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Chapter 1

 


The first light of dawn began to filter through the thick
brocade curtains. The large room bathed in an indigo light and
Baldassario listened devotedly to the slow, deep breathing of
Altagracia still in a deep slumber beside him.



He rose gently, careful not to interrupt Morpheus' symphony
rhythmically filling the young woman's chest. Standing next to the
bed, he contemplated for a moment the tapering curves of her body,
completely undressed and vulnerable before covering her modestly
with a pristine satin sheet.



Dressed in simple linen pants, he descended the marble staircase
and crossed the main hall teeming with paintings, sculptures and
miscellaneous objets d'art. He knew each of these objects as he
knew a long-time friend. For him, they were alive and rich with
stories a hundred or even a thousand years old. Coveted, exposed,
stolen, lost, forgotten; they had travelled through time, each
patina a page in their biography. There was, of course, the
"official story", but Baldassario secretly quivered when
remembering the personal story marking each of these pieces of art
that would always belong only to him. He had established a silent
rapport with them, a bond that he could share with no human.



Collecting art was his passion and his work as far as the rest of
world was concerned. The very particular method employed to procure
the most beautiful pieces was a secret shared only by a highly
select group of individuals.



Baldassario sat on the terrace of his 16th century villa that
resembled more a medieval fortress than a Renaissance palace.
Perched upon one of the hills surrounding the city-state of
Florence, the villa towered over an ocean of vines and olive trees
with majestic cypress dotting the landscape.



The Tuscan countryside at sunrise was for him one of the most
beautiful spectacles in the world. A perfect, living masterpiece;
nature accomplishing the eternal miracle of the simplicity of
life.



Watching the sunrise over the olive trees, Baldassario was torn
between the desire to enjoy this graceful moment in solitude and
the want of savouring it through the eyes of Altagracia.



The feline shadow that first brushed against before settling in
front of him put an end to his torment. For a moment she rested
perfectly still basking in the first rays of the fire star, the
satin sheet tied in a toga around her torso. Then very slowly, as
if lulled by the atmospheric vibrations resuming life after night,
she began to sway while undoing the sheet, before brandishing it,
arms extended, like an offering to the sun god.



Altagracia, unencumbered by the fabric, allowed her body to express
itself, wrapped in the warm embrace of the new day, in a dance
primitive, pure and in perfect harmony with the moment, sublimating
the occasion.



Baldassario was overcome by a bittersweet wave of the painful
pleasure of feeling alive. He loved Altagracia the way one loves a
wild animal- for what it is: wild, untamed, free to come and go
without restriction, with the glowing gaze of a wildcat unconscious
of doubt or fear, revering life in knowing its true price.



Loving her selfishly and confining her in a bourgeois relationship,
would only extinguish that fire and kill the love itself.
Baldassario loved Altagracia in the only way he could. He owned
objects more rare but he would never possess this woman.



They would share intense moments like this morning, then she would
leave same as she arrived: without warning, without a word.



After several days away from home, Altagracia seemed to wilt. She
had developed a symbiotic rapport with her Andalusian land. She
felt a vital need to be surrounded by Flamenco and her own and to
offer them, without reserve, the best of her talent as had done
generations of women in her family.



Concluding her gestural ode facing Baldassario, her gaze plunged so
deeply into his eyes as to probe the darkest recesses of his soul.
Her quest was halted by the insurmountable wall of tenderness and
admiration erected by the radiant eyes of her lover.



Disarmed by this silent expression of affection, she crossed the
space separating herself from Baldassario, pressed her body to his
chest and put her lips to his. He embraced the naked woman in arms,
returning her kiss then whispered a simple “Thank you” in her
ear.



He then felt Altagracia’s tears flowing down her cheeks and could
not help thinking of the market value of this precious liquid. But
he immediately dismissed the idea that came to spoil the magic of
their being together.



Altagracia sensed Badassario’s sudden tension and studied him
through misty eyes. She detected in his expression a cold shadow
concealing a persona at once disturbing, frightening and
intriguing.



For the young and romantic Andalusian, the mystery was a powerful
aphrodisiac, one that permeated the secret weave of her Tuscan
lover’s life.



“The Medicis are hosting a ball tonight. I have to attend and I
would like it if you would accompany me,” said Baldassario
interrupting their respective private thoughts.



 “I don’t know how you can bear these pompous, antiquated
events,” Altagracia replied.



“Solely by professional obligation.”



“Of course,” she said with a sly smile while questioning the true
nature of his obligation.



Baldassario watched as the young woman moved away knowing that she
would surely disappear before lunch and wondered when he would see
her again. He knew she was intelligent, extremely intuitive and
possibly even a bit of a sorceress with the gypsy blood that flowed
through her veins.  Their growing intimacy posed a threat to
his occult activities, but her sporadic appearances had become
essential to him. As essential as the perilous exercise he will
engage in this evening.










Chapter 2

 


The distant relatives of the Medici family had restored the
glory and international influence of the city-state of Florence
utilising the same recipe as their illustrious predecessors. The
power rested in the hands of a small but ruthless group who had the
intelligence to assert their positions upon an elite enjoying
exclusive privileges that dreamed of realizing a population of
enlightened bourgeois living comfortably and in security.  The
control of the financial means dependant on currency and debt on
which the fortune of historic Florence had been built was no longer
relevant. The innumerable currencies used in different regions of
the world held no more than local value and were destined for more
banal transactions. The most powerful in this world considered only
the exchange of valuable objects important business. Barter was
king, objets d’art were the most prized, the city-state of Florence
was the hub of trade and Baldassario, the auctioneer and well-known
expert with a flourishing collection, played an incontrovertible
role in the system.



Baldassario thus went alone to the ball, one of numerous gatherings
to fete the glory of Florence, her foremost subjects and especially
the family in power. The festivities were already well underway
when he entered the immense reception hall. A colourful and joyful
crowd moved in time with the chords of a symphonic orchestra. The
dinner guests competed in magnificence in their ceremonial dress.
Men and women proudly displayed authentic attire of all periods
with, of course, accessories, crowns, tiaras and appropriate
jewels. Baldassario, preferring the elegant reserve of a charcoal
grey natural silk suit, navigated his way through this dazzling
crowd in search of his prey.



Around him the guests routinely brought delicate crystal flasks to
their mouths frugally sipping the contents as if to savour every
drop. As at all grand affairs the Emotein flowed freely and
Baldassario feared his target will have consumed some
tonight.  He had prepared his “collection” procedure with the
greatest of care, taking several weeks and according to his
knowledge of the subject there was little risk that he would
consume Emotein or any other substance likely to alter his senses
this evening.



Intimate knowledge of the subject, physical proximity at the moment
of collection and speed of execution were the basic rules of this
discipline of which Baldassario had become a veritable virtuoso
with time.



That which he designated euphemistically “collection” was
considered by honest people to be the most despicable of thefts.
For Florentine justice it constituted a major crime punishable by
the breaking wheel. The Medici had seen fit to reinstitute this
terrible punishment to dissuade the most rash criminals. The
condemned was stretched on a wheel, arms and legs tied fully
extended, the executioner will break all of his or her appendages,
then the rib cage with the aid of a heavy iron bar before leaving
the condemned in this state until death arrived.



