
		
			[image: 9781644282526_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			This is a Genuine Rare Bird Book

			Rare Bird Books
6044 North Figueroa Street
Los Angeles, CA 90042
rarebirdbooks.com

			Copyright © 2022 by RAC Enterprises

			All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever, including but not limited to 
print, audio, and electronic.

			For more information, address:
Rare Bird Books Subsidiary Rights Department 
6044 North Figueroa Street
Los Angeles, CA 90042

			Set in Dante

			epub isbn: 9781644282885

			Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication Data available upon request.

		

	
		
			For Alan Turing, Carl Sagan, and those scientists and engineers struggling
 to improve humanity’s lot.

		

	
		
			Contents

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40 

			41

			42

			Author’s Note on Technology

		

		
		

	
		
			1

			Eluosi Fengqing Jie

			Dalian

			Liaoning Province

			People’s Republic of China

			Wednesday, November 12

			2105 hours

			He heard the gulls and smelled the ocean as the breeze picked up, the mix of the wet, salty air and diesel blowing a chill up the street from the sea six blocks away. That meant, he knew, it would rain and soon. Before midnight. Wei Bao had lived most of his life in this harbor town and he knew its smells, its streets, and some of its secrets. This neighborhood, Eluosi Fengqing Jie, Russian Street, still held a secret from Wei, but that would end tonight. He would see to it.

			Wei was walking with another man whose height, bulk, and clothes contrasted with Wei’s skinny jeans, short black leather jacket, running shoes, and baseball cap. The larger man, Yao Guang, looked and was older, his bulky parka hiding a blazer and much more strapped and buckled on underneath.

			Guards were locking the doors on the Moscow Shopping Center as they walked past, dimming the lights on the outside signs in Cyrillic and Hanzi. 

			“Why, Yao, would anyone want goods from Russia?” Wei asked. 

			Yao Guang exhaled a cloud of gray-white smoke. Like many of the veteran police, he could not kick the habit. “A nation past its time.” Seven years older than Wei, he appeared more the part of a police detective, deceptively dull looking. Although Wei was the senior officer, he was still learning from his older partner. “That’s why guys like these have to hack us. We have so far surpassed them as a nation, as a people,” Yao declared.

			“In some things, yes,” Wei agreed. “In software. In electronics.” The two men learned from each other. It was an unlikely, but successful partnership. Wei had his foreign graduate degree in computer science and looked the part of the management consultants who filled the slick malls and bars of Pujiang. His partner, Yao, had years busting drug and sex shops near the Dalian wharfs and tracing the paths smuggled goods moved on, including to the ever-growing well-to-do classes elsewhere on the Liaoning peninsula. 

			“Shit, where did he go? He was right there.” Wei started to run, but Yao’s hard left claw grabbed his shoulder. 

			Yao was giving the tutorial now. “Don’t blow cover. We will find him. Big Russians stand out, even around Russian Street. We ask the camera girls, your camera girls.”

			Instincts, Wei thought. He still did not have Yao’s natural, automatic, appropriate response to situations on the street. Chagrined, he punched a number into his mobile. 

			“Zhentàn jîng du Wei.” Detective Inspector Wei, he said, and recited his credential number. “The target RU21-351. He was just on Russian Street. What shop did he enter?”

			Two miles away, in the Ministry of Public Security’s provincial headquarters for Liaoning, a shift of twenty young technicians, mostly women, sat row upon row, slightly separated by barriers that prevented them from seeing each other’s screens. They wore headsets and chattered softly to officers in cars, on foot, even one in a helicopter, across Dalian and the nearby suburbs. 

			Wei’s first project when he returned from Canada had been to introduce an artificial intelligence program for recognition, identification, and tracking in Dalian. Police cameras had always been ubiquitous, but after COVID-19, most Chinese people wore face masks. Wei’s software overcame that obstacle. The citywide surveillance system Wei had created used hidden and overt cameras all over the city to capture faces. The AI then compared the faces with the National ID photos to guess at whose face they had just seen on the street or in a bus or in an apartment building lobby or on a metro platform. The AI looked especially at their ears and their way of walking, both of which were usually unique to each person. To confirm the identification was correct, the AI then looked for where that person’s mobile telephone was, what tower it had pinged last. Wei had supplemented the telephone towers with hundreds of police devices that also captured all mobile phones, which quietly pinged the police receivers every few seconds. 

			The AI compared the identity guessed from the cameras with the location of that person as indicated by their phone. If the two sources agreed, then the AI had identity confirmation. It learned from these comparisons, and its error rate of guessing at faces declined over time. His AI program integrated data from cameras that looked at license plate numbers, matched them with the car’s registered users and the mobile telephone signals emitted by the driver and passengers. If a citizen moved by mass transit, as most did, the AI system followed the rider by knowing when they used their smart transit card to get on a bus, a tram, or a train. Cameras matched their image when using the transit card with images on file from their national identification card, military ID, and other instances of positive identity proofing. 

			Thus, Wei’s program knew where every person in Dalian had been seen. Every person, all the time. If you gave Wei’s system the name of someone in Dalian, it could tell you not only where they were at that moment but where in the city they had been over the past month, day by day, hour by hour, sometimes minute by minute. The software Wei had perfected showed whom a targeted person had been near in a train, a bus, a car, an office, a store, a bed.

