” he announced, working down an electronic checklist. 

The ship was close to the dock, but at an angle. Roche lightly palmed a round knob on the console, turning it clockwise. The ship’s computers instantly translated his command into physical action: water began churning next to the bow, as underwater thrusters pivoted the ship. Intended for maneuvering in tight spaces, Amethyst’s three bow thrusters were small propellers embedded in tunnels passing sideways through the hull. At the rear of the ship, hanging from its bottom, were four propulsion pods. Each looked like a horizontal teardrop with a propeller mounted at one end. All four pods could be swiveled 360 degrees, eliminating the need for traditional rudders.

“Crews ready fore and aft,” annunciated First Officer Jai Anand, standing nearby. In addition to the company’s tropical uniform, Jai was wearing a headset for communicating with the ship’s mooring crews, located in the bow and stern, respectively. 

“Parallel with the dock; starting lateral translation,” reported Roche. The long ship creeped sideways, towards the waiting dock, her bow thrusters and stern propulsion pods working in unison. 

Captain Janet Williamson observed all this from her elevated command chair. Tall, fit, and well spoken, she was Empire Line’s first female captain. Age unknown, but thought to be late 40’s, her supporters found her to be confident and reliable; her detractors claimed she was overconfident, reckless, and married to her job.  

Amethyst had barely touched the dock bumpers when her mooring crews tossed ‘heaving lines’ towards two groups of men waiting ashore, one at the stern and the other at the bow. Attached to these thin ropes were thicker ones called ‘mooring lines.’ The men wrestled with the massive mooring lines, dropping their looped ends over large, cleat-like bollards. At Anand’s order, large winches within the ship activated, slowly pulling the mooring lines tight and snugging the ship to the dock.

“Ship berthed!” pronounced Roche.

“Well done, everyone,” said Captain Williamson, as she discretely watched Roche going about his business: I won’t see much of him once he gets his own ship; more’s the pity.

Monday 7:15 PM

Royal Hotel

The day’s balmy breeze had calmed, but was yet brisk enough to rustle the palm trees lining the path to the Royal Hotel, where the Edwards were dining that evening. Their own hotel, behind them, was bathed in reflected streetlight. Neon-like advertisements scrolled across a massive sign on its roof: at night Hong Kong sparkled with colorful lights, both elegant and gaudy.

Upon entering the Royal Hotel’s lounge, Sally and Todd were greeted by a magnificent panorama of Hong Kong Island, bejeweled in lights, and towering over Victoria Harbor. The lounge was furnished with candlelit tables, creating a romantic atmosphere. Nicely dressed singles mingled at the adjacent bar, while couples enjoyed the scenery over drinks and dinner, their faces luminous in the candlelight. A jazz quartet played Coltrane, infusing the air with melody.

“Sir and madam, this way please,” said the maître ‘d. Sally received appreciative looks as she passed through the lounge, her silky dress whispering as she walked. Not bad for a tom boy, she thought, as they settled into a loveseat facing the water.

“Do you wish to enjoy a cocktail, or perhaps a bottle of wine?” asked their server, a young woman dressed in uniform.

“I’ll have a glass of white wine” said Sally, perusing the drinks menu. “This one please.”

“Very good; and sir?”

“Vodka martini, shaken not stirred, with olives.”

As their server glided away, Sally rolled her eyes at the James Bond reference, then gestured towards the massive windows. 

“Look, how perfect.”

A traditional-looking Chinese junk motored past; its red sails were illuminated by onboard floodlights. “We’ve barely scratched the surface of Hong Kong: there’s so much more to see,” she sighed, “We should come back when things are...calmer.”

“I agree. Two days were not enough.”

Their drinks arrived on a silver platter, sparkling in the candlelight. When asked whether they wanted food, they ordered only appetizers: she didn’t want to burst out of her dress; he didn’t want to fall asleep when they got back to their hotel room.

“Here’s to the next chapter of our adventure!” toasted Todd, smiling.

“Cheers to that, Todd; today’s chapter kind of sucked.” As they clinked glasses and sipped their drinks, Todd stole a worried glance at Sally.

This wine is delicious she thought, soaking in the atmosphere and admonishing herself to stay positive. It wasn’t Todd’s fault that we stumbled into a violent protest.

Gaily lighted boats, of many shapes and sizes, crisscrossed before them. Following the junk was a passenger ferry stringed in lights. Tiny flashes revealed passengers taking photos of each other.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” remarked Sally, delicately holding her glass. 

Todd peeled his eyes from the slit in Sally’s dress. “Lovely indeed,” but he was not referring to the ferry. 

“Our cruise is going to be fabulous, isn’t it?” she asked, leaning towards him.