The orchestra took a pause and the lights dimmed plunging the room
into semi-darkness. It would soon be time to take action and it was
imperative that Baldassario locate and approach his victim.



He finally discovered the widow Fromentina enveloped in an aura of
sadness that held her with dignity next to the stage where the
orchestra had been.  Inconsolable following the brutal demise
of her husband taken by the devastating effects of the Disease of
the Century, the young woman was making her first public appearance
since his death.



The Disease of the Century spared no one, it seemed to strike at
random, and it had lingered for more that ten years now without any
success in finding its origin or a cure. In its most benign form it
manifested as a slight indifference to one’s surroundings. In
extreme cases it completely robbed the victim of all emotion and
invariably resulted in the death of the afflicted.



Baldassario cut through the crowd towards Fromentina as the tenor
took his place on the stage.



The first notes of the violins swept across the room and the tenor
began his performance. Baldassario kept, from that moment, so close
to the widow that he could feel her twitch. He focused intensely at
her face and in particular her eyes, watching for the slightest
sign announcing the appearance of the precious liquid he had come
to harvest.



He counted on the genius of Mozart and on the tremendous evocative
power of his compositions to create in Fromentina the mysterious
alchemy that transforms music into tears of ecstasy.



“The ecstasy of the widow Fromentina”, that was what Baldassario
had come to steal for his anonymous patron who would offer him a
Brancusi sculpture in exchange for the young woman’s “wild”
emotion.



As the tenor’s song intensified, Fromentina’s breathing quickened
and Baldassario reviewed for the hundredth time the details of the
plan. This ball was a unique opportunity to approach the widow
under optimal conditions for collection. He had wagered everything
on one simple fact about Fromentina’s musical taste, he had to
succeed on the first try without raising suspicion and the Brancusi
would figure quite nicely in his collection.



Fromentina was totally captivated by the tenor’s voice and the pain
that squeezed her wounded heart loosened its hold an instant
freeing the first liquid pearl that rolled down her face lightly
tinged crimson. Baldassario let the first tear fall. The first
effusions do not offer the best quality as they carry with them the
impurities from the lachrymal canal. He waited until a light spasm
moved the chest of the widow provoking a more plentiful rush of
tears. Fromentina only noticed at the instant she cried and
reflexively moved to wipe her tears that should appear before her
an immaculate handkerchief offered by a man smiling at her with
compassion. She returned a shy smile and accepted with good grace
the piece of Egyptian cotton then dabbed delicately under her dewy
eyes before handing it back to Baldassario.



“How could I resist such grace?” asked the young woman.



“You flatter me, my dear, but Wolfgang Amadeus is not bad
either.”



Baldassario’s joke drew a smile from Fromentina that faded
immediately, pulled down once again by her grief.



Baldassario took advantage of the moment to slip away. He had to
quickly transfer the sample to the distiller. The quality of the
tears and the emotions they contain degrade very quickly in open
air.  The molecular receptacles imprinted on his handkerchief
had captured an infinitesimal amount of liquid, but could only
preserve it for no more than ten minutes. Baldassario had absconded
to a balcony overlooking the city, then once out of view he began
to whistle a little tune.  A few seconds later he was relieved
to hear a light buzzing that materialised in the form of a large
flying insect resembling a hornet. He delicately took out the
handkerchief soaked with Fromentina’s tears and placed it on the
marble handrail of the balcony. The vespid rested on it a few
seconds then flew off towards an unknown destination.



Baldassario followed the hornet with his eyes until it disappeared.
In a few moments he will have delivered his precious merchandise to
the clandestine atelier of a distiller who condenses the stolen
emotions into an aqueous solution capable of restoring them to
whosoever consumes it. The client, Baldassario, the distiller and
all the other intermediaries operated independent of one another.
The secret was their best protection and not one of them wished to
find themselves a disarticulated puppet hung on a wheel.



Baldassario knew the rules better than anyone, but he could not
help imagining the client and his motives. Who could possibly want
to feel the rapture of the widow and appropriate unbeknownst to her
such an intimate experience? The Emotein sold on the open market
contained tears bred and harvested from consenting subjects and was
sufficient enough to satisfy aficionados of new feelings, artists
lacking inspiration and most of all the exponentially growing
population of those affected by the Disease of the Century who
clung desperately to the humanity that The Disease plucked from
them emotion by emotion. Surely there existed a parallel market
providing tears of more or less good quality and most often from
dubious sources destined to satisfy all vices, fantasies and
perversions. And finally, there were the wild tears quite simply
stolen on command by professionals of the highest order among whom
Baldassario was a legendary figure.



He had little esteem for the clients whom he considered voyeurs and
perverts, himself preferring to find the source of pleasure in his
own real life experiences. He saw himself as a tightrope walker
gliding along a rigid cord, master of his own destiny at every
step. Never would he resemble these constrained, fidgety and
pathetic men working fruitlessly in a system designed to exploit
them. For him, the theft of wild tears was the ultimate freedom
offering him the exhilarating feeling of being alive while
satisfying his voracious passion for art in all its forms



Upon returning to his home he sensed the fragrance that Altagracia
had left floating in the air of the villa like so many cruel
reminders of her absence. He began to sink into an abyss of
loneliness when he spied an envelope that had been slipped under
his door. He opened it and read the letter it contained. It was
only one word, “Sachiel”. The feeling of loneliness abated
instantly and as a wide smile spread across Baldassario’s face he
rushed to make the arrangements for the voyage that awaited
him.










Chapter 3

 


Before starting her day at the girls boarding school in Zoug,
Lei took Niu in her arms.



“Don’t worry, I will only be gone for a few hours and then I will
come back tonight, promise.” She told her tucking her lovingly in
her bed.



Niu gazed at her blankly and Lei kissed her before leaving the
dormitory to join her comrades in class. Niu was her only real
friend; she had always been loyal. Only Lei listened when she
spoke. The other girls didn’t listen to anything she said and it
was best that way. Lei had never seen her mother but she said that
Niu must look like her with her long black hair and big almond
eyes. As long as she could remember, only images of the boarding
school came to mind.



When she asked about her parents, the teachers would say to her
that they had been dead since the war since they lived in Beijing.
But when Lei consulted maps to find this city she didn’t find it.
There were plenty of other cities and a grey spot marked “Forbidden
Zone”, but none called “Beijing”. She found this very strange. Lei
was an orphan who came from a city that didn’t exist she would
sadly joke when describing herself. Niu was the only tangible link
to her history, with a past she could only imagine.



The bell signalling the start of class had just sounded and Lei
began to run so as not to be late. The teachers were strict and she
didn’t want to be punished again



She arrived just in time and took her place. The other girls were
standing silent awaiting permission to be seated. Like Lei, they
wore a navy blue uniform and a pewter insignia brandished on their
forehead.



The teacher entered the room, told the girls they may sit and asked
them to hand in their homework.



Lei became flushed, began to perspire and tremble. In her rush she
had left her homework in her drawer. The teacher approached her
with his hand extended.



“Well Miss Lei?” he said impatiently.



“I left it in the dormitory, Sir.” the young girl stammered.



 “You know the penalty, Miss Lei.”



“Yes
Sir.”           
 