			Despite the centralized power of the Beijing government and the Party, the rulers allowed major cities to experiment, to develop their own systems. No one used the old Maoist phrase of “let a thousand flowers bloom,” but the semi-autonomous cities had on some issues produced innovation and proved which approaches worked best. Wei’s system had worked so well in Dalian, a second-tier city, that the AI software had been adopted by other, larger metropolitan areas. It was also put into use in Xinjiang monitoring the Uighurs. Wei, however, was given no reward. He did not own the patents, the Ministry did. Wei did not even know where outside of Dalian his system was being used.

			The young woman in the police camera operations room answered Wei’s call and acknowledged his request. She pulled up the identifier RU-21-351 and pronounced his name into her mouthpiece. “Ruslan Dragovich, merchant seaman?”

			“Yes, yes. He was just on Russian Street, passed Halyang moving toward the water. He must have entered a shop. Less than three minutes ago.” Wei looked down the street. There were cameras all along the pedestrian mall, including some, he knew, that did not appear to be cameras. There were mobile phone antennae, including those operated not by the telephone company but by the police, who had enough antennae to triangulate any mobile to within three meters in most of the city.

			The technician typed into her keyboard. An image appeared on her screen. “Yes, he was walking east, alone. His phone record appears to be off. Wait. Wait.” She typed again, pulling up other views, other cameras. “Is he a priority one, Inspector?” she asked. If he were, she could task all cameras in the neighborhood to scan for anyone with his size, his coat, his gait. Even without seeing his face, they could identify him.

			Wei ran his left hand through his thick, jelled hair and looked at the ground. “Yes, yes, of course he is.” He waited, deeply sucking in the increasingly cold, salty air. He immediately regretted being short with the camera woman and made a mental note to apologize later.

			“Target acquired,” she chirped. “Live coverage. Leaving what looks like the back door of a shop. White Birch shop. He is now walking south in the Guanghui Alley, toward the Technical School.”

			Wei turned to his partner. “Now can I run?” 

			Yao frowned. “We bike. Faster.” With that, the detective sergeant moved on two high school boys coming toward them on bicycles. His police credentials appeared to materialize from the palm of his hand, and with fewer than a half dozen words spoken, he and Wei were pedaling around the block to the Guanghui Alley.

			“Keep following him, please,” Wei instructed, holding his phone with one hand and the handlebar with the other. Wei hated earbuds. They kept falling out when he was running or biking. He had lost four sets. 

			Wei knew that later Yao would complain that he had said “please” to the camera woman. Everyone in Canada said please all of the time. Please. Forgive me. May I? Sorry? Do you mind if…It was one of the things he learned from their culture during his graduate school days that he wanted to bring back, to introduce into China. He knew it was a losing cause.

			They rounded the corner to an empty alley. “Are you the two men on the bikes just entering the alley, Inspector?” the young woman on the camera desk asked before Wei could inquire what had happened to his Russian. “On your left, two, no, three doors down. He went in there. Two minutes, twenty seconds ago.”

			“Thank you,” Wei said, hopping off the bike. He pointed Yao to the right door. Naturally, it was locked, but Yao, without hesitation, pulled a tool from inside his jacket and expertly popped the mechanism. Wei made a mental note to ask Yao later for tips on lock picking. He also noted a covert camera above the door. They would know inside that two men were entering, but Yao had already descended down a stair, toward the muffled sound of an alarm bell. 

			Wei followed closely behind and could see three men in the basement pulling hard drives from computers and three more ready to pounce on Yao when he stepped off the bottom stair and into the room. “Police! Stand still,” Yao bellowed, and then quickly ducked as one of the Russians swung an ax at his head, barely missing him. Another of the men swung a steel pipe through the air, this time hitting Yao behind his knees, collapsing him onto the bottom of the staircase. 

			Time slowed almost to a stop for Wei. The basement room filled with an acoustic wave, enveloping everything, creating a sound barrier that drowned out all other noise in a long, pain-inducing roar. Wei realized it was him. He had fired four 9mm rounds from his NP34. The explosive sound, bouncing off the concrete walls of the basement, had deafened him. Yet, he could somehow still hear his own high voice yelling, cracking, “I have nine rounds left. Who wants one? Everyone on the floor, face down. Hands behind your head.” 

			He was aware amid the rush of adrenaline, through the entire out-of-body experience, that he actually must have some instincts. They had just kicked in, spring-loaded. He had not thought about a response. It just happened. His subconscious had taken control. Some part of his conscious mind now registered regret at the loss of self-control, but that thought was quickly banished by the overpowering, demanding urgency of figuring out what to do next. 

			Yao rose slowly from the floor, pushing the dead body of one of his assailants off him and kicking the ax behind him, his pistol drawn. Both attackers were dead, their brains sprayed in two splatters of blood and other matter running down the white block wall. Wei realized he had double tapped them both, aiming for their heads. His arms were heavy now, and he tasted something vile in his throat. Then he noticed the smells, sulfur and blood, and he felt his own fear like an icicle jabbing in his stomach, a chill tingling his skin. 

