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  CHAPTER ONE


  BEATRIX ROSE stepped out of the cyber café and into the mad mêlée of early evening in Kowloon. The sky had been thronged with stacks of black cloud all day, and now it was caught in the hinterland between dusk and night: veins of purple that faded into the grey, like glittering seams of quartz. The plump moon hung high above the jagged edges of the buildings on either side of the street, casting a wan glow that strengthened as the thwarted sun dunked farther and farther into the horizon.


  The streets of Wan Chai teemed with people at all times, but, with the switch from day to night, the narrow lanes and alleys were infused with a restless madness that became more and more frantic as the minutes passed. The lanterns that were hung from the metal tubes and poles of market stands had been lit, oases of golden light in the gloom. Traders exhorted passers-by to sample their goods: white and blue ceramic flowerpots, rolls of scallion-green velvet brushed with gold, cellophane bags of Balinese shrimp crisps, amber-coloured durian cakes, starfruit and lychee, bead bracelets with their big red tassels, statuettes of Buddha, fat and self-satisfied, sachets of herbs and spices, crosses made of ersatz silver, knock-off handbags boasting labels from Gucci and Prada.


  Beatrix could smell wood smoke, joss sticks, boiling rice and excrement.


  Hong Kong.


  Heung Gong.


  Fragrant Harbour.


  Wasn’t that a big joke.


  She was bustled and jostled, absently allowing the tide of human traffic to carry her along the street. She had no destination in mind, other than the need for a drink—several drinks—anything that would help her to forget the increasingly gloomy emails that had been waiting for her in her anonymous Hotmail account.


  A local man bumped up against her shoulder, knocking her a step to the left. He spilled the Styrofoam cup of tea he was carrying, sneering his disdain for her, hawking up a ball of phlegm and spitting it at her feet.


  She didn’t notice, and wouldn’t have cared even if she had. She was distracted, lost in a pit of despair with no prospect of escape.


  Isabella was gone. Her daughter was thousands of miles away and she had no idea how to find her.


  She shrugged her backpack across her shoulder and kept walking.


  
    #

  


  SHE FOUND her way to Nathan Road. The signboards outside the hostess bars welcomed crewmen from the USS Nimitz, the big American aircraft carrier that had been in dock for the past two days and which had spilled hundreds of men and women into the streets of the city, all of them searching for the illicit things that were denied them at sea: booze, drugs, and sexual adventure. They were easy to spot, the men with their crew cuts, tailed by attractive young women in miniskirts toting fake Gucci handbags. Beatrix walked vacantly by the go-go bars, where lithe women gyrated around chrome poles and men were persuaded to buy overpriced and watered-down drinks with the promise of sex that would often never come.


  A little decisiveness returned. She wanted a drink. Needed one. She recognised a bar that she had visited before, a week ago, when she had first arrived in the city. The clumsy music of a Filipino cover band blared out of the big speakers in the main room, but she knew that there was a quieter bar at the back where she would be able to drink in relative peace.


  She went inside, seeing the dozens of girls—mostly Filipinas from Hong Kong’s service community—in tight jeans and short skirts, waiting for a potential mark: businessmen, ex-pats, tourists and, today, eager American sailors. Beatrix knew about these kinds of places. The regular girls would be given a number. If she could get one of the male customers to buy her a drink, she was paid a percentage of the profit. It was brazen, naked capitalism, all the more stark given how close it was to the Communist mainland.


  The back bar was quieter, as she had hoped. Once the door closed behind her, the music and the clamour from the main room was more satisfactorily muffled. She looked around. There were three Filipina girls, three Gurkhas, who were trying to impress them, and another dozen Chinese men staring glumly into their drinks. She went to the bar, took one of the battered stools, its stuffing held in by a criss-cross of duct tape, and looked at the bottles arrayed against the mirrored wall.


  She ordered a double gin and tonic and reached down for the fabric backpack. She unzipped it and took out the printout of the email that she had received. There were three pages, a scant reward for the twenty thousand pounds that she had spent to get them. She had hired two private investigators to search for Isabella and they had both struck out. There was no sign of her daughter anywhere. She had known that would be the likely outcome, but that didn’t mean that seeing the words in black and white stung any less.


  She didn’t blame the investigators. She had given them so little to go on, after all. All she had been able to say was that her daughter had been abducted from her home. That was true. But she had been unable to give them the full story of what had happened. She had not been able to tell them that the man who had abducted her was an assassin who worked for Group Fifteen, the classified agency that arranged for the elimination of domestic and foreign nationals who were injurious to the best interests of Her Majesty’s government. She could not tell them that she, too, had worked for the Group until information that she had discovered had led to her commanding officer, a man she only knew as Control, deciding that she needed to be eliminated. She knew, but could not say, that this was not a case of a jealous husband who snatched his daughter off the street and fled with her. Nor was it a stranger, a paedophile, or a sexual predator. Isabella had been taken by the state. They could change her name, erase her records, concoct whatever story they chose. They could send her abroad without fear of being stopped at the airport. She could be anywhere, with anyone.


  She could be anybody.


  But that didn’t mean that Beatrix was prepared to abandon her.


  Couldn’t do that.


  Had to keep looking.


  And right there was the problem. She had money—lots of it—but it was spread around several safety deposit boxes in banks throughout the West End of London. There was no way that she could access any of it. She certainly couldn’t go to London. She knew that the Group would be looking for her. She would be arrested as soon as she stepped off a plane. There was a little money in the deposit account that she had shared with her husband, but accessing it electronically would have been the equivalent of calling Control with her coordinates and waiting for him to activate the nearest agent to track her down. The same was true of her credit cards.


  She needed cash. But she had no way of earning it. It wasn’t that she was unskilled. She was, and prodigiously so. But her talents were very particular. They were not transferable. There was not an agency that she could approach to represent her, to find her the work that she was qualified to do. There was the sprawling Hong Kong underworld, but she had no means of accessing it.


  She looked at the emails again. Both agencies were prepared to keep looking, but only if their retainers were paid up front. One was requesting £30,000 and the other, £25,000.


  Money that she did not have.


  A man took the stool next to her. There were plenty to choose from and she sighed in anticipation of the irritation that she knew was coming. He did not speak immediately. She looked at his reflection in the mirror. He was in late middle age, premature wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. He was wearing a bright Hawaiian shirt, stonewashed denim jeans that might have been fashionable for a week during the eighties, and a pair of box fresh white Nike trainers. He wore a hefty gold necklace, bracelets on both wrists and several large rings. He was completely without taste. He reminded her a little of Jackie Chan.


  He looked up into the mirror and realised that she was assessing him.


  “Hello, Miss.”


  She ignored him.


  “What is your name?”


  “No, thanks,” she said. “Not tonight.”


  He frowned and then, realising that she thought he was hitting on her, he blushed furiously. “I am not…please do not think that I…”


  “Forget it.”


  He looked mortified. He took a packet of super length Marlboros from his shirt pocket and offered them.


  “No.”


  “Then at least let me buy you drink.”


  “I can buy my own drinks.”


  “You like sake?”


  “No…”


  He didn’t seem to hear her, turned to the bartender and asked for a bottle of warm sake. The bartender turned and bellowed, in Chinese, to a man Beatrix had observed in the back room, ordering him to bring out a bottle.


  “This is not bar for tourists.”


  “Who said I was a tourist?”


  “But you are American?”


  “British.”


  “My apologies. I am Chau.”


  He waited, expecting her to introduce herself, but, when she didn’t, the colour in his cheeks returned.


  She felt sorry for him. “Beatrix.”


  “I am sorry?”


  “My name is Beatrix.”


  He smiled and then became grave. “This neighbourhood, Miss Beatrix—it is not safe for Western women.”


  “Thank you for your concern, Mr. Chau, but I can look after myself.”


  The bottle of sake arrived with two glasses. Chau unscrewed it and poured two measures. He took his glass and held it up. Beatrix still felt irritation at his dumb, oblivious persistence, but the bottle looked inviting, and she was in the mood to drink. She took the other glass, touched it to his and drank. The sake tasted like very dry white wine.


  He drank and refreshed both glasses.


  “I am sorry. I can see you would prefer to be alone.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Chau.” She raised the glass. “And thank you for the drink.”


  She got up, took the printed pages and went to one of the spare tables.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX WAS reading through the reports for a second time when three men came into the bar. The atmosphere immediately changed; the frivolity was sucked out of the room. Beatrix was glad of the papers. She raised the page she was reading and pretended to study it, glancing over the top of it and assessing the newcomers. The men were wearing identical outfits: track suit tops, jeans and white trainers. They had tattoos on their exposed skin.


  It was practically a uniform. She knew the signs.


  They were triads.


  Two of them stood at the door, one on either side, an unspoken injunction against anyone who wanted to leave. The third walked farther inside, looking around the small room with a proprietary air, and went to the bar. He was carrying a small leather satchel and his dark hair was long, reaching halfway down his back. He took the stool that Beatrix had vacated next to Chau, and began to speak. Beatrix was too far away to distinguish the words, and she doubted that her Cantonese would have been sufficient to make much sense of the conversation, but it was obvious from Chau’s demeanour that whatever it was that was being discussed was not a subject with which he was comfortable. His interlocutor slouched on the stool in a languid posture, punctuating his words with lazy gestures. He grinned at Chau’s evident discomfort, and Beatrix was put in mind of the way that a tiger toys with the hamstrung gazelle that it is just about to tear to pieces.


  Not her problem.


  She looked down at the papers and started to read them again, from the start, for the third time. Perhaps she had missed something. Perhaps, hidden amid the glum tidings, there was a small nugget of hope. It was all just a question of interpretation.