Lei rose and made her way to the front of the class and climbed up
to the podium. She faced the other students and the teacher seized
a leather crop and stood behind her. Lei gritted her teeth in
anticipation of the pain, familiar but no less painful and
humiliating.  Three dry lashes broke the thick silence. Lei
could not hold back her tears. From nowhere the little blue bees
appeared and, as usual, they stung Lei’s eyes as well as those of
two other girls for whom the punishment being inflicted had caused
an uncontrollable outpouring of tears.



Lei returned to her seat and tried to forget her pain by thinking
of Niu. She must follow her example: Niu was strong, she never
cried. The bees would never sting her eyes. She would have liked to
be like her, small, loved and protected by a good friend who only
wants the best for her. Lei imagined having a mother must be like
this. She then felt the wave of tears returning ready to drag her
under, but she resisted. These tears, the bees would not carry
away.



She was an orphan from a city that did not exist, she would make
her heart a stone fortress and no one would ever take from her that
which she did not wish to give.



Lei made this solemn promise to Niu that evening.










Chapter 4

 


Huang left his house early and roamed the streets of Shanghai
towards his office. Tall and stony, he walked at a quick pace
through the garden-city and filled his lungs with pure,
invigorating air perfumed with the rich fragrance of multiple
essences emanating from the trees lining the avenues. The horizon
was clear and cloudless over the buildings, businesses and work
zones that rose no higher than three storeys and blended
harmoniously with the luxuriant vegetation.



As well as a member of the Eternal China Movement, Huang had
participated greatly in the spectacular metamorphosis of the new
Chinese capital that was destined to be a model of civilisation for
the rest of the world. The One-Day War had marked the brutal end of
the Communist Party as well as the lives of tens of millions of
inhabitants of the cities of Beijing, Mumbai and Islamabad
obliterated by the nuclear attack.



Only China, fused by nationalistic fervour, had resisted a societal
collapse. Pakistan and India had disappeared as nations giving way
to a multitude of enclaves formed by ethnic, religious, economic
communities and the Mafioso. China had survived in its whole, but
had to assuage its citizens following the loss of Beijing and
punish those responsible for bringing nuclear conflict to the
country. The former Communist Party and their leaders were deemed
the culprits, judged and executed by a new generation of men in
power, most of whom were former Party members having renounced
their allegiance. The Eternal China Movement was born and with it
Huang was re-born, dedicating all of his energy to the cause after
having lost his pregnant wife in the One-Day War.



In addition to his political involvement, Huang managed a
pharmaceutical conglomerate whose main product, Emotein, had seen
unprecedented success worldwide with the exception of certain areas
that remained resistant despite repeated attempts on the part of
the company.



Huang entered his office and immediately summoned Shacklecross, his
eminence grise who had aged along with the business. The old man
had been in Huang’s service for years. He was originally from Honk
Kong and descendant of an old British family. His loyalty to Huang
was matched only by his ability to manage affairs with an iron
fist. For Huang, he was practically a right-hand man. A Chinese man
would have been more acceptable in the eyes of the Movement but he
had to admit that using an Occidental facilitated relations with
the West who still had trouble accepting the Middle Kingdom as the
new master of the world chessboard.



“Where are we with the synthetic Emotein?” began Huang without
preamble.



“Our research teams are getting nowhere. They are still unable to
create synthetic emotions.” Shacklecross responded in a neutral
tone.



“Unless we are capable of creating artificial products we will be
forced to limit our natural product production. The captive-bred
tear farms are producing at maximum capacity and the demand is
still growing.”



“The inefficiency rate of the captive-bred tears is rising among
the highest consuming populations. Classic Emotein’s core market is
therefore in danger of quickly eroding.” Shacklecross continued in
anticipation of his boss’s next question.  



“And what about our Swiss operations?” Huang asked.



“The quality is optimal, but the methods of collection are illegal
as you know. The Swiss authorities are turning a blind eye for the
moment. A portion of the products serves as basic support for the
synthetics laboratories, the rest is sold at a high price on the
black market. We cannot increase production without risking
exposure. And our customers feel good about consuming products
culled from volunteers. Disclosing the Swiss operations would be
very bad publicity. “



A grimace of disgust twisted Huang’s face. He scorned the consumers
of his products, their vices and their sickness. The personnel,
volunteer or not, from whose tears these emotions were harvested
were simply cattle. This entire industry was built on the
weaknesses of human beings, and was to him but an instrument to
serve the Movement’s cause. His own life and his personal needs and
were unimportant. A part of him died with his wife and the child
she was carrying, charred and forever shattered due to the insanity
of a debauched elite. The most orthodox observation of the
principles of the Eternal China Movement was his sole reason for
living and he would achieve their objectives by any means.



“In the meantime, some new markets less exposed to Emotein may be
an alternative in order to maintain the volume of consumption while
awaiting the discovery of the synthetic formulas.” Shacklecross
continued.



“Continue.” said Huang.



“Indonesia offers a font of opportunity from a population somewhat
intact. The Disease of the Century ravaged there as
elsewhere…”



“But we haven’t been able to penetrate the market due to the
Southern Triad’s control.” interrupted Huang.



In a sweeping manoeuvre to reform the system, the Eternal China
Movement purged the institutions of the prevailing endemic
corruption before attacking the large organised crime syndicates:
the Triads. Forced to retreat, the Triads would limit their
activities in continental China to develop them everywhere else in
Asian region. The break-up of nations and the disappearance of the
rule of law enabled the emergence of Mafia zones where a regime of
permanent violence and incessant warring between the clans reigned,
but which offered a semblance of structure and a means to avoid
total chaos.



“We have charged our intermediaries with initiating discussions
with the Southern Triad.” Said Shacklecross.



“The result?”



“The first exchanges were unsuccessful.”



Which Huang mentally translated as: The heads of the negotiators
have been returned to us nicely wrapped in company paper.



We have persevered in our initiative and it seems that the leaders
of the Triad would be receptive our offer.”



“From your composure it is evident your British recessive genes are
very much active in you Shacklecross, get to the point.”



“The leaders of the Triad are prepared to open the doors to the
Indonesian market in exchange for a percentage of the sales and an
initial incentive. “



“An incentive?”



“Yes, there are three leaders and each would like one piece of art
classified in the 95th centile.



“All they deserve is a bullet to the head, that will come in good
time. Have we enough piece of that quality?”



“We have numerous pieces at our disposal, but a good number require
re-evaluation at the current rate and our best experts are occupied
with our standard transactions. I might add that it may be more
prudent to use an exterior resource who could be, how shall I
say…”



“Of one time use.” Huang finished.










Chapter 5

 


Baldassario arrived at the office of Sachiel located in the
diamond district of Antwerp. The men in black were still there.
They strode along the paved streets with rushed steps speaking
animatedly in Yiddish en route to their next exchange, their hats
low on their brow, their thick beards commandeering their
face.



But the diamond business had left the city long ago in favour of
India. Another rare and exclusive resource had from then on made
the historic heart of the old city beat: the tears of
emotion.



Baldassario entered one of the district’s seedier buildings.