			Yao was standing stably now, back from the four men lying on the floor. With his gun in his right hand, Yao was talking into a microphone on a cord he had pulled from an inside jacket pocket. Wei heard the words “…transport for four, full crime scene team, uniforms outside, two dead bags…”
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			Dalian Police Headquarters

			3 People’s Square, 

			4th floor, Computer Crimes Branch

			Thursday, November 13

			0630 hours

			The black tea was too hot and the sweet roll too sticky, but Wei Bao knew he needed them both to stay awake until he had finished filling out all of the forms and had given the twins their instructions for the first forensic passes on the Russian servers and laptops. “Thank you, Yao,” he said and tried to smile at his partner in appreciation of the breakfast.

			“You saved my life, boss. You get free tea and tián tián quan. At least the first time you save my life. Maybe not every time. Working with you, I think it might get expensive.” Then, to Wei’s surprise, Yao actually winked.

			“No one told me the cyber squad would be dangerous,” Wei replied. “And no one told me that if you killed people there would be so much more paperwork.” He spoke as much to himself as to Yao, forcing his eyes to stay open, looking out at the signs of imminent sunrise over the sea. 

			The one nice thing about their office on the fourth floor of the Ministry building was that from one of the windows you could just glimpse a slice of the ocean. Orange and pink pushed up from below on the purple and gray. The rain had come after midnight, as he knew it would, but it had stopped sometime in the dark depth of the night as he was rewriting, editing, after he had left Yao and the others to run the interrogation rooms process.

			More than anything, he wanted a hot shower. It was the goal, the reward, that had kept him going for the last few hours. And a shave. He normally only shaved on Saturdays. He really didn’t need it more often, but this day, a Thursday, he would shave while having a long shower. That was the plan. Then a nap, a quick one, lying next to Fenfang, who would be tired from her night shift at the hospital, and then he would come back in to see how the computer forensics was going. The twins would have results by then.

			When he looked up, what he saw before him made him think quickly that none of that might happen anytime soon.

			“Chief Inspector, sir!” Wei spat out as he stood quickly to attention behind his desk.

			“Sit, sit, Wei Bao.” Dalian’s criminal police Chief Inspector Wang Niu was rarely seen in the offices before sunrise, and never in the worker offices like Wei’s at all. 

			“Were these pastries made overnight? May I have one, Inspector? I need to be fortified for the call I have to make to the Russian Consulate. To tell them that one of my officers killed two of their citizens. And that we have four more of them in the lockup. My vodka deliveries may stop coming because of you, Inspector Wei.” Despite the deep voice and grave tone, there was a shifting way to his eyes that said he might be playing with his young subordinate. 

			Wei was still standing. “It was most unfortunate, Chief Inspector, but we did not anticipate a violent reaction, not an attempt to kill an officer, or I would have entered with uniformed, armed support. But they were about to—”

			“Kill Detective Yao.” Wang cut him off. “I read the draft incident report on the way in. You had no choice. Besides, if it were up to me, these Russian scum would all be taught a lesson. They think they can come in here, drill into the network of the Technical School, tap into its fibers, and run their crimes online from our territory like they still occupy it. This isn’t Vladivostok or one of their Siberian shit mounds. This is Dalian. They do not own it anymore. We say who works from here and who can be attacked from here, not some oligarch in St. Petersburg. They are such an uncultured nation. They make only oil. And the vodka, of course. Sit, sit.”

			Wei noticed how perfectly the chief inspector’s uniform fit, how neatly it was pressed, how the many medals were in such straight lines. When he wore his own uniform, Wei always struggled not to look like he had borrowed it from his dad or older brother. He had neither—no siblings, no parents left alive. Through his semi-stupor, Wei realized Wang was waiting for a reply to a question he had just asked. 

			“Do I know Huang Qiang?” Wei said, repeating what Wang had just asked him. “No, no, I don’t think… Is he under arrest?”

			The chief inspector bellowed a laugh, the first one that Wei had ever heard emit from his boss. “Huang Qiang is the most powerful civilian after our beloved president,” the chief inspector cut him off. “People here don’t know his name, but in Beijing, everyone bends to his will, even ministers.”

			“I am sorry, sir, I should know…” Wei tried.

			“Huang Qiang is the president’s chief of staff. What the president thinks comes out of Huang’s mouth as orders not to be questioned, only to be carried out successfully, fully— sometimes quietly, always with precision.”

			Wei struggled to follow the conversation. “Our nation is so fortunate to have such leaders,” he recited, not knowing what else to say, not wanting to say the wrong thing.

			“He destroys lives, lives of those in the way, those out of step with the latest direction. But, if you can, you will tell me what he wants,” the chief inspector replied. “If you cannot, then do not. I may not have need to know.”

			Grabbing for his own tea, Wei took a sip, trying to delay answering. He suddenly realized that he had no idea what they were talking about. “Of course, Chief Inspector, but…”

			“Yes, Bao, what is it?”

			“Of course, I will try, but I do not know how I would even go about learning what such an august man would want and how...”

			“He will tell you. Huang himself. I am told he is very direct, almost like an American. No polite talk or ritual. Personally, I cannot even imagine why he would want to see a relatively newly minted inspector from the Dalian police. I offered to go myself, but his office said it must be you. They asked for you by name. How do they even know you exist? Do you know?”