  “No,” Chau said, speaking more loudly. “Please. This is unnecessary.”


  She looked up. The man had stood and taken off his tracksuit top, and now he was hanging it over the stool. He was wearing a white vest. Every inch of skin was covered in elaborate tattoos: arms, back, shoulders, chest, even to the tips of his fingers. He was big for a Chinese, perhaps six inches taller and a hundred and fifty pounds heavier than Beatrix.


  Whatever it was he was proposing to do, Chau was unhappy about it.


  The man opened the leather satchel and took out a meat cleaver. He rested it on the bar. Then he reached across and held onto Chau’s left wrist. He pressed his hand down on the wooden surface, took the cleaver, and said something else.


  “No!” Chau pleaded. “I already apologised!”


  “Not good enough.”


  “Tell him I am sorry. You do not need to do this.”


  “No, Chau, we do. You know we do. A gesture, it is required.”


  Chau jerked his arm and managed to free his hand. He stumbled across the room in the direction of the door. One of the men stationed there stepped up and hammered him with a stiff punch in the middle of his face. Chau’s legs went out from under him. The man who had struck him picked him up and brought him back to the bar. The second man took his wrist in his right hand and, reaching out, forced his fingers apart. The man in the vest raised the cleaver again.


  Beatrix sighed. She pushed her chair away from the table and stood.


  “All right,” she said, in Cantonese. “Enough.”


  The man in the vest turned to her, an expression of amused surprise on his cruel face.


  “What did you say?” he replied, his English heavily accented and halting. The fact that he replied in English signalled his contempt for her rudimentary attempt to speak his language.


  She switched to English, too. “You heard me. He’s had enough. Leave him alone.”


  The man’s surprise melted away, to be replaced by scorn and disdain. “Drink your drink, lady, unless you want me to take this and make you not so pretty.” He waved the cleaver at her.


  Beatrix felt the tingle of adrenaline. She looked at the cleaver, held in a steady hand, and looked up from it into his eyes. There was no pity there. They were the eyes of a man who was used to doling out pain, and unaccustomed to disobedience.


  She knew that she stood at a junction, with two ways for her to proceed. She had come out tonight to get drunk. She had not come to look for trouble and, most times, she would have ignored it. She could have followed the man’s instructions, gone back to her table and the glass of sake Chau had bought for her, and tried to ignore the unpleasantness that was about to take place.


  That would be the prudent course of action. The safest, most sensible thing to do. And she could have done that.


  But if Chau had been irritating, then he had also been friendly. And Beatrix did not necessarily want to watch what would happen if she left him alone.


  And there was this, too: the man was a bully, and Beatrix did not like bullies.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, raising her hands. “My apologies.”


  The man leered at her. “You watch. We speak after.”


  Beatrix reached across the table for her tumbler. It had a heavy base, made from thick glass.


  The man turned his back to her, faced Chau, said something else, and raised the cleaver to the same height as his head.


  Beatrix picked up the glass and flung it, hard, but not so hard as to sacrifice her accuracy. It streaked across the distance between her and the man in the vest and struck him just above his ear. He took a half step forwards, braced himself against the bar, and then dropped to one knee.


  There came a sudden, shocked, silence.


  The remaining two men were stunned into dumbness by the incongruity of what they had just seen. They paused, mouths open, giving Beatrix enough time to take two steps closer to them. The nearest, a man with a discoloured scar down the left-hand side of his face, moved to intercept her first.


  Beatrix reached out her right hand for the stool next to Chau that she, and then the man in the vest, had been sitting on. She hefted it, allowing her fingers to slip down the stool, her left hand fastening around the second of the three legs, and then swung it in a hard, powerful arc. The stool splintered against the junction of the man’s neck and shoulder, the seat breaking off and bouncing away off the wall. The man had not had the time to raise his arms to defend himself, and the blow knocked him to the ground.


  The second man reached for Beatrix, his fingers brushing against her skin as she took a step away from him. She flipped the leg of the stool so that she held it at its thin end and swung it, like a baseball bat, catching the man on the temple. The end of the stool’s leg that had been wrenched away from the seat was jagged, and the sharp splinters clawed trenches in the man’s forehead and scalp. His eyes rolled back and he toppled sideways, his head bouncing off the floor.


  Beatrix felt a sharp scratch down her shoulder and back. She turned. The man with the vest was on his feet again. He had a knife in his hand. It was the one that the barman had used to slice the limes for Beatrix’s gin. The edge of the blade was slicked with red. Awareness heralded the blast of pain and, as she took a half step backwards, the man stabbed the knife at her. The point of the blade sliced into the fleshy part of her torso just beneath her ribcage. The pain was no more than a sharp sting, but, as she took a second and third step backwards, she felt the blood already bubbling out.


  The man grinned at her. He raised the bloody knife and came at her.


  There was a sharp pop and the top of the man’s head burst apart. There was no time for him to register shock or surprise. One moment his head was there, whole, and the next moment it was not. He dropped to his knees and then slumped straight onto his face. He twitched once and then was still.


  Chau was standing behind him, a fog of blue smoke hanging before the barrel of the little Kel-Tec P-32 that he was holding in his hand. He moved to the man who Beatrix had hit with the stool and, point blank, shot him in the top of the head. The third man was conscious and shuffling away on his knees, his hands raised in supplication. Chau executed him, too, shooting him in the throat and then, again, square in the face.


  Beatrix was confused. She put out a hand to steady herself, but a ripple of pain washed out from the puncture in her side. It amplified, spreading all the way up and down that side of her torso.


  She suddenly felt faint.


  “Shit,” she said.


  Chau put the gun into the inside pocket of his jacket and hurried across to her. “Miss, you have been hurt.”


  “I just need…to sit down,” she muttered. She reached out for a nearby stool, but miscalculated the distance between her and it. The heel of her hand slipped off the edge and she fell to her knees, knocking the stool onto its side. She tried to get to her feet, but was assailed by weakness.


  Chau hurried to her side and clumsily helped her up. “We must leave. They are triads. Wo Shun Wo. If others come, they will kill you. Please. I help you. I have car outside.”


  Beatrix lifted her arm so that he could loop his beneath her shoulder. He bore her weight as they stumbled, like a pair of drunken lovers, into the tumult of the main bar and then onto the crazed Kowloon street outside.


  CHAPTER TWO


  CHAU HELPED her into the street. He was slight, an inch shorter than her and of a similarly slender build, but he was wiry and stronger than he looked. He said that his car was parked in the lot around the corner. He bore her weight as they passed along the packed street, a fast-moving tributary of pedestrians that bumped and jostled them as they made their way.


  The lot was a temporary arrangement, a wide square of cleared land that stretched between two buildings that were being demolished. Chau had a brand-new Mercedes CLA, shiny and red and hopelessly ostentatious. He blipped the locks, opened the rear door, and helped her inside. She dropped down onto the leather seat, removed her hand from her abdomen and looked at it. It was soaked with blood. She felt more throbbing and oozing from the gash and put her hand back, pressing down as hard as she could. She had seen wounds like this before, had inflicted them herself more than once. She knew that she was going to need some help. Unless she got treated, she was going to bleed out.


  Chau got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and screeched away. Beatrix was pressed back into the seat by the sudden acceleration. He drove west on Saigon Street, forging through Kowloon’s heavy evening traffic. Beatrix glanced out at the ubiquitous red taxis, the high-end Jaguars and Rolls Royces of the garish rich, the blinged up hatchbacks and the triad-driven minibuses.


  They ran up against a queue of traffic gathered at the junction with Nathan Road. He braked and turned to look back at her. “You okay?”


  “Been better,” she grunted.


  “I will help.”


  Beatrix was tempted to tell him to stop the car and let her out. The sidewalks were thronged with people, a seething morass within which she would be able to disappear after just a few steps. But then she looked down at her side again, at the blood that was seeping between her fingers, and she felt the lethargy in her legs. She knew that her body was going into shock. She was losing too much blood. It galled her to admit it, but she needed help. The knife had left a neat and tidy wound that she wouldn’t be able to stitch up herself.


  Chau looked down, too. “You need to see doctor.”


  “No hospitals,” she said.


  “What do you mean? Your side—”


  “I don’t want to go to a hospital.”


  I can’t, she very nearly said. I can’t go to a hospital. If the Group was looking for her, and she knew that they would be looking, she couldn’t take a risk like that. She knew the reach of the intelligence service was pervasive, and the last thing that she needed was to put herself in a position where her details might be uploaded to the Internet.


  She had to stay in the shadows, hidden in the depths, find out what she needed to know so that she could surface with the element of surprise on her side. It was her only chance for vengeance.


  “My apartment, then. I fix you up there.”


  “Where?”


  “Five minutes. I take you there, yes?”


  She closed her eyes. She felt faint. She knew enough medicine to know what was happening to her. It was hypoxia. Not enough blood pumping around her body meant that too little oxygen was getting to her brain.


  “Do not sleep,” Chau urged.


  “I’m all right,” she mumbled.


  She closed her eyes.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX WAS vaguely aware of the car door opening and Chau leaning into the cabin next to her.


  “I call friend,” he said.


  “No—”


  “You are badly hurt. Very bad. More than I can fix. My friend is doctor. He will be able to help.”


  Beatrix wanted to resist, her old instincts still trying to impose themselves, but she had no strength for it and she knew that he was right.


  She felt her eyelids drooping.


  “Stay awake,” Chau urged her. “No sleep.”


  “Yes,” she said. “No sleep.” The words felt sticky in her mouth.


  Her eyes felt heavy.


  Chau shook her gently. “No sleep.” He shook her more vigorously.