He climbed four storeys on a shaky spiral staircase on which two
people could not cross paths. At the end of a dimly lit corridor
cluttered with old furniture he arrived finally at the door of that
which Sachiel dared to call his headquarters. The man clearly
wanted to maintain a low profile and yet he tossed his fortunes
around daily with his tear-brokerage business. A note stuck to the
front door of the office welcomed Baldassario.



“The Albatross.” he murmured to himself. He knew this place where
he had already met the broker on other business.



After a ten-minute walk, Baldassario crossed the threshold of The
Albatross, an emotions bar located in the heart of the red-light
district. The place was practically deserted. Behind the counter,
the barman polished innumerable multi-coloured lachrymatories that
held court on transparent shelves. His look was empty; he seemed
totally absorbed in his thoughts, impermeable to his environment.
Baldassario recognised the advanced stage of the Disease of the
Century. This phase that still allows a human being to function in
society with an emotional level of zero. Even the desire to seek
out emotions had disappeared. To work in this kind of place that
must be the perfect state.



In the back of the bar he recognised Sachiel seated in a banquette
flanked by two supreme creatures very lightly dressed. Seeing
Baldassario the broker dismissed the women who rose and returned to
their seats at the bar waiting for the next customers. Their
figures were very attractive although slightly imperfect, they
moved with certain elegance and from time to time they would emit
naughty giggles while chatting. Baldassario looked into their eyes
and felt a chill when he realised that these were the new
generation of silicone escorts.



“How do you like my latest acquisitions?” began Sachiel.



”Very convincing.” Baldassario answered seating himself in the
banquette.



The Tuscan truly despised this type of artificial paradise where
everything was false. The clients come to experience emotions that
aren’t theirs encouraged to imbibe by machines with human faces.
This masquerade of life brought out in him a deep disgust.



“This place is fascinating,” Sachiel continued. “As well as
allowing me to diversify my business, it provides me a fantastic
field of experimentation to test my new products.



“What do you have to offer me Sachiel?”



“When they approached me with this contract I immediately thought
of you.”



“Should I be flattered or worried?”



“Actually, both.”



“You have my undivided attention”



“A picture is worth a thousand words…”



And joining the gesture with the words, Sachiel placed a photo on
the table.



Baldassario immediately recognised the severe traits, the sharp
predatory look and the pale yellow tint of the Emotein master. Then
the photo began to decompose deforming the features of the
subject’s face into a hideous grimace.



“That is certainly a very high-level target. What are we
collecting?”



“Remorse.”



Baldassario paused. Managing to get close to Huang would be an
exploit itself. Extracting tears of remorse from a man reputed to
be the coldest and most rancorous in China raises the stakes to
suicide mission.



“Has the client made an offer?”



“My contact proposes a piece classified 80th centile.”



“I accept the contract for a 95th centile. Nothing less.”



“I will convey your counteroffer, but are you absolutely sure you
want to accept. You know I care about you and with this business I
sincerely doubt I will see you again.”



“Your concern touches me Sachiel, but I have always dreamed of
adding such a trophy to my collection.”



Sachiel went out to the street to deliver Baldassario’s
counteroffer to the intermediary of a client who could just as
easily be 10 steps away as thousands of miles.



Left alone, Baldassario felt a cocktail of fear, excitement and
adrenaline coursing through his system. This operation would be the
most dangerous and most beautiful of his career as a tear thief. It
would certainly be fatal, but that was of little importance in the
end. Nothing trumps the intensity of life. These last months,
collecting has brought him less and less satisfaction. He always
needed more risk and greater difficulty.



Sachiel reappeared and sat beside Baldassario.



“The transaction is  complete. The client agrees to trade a
95th centile in exchange for the product, but he couldn’t specify
which piece immediately. He offered a guarantee deposit of
equivalent value while awaiting confirmation of the piece.”



“Excellent.” said Baldassario who stood, shook Sachiel’s hand to
seal the deal and left The Albatross.



Sachiel watched him grow further away as one watches a condemned
man walking towards his execution.










Chapter 6

 


Before returning to Florence to prepare the execution of his
contract on Huang, Baldassario decided to visit Pushpesh in
Kent.



If he succeeded at this inconceivable exploit to provoke tears of
remorse from Huang, he needed to arrange an infallible and
undetectable means to recover them, store them and transfer them to
a distiller.



Pushpesh was, according to him, the only person capable of meeting
those needs with the utmost discretion, but obviously at an
exorbitant price.



Baldassario trudged through the English countryside that had the
irresistible tetchy charm of ancient lands marked with the
footprint of a tormented history. He finally spotted the 14th
century stone house with its monumental chimneys that served as
Pushpesh’s pied-à-terre in Europe.



Baldassario made his way without hesitation toward the glasshouse
where he was certain to find the master of the house. Pushpesh had
an extreme passion for orchids and passed more time in the
greenhouse than in any of the 45 rooms of his chateau.



For a man who loved such delicate plants and who owed his immense
fortune to the mastery of the infinitely small, his physique was
completely out of proportion. Originally from New Delhi, he had
very dark skin, protruding round eyes that were permanently
bloodshot, the stature of a Minotaur with his thickset build,
enormous head and he had to weigh at least 200kg (440lbs). He
belonged more in the pantheon of Indian divinities than in an
English garden.



“Baldassario, my friend! What a nice surprise to see you here. To
what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” Exploded the Indian
embracing his visitor with the arms of a wrestler.



“I need a miracle that only you on this Earth could realise.” Said
Baldassario finding his breath after the bear hug.



“You are an incorrigible Florentine flatterer. I am not God, maybe
one god among many.” Admitted Pushpesh whose modesty was reversely
proportionate to his corpulence.



While Baldassario explained to him what it was he needed, Pushpesh
returned to his painstaking work on the delicate flowers and seemed
to be only half listening. The Indian was a blasé man and had had
his fill of all the pleasures life had to offer. To pique his
interest, Baldassario broke one of the fundamental rules of his
thief’s code and hinted at the identity of his target.



“The client who requires a special treatment necessitating the
miracle that you must be able to provide me is an important figure
in Chinese politics.”



Pushpesh stopped and turned to Baldassario with a terrible
expression of hate painted on his bestial face.



He had hit a sore spot knowing Pushpesh harboured no feelings of
love for the Chinese since The One-Day War had wiped out in a
single stroke his wife, his six children, grandparents and numerous
friends who had the misfortune of living in Mumbai.



“Follow me.” Pushpesh simply mumbled in a grave tone.



Baldassario followed the colossus into the chateau until they
reached a room hermetically sealed by a pressurised airlock. The
room resembled an operating theatre, but completely empty.



Pushpesh melodramatically closed his eyes, loudly inhaled and
exhaled a powerful Ohm.



Nothing happened for a few seconds and Baldassario watched Pushpesh
incredulously while beginning to doubt the quality of his sense of
humour. Then the still air between the two men seemed to cloud,
stir and darken a deeper and deeper shade of grey until finally
becoming black and form the letters O-H-M that held steady,
dreamlike and weightless. Finally, the impossible structure
disintegrated and disappeared as if by magic.