			Wei sat silently. He looked into the black tea in the paper cup in his hand. There seemed to be only one meaning that the chief inspector’s words could have. “No, no, sir. I do not know anything about this. I am to meet the president’s chief of staff? He’s coming here?”

			“No, you idiot, you’re going there,” Chief Inspector Wang said, standing up and brushing pastry powder from his pants. “You are to report to his office to meet with his people at five o’clock this afternoon. That gives you almost ten hours to get to Beijing and then into the Zhongnanhai. My adjutant will have all of the papers for you, the tickets, the passes, ready by nine.”

			Wei leapt to attention again. He saluted, not knowing what else to do or to say. The Zhongnanhai was the part of the Forbidden City not open to citizens. There, the rulers lived and worked. The Zhongnanhai—he was going there, today?

			Wei Bao realized his boss was still talking. “And, Wei, get a shower before you fly away. You smell.” On his way out, the chief inspector took the last pastry.
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			4 Dasheng St, Apartment 606

			Shahekou District

			Dalian

			Thursday, November 13

			0745 hours

			Dr. Yang Fenfang was in the shower when Wei Bao entered their tiny high-rise apartment near Zhongshan Park. The steam from the hot water filled the small bathroom. Fenfang was the most junior attending oncology physician in the Sino-German Cancer Center at the university’s Second Hospital and had been at work for the past two days and nights. When she realized there was someone else in the bathroom, she began to scream, but then a naked Bao quickly pulled back the shower curtain and stepped into the tub with her. 

			They left the shower only when the hot water turned chill, then they ran down the cold corridor to the bedroom and dove quickly under the covers, there recreating the warmth of the shower. Wei Bao wanted to remain there all day, but this day was taking him to Beijing, indeed to the Zhongnanhai.

			“Stay in bed with me. You need sleep; I can tell,” Fenfang urged as Wei rose and began to look for his best suit, the one he wore a few years ago at graduation in Toronto. He still had the same build, slight but tightly muscled. “I don’t have to go back into the clinic until midnight Saturday. Take a nap with me, and then we can go to the fish market. We could make something special tonight. Take a nap. As your doctor, I order it.”

			Wei looked at her, with the thin sheet pulled up to her chin, looking just as she had after their first time, a month after they had met in Toronto, at the Chinese Student Association mixer. She had turned down residencies in Toronto, Shanghai, and Beijing to be with him in Dalian. Now, it was he who was going to the capital, at least for a day. 

			“You are an oncologist, not my doctor. I don’t have cancer, and I have to fly this morning, but I should be back tonight. I will let you know as soon as I get the flight back booked,” he said as he struggled with his tie. 

			She rose from the bed, came to him, and fixed the knot.

			“Fly? Where?” she asked, her naked body pressing up against his tight black suit. As a detective, he usually wore casual clothes, seldom a uniform. She hated it on those rare ceremonial occasions when he had to “dress up like a policeman.” Fenfang loved her policeman, but not the police.

			“Beijing, but that is not something anyone else needs to know, chatterbox.” He remembered her fellow oncology residents from the crowded dinners in tiny apartments she had dragged him to, gossiping and giggling like teenagers. She had always introduced him to the other residents as an IT specialist with the provincial government, and he had always played along.

			“Beijing! As an oncologist, I can order you to stay away. The air there is carcinogenic this time of year. And it’s so poisonous in other ways too,” she said before kissing him. “I won’t marry you if you get lung cancer, so no Beijing.”

			Wei Bao was not much taller than Fenfang, but he had on shoes and she was still in her bare feet. He looked down into her eyes and gave her a disapproving look that said “be serious.”

			“Okay, go if you must, Mister Policeman. I will buy the fish by myself. It will be ready when you get back, even if it is a midnight meal.”

			“Then I will buy a white French wine in the airport there, a Sancerre like the one we had in Quebec. And I will do it while holding my breath or wearing my mask,” he said, moving to the door. “And keep your opinions medical, Miss Doctor. It’s better for your own health. That’s my professional opinion.”

			Fenfang frowned at him and stuck out her tongue as Bao blew her a kiss and pulled the apartment door closed behind him. Yao was waiting downstairs in their beat-up undercover car. He had volunteered to drive Wei Bao to the airport for the flight to Beijing, for the visit to the Zhongnanhai, the political heart of the nation. As the elevator descended, Wei’s body gave an involuntary shiver at the thought of his destination. 
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			The Zhongnanhai

			Beijing, PRC

			Thursday, November 13 

			1520 hours 

			He felt odd, uncomfortable sitting in the back seat. He had tried talking with the driver, but might as well have conversed with a stone dragon. So Wei closed his eyes as the car moved deftly through Beijing’s afternoon traffic, blue and red lights blinking behind its grille. 

			Sensing the car speeding up, he looked out and saw they were quickly moving past Tiananmen, where he had been only once, as a high school student twenty years ago. Adrenaline pumped to his brain. Tiananmen. They really were taking him to the heart of the nation. This was real, but what was this? Why was he being brought before the throne? Not because he had killed two Russians, the chief inspector had assured him. So, why?

			There were, he noticed, cameras on almost every street pole near the square, overtly displayed. Wei realized he was silently identifying them by manufacturer and model. He was surprised by how many were older versions, far less capable than the ones he had ordered for Dalian. These older cams would not be able to do high-quality facial recognition beyond ten meters, but maybe that didn’t matter, there were so many of them. Maybe just their presence was a deterrent. He wondered how many of them were actually online, recording, sending data back for analysis and storage. The storage requirements would be too immense.