  Chau was speaking to someone in Cantonese. The unfamiliar words came to her as if she were underwater or in a coffin that was slowly being buried.


  “No sleep!” Chau said angrily. And then, when she didn’t respond, he struck her across the face.


  She prised her eyes open. Chau was halfway in the car. How had that happened? He was just wearing a vest. Where was his garish shirt? She glanced down. He was pressing it against her side. The shirt was an obscene scarlet, soaked through with her blood. How could she have any more blood? She had lost so much.


  “Talk to me,” he said. “Your name is Beatrix, yes?”


  Her reluctance to share her personal details seemed frivolous now. What was the point? “Beatrix,” she said, wondering if she had spoken aloud. “Beatrix Rose.”


  “My friend is coming, Beatrix Rose. Ten minutes.”


  “No hospital, Chau.”


  “I—”


  “No hospital. Promise me.”


  “Okay. No hospital. I promise.”


  She closed her eyes again.


  “You must stay awake.”


  Beatrix knew that he was right, but, despite that, the promise of sleep was too attractive to ignore. She allowed her eyes to close, focusing all of her attention inwards. The darkness seemed to be layered, textured. She felt as if it had substance and the deeper she delved, the more that seemed to be true. It wrapped around her, warm and pliable and comforting, a cushion for her body and the softest of pillows for her head. She felt someone with her, a presence in the darkness, and, as she looked, she saw Isabella. Her daughter was smiling, her arms held aloft, inviting her mother’s embrace. Beatrix felt herself smile as she knelt down and wrapped her arms around the darkness.


  CHAPTER THREE


  HER DREAMS seemed to be eternal. The darkness swallowed her and held her, allowing visitations from Isabella and her husband, Lucas. He looked at her with love and forgiveness, but his affection did not excuse the neatly drilled hole in his forehead and the trail of blood that seemed to run and run. She tried to remember what had happened to him, but her memories were wispy fragments, and, as she reached out to collect them, her fingers passed through them like smoke.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX WAS awakened by a sound she did not recognise. At first she thought it was a mosquito, buzzing around her head. She prised open eyes that were gummed together with sleep and stared up at the false ceiling. She heard it again, an urgent scurrying, and she realised that, wherever she was, it had a problem with rats.


  Her repose had not been entirely natural. She noticed a scattering of small glass ampoules on the floor next to her head. She picked one up and read the English translation beneath the Cantonese: midazolam hydrochloride. A drug used for sedation and anaesthesia. She picked up another: metronidazole hydrochloride. Antibiotics.


  She was lying on a futon in a tiny room, just long enough for her to stretch out and with barely a foot of space on either side. A cotton sheet was bunched around her midriff, disturbed during her sleep. She was wearing her underwear beneath a pair of mens’ pyjamas. She sat up, wincing with pain, and saw a foil container of half-finished soba noodles with a pair of chopsticks resting in them. Had she eaten? She didn’t remember. She was cold, too. There was an ancient air-conditioning unit on the wall, dripping water and wheezing out frigid air.


  She got up, wincing with pain. The skin on the left side of her torso felt tight, unusually taut, and, as she raised her arm and looked down, she saw a neat row of stitches that held together the puckered lips of a small inch-long stab wound. There was an enormous bruise, too. It stretched from just above her hip all the way to her armpit.


  She remembered: the men in the bar.


  The triads.


  She probed the wound. It was sore. She pressed with her fingertips and tried to assess the damage. There was no way to tell how deep the incision was, or what structures had been damaged. She remembered the blood. The knife must have caused a haemorrhage. An operation would have been necessary to fix it. Where had that happened?


  Here?


  She edged away from the futon, her arms spread out against the wall to help with her balance. Eventually, she felt strong enough to stand unaided.


  She opened the bedroom door.


  She was in a flat. Chau’s? It was tiny. The bedroom door opened onto the kitchen diner. She stepped inside. A sofa bed had been pulled open, a mess of sheets dumped atop it. The bed was empty. The apartment was quiet. She went to a window and pulled back the wooden shutters. The glass had a film of dampness on it, the cause of the rinds of mildew that limned the edges where it met the frame. The room smelt ripe and was stuffy. Beatrix unlatched the window and pushed it open. The window gave onto a shaft. The poorly tended nasturtiums that drooped from the window box of the next apartment along had attracted aphids and blackflies, and Beatrix gazed through the buzzing cloud to the three walls that completed the deep well. There were air-conditioning units fixed to the walls, lines that held drying washing, and, at the foot of the well below, a jam of green industrial refuse bins. She looked down. It was a vertiginous drop, maybe a hundred feet, and she felt a little dizzy.


  She went back into the bedroom. There was a surgical stand in the corner of the room, a drip tied around the bracket at the top. There was a wastepaper bin next to it and, inside, she saw three plastic bags. The insides of the bags were slicked with scarlet fluid, thick and globulous. She retrieved one, saw that it was marked AB, and remembered the blood that had poured from the wound. She must have been given a transfusion. There were bloody bandages and surgical pads in the bin, too.


  There was a stool at the other end of the futon. Two piles of clothes had been neatly laid out atop it. The first comprised the clothes that she had been wearing when she had been injured (she realised that she didn’t know when that was). She picked up the plain black T-shirt that she had been wearing. She held it out and saw the gashes in the fabric, one on the back and one on the side. The garment had been boiled to remove the blood that must have leeched into it, but it was ruined. She tossed it into the bin. Her olive trousers bore a discoloured patch where the blood had seeped in too deeply to be cleaned. She folded them, put them back on the stool and examined the second pile. These were new, a T-shirt and trousers from The Gap, matched to the ones she had been wearing. She took off the pyjamas and dressed. The clothes fitted perfectly. Chau was nothing if not diligent.


  He had taken good care of her, but it made no difference.


  She couldn’t stay here.


  The front door was locked, but she opened it and stepped outside. The corridor had a bare concrete surface that was decorated with a repeating oblong design. The walls were bare, and the lighting was provided by flickering strip lights. Exterior windows admitted brightness from outside, and the interior windows opening onto the corridor were all barred. Plastic jugs of water stood outside the front doors, and, at the far end, Beatrix saw a painted sign that advertised ‘Deluxe Hotel’.


  She stepped over to one of the exterior windows. This aspect offered a view of streets that she did not recognise and, in the near distance, the dome and minarets of a mosque she hadn’t seen before. She looked up and down the corridor, unsure which way to go for the elevators, but, before she could proceed any farther, she felt a terrible wave of lassitude. She had to put her arm out to brace herself against the wall. The pain flared from her side again, a sudden pounding that darkened the edges of her vision.


  She was still weak.


  Too weak.


  She looked back at the open door to the flat.


  She weighed it all up.


  She knew that she didn’t have the strength to get very far. The prospect of just a few extra steps down the corridor was too much for her to contemplate. She was certain that she would collapse.


  Could she stay here?


  What about Chau?


  Whatever else he had done, he had saved her life. He could have abandoned her or left her here to die, and he hadn’t done either of those things. She had been vulnerable and he had cared for her. There was nothing to suggest that would change now that she was recovering.


  And she didn’t have much of a choice.


  She walked slowly back to the flat, went inside, and closed the door behind her. She crossed to the bedroom, undressed slowly and methodically, and lay down in the bed again. She was asleep within moments.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  JACKIE CHAU DROVE around the block three times before he was satisfied that the building was not being observed. He was on Kai Hing Road. It was on the southern edge of the Kowloon peninsula, part of the extensive dockside and within close proximity of the Kwun Tong Bypass. The area was home to a large concentration of warehouses and businesses that profited from the goods that were unloaded from Hong Kong’s unusually deep natural harbour.


  It was dark. The street was lit by two unreliable lamps and the fat gibbous moon overhead. He turned off. He backed into the narrow alley at the rear of his premises, the car pointing out and the engine still running. He glanced in the mirror. There were two men outside the complex of warehouses. They were smoking cigarettes. He thought he recognised them. Men dressed in the uniforms of the import/export business that was based two warehouses down from him. He knew Donnie Qi could very easily have left a couple of lower ranking triad members—maa jais, or little horses—in the vicinity to wait for him to come. But he had already postponed this visit for a week. The Dai Lo must have suspected that he would run. Chau knew that Donnie Qi respected his intelligence. He had to hope that he respected it enough to conclude that he wouldn’t take such a foolish risk.


  Because it was a risk.


  A foolish, stupid risk.


  But one that he had to take.


  He would just make sure that he didn’t stay for long.


  He left the door of the Mercedes open, collected his little pistol from the seat next to him and made his way to the building’s back door. He heard the cawing of gulls from the docks, but paid them no heed. He walked quickly. He had to pass along an alleyway, an unlit shortcut that was full of trash and huge cat-sized rats that thrived on the scraps tossed out of the neighbouring warehouse that was used to smoke fish. He reached the door. A drop of stale water from an antiquated air conditioner fell onto his head. He unlocked the door and, his nerves jangling because he knew that it would creak, pulled it open.


  The warehouse was quiet and dark. He paused in the doorway, listening hard, but he could hear nothing save the familiar drip of the tap that he had been meaning to fix for weeks. He knew the inside well enough to leave the lights off. He made his way, slowly and carefully, along the aisle that was formed by racking that held his cleaning products and equipment, finding his way to the stairs that would lead up to his office.


  
    #

  


  THINKING ABOUT Donnie Qi prompted other recollections. Regrets, too, and the sure knowledge that he had arrived at this juncture because of a series of increasingly poor decisions that had been motivated by greed. Chau had owned this business for five years. He had been doing well. He had a series of reliable contracts with small commercial landlords that paid a decent amount each month, enough to live on, even in an expensive city like HK. He had a nice apartment in Kennedy Town, he had been able to afford the payments on the Mercedes, and there was enough money to treat the Tsim Sha Tsui hookers he frequented to nice gifts and treats on their birthdays.