“You want a miracle, I give you the cutting edge in terms of
airborne nanoparticles.” Began a triumphant Pushpesh, “This little
demonstration required several billions of particles, but for your
Chinaman you would need much fewer. You can programme them to act
only on your specific command and they will carry out the
collection from your target identified by any biometric or
DNA  signature. Smaller than a speck of dust they will bathe
themselves in the tears until they stockpile the emogenous markers
before returning to your hair that will serve as transport. After
the collect you will have one hour to deliver the charged particles
to the distiller of your choice. That said, the technology is
experimental and still unstable and there is no guarantee that it
will work perfectly. “



“Extremely impressive,” Baldassario declared flatly, “How much will
this miracle cost me?” he asked ready to be assassinated.



“Compliments of the god Pushpesh. May your Chinese client die!”










Chapter 7

 


Huang was a veritable workhorse. 19-hour days were a daily
routine. He hated sleep and considered it a little death that was
pointless and quite often unpleasant. Throughout the years Huang’s
sleep had been troubled by nightmares. He continuously relived the
loss of his wife in Beijing while he was in Shanghai on business.
Her pregnancy almost at term, travelling with her husband was no
longer an option. Huang travelled often and he always brought back
a souvenir. She had particularly liked a doll he had given her
after a trip to Malaysia. The doll never left her side and she
slept with it when her husband was away from home. Huang teased her
gently telling her she would soon be a mother and would have to
become an adult.



Curiously, Huang could no longer clearly visualise his wife’s face,
on the other hand he had a clear memory of the famous doll. He had
long sought to suppress these painful thoughts, but they were
ever-present like the phantom limbs of an amputee. And then one day
the nightmares stopped, as well as all other types of dream. He had
become desensitised to his own suffering and more over that of
others.



He congratulated himself on having fortified his soul in order to
better serve the ambitions of the Eternal China Movement. But the
horrible truth that he determinately refused to admit dogged him
more and more each day. Huang had been consumed, like millions of
others, by the Disease of the Century. Only his strength of
character and tireless efforts in concentration allowed him to slow
the inexorable progression of the illness. He would continue to
work until he could no more while refusing to join the consumers of
his products. Huang would never be a victim. He was determined to
beat it by employing all necessary means. He was perfectly aware
that his days as a functional human being were numbered and the
rare emotions he would sporadically feel systematically brought him
back to his wife and the child he never had the chance to hold in
his arms.










Chapter 8

 


Upon his return to the Florentine city-state, Baldassario set
about to gathering information on his target as discretely as
possible. He reached out to his influential network on five
continents and after several days he poured over the data,
analysing it carefully.



Widower, never remarried, no known romantic involvements, no
consummation of mind-altering substances, Huang lived an ascetic
life perfectly in tune with his political occupations and his
responsibilities managing the company.  He seemed like a monk
warrior , devoting his body and mind to the defence of his
ideology. Baldassario did not find the flaw that would allow him to
penetrate Huang’s armour. His investigations were hindered by
distance and his frustration was growing. He was faced with a great
challenge that required him to completely reassess his usual
methods.



This operation had become a virtual obsession and monopolised all
of his material and intellectual resources. Until now, no one had
ever resisted, all collections had been successful and no client
had ever been disappointed. Every man has at least one weakness and
he had to find the one that would unleash tears of remorse from
Huang.



Having exhausted all conventional research methods, Baldassario
resigned himself to consulting Donastrumssa.



He requested an audience that he obtained the next day with she
whose true identity remained unknown. There was talk that she was
very close to the Medici family who, in the tradition of 
nobility over the ages, liked to surround themselves with sorcerers
and other followers of the occult sciences. Certain rumours would
have one believe that Donatrumssa was a member of the ruling
family.



The city of Siena marked the southern border of the Florentine
controlled territory. Baldassario crossed the Piazza del Campo and
passed through the narrow streets, deserted and literally inundated
by the torrential rains that had descended on the region for
days.



An imposing bronze lion’s head defended the heavy oak porte cocher
that Baldassario pushed to enter a courtyard populated by marble
sculptures. The entangled bodies were frozen in contortions evoking
as much pleasure as pain. Distracted by the unexpected spectacle
Baldassario was startled when he sensed a presence behind him. A
blind, gaunt old man who moved about with ghostly silence signalled
for him to follow. They reached the first floor and the old man
stopped before a door that he opened for Baldassario. Donatrumssa
sat enthroned in the centre of a small room lined from floor to
ceiling in thick oxblood velvet. Seated behind a glass table, she
wore a tunic in the same material as that which covered the room,
giving the impression of her head floating in this space that
defied all perspective.



An antique Venetian carnival mask in the gold leaf image of a
lioness concealed her face.



“Come, Baldassario, and stand before me.” The woman’s voice was
very slow and husky.



“Thank you for having granted my request so quickly and I…”
Baldassario began realizing the absurdity of the situation.



“Place your hands on the table.” the woman interrupted.



Baldassario did as he was told and placed his hands palms up on the
table.



“The lines of your hand are of no interest to me.” She said turning
his hands face down on the table and placing her own hands on
his.



They were covered in indecipherable cabalistic inscriptions, very
soft, very pale, smooth and positively icy.



Baldassario felt a cold chill when he tried to peer beyond the mask
to capture her eyes. He found nothing but two porcelain white orbs.
As white as the Carrere marble statues in the courtyard.



She must be in a trance and her eyes have rolled backwards, he
thought, half convinced by his reasoning.  



“Duomo swordsman will travel the road of the Orient Crusader. His
sword will find the path to his heart by following the cinder
flower.



He furiously sought the sense of this oracle and understood that
the flower was the key.



“What is the cinder flower?”



“There is a woman close to you. She possesses the purity of fire.
Bring me a tear from her pleasure and I will give you the
flower.”










Chapter 9

 


Lei ran across an evil forest pursued by an enormous swarm of
blue bees but her eyes were dry.  She fled through the
branches as fast as her legs would carry her, but the bees always
gained on her. Suddenly, she saw a clearing and headed towards it.
Approaching the clearing she noticed there was a lake. She did not
know how to swim and the bees were now very close. She was
trapped.



At the edge of the bank a lioness with a golden coat drank from the
lake. The lioness raised her head, looked at Lei and smiled. Lei
rushed towards the lioness and jumped on her back. The beast
launched into the water and dove leaving the bees to pass over
them. Carried by the lioness, Lei descended to the bottom of the
lake and re-emerged on the other side of the planet in a strange
country. Then an alarm sounded giving way to her familiar
dormitory. She immediately recounted her curious dream to Niu who
listened attentively.










Chapter 10

 


Altagracia had given many performances during the past few days
and she was exhausted. Flamenco demanded her full engagement and
she thought a short pause with her lover would do her much
good.



As is her habit, she arrived unannounced, but she was disappointed
by Baldassario’s welcome. He seemed tired, preoccupied, his
appearance dull, eyes sunken, he had aged 10 years in a single
stroke. The worst was that he didn’t seem particularly pleased to
see her. She resisted the urge to return from whence she came. A
blend of pity and curiosity forced her to stay.



“What has happened to you? You look dreadful. Are you having
problems? Is there anything I can do to help?”



Baldassario looked at her sadly, then a light flashed in his
eyes.



Altagracia knew that light well, though it shone less brightly than
usual.



“Come.” he simply said taking her hand to lead her to the
bedroom.