			The driver turned onto West Chang’an Avenue and then, remarkably, he spoke, startling Wei. “You do not get to come in through the Xinhua Men gate.” Wei thought he heard a suppressed chuckle. The New China Gate, Wei remembered from a long-ago class, was the formal entrance to Zhongnanhai, the vast administrative park filled with lakes west of the Forbidden City. The leadership of the entire country met there, had their offices there. Some said the leaders lived there. Chairman Mao had. 

			The gate at which the car did eventually stop was decidedly not ceremonial, not the Xinhua Men. This gate was small, modern, and staffed by the People’s Liberation Army Unit 68199, the Praetorian Guard. Some carried automatic weapons. Wei recognized the weapons as the QBZ-95. He had trained on it but had never been issued one. Politely, the guards asked him to step from the car and enter one of the gatehouses. Inside the door was a stylish young woman with an iPad. She could have been the greeter at a five-star hotel.

			“Inspector Wei Bao.” Her tenor suggested it was not a question, but an announcement. She knew in advance what he looked like. Her name, she said, was Biyu. No family name provided. “I am so sorry, but even the esteemed inspector must pass through security. It is very rigorous here, of course. Are you carrying firearms?” she asked in such a cheery tone that she might have been asking how his flight had been. It had been bumpy and crowded. No, he was not armed today. He knew that would have been a complication.

			After the very intrusive pat-down by one of the PLA and now on the other side of the airport-style magnetometer, his charming young escort led him out of the back door of the guard house and to a larger, blue car, which he later identified on the web as a BMW 7-Series. His original car, the one with the blinking grille lights, and its driver stayed outside the gate. “How was your flight from Dalian?”

			She did ask it after all, as they settled into the car’s orange-tan leather bucket seats. He knew she would ask about the flight. Some people were good at small talk. He wasn’t. Either she would ask about the flight or the weather in Dalian this time of year. “Punctual. Indeed, we landed a few minutes early.” He did not add the fact that they then had waited thirty minutes for a gate to open and finally were assigned to a pad from which they were bussed to the terminal. And it’s beginning to be cold there, he thought, practicing his small talk, but we have not yet had snow. Yes, we do normally get a lot of snow up there, usually, but less in recent years. Maybe it was better he didn’t say that.

			There was no traffic inside the park, though the driver moved slowly past the gardens. Biyu was providing commentary. Qing Dynasty this, the Revolution that. Her voice sounded like the recorded passenger instructions he had ignored on the China Eastern Airlines flight from Dalian. His focus was inside his own mind, idling high but failing to generate scenarios, reasons why he might be here, as they moved closer by the second to the seat of all power.

			“…actually not in the Hall of Diligent Government, the Qinzhengdian, but behind it in a small building near the Huairen Hall. I will not accompany you. Just walk in and tell the officer at the desk in the lobby your name. They know it, of course, but you must tell them. Then you will sit in the lobby until he is ready for you. Have a good meeting.”

			Wei realized the car had stopped and his door was being opened by the driver. “Yes, yes, of course. Thank you, Biyu,” he stammered. Huairen Hall, the Hall of Cherished Compassion he recalled from school, was the home of the Politburo. He was going to the building behind it, he told himself. Biyu’s smile seemed sincere, and as he stepped out into the chill air, he recognized for the first time how beautiful she was. Then a guard shut the car’s door.

			The building to the rear of the resplendent Huairen Hall was indeed small and plain by comparison to the monumental gates and halls in the vast garden and the Forbidden City to its east. Three stories of gray painted blocks topped by the traditional artichoke-leaf upturned roof. It was one of several identical structures in a row and marked only as Building 8. Of course it was. Eight was the luckiest number.

			He had turned in his phone, which the guard had placed in one of a series of small lockers, and since he never wore a watch, he had no precise sense of how much time passed as he sat in the dimly lit lobby, slowly turning the pages of a large-format, glossy picture book about the water features and gardens of the Central and South lakes. The lakes, he read, were officially called seas. Where he was sitting was near the Central Sea, and it…

			“Inspector Wei, please follow me.” The young man in the gray suit was on the other side of the lobby, holding open a door. During a quick elevator ascent to the third and top floor, his escort avoided small talk and eye contact, tapping into his mobile. The escort apparently didn’t need to have his device put in phone jail. Stepping off the elevator, the escort—no name at all provided—placed a badge attached to his waist up against a card reader, then placed his eye up to an iris reader, opening an opaque glass door. No Name looked up from his mobile long enough to say, “Please go in,” in a tone that implied Wei should have known and already walked through. How many more escorts would there be, how many more hand-offs before what he now regarded as “The Meeting,” the session where he would learn the reason for his presence? 

			This room was larger and better lit than the downstairs lobby, and it held a small conference table with six chairs, a desk in the corner by the window, and by the door Wei had just entered, two red leather couches with matching armchairs. The leather, he noted, was cracked in a few places. The old furniture must have been handed down from a more important office. This did not appear to be a waiting room for distinguished visitors. Wei automatically looked for the cameras. They must have been very well hidden.