  Running the business was hard work, but it was a comfortable, reliable, secure life.


  He could have maintained that life for as long as he wanted it, but he had been greedy. He had been approached by a first cousin who said that he had a job that he might be interested in. Chau had known very well that the boy, a callow youth called Liang, had been associating with the local triads. He had heard that it was just a case of a youngster looking up to the glamorously tattooed criminals and their money and status, but he had been quickly disabused of that notion. Liang was a maa jai and very much part of the crew. Normally, Chau would have eschewed the invitation, keeping his fingers crossed that his rebuttal wouldn’t be regarded as a snub. But he had looked at the boy, remembering the buck-toothed kid who now drove a Lexus and spent money like water, and he decided that he wanted some of it himself. No, the prospect of making some quick, easy money was attractive, and he had been unable to resist.


  More fool him.


  Liang had introduced him to Donnie Qi. He was the Dai Lo, a medium ranking underboss of the Wo Shun Wo triad. Donnie presided over his part of the Kowloon underworld from the back rooms of the Jade Lotus karaoke bar, a seedy dive on Yau Ma Tei. Chau had been invited to visit him in the club. It was accommodated within a large basement beneath a supermarket, with peeling posters in the lobby advertising the neighbouring twenty-four-hour saunas, massage parlours and clip joints. A rickety shoebox lift descended to the club, where television screens were fixed to the walls and microphones littered the tables. His audience with the Dai Lo was quick and satisfactory, with the job put to him in simple terms. An ‘unfortunate incident’ had taken place in a property that Donnie owned, and the resultant mess needed to be cleaned up. He would pay him 2,000 US dollars, ten times what he would normally have charged for a day’s work. Did he want the business?


  Chau had said yes.


  He had driven his van to the property. It certainly was unfortunate. The bodies had been removed, but the evidence of what had happened there was still plain to see. Chau knew, figuratively, that death could be grisly. He liked the American TV shows that specialised in this sort of thing, but he had never been called out to deal with something as repellant as this before. There was blood on the furniture and on the walls, there was a splash on the ceiling and dried, crusted blood in the grooves between the floorboards. He knew, from experience, that the nickel-sized stain on the carpet would not be the worst of it, and that there was likely a two-foot stain on the floorboards beneath.


  He had been right.


  Chau had spent an entire day on the cleanup and Donnie Qi had been pleased with his work.


  Pleased enough that more work had followed.


  It went well for the first year. There was a steady stream of business: blood to be scrubbed and scoured from the back room of the Jade Lotus where Donnie Qi’s discipline was meted out, the occasional amputated body part to be disposed of at the city dump.


  There had been seven bodies to make disappear during that time, too. Those were the longest days. He had invested in equipment more suited to the task: non-porous one-time-use suits and gloves; filtered respirators; chemical-spill boots. He bought biohazard waste containers, including 55-gallon heavy duty bags and sealed plastic containers. He bought a supply of luminol to disclose hidden bloodstains. He bought hospital grade disinfectants, industrial strength deodorisers, heavy duty sprayers, long scrubbing brushes and a wet vacuum. He had even bought a fogger, to thicken cleaning chemicals so that they could get all the way into tight or restricted spaces, like air ducts, for odour removal.


  His first “full” cleanup had come in the second month, after he had earned their trust. A man who had been in the life had decided that he would prefer the company of his nubile young wife. He did not listen to the warnings that leaving was impossible and so both he and the girl had been murdered as an example to others who might also question the bonds that tied them. Chau had arrived when the bodies were still warm. He had been deputed two maa jais to help and, at his direction, they had dismembered the bodies so that they could be dropped into bin liners and incinerated. They used disinfectant to scrub every drop of blood from all surfaces: counters, ceilings, walls, light fixtures, glass trinkets, family pictures, artwork and appliances. They scraped brain matter from the walls and collected bone fragments that they found embedded in the drywall. They ripped out and discarded blood-soaked carpeting and removed sodden upholstery, window treatments and rugs. They had cleaned the apartment until it was spotless. Chau heard later that Donnie Qi had moved one of his mistresses into the place the day after he had finished.


  He learned much. Each type of cleanup was different to the last, with individual problems that needed to be addressed. There were always bodily fluids to deal with, each tiny drop carrying the possibility of a blood-borne pathogen like HIV or hepatitis. It all needed to be treated with proper care and respect. Where the victim was shot in the head, there would be a lot of blood; if someone was shot in the chest, though, there would be much less because the lungs would suck it in. He discovered that it took blood around two hours to coagulate into a jelly-like goo that could be scraped up with a trowel or, if there was enough of it, a shovel. He found that brain matter dried to a substance with a cement-like consistency and, when his putty knives couldn’t remove it, a steam injection machine was needed to melt it.


  Chau developed a rapport with Donnie and was pleased to be invited to share a drink with him at the club. Chau was too wise to think that this could be a social call, and had expected that he was going to be offered a bump in pay to keep him exclusive (there had been interest in his services from rival bosses). He had been wrong. Over a very pleasant meal, Donnie had suggested that he was having a problem with a mistress, Lì húa, who was too savvy and cautious to be drawn into a position where she could be disposed of.


  Donnie Qi had described his dilemma and then, with cunning gleaming in his eyes, he had suggested that perhaps that was something Chau could assist him with? “Lì húa does not know you,” he had said. “She has not seen you before. She will not suspect.”


  Chau had been offered $25,000. He knew the offer was not one that he could very easily decline, and he had considered it. He had watched Lì húa one afternoon, following her from her apartment to the Pacific Place mall. She was beautiful, tall and striking. He thought about how it could be done, and decided that it would be a simple enough thing. Donnie Qi was right. She did not know him. She would not see him coming. He tried to rationalise it, too, how she must have known the possible consequences of becoming embroiled with a man like that. It was her fault, he tried to persuade himself. If it wasn’t him, it would be someone else. He would do it quickly and mercifully, rather than the unpleasant death that might visit her if Donnie was forced to put one of the other Wo Shun Wo on the job.


  Chau tried to persuade himself that it was better for everyone concerned that he accept the commission, but, in the end, his morals—rendered more flexible over the course of the last few months—were still not supple enough to allow him to say yes.


  And so he had said no.


  And no one said no to Donnie Qi.


  
    #

  


  HE OPENED the door to the office and went inside. There was enough moonlight coming through the window to find his way across the small room to the desk. He unplugged his laptop and put it into its bag. Then he knelt down beneath the desk and pried up the loose floorboard. There was a hollow space between the floorboards of the office and the ceiling below, and he reached down into it until his fingers brushed against the cellophane-wrapped bundle that he had hidden there. He clasped it and brought it out. The banknotes wrapped in the plastic sheath were worth $27,725. He put the bundle in the laptop case, replaced the loose floorboard and stood.


  He looked around the little office and allowed his thoughts to settle on the first time that he had seen it. He had moved the business here after he had secured his biggest commercial client, and he remembered how excited it had made him feel. It seemed a long way off, now. A different time. He doubted whether he would ever be able to come back here again.


  He knew that there was no way he could stay in Hong Kong.


  He had already decided that he would have to leave.


  He would make sure that Beatrix Rose had recovered—he owed her that much, at least—and then he would leave. He would take a junk to the mainland, and then he would head deep into China. He had relatives in Fushun. He would be able to hide out with them. He was not naïve enough to think that Donnie Qi would forget him, nor that his reach would not extend into China, but he would invest some of his funds in plastic surgery and a new identity. He had the capital to do it. He could start again.


  He froze.


  Was that a noise?


  He listened at the door, closed his eyes and concentrated everything on listening as intently as he could, until he decided that his mind was playing tricks. He picked up the case, descended the iron stairs, and hurried through the darkened warehouse to the back door. He paused there, scanning out into the alleyway beyond. The taillights of his car glowed back at him and he chided himself for leaving them on. He tightened his grip around the handle of the pistol and jogged to the open door. He tossed the bag into the back, threw the car into first, turned out onto the road, and, without another backward glance, sped away.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  BEATRIX AWOKE.


  What was that?


  She lay still for a moment. She had not woken naturally. She was groggy, but awareness was returning quickly. She blinked her eyes, then reached up to rub the sleep away. She was in the bedroom. The surgical stand loomed above her. It was closer than she remembered. Had it been moved?


  There.


  Again.


  A noise.


  She heard the sound of a door open and close. She looked around the bedroom for a weapon and saw the chopsticks, picked one up and clasped it in her fist. It was far from ideal, but, if she needed to defend herself, it would serve.


  She opened the bedroom door a crack and looked through.


  She saw Chau.


  He was at the breakfast bar, laden down with a pair of heavy bags of groceries.


  He was wearing another lurid Hawaiian shirt, ice-white jeans and brightly polished sports shoes. His back was to her. Her first instinct was to leave. She felt stronger. Chau hadn’t seen or heard her. She could disable him without much effort, choke him out or knock him senseless. She could kill him if she wanted to be confident that the loose end he represented was tied off. She had already compromised herself beyond a level where she could ever possibly be comfortable. To have been laid up here, unconscious and defenceless, for God knows how many days? That was anathema to her. She had an opportunity now to minimise the damage. She could take a taxi to her hotel, collect her go-bag, head to the airport and leave the city.


  She weighed it up for a long moment, feeling the strength in her arms, her fingers opening and closing, but then she closed her eyes and discounted it.