“It’s going to be fantastic. Our first stop is Ho Chi Minh City, the old Saigon. I remember my grandad’s stories about serving there in the Foreign Service, during the Vietnam War. He said it was like living the film The Quiet American. Anyway, we’ll soon be sipping cold Bạc Xỉu’s in streetside cafes, watching bicycles and cyclos swarm past. Only, we won’t have to worry about the Viet Kong lobbing grenades at our feet.”

“I’m so glad we don’t have to worry about grenades! Unwelcome images of bloodied protesters flashed through Sally’s mind. Thanks Todd.

Their server reappeared with the appetizers. “Is there anything more you desire?” she asked, after setting them onto the table.

“Nothing for me,” replied Sally.

“I’m good, thank you,” added Todd.

“I could get used to this service; it’s so polite and courteous,” said Sally. “And such a contrast to restaurants at home, where the waiters want to know how your food tastes before the first bite.”

Todd chuckled. “It’s certainly a different culture.”

“Todd, would you ever consider living abroad?”

“Sure...but only if you come along, in case you’re scheming to get rid of me.”

Sally placed her hand on Todd’s upper thigh and gave him a smokey look. “Oh, yes, I’ll be coming with you.”

“Would you care for another round of drinks?” asked their waiter, from behind. 

“Yes, the same again, please,” said Todd.

Sally nodded her assent and, once the server was gone, whispered: “That woman is like a ghost!”

“The service on Amethyst will be like this. I just hope our room stewards don’t sneak up on us like that!”

“What time do we board? It would be nice to sleep-in tomorrow.”

“We board at twelve o’clock.”

Sally nodded, then noticed a Japanese couple covertly glancing at Todd’s thigh; she casually removed her hand. Todd raised an eyebrow and muttered: “I think we’ve scandalized them.”

“I prefer to think we’ve been inspiring.”

“Look! The light show has started.”

Every evening, at eight o’clock, Hong Kong’s skyline erupts with flashing lights and sweeping lasers. Todd and Sally watched for a few minutes, then quietly slipped out of the lounge. 
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​Chapter 2: Guilt
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Hong Kong Centre for Historical Research

Monday 8:30 PM

Professor Dingbang Jaing shuffled along the dark, deserted hallway to his office, dropped into a well-worn chair, and flicked on the lamp. Its soft glow revealed the desktop and his wrinkled, troubled face; the rest of the office remained shadowy and indistinct. All he could hear was the whispering of air conditioning. Safely alone, Jaing unfolded the disturbing note he had received earlier that week: 

Avenge Your Wife’s Murder!

Guilt weighed upon him despite the passing of decades. Poignant memories floated into his consciousness, like specters rising from graves. He allowed his mind to travel back to 1989—the year they had killed her.

Dingbang, where have you been? I was worried about you!” exclaimed Jiā Yú, as she opened the door to their tiny Beijing apartment, eyes flashing with a hint of anger. Her face was creased with worry and lack of sleep.

“I ran into your brother at Tiananmen Square. He heard the Army is preparing to enter the city, so I helped him build barricades on Chang'an Avenue. There will be a lot of action tonight!”

“Dingbang, the government has ordered people off the streets: it’s too dangerous to go out.”

“I can’t sit on the sidelines while others fight; we have a moral duty to resist the government.”

She listened with dismay as Dingbang, bursting with excitement, described the barricades they had erected to stop the Army from reaching Tiananmen Square, where thousands of anti-government protesters were gathered. While she admired his commitment, this newfound zeal frightened her: before joining the pro-democracy movement, Dingbang had been a quiet postgraduate student. 

Earlier that afternoon, while Dingbang was fortifying the front lines, Jiā Yú had braved the swelling crowds to buy noodles from their favorite street vendor. The tension and anticipation were palpable. She dreaded joining the demonstrations that evening, but felt she would lose face if she didn’t.

Chang'an Avenue was a short walk from their apartment. As they weaved between chanting groups of demonstrators, Dingbang spotted his brother-in-law, Wén Liú, standing in the darkness behind a barricade of tangled chairs, tables, wagons, and bicycle stands.

“We should not be here!” declared Jiā Yú, jogging up to her brother. “It’s too dangerous to protest tonight!”

Wén looked down at her and smiled, his face made ghostly by nearby bonfires. Ethereal whisps of smoke wafted around him and through the restless crowd.

“The soldiers are our age and from these neighborhoods: they will stop if we stand our ground—be strong!”

Wén turned away and began barking orders at the other protesters: a column of clanking tanks, groaning trucks, and marching soldiers had slowly emerged from the darkness; engine exhaust turned the air pungent and acrid. The crowd began yelling insults and hurling rocks at the soldiers, many of whom broke ranks to protect themselves. Wén threw a brick at a truck, cracking its windshield. Jiā Yú, quaking with fright, cowered behind Dingbang. 