Chapter 11

 


The Sienese lioness kept her promise and delivered the cinder
flower to Baldassario. He would have preferred to offer her half of
his art collection than a few drops of passion stolen from a woman
who trusted him and had completely lost herself for a few moments
in his arms. Yet, he felt a strange detachment from his act, this
treason against Altagracia and against himself.



“The cinder flower, descended from the Orient Crusader, as the
Phoenix survived the three-headed dragon, grows in the northern
shade of a stone giant stretching from east to west. Nestled on the
eastern tip of the lake, she gazes upon an azure crescent moon.”
Such was the riddle he must decipher in order to discover Huang’s
weak point.



He reviewed once again the data he had gathered to find clues that
might enable him to establish a link between Huang’s life and the
contemptible riddle. Even in light of the metaphor of the riddle,
the target always appeared to him as a smooth man, without
asperities, a monk warrior. This image worked its way through him
and suddenly he made the association.



“Monk warrior. Orient Crusader, Huang.” he exclaimed aloud.



Like a prospector who discovered evidence of a promising vein, he
was seized with the fever of discovery.



The cinder flower, descended from the Orient Crusader. Huang had no
children. His wife died while still pregnant and he never
remarried. Did they find the body? No trace found after the war.
Perhaps she survived and brought the child into the world? The
cinder flower. Beijing had been subjected to nuclear attack. That
makes sense.



Baldassario recited the words of Donatrumssa like a mantra.



“As the Phoenix survived the three-headed dragon. The mythical bird
that rose from the ashes, surviving the One-Day War between China,
India and Pakistan, the three-headed dragon. That’s it!” he
repeated feverishly.



“Grows in the northern shade of a stone giant stretching from east
to west. Nestled on the eastern tip of the lake, she gazes upon an
azure crescent moon. This part must describe the location of the
child.  



It is someplace in the north… a stone giant…” Baldassario found
himself at a deadlock just as he was about to breakthrough.



The tension and fatigue had accumulated these last days beginning
to affect his ability to think clearly so he went outside for a few
minutes to take some air.



Altagracia, worried about Baldassario’s state, had decided to
extend her stay at the villa. He spent hours closed in his library
and the night after her arrival he had neglected her completely.
Too curious to resist temptation, she went to the library, knocked
on the door and waited. No answer, there was no sound coming from
the other side, so she decided to enter. The dark room smelled of
must and old books. The curtains were closed and one lamp set upon
a large antique-style table barely lighting the handwritten
documents strewn about. She recognised the handwriting of her lover
and perused the notes. The same phrase repeated over again, but it
made no sense to her. The young woman had resumed her inspection of
the office when Baldassario entered the library. She jumped and
blushed like a little girl caught in the act of stealing cakes from
the cupboard.



“I am sorry, I didn’t mean to invade your privacy, but I was
worried and…” she stammered.



“It is nothing.” He said believing it sincerely. In fact, he felt
no anger at all. In terms of privacy violation he was more to blame
than Altagracia. And perhaps ultimately a new perspective on the
riddle might be helpful.



“Did you read the phrase?” he continued pointing to a
document.



“Yes.”



“What does it say to you, “a stone giant stretching from east to
west”?



I think of a statue, a building, the heads on Easter Island, the
Pyramids of Egypt, the Wall of China.”



“Yes!” he exclaimed. “The Great Wall of China. It must be!”



He rushed to an atlas and furiously turned its pages, completely
forgetting Altagracia’s presence.”



Altagracia looked at him, partially amused, partially insulted,
then opened a door and walked out onto the library balcony.



Baldassario consulted several volumes and his morale lessened with
each discovery. There were not only one but several walls over
6000km all constructed at different times. He could not use this
information as a landmark.



Altagracia admired the view from the balcony and decided it was
time to remind her lover of her presence.



“Are the Alps visible from here?”



“What did you say?” he responded distractedly.



“Are the Alps visible from your balcony?” yelled the dancer.



“No, they aren’t… but… Altagracia you are amazing!” he exclaimed
joining her. We are thinking that the stone giant is a construction
of man but it could quite simply be a mountain or another
relief.



‘… grows in the northern shadow of the stone giant stretching from
east to west. Nestled on the eastern tip of the lake, she gazes
upon an azure crescent moon.’ And on the north side of this
mountain there is a lake. The child is on the east point of the
lake.



“The child?” she asked.



“Yes, a child.” I will explain. Trust me.” Baldassario answered to
save time.



“Based on this assumption we simply have to find the third point of
reference to complete the geographical triangulation.



 ‘She gazes at the azure crescent moon.’  Looking to the
east one sees the azure crescent moon.”



“If we rely upon the elements of the landscape. Azure could also
represent water. A body of water.” Added Altagracia.



“Brilliant! A body of water in the shape of a crescent moon! That
gives us the answer to the riddle.”



Baldassario, who had already said too much by speaking of the
child, mentally recapitulated his hypothesis. The child of Huang,
having survived the nuclear war between China, India and Pakistan,
is near the north face of a mountain oriented East-West. The child
is located on the eastern point of a lake, itself close to a
crescent-shaped body of water.



He returned to the library, climbed a shelf and grabbed a huge map
of Europe that he spread on the table.



“Altagracia, you are my lucky charm. Let us see if it continues.
You spoke of the Alps so why not start from that giant. Come help
me.”



She was all too happy to have lost her status of invisible woman
and kindly came to help. After some time they had identified Lake
Zurich and its crescent shape and at several kilometres to the west
there was another lake pointing slightly in that direction. This
lake belonged to the city of Zoug.










Chapter 12

 


Huang arrived at the headquarters of the pharmaceutical group at
the first light of dawn. He knew his time was short. The
transaction between the Southern Triad had become his priority.
Access to the Indonesian market would perhaps give his company
enough of a margin to continue to invest in the research on
synthetic emotions. A new generation of Emotein was the key to its
long-term survival.



According to a long established routine, Huang had daily meetings
with Shacklecross.



“Where are we in the preparation of the “incentive” for the
Triad?”



“We have made a first pass of our most precious pieces. There is
now just the selection of the three that we will offer to the
leaders of the Triad. We have identified a few world-renown experts
who would be capable of carrying out this work for us. We have only
to hire them.”



Do not waste time. We have to settle this post haste.” Huang
finished before passing to a new subject.










Chapter 13

 


A quick inquiry allowed Baldassario to identify the boarding
school of the young girl in Zoug, which was located precisely at
the eastern tip of the lake. It was administrated by a numbered
company located in Jersey. The institution no longer accepted
students and claimed a wait time of five years. According to the
neighbours, the children, largely Asian, rarely went outside and
few parents seemed to visit the school.



Baldassario had been in the game long enough to know that the
boarding school was a clandestine tear farm.



The tragic story of this child began to take form. The cinder
flower was, in fact, a little Chinese girl, born with the One-Day
War eight years ago. Her mother must have died in childbirth. In
the chaos following the destruction of Beijing, the little orphan
girl had been stolen by one of the numerous Triads who traffic
children before finally arriving here at this farm in Zoug. If the
organisation had been Mafioso then he would certainly have been
able to offer to buy the little girl.