  There was much too much uncertainty for her to be comfortable with what had happened to her. But one thing was incontrovertible: he had saved her life.


  She opened the door and cleared her throat. He dropped the bags in sudden shock, turned around and gave her a rueful smile.


  “You surprised me.”


  She checked the room. Just him.


  “You are awake.”


  She nodded, still cautious.


  “How do you feel?”


  “All right.”


  He indicated her side. “The wound?”


  She touched it, prodded it a little. “Sore, but better.”


  “And your back?”


  She had forgotten about that. She flexed her shoulder, then reached around and probed with her fingers. It was sore, too, and she felt the rough bumps of additional stitching. “Just a scratch.”


  He shook his head. “You are not fine. My friend, the doctor, he said you had serious internal bleeding. Very serious. And you lost a lot of blood.”


  “You transfused me.”


  “He did. Four bags.”


  She looked down at the shopping bags and the food that had spilled out. Chau followed her gaze and knelt to pick up a piece of meat wrapped in grease paper.


  “Want some breakfast?”


  
    #

  


  CHAU HAD bought dim sum. He had dumplings, or gao. They were filled with vegetables, shrimp, tofu and meat, and wrapped in a translucent rice flour skin. He had steamed buns, together with meatballs, pastries and small rolls. There was a pot of congee, the mild-flavoured porridge that had been cooked until the rice had started to break down. She said she would take a bowl, and he doled out a serving and offered her aduki beans, peanuts and tofu as toppings. She ate quickly, realising that she was even hungrier than she thought. She cleared the plate and took two of the steamed buns, identified by Chau as bao.


  Chau asked if she was finished and, when she said that she was, he took her plate and stood it in the sink. He boiled a kettle of water.


  “Yum cha,” he said, indicating the kettle. “Tea drinking time. I have oolong, jasmine, chrysanthemum. You like?”


  “Jasmine,” she said. “Thank you.”


  She watched as he set to work. He was fastidious about it. He poured the boiling water into two gaiwan, lidded bowls for the infusion of tea leaves, and then let it stand for three minutes to cool a little. Then he took a handful of jasmine pearls and dropped them into the gaiwan, steeped the brew for another minute and then handed one to her.


  He put both hands around the vessel. “You drink like this,” he said. He used the lid to block the jasmine pearls and sipped the liquid with long, noisy slurps.


  She looked at his performance sceptically.


  “You must drink it like that,” he explained, without embarrassment. “The air bubbles when you slurp, they enhance flavour.”


  She gave a gentle shake of her head and sipped the tea a little more decorously.


  “How long have I been out?”


  “A week. My friend says it was better that you sleep.”


  “You drugged me.”


  “He did.” He shrugged. “I am sorry. But he said it was best.”


  She waved it off. “What did he do to me?”


  “It was small wound, but it was deep. It damaged your chest wall. Blood was gathering and needed to be removed. He drained it with tube.”


  A thoracostomy. Beatrix knew that she had been lucky. The knife had penetrated the musculature that protected the vital upper abdominal organs beneath. A thoracostomy was the opening of a hole to drain the blood from the pleural cavity. She would have died without it, but it wasn’t a difficult procedure and it was relatively discreet. Once the blood was drained, the major risk to her recovery would have been infection. And provided that the thoracostomy tube was sterile, there was a low risk of that.


  “He did all that here?”


  Chau pointed to the sofa. “There. How do you feel?”


  “I’m fine.”


  She reached for a pastry and felt a jolt of pain from her side.


  “It hurts?”


  There was no point in pretending otherwise. “A little.”


  “My friend says you must rest.”


  “He does?”


  “He says another week.”


  She laughed grimly. “Impossible.”


  “A week, and then therapy.”


  “I can’t afford that.”


  “He says you are lucky to be alive. The knife missed your vital organs. But you lost a lot of blood.”


  “I can’t stay here,” she insisted.


  She tried to stand, but, as she did, she was buffeted by a deep debilitating wave of lethargy. Not again. She had no strength in her legs and, unable to resist, she dropped back down again.


  “Please, Beatrix Rose. You must rest.”


  “I can’t. I have things to do.”


  “Nothing that cannot wait.”


  “I have to—”


  “Stay here today,” he insisted. “Rest. One more day, please. We will see how you feel tomorrow, yes?”


  She leaned back against the wall. She could have made it out of the flat. She thought that she could have summoned the strength for that. But she didn’t know where she was. Hong Kong suddenly seemed very big and very confusing. She could barely remember where to find her hotel. Chau’s suggestion became more attractive.


  “One day.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  SHE SLEPT again. The dreams returned, but they were not as vibrant and real as she remembered from before. Lucas was in them. He was standing on a beach. The sand was a bright white. And the sea, washing ashore in gentle waves, was an unnaturally vivid blue. He was trying to say something, his lips moving, but she couldn’t hear the words. She recognised the beach. It was in the Maldives. They had visited the islands on their honeymoon. She looked down and saw two rows of footprints in the sand. When she looked back up, Lucas was standing ankle deep in the water. She tried to take a step to him, but she couldn’t move. The tide continued to roll in, the waves coming faster and deeper, the water reaching up to his waist, then his chest, then his neck. She reached for him as the water rose again, filling his mouth and then rising above his head, submerging him.


  When the waves rolled back again, he was gone.


  She looked to the beach.


  There was only one set of prints.


  
    #

  


  WHEN SHE awoke again, the bare window was dark save for the reflected glare of neon from a sign somewhere outside. She sat up and remembered, more quickly this time, where she was and what had happened to her. She reached down to the wound in her torso and pressed against it. It was still sore, but she thought that the edge had gone.


  She rose, bracing herself against the wall. There was definitely more strength in her legs. She felt grimy and unclean. She hadn’t showered for… She tried to think, but she had lost track of the days. A week? It had been a while, however long it was.


  She walked carefully to the door and went into the main room beyond. Chau was sitting in a seat with his back to her, watching an old Bruce Lee movie on a television that Beatrix had not noticed before. He hadn’t heard her. She stood in the doorway for a moment, quietly looking around the room and reasserting everything in her mind. Her eyes settled on the TV and she watched, absently, for ten seconds. She recognised the film. Enter the Dragon.


  “Good evening, Chau.”


  She saw him jump a little, his hand flapping up to his heart.


  “I didn’t hear you,” he exclaimed.


  “Sorry.”


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Better.”


  “You look better.”


  “How long this time?”


  “Two more days.”


  “Two? We said one.”


  “You did not stir, and I did not want to wake you.”


  “No more drugs?”


  “No,” he assured her. “All natural. I think it is what you needed.”


  She still felt uncomfortable. The prospect of her lying here, in a place belonging to a man that she didn’t know, was against every one of her instincts. She had been right about it when she awoke for the first time. She was vulnerable, and the thought of that set her teeth on edge.


  “Are you hungry?”


  She was. She nodded and waited as Chau got up and went over to the kitchen. “Sit,” he said, pointing at the armchair that he had just vacated. “I make dinner.”


  The chair was the only one in the flat. She didn’t demur and, as he busied himself taking ingredients from the fridge, she watched the film. “You like Bruce Lee?” he asked her.


  “It’s all right,” she said.


  “You know, he grew up in Hong Kong?”


  “I did.”


  “He was in gang. The Tigers of Junction Road. In Kowloon. Not far from here.”


  That made her wonder where she was, but she let the question pass. She did feel vulnerable. But if anything was going to happen to her here, the chances were that it would already have happened. Chau had looked after her. Trust was something she rarely accorded anyone, and certainly not a man like him, but there was no reason for suspicion. She owed him that, at least.


  Chau had left a bowl of chicken breasts in the fridge to marinate in soy sauce. He seared batches of the chicken in a wok, adding chillies, peppercorns, spring onions and peanuts. He made a sauce with Shaohsing rice wine, Chinese black vinegar and chicken stock. It wasn’t long before the room began to fill with a delicious, fragrant aroma.


  “It smells good, yes?”


  She conceded that it did.


  “It is gunpowder chicken. My mother used to make it for us. It is a dish from Sichuan province. That is where my mother and father came from. They came here to escape the communists. Do you like chilli, Beatrix Rose?”


  “It’s Beatrix.”


  “I am sorry?”


  “My name. You can call me Beatrix. Just Beatrix.”


  He flustered. “Yes, of course. Beatrix.”


  “And yes, I like chilli.”


  “Very good.”


  He served the chicken in two pretty bowls. He gave her a bowl and a set of chopsticks. She ate quickly. The food was delicious and she was hungry. Chau sat cross-legged on the floor, eating more slowly, watching her. When she was done, she rested her chopsticks in the bowl and looked at him.


  “You want to tell me what happened in the bar?”


  He looked down, the discomfort obvious, and pursed his lips. He didn’t answer.


  “They were triads, weren’t they?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you?”


  “Once,” he said. “No more.”


  She noticed that a third of the little finger on his left hand had been amputated.


  Chau saw that she was looking at it. “The yakuza call it yubitsume,” he said. “Translated, it means ‘finger shortening’. It is apology to another. You take knife, slice here”—he pointed to the nub above the top knuckle—“and present it to the Dai Lo.”


  “Dai Lo?”


  “The boss.”


  “Once wasn’t enough for him?”


  “If more offences are committed, you take off another knuckle, or if there is no more finger, then first knuckle of next finger.”


  “What did you do?”


  “It is what I would not do,” he said quietly. He sipped his tea, hoping that she would leave his answer unpressed, but she held his eye and waited until he spoke again. “I chose not to work with them any more. The Dai Lo did not like that. The men he sent were to persuade me to reconsider.”


  “But you shot them.”


  “They would have killed you.”