			An older, bald man in a black suit sat quietly on one of the couches, intently paging through papers in a red file folder. He did not look up at Wei, who settled himself in the chair nearest the door, satisfied that even old bureaucrats were kept waiting here and made to sit anxiously studying their papers. Seeing the English-language South China Morning Post on the coffee table, Wei eagerly picked up the newspaper, only to find the speed of his reading in the Western language had clearly slowed somewhat in the last few years since Canada. The headline was about the APAC meeting in Manila, which followed the president’s successful two days of meetings and tours in the Philippines. Wei flipped inside the paper, looking for the sports pages, hoping to see how the Toronto Maple Leafs were doing in this year’s hockey season. Poorly, was the answer he found in the NHL standings chart. 

			After scanning the sports pages, Wei threw the Daily back onto the coffee table. The motion seemed to startle the bald man on the couch, who suddenly looked up from his file and at Wei. “You are an honest man, clean. A good citizen. And have cracked many cyber cases that others could not. Even North Korean cases. Now these Russian criminals.” Wei realized the man had been speaking in English and talking to him, about him. “You love the motherland, the zuguo?”

			“Of course, I love my country.”

			“Good. This file is for you. All you will need.” He thrust a thick green folder at Wei and was moving across the room toward the desk in the corner. He was short and moved quickly for an older man. “Come, sit over here with me,” he said, pointing at a chair opposite the desk.

			“Cigarette?” the bald man asked, thrusting a package of Gitanes at him. “French. They kill you quicker.” Wei declined and found himself staring at the man’s stained teeth and wondering why, when everybody in Beijing smoked Zhongnanhai brand cigarettes, in the actual Zhongnanhai, they smoked something from France.

			“My boss, the boss of us all, is determined to weed out corruption. It sucks the lifeblood out of the economy, mal-distributes resources and rewards. It prevents us from being a well-functioning machine responsive to the needs of the people, to the directives of the Party.” He had spoken that in Chinese, and he looked at Wei for agreement.

			“Bìxu táotài fubài.” Corruption must be weeded out, Wei parroted. He had seen that phrase in the airport and on billboards along the highway into the city. It was the latest mantra of the Party. “Bìxu táotài fubài,” he repeated.

			“Yes, correct, especially in the companies owned by the State. There, corruption is theft from the people, from the Party,” the bald man continued in Chinese. “Corporate managers hire their cousins, their brothers-in-law, their neighbors, and give them No Shows. That is what the president believes. That is what he hears. That is what you will prove. And stop. You will stop the No Shows. And we will arrest them and all the bosses who gave them their jobs.” He had said “No Shows” in English.

			“Yes, sir. No Shows.” He had almost said No No Shows. What were No Shows, exactly?

			“Good, son, good. You must also prove that the managers are skimmers, getting kickbacks from their No Show cousins.”

			“They are skimmers. No Show skimmers. Yes, sir.” Slowly, Wei was beginning to think that this man might actually be Huang Qiang. Wei should have looked for a photograph of him online before leaving Dalian, but now he saw a picture on the bookcase behind the desk, in a silver frame. It was the bald man standing with the president, the two laughing at some unknown joke. What Huang, the president’s chief of staff, thought, those words came out of the president’s mouth, Chief Inspector Wang had said. Or was it the other way around?

			Huang Qiang spoke quickly, in bursts, with a high-pitched, nasal sound. “Questions, then. Any questions? Answers are in the file I gave you and other things you need are in here,” he said, passing Wei a leather briefcase. “But while you are here, what questions?”

			So many, beginning with are you really Huang Qiang and what are No Shows and skimmers. “Why me? I mean, sir, there are so many good police and intelligence officers.”

			“No, there aren’t,” Huang shot back, then smiled, a twisted, thin smile. “Everyone is suspected of corruption, even some in Intelligence, the State Security. We cannot use them for this special mission. 

			“You are not from Beijing or Shanghai. That is a plus. You have no connections. You are not yet a Party member, but you have a clean record. We have checked, carefully checked. You are an expert in artificial intelligence and its application to databases for identities, for facial recognition. This will be most helpful in tracking these No Shows and proving they do not appear, do not work. Instead, they probably spend their days in parks or in bars. That’s where your cameras will find them.”

			“Yes, sir. Cameras.”

			“Besides, nobody knows you. They won’t see you coming.” A grin spread across his face and quickly ended. “A company, Blackberry, offered you a job if you would stay in Canada, but you returned to the motherland and to the police who paid for your graduate work. You could probably be working now for a Chinese company, Baidu or Tencent or Alibaba, but no, you work for the police, for the country.” 

			“It’s not about money for me, sir. It’s about service,” Wei Bao heard himself saying. He didn’t mention that the real reason he returned was that his sick mother had needed him. 

			“Yes, but we must be careful with police and with people from Dalian,” Huang mused. “You know about Bo Xilai? He was mayor of Dalian. He had Wang Lijun create a high-tech surveillance system in Chongqing, but they also used it to surveil our leadership for political purposes. They went to jail.”

			“Sir, they were when I was in high school.”

			“I know, I know. That is why you are approved. We checked your connections, but I suggest this as a cautionary tale. Bo also had a coconspirator, Zhou Yongkang. He was the minister in charge of all police nationwide.”