Baldassario entered into a relationship with the boarding school by
using multiple intermediaries. The director of the Swiss
institution, after several unnecessary refusals, accepted the very
generous offer that Baldassario had made for the purchase of one of
his dear boarders.



Now Baldassario had to find which of these girls was Huang’s
daughter. He obtained the student roster as well as their complete
medical records. He searched for an eight year-old Chinese female
and found five. Of the five, he concentrated on which had the
highest traces of radiation. Two children corresponded to the
criteria, Lei and Bao Yu.



How to choose between the two? Baldassario remembered the words of
the oracle. The term “flower” came back repeatedly and perhaps had
a greater significance than to indicate the gender of the child. So
he translated the two names on the list, Lei: flower bud and Bao
Yo: precious jade.










Chapter 14

 


Lei gathered her few things in a small suitcase and with Niu
hidden in her coat pocket she walked towards the director’s office.
The latter explained to her that she was going to leave the
boarding school and a gentleman was going to take care of her. Then
Lei followed the director to the school gates where a car was
waiting. The driver of the vehicle looked at her attentively,
looked at the dossier the director had given him and then gave him
a packet. The director looked satisfied and the chauffeur invited
Lei to get in.



“Are you the gentleman who is going to take care of me?”



“No, it is not me. But you will soon meet him.”



Lei looked out the window and she saw the lake fly by faster and
faster. It became more distant and soon disappeared to be replaced
by an immense mountain. Her curious dream came back to her and she
waited to see the lioness with the golden coat appear at any
moment. The animal did not show, but in observing the hood of the
car she noticed a little silver figurine that resembled a wildcat
leaping.



“The little orphan girl coming from the city that doesn’t exist is
on her way to new adventures.” She whispered to Niu smiling.










Chapter 15

 


“There is a part of my life that you don’t know about and I
cannot reveal to you. I am asking you to trust me. I need you to
help me with a little eight year-old girl named Lei. I would like
it if you would stay here for a while and look after her. If you
accept know that all three of us will have to travel to China.
Lastly, you must understand that I cannot 100% guarantee your
safety.



“The flower of Zoug?”



“Yes”



Altagracia was confronted with a kaleidoscope of emotions mixing
fear, excitement, curiosity, desire and something new to her: a
maternal instinct that pushed her into wanting to protect
Lei.



”When does she arrive?”



“She will be here in an hour.”



“I will take care of the little girl.” She responded feeling a
surge of adrenaline.



She felt like throwing herself into something greater than she,
being carried by a tumult, the course of her life suddenly
accelerating, living more intensely. Then she thought of those
perfect moments that occurred sometimes when she danced. She fused
wholly with the spirit of the music to become a movement, an
impulse, a resonance vibrating with a dimension beyond the
material. The decision she had just made would radically change her
life and she felt exhilarated by the prospect of danger.



Baldassario would have all the cards in this favour. The hardest
part was still to come: approaching Huang.










Chapter 16

 


The thief, the dancer and the orphan formed an odd trio.
Baldassario rarely left his library while Altagracia and Lei spent
their days strolling the vast grounds surrounding the villa. The
Andalousian woman and the Chinese little girl soothed each other
and a lovely complicity began to grow between them. Altagracia was
fascinated watching this child discover the simplest pleasures in
life and Lei began to realise that adults were capable of kindness
and not only cruelty.



Baldassario struggled for hours to develop strategies to best
execute his contract. None of them satisfied him and the spectre of
failure began to raise its head. Brooding on the terrace watching,
with a distracted eye, the two new friends wandering through the
vines, he was brought back to reality by the arrival of a thought
he found profoundly perplexing.



“If you don’t go to the mountain, the mountain will come to you.”
He said to himself out loud.



Huang’s pharmaceutical company required his services to appraise
works of art of the first category. The appraisal must take place
at the company’s offices in Shanghai. An immediate response was
requested with delivery to be made within one week



Once the initial shock had passed, Baldassario set to work on all
sorts of scenarios. Finally, whatever the real motives of this
assignment, he had his chance to confront Huang and was determined
to see it through to the end.



He responded to the message within an hour confirming his
acceptation and awaited instructions to begin his mission.



The detail arrived almost instantly; a certain Shacklecross,
special council to director Huang, would welcome Baldassario the
next day in Shanghai.










Chapter 17

 


En route to the company headquarters, Baldassario would confirm
that Shanghai was true to its reputation as a garden-city. But the
beauty of the city and its rural calm failed to quell the
persistent feeling that he had just thrown himself into the lion’s
den.



As agreed, Shacklecross took charge and brought him directly to the
company’s arts pavilion. The space appeared more like a
maximum-security prison than a museum. After passing several locks
they entered the showroom.



“Our home experts have set aside this room for our most valuable
works. There is only for you to identify those eligible for
classification in the 95th centile.“



“You have an extraordinary collection.”



“How much time do you think you will need?”



“Three, maybe four days.”



“Three days  will be fine. Time is short and director Huang is
personally handling this affair.”



“Will I have the privilege of meeting him?”



“If you need anything, ask for me.” responded Shacklecross,
ignoring Baldassario’s question. Then he left the room.



Baldassario was alone, surrounded by exquisite pieces of art. For a
moment he forgot the real reason for his presence and the love of
art overtook the tear thief. Sculptures, paintings, artefacts,
furniture, antique arms, costumes, there was nothing but the rare,
the exceptional, the sublime.



He noticed right away a familiar face, the noble profile, the lofty
carriage of the head, the enigmatic look, the sensual mouth, and
the graceful neck. He had always loved this perfect representation
of the woman. The bust of Nefertiti would certainly be part of his
final selection, plus antique Egyptian art, replete with
immortality, was particularly sought after in these trouble times
where sickness and death struck blindly.



Baldassario went to work reflecting on the means to bring about an
encounter between Huang and Lei. Altagracia and she were to arrive
in Shanghai in the evening and he had very little time left to
act.










Chapter 18

 


Before joining Altagracia and Lei, Baldassario made arrangements
with a local distiller who would be at the ready to receive Huang’s
tears should all go well. Once the nanoparticles have made the
collection and are ensconced in his hair, Baldassario would have
one hour to carry out the delivery.



The woman and child waited as planned in the suite of a hotel in
Bund. The historic major thoroughfare along the Huangpu River was
the only place in Shanghai to have conserved buildings greater than
three storeys. These European style edifices, vestiges of the
heyday of the Occidental presence in China, appeared lost and
isolated in a sea of greenery and eco-friendly construction proudly
being executed by the Eternal China Movement. One could see in it a
symbol of the place the Chinese reserved to the ancient masters of
the world.



Altagracia was furious at not being able to leave the hotel. The
city seemed fascinating and she longed to stroll through the lively
streets and feel the energy of the place. But she respected
Badassario’s instructions and kept Lei company trying somehow to
answer her questions when she herself did not know.



“Do you think we can go to the forbidden zone?” Lei asked.



“Why do you want to go there?” responded Altagracia.



“I think that is where Beijing is. They told me my parents died
there. But Niu told me often that is a lie and that I would find my
parents in Beijing.”



“I know someone who might be able to take you to the forbidden
zone.” Said Baldassario who had arrived in the room just seconds
earlier and seized the opportunity to listen in.