  “They would have tried.”


  He smiled and nodded.


  “But you did kill them. The Dai Lo won’t like that.”


  “I already made my decision. I will not change my mind. What I did to them is irrelevant.”


  There would be no chance to change it now, she thought. That die was most certainly cast. The thought came to her that being with Chau might not be the safest option for her.


  “They will look for you?”


  “Do not worry. They do not know about this place.” He put his hands together and made a respectful dip of the head. “I must thank you for what you did. I am grateful.”


  She shrugged.


  “It was foolish, but very brave.”


  It was certainly foolish, she conceded to herself. Now, in the cold light of day, she couldn’t really remember why she had allowed her emotions to overwhelm her reason. She was growing sentimental. Soft. It had nearly killed her.


  “You had a gun, Chau. Why didn’t you use it, tell them to stop?”


  “They are triads. You do not threaten triads.”


  “You’d let them chop off your finger?”


  “No. I tried to persuade them not to.”


  That was going well, she thought.


  “But if you couldn’t…?”


  “They think I should apologise. Perhaps they are right.”


  “But you shot them.”


  “By that stage, there was no choice. You had intervened. They would have killed you, then me.”


  She wondered whether it would have been better to let them take off his finger.


  “May I ask, Beatrix—do you have hotel?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “You must not return to it. The triads will look for you now, too. They have many sources of information. I think it is not a difficult thing for them to find blonde Western woman, especially one as striking as you.”


  She frowned. She knew that he was right, that getting herself involved in his affairs would have consequences for her, too. If she had moved quickly, the same night of the attack, she would have been able to return to her room and collect her things. But she had been incapacitated. She was weak, and she would have bled out.


  A week, though?


  If they were looking for her, they had been handed more than enough time to find her.


  But she needed to visit the hotel.


  Chau noticed her discomfort. “What is it?”


  “I need to go there.”


  “It is not safe.”


  “There is something there that I can’t leave.”


  He looked concerned, his brow furrowed and his lips puckered. Then, he stood and brushed the crumbs of his breakfast from his shirt front. “The hotel. Which one?”


  “The Peninsula.”


  “Then we must go now. Maybe we are still ahead of them.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  CHAU LED the way to a communal lobby and summoned a single, wheezing lift. They descended ten floors and emerged into a warren of corridors. Chau led the way into the maze, seemingly confident of his direction; Beatrix was quickly lost. There were metres of electrical cable festooned across the ceilings, twisting stairwells that led up and down to who knew where, crumbling concrete and graffiti in multiple languages. They took what she guessed was a shortcut, a concrete passageway that was a shooting gallery for two old Gurkhas with loosened tourniquets around their elbows and plastic syringes discarded on the floor amid the dirt and trash.


  “You know where you are?” he asked her as they descended a flight of stairs.


  “Chungking Mansions.”


  “Have you been here before?”


  “Not for a long time.”


  “Do you like Star Wars, Beatrix?”


  She shrugged.


  “This is crazy place, like the Cantina.”


  They walked along another corridor lined with small restaurants, touts doing their best to lure the backpackers and tourists to dine at their restaurant rather than the identical joint next door. Steam poured out of noodle shops, and dealers hawked fake Rolexes, dried tiger penis, counterfeit clothes, cheap electrical goods, computers and mobile phones returned by European consumers within their warranty and sold on. A stall offered pirated Bollywood titles. The place had the same complex smell that Beatrix remembered from before: curry, garlic, aftershave, sweat, excrement and rot.


  A young man, wearing a red Adidas tracksuit and with both ears bearing diamond stud earrings, pushed away from the wall and walked with them. He took out a laminated plastic sheet that displayed the Rolexes and Seikos that he swore were the real deal. Chau spoke to him harshly and, when he gave up and retreated to his spot, Chau was a little paler.


  “Was he a triad?”


  “Yes,” he said. “A maa jai.”


  “What?”


  “It means little horse. Someone very junior.”


  Chau was even twitchier as they walked on. Triads were everywhere, Beatrix knew. They ran most of Hong Kong, let alone Chungking Mansions. The odds of one of them recognising either her or Chau were slim. But there was a chance, and the reality of that prospect had spooked him.


  “You live here?” she said, trying to distract him.


  “Emergency place only. No one knows I am here.”


  “You have family?”


  “Not here. Thank God.”


  They found a door that deposited the throng onto Nathan Road, a six lane highway that ran the length of the Kowloon Peninsula. They passed through a phalanx of Pushtun locals, Nigerians slinging fake Rolexes and Indian hookers in garish saris. Beatrix turned back to look at the building. Chungking Mansions were comprised of five seventeen-storey buildings. The top fifteen floors formed a single, imposing, concrete block that had seemingly been dropped atop a neon-splashed two-storey mall. The accommodation comprised guest houses that had been converted from the building’s original residential apartments.


  Chau led the way to the underground parking lot where he had left his Mercedes. They got inside and he set off.


  “You know about triads, Beatrix?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “History.”


  Beatrix knew plenty, but she let Chau talk.


  He said that the triads were formed as secret societies dedicated to the overthrow of the Qing Dynasty and the restoration of the Ming. When the Qing fell, triad societies no longer had a dedicated cause and so they adjusted their purposes. Some became devoted strictly to criminal activities. Others became martial associations. Still others became labour unions and trading associations. Many were some combination of all of these.


  “Joining a triad does not mean you are criminal, although most are,” he said. “The greatest advantage is that you join international fraternity of like-minded individuals. You can receive assistance and protection when you need it. It is like, in America, when people who want job list their fraternity as Phi Beta Kappa. They hope that the employer is also Phi Beta Kappa. You understand my English, Beatrix?”


  She kept her eyes fixed out of the window and said that she did.


  Chau explained how triad interests were extensive, including protection rackets in the entertainment industry, drug running, prostitution, control of hiring on building sites, and loan-sharking. He explained how their illicit businesses operated alongside respectable ventures in the property and finance industries.


  “And the man who wants you dead? The Dai Lo?”


  “His name is Donnie Qi. There is nightclub. That is the side of himself that he presents to the world. A sleazy, unpleasant nightclub. It is appropriate, but it is not the whole of it. He is involved in all of the usual things. He is also involved in drugs.”


  “You said no to him because of that? Because of drugs?”


  He shook his head. “That is not why he wants me. I am a cleaner, Beatrix. My business, before all this”—he waved his hand, taking in the madness of the street around them—“I cleaned offices, warehouses. It was simple job. I enjoyed it. I brought order out of chaos. It was satisfying. You know about feng shui?”


  “Yes.”


  “That was what I did. It was good feng shui.”


  “So why aren’t you doing it now?”


  He pulled out around a taxi that braked to an abrupt stop. “I was asked to clean for triad. This was different. There had been a murder. Donnie Qi paid me to make the evidence disappear. They offered a lot of money and I was greedy. I did what they asked of me. I did it too well, perhaps. There were other jobs. Many of them. And then he asked me to kill woman and make her disappear, and I told him that I would not. That is why he is angry with me.”


  “There’s no one you can appeal to?”


  “Donnie is not popular among the other triads, but I am an outsider. You do not appeal, Beatrix. You do.”


  Beatrix knew that he was holding something back. But they were nearer to the hotel now and she had to concentrate. She zoned out, all of her attention dedicated to their surroundings. Chau noticed and, growing tense himself, drove on in silence.


  He pulled up outside the Peninsula Hotel. Beatrix assessed. There was another hotel across the street with an underground goods entrance. She pointed at it and Chau drove, rolling over a bump and then down and into the semi-darkness. There was a large wheeled bin next to a laundry van, but no one around.


  He turned to her. “What is your room?”


  “What?”


  “The number of your room. You stay here, Beatrix. You are weak. I go.”


  She looked at him and allowed a smile to break across her face. He had no idea. It was almost cute.


  “You are laughing at me,” he complained.


  “No, I’m not. It’s just that you’ve been making assumptions about me.”


  “It is dangerous, Beatrix.”


  “You don’t know anything about me, Chau. Really. Not the first thing.”


  “But you are injured.”


  “I feel much better.”


  “What do I not know about you?”


  “I’ll explain later.”


  He frowned his disapproval.


  She asked, “You have your gun?”


  He pulled up the tails of his colourful shirt. She saw the butt of the small Kel-Tec P-32, poking out from beneath his leather belt. She was tempted to take it from him, but there was a chance he might need it.


  “Stay here,” she said. “Keep a watch. I won’t be long.”


  “Be careful. It is the triads.”


  “I’m not afraid of triads, Chau.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  BEATRIX WALKED through reception. She moved with confidence, presenting the outward appearance of a guest with no reason to excite the attention of the staff. Her room had been reserved for a month, so there was no reason why they would be looking for her. Her attention was focussed on the other men and women around her.


  A family checking in at the front desk, the father patiently explaining something to the clerk as his children ran riot behind him.


  Two businessmen reading newspapers in the comfortable chairs next to the bar.


  A bellhop pushing a trolley laden with luggage.


  She walked through to the elevator lobby and summoned a car. A man and a woman strolled after her, standing a little too close as she waited for the lift to descend. She saw their reflection as the polished stainless steel doors parted. They spoke in English. She stepped in. They followed. She asked them what floor they wanted, having them choose first. The man asked for the third floor. Beatrix pressed the button, and the button for the tenth floor for herself.


  The elevator stopped and the couple disembarked.


  It continued up to the top of the building.


  It stopped again and the doors parted. Beatrix stepped out into an empty lobby. It was quiet, the passage of a cleaning trolley muffled by the thick carpet. The lighting was subdued, the corridor darkened further by wooden panelling.