			“I never heard of him, sir.”

			“He went to jail too. For life. All of them. For life.”

			“I will learn their stories and their crimes, sir.”

			“They are colorful stories.” Huang laughed, again showing his stained teeth. “Bo Xilai’s wife killed an Englishman. Left his body in a hotel. Incredible. They were all corrupt. Stole millions of yuan.” 

			Wei again said, “I love my country.”

			“And the president loves AI and machine learning. You are one of the AI people his program sent overseas to learn, one of those who can get us to the two goals,” the man who apparently actually was Huang Qiang continued. 

			“The two goals, sir?” Wei asked, quickly regretting it.

			Huang frowned. “AI will make the Chinese people’s economy number one in the world and the People’s Liberation Army’s strength number one on the planet. These are the Party’s AI goals. You do not know them?” He shook his head at Wei. “However, you are still a good young man, Chief Inspector Wei Bao. Do this job right and you will be in the Party.”

			“Chief Inspector?”

			“Yes, while you are on this assignment, temporarily, you are a Special Chief Inspector, assigned to my office. You report only to me. You will have a new badge and credentials that say you are to be given all assistance you request. Do not abuse these powers, Wei.”

			“No, sir.” He was aware that sweat was running down his back.

			“Questions, other questions?”

			“May I have help, a team?”

			“Yes, of course, anyone. There are forms in the folder for you. Requisition forms for people, money, things you need. Computers, of course. Work from Dalian. Make that your base. It won’t attract attention. Other questions?”

			“What city, what company do I investigate?”

			“Everywhere. All of them. State-owned or controlled companies. Any industry. Any city. Other corporations, too, where the State owns a majority or substantial minority share. Bring me the proof. Then we arrest them all. All at once. At the right time.” Huang Qiang smiled and bared his yellow teeth, but it was the smile of a mongoose who had just spotted a snake. Wei Bao felt cold at the same time he was sweating. 

			“Go, then. Get started. Come back to me in ninety days.” The bald man then reached for another large folder and looked down at it as he spread the content across the desk. Their meeting was evidently over.

			Chief Inspector Wei Bao left the office and the building quietly. He had no escorts on the way out, no beautiful Biyu Last Name Unknown, no man in a gray suit with No Names. The guard in the lobby told him where to wait outside for a shuttle bus that would take him to the Lingjing Hutong metro station. He handed Wei a metro pass. The large blue car and its driver were not outside waiting.
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			Dalian

			Saturday, November 15

			Xuni Shije (Seekers World Arcade)

			2330 hours

			The purple seemed to ooze from the walls and ceiling, barely illuminating the large space, except in glowing pools of brighter violet light above scattered podiums where the controllers monitored the players. On the far wall was an image of a building, dimly illuminated by more purple light. He recognized the building; it was one he had seen in the Zhongnanhai in Beijing, one of the temple-like edifices they had driven past. Biyu had called it the Ziguang Ge. Of course, Hall of Purple Lights. And that was also this room, arcade of purple lights.

			Grunts were the only sounds Wei could hear. Then one man about twenty feet away jumped and screamed. A pool of red light developed around the screamer, who slowly removed his helmet, which then shot out of his hands and up toward the ceiling. The player had died, virtually, a victim of a dinosaur. A controller appeared and whispered to the screamer. The two then walked off toward a podium to select another reality for the player.

			Wei counted over thirty helmeted bodies standing, scattered about the vast player space of the warehouse. He knew that in an hour or so, after midnight, their number would likely be three times that or more. Which ones were the twins? Everyone seemed to be wearing dark jeans and black T-shirts. Wei realized he should have paid more attention to the twins’ running shoes. There were a variety of brands and colors among the players’ footwear. Bright oranges, greens, yellows, and reds that glowed in the purple light. He could not remember what either of the twins wore at the computer lab and, in any event, those were probably their “work” shoes.

			He thought about showing his badge to the controller and asking for the twins, but he realized it might cause a commotion if the players thought the police were raiding the arcade. Most of them were high on something. Instead, he walked among the players, each lost in the virtual reality that could only be seen inside their helmet, all moving their arms and legs interacting with things that looked very real to them. He stood close to one player after another, each of whom was oblivious to his presence. There was one young woman in a short leather jacket he was sure was Guo Chunhua, the woman he had arrested along with her twin brother two years ago when they were just eighteen. They’d been arrested, but never processed, never prosecuted. 

			He hadn’t filed paperwork on her. Instead, he had fixed her abysmal Social Credit Score and then hired Chunhua and her twin brother, Bohai, whose score he also had to adjust, as “administrative assistants.” They had been hacking for him ever since. They were the ones who had discovered the Russian hacker crime gang that had physically tapped into the Technical School’s network and used it to launch cyberattacks in America. The twins had given him the lead that sent him to the basement where he had killed two men. 

			“What the fuck, dude!” Chunhua screamed in English as Wei pulled the virtual reality helmet up and off her head. “Oh, it’s you, boss,” she said in Chinese. “It’s our night off, man, really.” 

			“I know. And you can enjoy it for a few more hours, but don’t play all night. I need you and Bohai to get some sleep and see me in the morning, at the office, at nine.” He moved closer. “We have a lot of hacking to do,” Wei said quietly into her ear.