 Altagracia threw him a dark look of disapproval and left the
room.



“When can we see this person?”



“Soon, Lei, very soon. Now go back to your room, I need to speak to
Altagracia.



He joined the young woman fuming in silence in the sitting
room.



“It’s despicable to say those kinds of thing to that child!”
Altagracia lashed out.



“I have a real chance of helping her meet her father, but you must
continue to play the game.”  



“And what game are we playing exactly?”



“Before we left I warned you, I cannot tell you everything. If I
succeed, Lei will find her father. That is the truth.”



Altagracia stared at him, incredulous. Baldassario was seriously
starting to scare her. He was not the man she loved. She fought the
feeling that urged her to run away from this man and this country.
But she had to stay for Lei.










Chapter 19

 


The following day before returning to the company, Baldassario
read through the reports sent by the informants he had hired in
Florence. The surveillance on Huang revealed that he walks to work
every day following the same pattern. His days are organised like
sheet music. He spent long hours at work and returned home late. He
only deviated from his habits to participate in the major
assemblies gathering the upper level members of the Eternal China
Movement. But there were no such assemblies on his political agenda
for the next few days. Baldassario could intercept Huang during his
morning trip. Bodyguards never accompanied him, Shanghai was
certainly the safest city in the world and, anyway, no one would
dare attack him without being completely suicidal.



He arrived at the company and passed a new day in the treasure room
where he finished selecting the three pieces. During breaks taken
outside of the arts pavilion he analysed the security system and
tried to locate Huang’s office. Then, leaving one late afternoon,
he came to the conclusion that it would be impossible to smuggle
Lei within company walls.



On his return to the hotel he explained to Altagracia what he
expected from her and Lei the next day. She seemed resigned and
accepted without a word.



Baldassario could afford no margin of error. His plan was
desperate; his life was at stake as well as that of his two
companions. They had become simple instruments in the service of
his obsession. It didn’t matter what happened to them.



At the end of the evening he conveyed his expert conclusion to
Shacklecross who, to his great surprise, asked him to come present
his announcement in person to the director the next day.










Chapter 20

 


Huang rose before dawn and left his house. It was chilly and the
night fog had not yet dissipated. This daily ritual was for him a
clear space between two worlds. His private life marked by the
solitude that came with his painful past and his public life
subject to constant pressure.



At this time of the morning he rarely crossed other people. He
enjoyed this privileged time where the entire city seemed to belong
only to him. These few kilometres of walking were also for him a
barometer to evaluate the progression of his illness.



He had had the same routine for years and his route was punctuated
with evocative places associated with strong memories. Every day he
feared his indifference when passing a place that should elicit
some emotion. There was a 100 year-old oak in the park that
reminded him of childhood walks he took with his grandfather. Then
the monumental fountain with its constant stream evoked in him the
power of his company flooding the market with Emotein.



Approaching Bund he could see several Tai-Chi practitioners, who
executed, facing the river, their millenary choreography slowed
down. Bizarrely these men and women made him think of the lost
souls, snatched by a brutal death, trying to find their way in a
world that is no longer theirs. Huang walked along the river and
approached the group then at about one hundred metres in front of
him he saw a still figure under a streetlamp. The pale light cut a
frail shape. There was no one else in sight. Drawing nearer he
realised the silhouette was a little girl clutching something very
close to her chest.



Huang had enemies capable of anything. Paranoia was a daily part of
his life and as a precaution he reached for his silent alarm
device. The child didn’t move, in her arms she held a doll.



Lei waited for the man who had to take her to the forbidden zone,
but it was dark, she was surrounded by scary trees in this
unfamiliar country and suddenly she felt taken back to the evil
forest of her nightmares. Her fear took over and all of her limbs
started to tremble. Unable to pronounce a word, Lei held Niu in
front of her as if to protect her from this man with the severe
face and cold look who approached her.



Baldassario and Altagracia stood by, ready to intervene from
several metres away from Lei concealed by the fog and darkness. A
boat was moored on the riverbank nearby and would provide a quick
escape.



Huang looked at the doll and his heart stopped for a few seconds.
The phantoms of his past reappeared from nowhere. A wave of
emotions pulled at him. This doll could not exist, he had given it
to his wife and she had perished in the blast a long time
ago.



The face of his wife suddenly appeared very clearly but this was
not a memory, this face was that of the little girl holding the
doll. Huang’s mind wouldn’t admit what his heart already knew. This
child was his child. The flesh of his flesh that he never dreamed
he would see in this life. He grabbed Lei by the arms as if to
ensure that she was really alive and not a figment of his ailing
mind. Lei tried to break free and pitched her head back revealing
the pewter disc embedded in her forehead. Huang backed away
recognising the brand of his company affixed to those he had
considered human cattle.



He let out a gasp and felt a warm liquid running down his cheek. In
a state of shock he was incapable of stopping his tears, he could
not move anymore, nor could he speak.



Baldassario activated the microscopic collectors hoping Pushpesh’s
technology would succeed.



Altagracia rushed to Lei and held her in her arms. The sight of
that child turned into bait had become intolerable.



Baldassario ran towards the river, leaving the two behind him. He
had to reach the boat and disappear on the Huangpu to deliver his
precious collection.



Several meters from his destination, Huang’s protection squad
appeared from nowhere and captured him easily.



Huang was evacuated in a few seconds. Baldassario, Altagracia and
Lei were taken to the company’s headquarters where they were placed
in isolation.










Chapter 21

 


Baldassario had the entire day to meditate on his failure. He
felt completely defeated and awaited his fate with resignation. In
an hour, a day, a month, a man would open the door to his cell,
force him to his knees, bind his hands behind his back and without
much ado he would take a bullet to the head.



He thought over all of his collections, all of his victims, all of
his trophies, then of Altagracia who he had betrayed and
manipulated for what? To end up in a prison cell before being shot
like a dog.



The lock clanged and Baldassario flinched.



Already? he thought to himself.



Huang appeared in the doorframe. Without a word he looked at
Baldassario for a long moment. Baldassario stood and looked him
directly in the eyes. The two men stared each other down in silence
until, finally, Huang made something of a smirk or rather a snarl
that Baldassario could not read. Leaving his cell Huang turned to
Shacklecross and said:



“Do whatever it takes for this individual.”










Chapter 22

 


From his terrace, Baldassario contemplated the verdant valley
extending to the foot of his Florentine villa. He saw Altagracia
dancing for him at sunrise. He had no news of her since
Shacklecross sent him back to Tuscany without further
explanation.



He didn’t understand why he was still alive. He didn’t understand
Huang’s silence. His failure and unanswered questions gnawed away
at him.



Perhaps that was the punishment Huang had hoped for?



He would have to live with that. Death would be that much
sweeter.



Someone rang at the villa door. Baldassario crossed the house to
open it. No one, a case was left on the doorstep. He brought the
case and put it in the hall where his collection was on display. No
markings or documentation to indicate its origin or contents.



Baldassario opened the case, emptied the protective foam and nearly
fell backwards in seeing the head found inside.



Dizzied from the shock he dug his hands into the case and
delicately lifted the head. Her eyes, her mouth, her smile, her
neck, were intact. She was still so beautiful… Nefertiti.
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