  Beatrix turned right and made her way to her room.


  She slid her card key into the lock. She nudged the door with the toe of her boot and allowed it to swing open. The room beyond was the kind of anonymous, blandly decorated accommodation that could be found in any hotel that catered to businessmen and women the world over. Beige walls, dark veneer furniture, a cream carpet. Designed to be inoffensive. The curtains were open and, beyond, she saw the impressive view over Victoria Harbour.


  She saw her bag on the end of the bed, just as she had left it.


  She saw her cellphone on the bureau. She was relieved. The locket was draped atop it.


  The locket had Isabella’s photograph inside it. She had left it there when she had gone out for a drink. She didn’t have another picture. There was no way she could consider leaving it.


  It was all she had left of her.


  She held her breath, listening hard, and edged inside.


  The door clicked to a close behind her.


  She checked the bathroom. Empty.


  She checked the rest of the room that was hidden from the door by the angle of the wall. That was empty, too.


  She went to her bag and started to pack away the things that she had taken out. She folded her T-shirts and the spare pair of trousers and laid them inside, then went to the bathroom for her toiletries. She stopped before the mirror, frozen there by her own reflection. She looked tired and there was a haunted look in her eyes that had not been there before. The last weeks had been impossible. She flashed back, again, to what had happened to Lucas and Isabella. When her focus returned to her reflection, she saw the wetness in her eyes and scrubbed at them before the tears could fall.


  She ran the tap and filled the sink with cold water. She dunked her head into it, letting the sudden shock send the fatigue away. She dried her face.


  She would avenge Lucas.


  She just needed to find Isabella first. There was nothing she could do as long as Control had her.


  She needed money to do that.


  As she stared at her reflection, an idea began to take shape.


  She was still staring when she heard the gentle tapping at the door.


  She moved as quietly as she could back to the bed. She reached into her bag and took out the sheathed combat knife that she always kept in her go-bag. She dropped to the floor, sliding beneath the bed. It had been made up with a valance, the frilled fabric obscuring her from view save a half-inch gap above the floor through which she was able to peer out.


  The tapping came again, a little louder and, then, after a short pause, there was the sound of a keycard being pushed into the reader. The lock retracted with a solid chunk, the door opened, and Beatrix watched as three men entered. The first man was wearing an expensive looking leather jacket. The second was wearing a crimson tracksuit and trainers, and the third had a vertiginous quiff that had been dyed with a white streak down the middle. The first man had a silenced pistol. His comrades were carrying meat cleavers.


  The first man spoke, a quick snatch of whispered Cantonese that Beatrix could not translate. The second man opened the big floor-to-ceiling closet and started to rifle inside, and the third went into the bathroom.


  The first man walked to the bed.


  He paused at the bureau, and she heard the sound of him activating her cellphone. He would look through it for messages or useful numbers. He wouldn’t find any.


  She slid the knife from the sheath. It had a nine-inch blade made from mirror-polished stainless steel. Her fist tightened around the Micarta hilt.


  Beatrix knew she didn’t have long. They wouldn’t be so negligent as to not check under the bed.


  The man walked closer.


  Beatrix slithered nearer to the valance.


  She heard him taking things out of her case and dropping them onto the bed. She watched his shoes, his right foot pressing up and down on the thick carpet.


  She reached out and used the razored edge of the knife to slice through the Achilles tendons of both legs. He fell back, landing on the floor with a heavy thump. She slithered all the way out, and, as he was trying to reach for his legs, she plunged the knife deep into his heart.


  The second man turned from the cupboard just as she yanked the knife out of the first man’s chest and threw it at him. It was close. She couldn’t miss. The blade thumped into his chest and stayed there. The man’s hands dropped down to the hilt and started to prod it.


  Beatrix rolled over to collect the first man’s gun—a silenced Walther PPQ—and fired it. The shot blew the second man’s head apart and he pirouetted away into the short corridor.


  The cupboard door was mirrored and she saw the third man in the bathroom, frozen there.


  She got to her feet and took a step to the side.


  The angle changed.


  She saw the man.


  She fired, two times. The first shot went wide, splintering the door frame. The second splashed into his throat. The man’s arms went limp as he slumped back against the wall and slid down to his backside.


  She knew that she had to move fast. There could easily be others, waiting below. She took her cellphone and stuffed it into her pocket. She dropped the locket after it and stuffed her things into the go-bag. She stooped down to the second man, pulled out the knife, wiped away the blood on the duvet cover, and dropped it into the bag, too. She hurried across to the window and yanked it open. There was a fire escape that ran down the face of the building. She clambered out of the window and dropped down onto the metal landing. She started down the steps as quickly as she could. There was a short drop at the bottom and she paused, wincing at the pain in her side from the jar of the landing, and caught her breath. There were a few pedestrians walking along the harbour front, and a telecoms engineer working on a telegraph pole, but nothing that gave her cause for concern. With the Walther hidden from view against the side of her leg, she walked briskly around the hotel to the road. She waited again, looking left and right. But if there were any other triads in the area, they were keeping out of sight. She waited for a gap in the traffic and hurried across the road, descended into the underground lot and tossed the bag into the back of Chau’s car.


  She got in. “Go.”


  He drove up the ramp and merged with the traffic.


  “It was all right?”


  “Fine,” she said.


  CHAPTER NINE


  BEATRIX PROPOSED that they should go for something to eat. Chau was reluctant, saying that she should rest. She knew that his suggestion was partly motivated by concern for her well-being, but, for the most part, it was because he was uncomfortable with being seen in public. That was good. She wanted him to be scared. The proposal that she had decided to make stood a better chance of acceptance if he was frightened.


  He was adamant that none of the restaurants in Tsim Tsa Shui were safe, but, in the end, he agreed on a compromise. He would take her to a place that he knew deep in the heart of Chungking. His confidence that he could hide there extended to the hundreds of restaurants that served the thousands of residents and visitors who thronged the corridors.


  They accessed the building through a quiet side entrance. Chau regarded the homeless urchins who touted heroin and meth with suspicion, but, once they were inside, he allowed himself to relax. She followed him as he traced a path through back corridors and hidden stairs, emerging at last in Block E. There were a series of establishments along the corridor, each appealing to a distinct clientele. Beatrix saw a group of muscular Nigerians in tank tops and flip-flops. An African mama dressed in a traditional West African dress. Two Japanese backpackers, looking lost and confused. A family of Indians, the father sporting a pair of tight-fitting trousers with extravagant bell-bottoms. A Somali in a long robe. Arabs with their checkered scarves. They passed them all, stopping at the Khyber Pass restaurant. It was a dreary little corner of the building, lit by blue neon, the menu highlighted by a string of flickering Christmas lights. The proprietor, sitting on a stool outside the entrance, smiled warmly at Chau and they exchanged a few words. The man looked over at Beatrix, turned back to Chau and smiled at him with a lascivious leer that he didn’t even try to hide.


  Chau took her to the front of the room, where the various dishes were displayed in green plastic tubs. There were plates piled with snails, giant crabs, emerald eels, and bloated, wart-studded toads. The final bucket contained a seething morass of brown, chubby snakes.


  “What do you want?”


  She settled for a bowl of vermicelli drowned in chicken stock, with a fried egg and lettuce. Chau loaded his plate with pork strips fried in crispy batter, a shrimp omelette with garlic, and steamed pak choi in oyster sauce. He paid at the counter and led the way to one of the cheap plastic picnic tables. Beatrix used chopsticks to pluck out the larger pieces of food, and a plastic spoon to drink the broth. Despite appearances, the food was delicious and she found that she was very hungry.


  She watched him as they ate. He glanced down at his plate occasionally to guide his chopsticks, but his attention was focussed on the stream of people who were passing by the open door. In between bites, he chewed nervously on his bottom lip. He was anxious again.


  “What will you do now?” she asked him.


  “I do not know.”


  “You’ll leave Hong Kong?”


  “I have no choice.”


  “But you would rather stay?”


  “My business is here.” And then, gloomier, “But that is all gone now.”


  “You’re sure Donnie wouldn’t listen to you if you spoke to him?”


  He laughed. “Three of his men are dead.”


  “No,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Not three. Six.”


  “What?”


  “The three in the bar plus the three in my hotel room this morning. I killed them. That makes six.”


  He gaped at her. “You didn’t—”


  “You said they would be looking for me. You were right.”


  “But I don’t understand—”


  “I told you that you didn’t know anything about me.”


  “But—” he started before he ran out of words.


  Beatrix leaned closer to him. “You need to listen to me, Chau. Carefully. I have an idea.”


  “You have my advantage, Beatrix, because I have none. Please, tell me.”


  “Donnie Qi is the problem.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Yes,” he said, as if speaking to a child. “Tell me something I do not know.”


  “So why not solve the problem?”


  “How?”


  She spread her hands.


  Chau laughed. “You cannot be serious. Kill Donnie?”


  “Why not?”


  “Why not? Because he is Dai Lo of the Wo Shun Wo. Do you know what that means?”


  “Everyone can be killed, Chau.”


  He shook his head vigorously. “Not him. He is impossible to reach.”


  “If he was?”


  “This is foolish.”


  “You said before that he was unpopular among the others in the triad.”


  “Yes.”


  “So they might welcome it if he was removed. Perhaps it makes a problem disappear.”


  “That might be so, but they will not welcome an outsider making a suggestion like that.”


  “Humour me, Chau. You’ve been speaking to someone about him. You didn’t tell me his name.”


  She watched his face as he decided how much to tell her. In the end he sighed and shook his head, resigned. “His name is Fang Chun Ying. He is also a Dai Lo. Donnie runs Kowloon around the Jade Lotus. Ying has Wan Chai. He has a club. The Nine Dragons.”