			“Not more Russian creeps,” Chunhua moaned.

			“No.” He smiled. “Chinese corporations, big ones.” 

			“That’s illegal, boss. We don’t want to get arrested, again.”

			“Not if I do it, it’s not illegal.” As he moved away, he turned back to Chunhua. “Besides, you have never been arrested. Your papers got lost, remember?” He wanted the twins fresh Sunday morning, which was a good time to hack, when few people were at work. “Don’t come to the Lab. I will text you two the address on Signal. New digs. Remember, get sleep tonight. Bohai too. See you at nine. Nine in the morning.”

			Wei, however, had no plans to sleep. He had a lot of coding to do, a new AI program that he would insert into the corporate networks after Chunhua and Bohai hacked into the companies. And he knew they would get in. They were the best Chinese hackers he had ever seen, better than the PLA guys in Unit 52181, the elite army unit in Pudong, outside Shanghai. The Americans could see the PLA guys sometimes, they had even put some of their pictures online and issued arrest warrants for them. Guo Chunhua and Guo Bohai were ghosts.

			Yao Guang was outside the augmented reality gaming arcade, waiting in a royal-blue BMW X5. He dropped the driver’s side window. “You need a ride, mister?” he asked in English. Wei got in the vehicle and smelled how new it was. 

			“I assume you were here looking for the twins?” Yao asked as they pulled out. “You find them?”

			“Found Chunhua. Told her they should both be at the new place at nine tomorrow morning. We’re going to need them.”

			“I know you think you can trust those kids because you can bust them anytime, but are they really that good? You know neither of them finished college?”

			“College bored them. In this business, the best are self-taught. And those two? They are among the best. And, yes, I trust them. They just needed to be put on the right path. They’re really fucking good.”

			“Hacking, okay, but you said we were going to be doing stuff with AI?” Yao asked. Wei was constantly surprised at Yao’s breadth of knowledge.

			“Says the man who is more self-taught than anyone I know. By the way, since when do you speak English, Guang? ‘Want a ride, mister?’” 

			He answered in Chinese. “I don’t, but I remember some words from university classes, even though that was over twenty years ago. But look at this ride, Bao—I mean, Chief Inspector Wei. X5. I like our new job already.”

			“You didn’t get this in the police motor pool.”

			“No, but we do have a big budget, and I got a good lease on this. And I have most of the equipment in the new office installed. Doesn’t look like a police office, for sure. You want to see it tonight? They should be almost done.”

			“Tomorrow morning is soon enough. I have some coding to do tonight, best done at home.”

			Yao started up the BMW. “Your doctor friend may be a little distracting.”

			“She is back at the hospital at midnight,” Wei said, reminded how much information he shared with Yao. “By the way, how did you know I was at the Seekers Arcade just now?”

			“Simple. We have a real smart detective on the force who wrote some sort of AI program, so all I have to do is call in to dispatch and give them a name and they tell me where that person is. Almost always works. Who was that guy? Bao somebody?”

			“Well, that’s the first piece of code I write tonight. I am going to create a new category of person: untraceable.” Wei, Yao, and the twins were all about to become invisible. 
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			Dalian

			Changjiang Road

			Sunday, November 16

			0945 hours

			Wei alighted from the light-rail car at the intersection of Changjiang and Shanghai roads and walked across the slick pavement and down a side street toward the football field, where later that day there would be a game between two local clubs. As the city recovered from Saturday night out, there were few people on this wet Sunday morning, few on the tram, even fewer on the streets in this old neighborhood just over the freeway from the docks. 

			The four-story building Yao had chosen for their operation dated from the 1920s. Yao had taken the entire top floor. A Danish shipping firm had moved out to a fancy high-rise in Eton Place only a month before, leaving a vast loft space with a kitchen, dining area, and large open-plan work area. In the back there was a server room with a reinforced floor and separate air conditioning, as well as fiber connections to two local Internet switches. The Danes had spent when they fixed up this space years before, but the lure of the new and prestigious glass towers had been too strong. 

			Yao Guang had ordered the four executive offices on the floor converted into bedrooms. He knew they would be sleeping, eating, and working there for the foreseeable future. Most importantly, the fourth floor had its own small side entrance and elevator, a legacy from a time, almost a century before, when the Japanese import-export firm that had designed the building wanted to keep its executives well apart from their Chinese staff who worked on the first three floors.

			The sign Yao ordered had already gone up on the separate entrance: ReGlobal Audit Department. That should be boring enough to keep people away. Wei looked like he could have been an auditor finishing up his books on Sunday morning, carrying his laptop in his backpack, wearing reflective sunglasses. He had also donned a baseball cap with a weird design logo instead of his usual Toronto Blue Jays hat. The hat’s tunnel image and the reflective glasses were designed to throw off the facial recognition system he had helped design and was now intent on stumping. He didn’t even want his own Dalian Police to know where he had set up shop. 

			The old elevator moved slowly, and the door opened with a loud chime. “Be there by nine o’clock, you tell my sister, and then you show up a half hour late. Late night, Inspector?” Guo Bohai teased Wei, as he, clad in his usual red sweats, greeted his boss and savior with a hug. Bohai was a hugger. It drove Yao crazy that Wei allowed that behavior, but Wei tolerated a lot from the twins because they were his secret weapon.
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