Cheers erupted when the Army formation ground to a halt, just short of the first student barricade. An officer appeared from within one of the massive, green tanks, and spoke slowly into a megaphone, urging the protesters to disperse.  In response, the more militant protestors resumed rioting, cheering when a Molotov cocktail burst into flames on his tank. After several minutes of absorbing the escalating violence, the Army officer raised his pistol and fired warning shots into the air. Some of the protesters scattered but most, including Dingbang and Wén, stood firm and continued yelling and throwing things. Suddenly, a detachment of soldiers appeared and aimed their rifles at the crowd.

“Will they shoot us?” cried Jiā Yú.

“Probably, but only with rubber bullets,” yelled her brother, “just like last time!”

“Fire!”

A popping fusillade of gunfire erupted: dull thuds, grunts, and screams filled the air, as real bullets pierced the people around them. After a moment of incredulity, Dingbang gripped Jiā Yú’s hand and began running, pulling her with all his strength. He had sprinted only a short distance when her hand was ripped from his—Jiā Yú had collapsed onto the pavement, killed instantly by a single bullet. Dingbang dropped to his knees and wailed, in horror and disbelief, as the Army tanks crushed his barricades and rumbled slowly onward, towards Tiananmen Square.

Jiā Yú was cremated after the traditional seven days of mourning. Jaing did the things expected of a husband, but in a haze. Although he eventually recovered from the shock, the guilt persisted: he vowed to never again imperil others.

Having narrowly escaped arrest and detention, Jaing went on to complete his doctoral thesis and was immediately offered an assistant professorship at the Hong Kong Centre for Historical Research, which he accepted. A dedicated academic, he only occasionally socialized and never dated. His career as a political scientist blossomed when his pioneering research methods were published in an international journal. Lecture invitations from universities in Beijing, Tokyo, Chicago, Princeton, and Vienna followed. He beavered away in his computer lab for the next several years, periodically coming up for air to teach his undergraduate students. In recognition of his scholarly achievements, and growing international reputation, the college granted him tenure. Now part of the academic establishment, Jaing’s days of activism were behind him.

Then the Chinese central government began challenging Hong Kong’s political autonomy, by interfering with its democratic electoral system, sparking massive student protests. Although the protests were organized and led by fellow academics, Jaing quietly discouraged his students from joining the pro-democracy movement. Some understood his reticence, having heard that his wife had been killed in the Tiananmen Square Massacre; others jeered him. Enraged by Jaing’s passivity, one of his proteges passionately demanded, “Wasn’t your wife killed at Tiananmen? Don’t you care about what the government is doing?!” Jaing flushed as he turned to her. “Of course I care! But she was shot because of my naive foolishness—do not repeat my mistake!” He stalked away, leaving behind a roomful of stunned graduate students.

Political repression steadily increased in Hong Kong, as the Chinese central government sought to fully integrate it with the rest of the country. In response to this creeping authoritarianism, Jaing began openly challenging the government’s policies and practices. The first sign of his reborn militancy came at the end of an otherwise routine faculty meeting, when he declared: “My primary research data are being contaminated: someone in the government is corrupting the official databases!” His colleagues traded sideways glances: Jaing was becoming more eccentric by the day, his sense of humor all but gone. To their dismay, Jaing continued obsessing over government dishonesty and revisionism. His graduate students began calling him The Nutty Professor, after the old movie. 

Meanwhile, the department chairman wondered if Jaing was having a nervous breakdown. His fears were realized when Jaing posted a rant, on Facebook, accusing the National Bureau of Statistics of manipulating its data, yielding to Communist Party demands for conformity with revisionist narratives. The Party was rewriting political history; his history. While Jaing’s students were amused by his social media posts, colleagues worried that he had lost his mind. The college president began receiving awkward calls from the National Security Department, demanding to know whether the school endorsed Jaing’s inflammatory rhetoric.

Seemingly oblivious to the turmoil he was causing, Jaing flew to Taiwan, to present the keynote speech at an international conference of political scientists. It would be the last public speech of his career.

––––––––
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Taipei, Taiwan

The flight attendant’s landing announcement warned passengers against taking photos of Taipei from the airplane. This was nothing new: Taiwan had crawled with Chinese spies for decades. The landing at Taipei Songshan Airport was smooth. 

Inside the terminal building, Jaing walked past signs urging people to use discretion when conversing in public, due to the threat of foreign agents; these too were nothing new. However, Jaing was intrigued by the unusual number of armed security guards, and by how diligently the Taiwanese Immigration officials inspected his eVisa—the island had recently been encircled by Chinese warships and aircraft, putting everyone on high alert.

It was a short taxi ride to The Grand Hotel, a classical red and gold landmark perched on the side of a hill, overlooking the capital city. Jaing’s taxi stopped at the main gate for its license number to be scanned. After the gate lifted, it joined several others parked beneath the hotel’s massive porte-cochère.
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