  “How do you know him?”


  “He and Donnie, they pretend to be friendly, but they are not friends. They have competing businesses, both legitimate and illegitimate. Ying has become aware of the quality of my work. Some time ago, he asked me whether I would be interested in cleaning for him. Of course, I say no. I could not. I worked for Donnie. He would kill me if he thought I was disloyal. Ying offered me much better terms, but it was irrelevant. I say no. Had to. No choice. “


  “And how was he about that?”


  “Disappointed. He said Donnie was unstable, that he was dangerous to triad, and that my future would be safer with him. He is right, of course. But Ying is realist. He would not press too hard. He knows Donnie would kill me. And he knows if he offered me his protection, and Donnie defied him, there would be problem between them. There was no future in it.”


  “This Ying,” she said. “Can you get in touch with him?”


  “Yes.”


  “Set up a meeting.”


  “For what?”


  She looked him dead in the eye. “How much would you give me to take Donnie out for you?”


  “You? Are you mad?”


  “How much would it be worth?”


  She saw the confusion on his face. “I do not know. A lot.”


  “Thirty thousand.”


  “Fine, thirty. What purpose is this serving, Beatrix? Is it joke? You cannot help.”


  “Chau, I’m going to tell you something about me. I’m going to be completely honest with you, and you would be wise to believe me.”


  He frowned. “Okay,” he said uncertainly.


  “Before I came here, I worked for the British government. I was an assassin. I’ve killed more than a hundred people all around the world. Guns, knives, explosives, My hands when there was nothing else available. You should believe me when I say that I am the most dangerous person that you have ever met.”


  “That is ridic—” he started. As he noticed her expression change, the rest of the sentence died on his lips. “That is… it is… I… You are tourist, Beatrix.”


  “Those men in the bar. How many tourists do you know who would have done that? And the three men in my hotel room?”


  He started to speak, but, unsure of himself, he stopped.


  “It doesn’t really matter, Chau. From where I’m sitting, you don’t have any options. You could run, I guess, but the triads have a long reach. How far would you get? The mainland? No. That wouldn’t work. Even if you got away, you’d always be looking over your shoulder. You’d always wonder if this was the day that Donnie finally caught up with you. That’s no way to live.”


  “The alternative?”


  “Ying. He’s the alternative. If you can get him to agree, Donnie is in play. Can you set up a meeting?”


  “He can’t help.”


  “Of course he can. You pay me thirty and I’ll kill Donnie for you. But a man like him will be guarded. It will be difficult to get to him. But Ying benefits with him out of the way. You said that. And he knows him. Maybe he knows where he can be found at a particular time. Somewhere I can get to him. Somewhere he is vulnerable. You can leave the rest to me.”


  She kept her eyes on him. He looked down at the table, his frown deepening the lines on his already furrowed brow. He put his lower lip between his teeth and bit it, nodded once, then twice, then looked up.


  “I can try.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  CHAU WAITED at the dock as the Star Ferry nudged against the jetty. He looked across the water at the lights of the skyscrapers, reflecting in the blue. Hong Kong was two distinct urban sprawls, one on the Kowloon Peninsula and the other on Hong Kong Island. The ferry was an institution, beloved both by tourists who wanted the views of the skylines on both sides of the bay and by the native workers who could not afford the fares for the subway that ran from one side to the other. The two halves of the city were not so different, and the trains that whisked passengers between them were so sleek and swift that the uninitiated often emerged at their destinations without realising that they had passed beneath a mile of water.


  The mooring lines were tossed down and knotted around the salt-encrusted bollards. The gangway was lowered, the gate opened, and the passengers disembarked. They streamed down to the dockside and disappeared off to the waiting taxis and buses, others swallowed up by the crowds of pedestrians that thronged the area. It was six in the evening and the temperature was still hot, the air clammy and wet with humidity.


  Chau looked around him. Beatrix had said that she would be here, but there was no sign of her. She had explained that they could not be seen together, but that, if he needed her, she would be at hand. He wondered whether that had been something she had said to give him some confidence.


  Was she here at all?


  Perhaps she had second thoughts.


  Perhaps she had left him to his fate.


  The boat emptied and the fresh passengers started to climb the plank and go aboard. Chau paid for his ticket and embarked. As he climbed down the steps onto the deck, he saw two men, both tall and rangy, looking at him from near the front of the ferry. He took a place by the rail, gazing down into the green waters that lapped against the side of the boat.


  The engines fired, the mooring lines were cast off and tossed back aboard, and the boat set off on its return trip.


  Chau looked at the two men and saw another who he recognised, walking towards him.


  Fang Chun Ying was a similar age to Donnie. He wore a similar outfit, the one that they all seemed to wear: tracksuit top, jeans, trainers.


  “Chau,” Ying said. “This is a surprise.”


  “Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Ying.”


  “Of course. How are you?”


  “I have been better.”


  “Yes,” he said. “I have heard about your difficulties. Your relationship with Donnie?”


  “Broken.”


  “Why?”


  “He asked me to do something I was not comfortable doing. I leave it at that, okay?”


  Ying smiled at him, but it was not a smile of warmth or affection. His eyes did not smile. Chau knew that Ying was cold and implacable. He was more intelligent and calculating than Donnie, but no less dangerous. One did not ascend to Dai Lo without the capacity for unlimited violence. Donnie made no secret of his love of brutality. He revelled in it. Ying was more discreet. Chau did not feel reassured by that at all. Ying’s reputation was every bit as bad as Donnie’s and, Chau knew, it was fuelled by burning ambition. He had designs on senior positions within the Wo Shun Wo. Incense Master or Vanguard. Assistant Mountain Lord. They were stepping stones on the route to Dragon Head, the man elected to lead the entire organisation.


  The ferry bumped and bounced as it crossed a choppy stretch of water. Chau started to feel a little nauseous.


  “Now, Chau,” Ying said. “You said that you had a proposal for me. What is it?”


  “Your offer. Is it still available?”


  Ying smiled again, his thin lips stretching upwards just a little. “If you are as good as I have heard, then, yes, of course.”


  “I’m better than you’ve heard.”


  He laughed, a delicate sound that was incongruous from his mouth. “Your arrogance is well known, Chau.”


  “Not arrogance, Mr. Ying. Confidence.”


  He allowed that. “My organisation always has space for talented individuals. Your particular skill is, of course, of special interest. Business is brisk. We would see that you were kept busy. But what about Donnie?”


  “If that was no longer a problem?”


  “Then we could certainly discuss it.”


  “Your terms would be the same as before?”


  A small smile again. “I will be honest, Chau. Not as attractive as when we first spoke. You were in a stronger position to bargain then. Now, though, you have fewer options. Your difficulties are not to your advantage in a negotiation. I believe I am in the stronger position.”


  Chau gripped the rail and watched as a corporate junk slid by them in the direction of the island. “So?”


  “Half of the previous amount.”


  “Two-thirds.”


  Ying chuckled again. “No, Chau. Half is my offer. If it is unacceptable, you can go back to Donnie with my best wishes.”


  Chau knew that he was caught. He couldn’t go back, and Ying knew it. There was no point in driving a hard bargain when it had no prospect of success. “I agree.”


  “That is very good, Chau. I am pleased. And Donnie? What will he say?”


  “He will not be happy.”


  “No, I should think not.”


  “He will kill me if he finds me.”


  Ying shrugged. “Then this discussion is pointless, perhaps.”


  “No,” Chau said. “There is a solution to that.”


  Ying nodded, inviting him to go on.


  “We could remove him as a problem.”


  Ying’s eyebrow raised, just a little. Chau had his undivided attention now. “Are you serious, Chau? Donnie is Dai Lo.”


  “You asked if I am as good as people say. We can treat him as demonstration.”


  “You will kill him?”


  “And make him disappear. If no one knows what has happened to him, where is the harm?”


  “I do not think you have thought this through. You want me to approve his death?”


  “Not approve it. The only thing you have to do is tell me where to find him. Somewhere he feels safe. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  “That is a semantic difference, Chau.”


  “You are not friendly with him.”


  “No. But what you are proposing is drastic.”


  Ying looked out over the harbour. Chau could see that he was considering his suggestion. He knew, too, that his answer would determine the path that his life would take from this point on. There were no other cards to play if Ying turned him down. And, if he decided against him, he knew that there was a very good chance that he wouldn’t have very much longer to live. If Donnie Qi found out that Ying had been talking to him, in circumstances where their conversation could only portend bad things for him, he would take grave offence. Ying would not be comfortable with risking Donnie’s ire. The best way to demonstrate that Ying was not interested in causing difficulties between the two societies would be to deliver Chau to Donnie.


  Beatrix Rose was on the ferry somewhere, assuming that she had been true to her word, but, even so, she was just a woman. A peculiarly dangerous woman, perhaps, but a woman nonetheless. What would she be able to do against Ying’s goons?


  Chau’s attention was drawn down to the rail. Ying was drumming his fingers against the metal. He was reluctant to prompt him for an answer that he expected to be bad. He knew, for sure, that he had just a few moments of liberty left. He did not want to wish them away.


  Ying turned. “Let me think about it,” he said. “This is not a trivial thing.”


  “Of course.”


  “What will you do in Kowloon?”


  Chau exhaled. He found he had been holding his breath. “I do not know.”


  “I have a restaurant in Tsim Sha Shui. The Golden Lotus. Go there and tell them that Mr. Ying sent you. You will eat and drink well. Be on the last ferry back to the island. We will discuss it then.”


  
    #

  


  CHAU SPENT four hours wandering the streets of Kowloon. He started in Salisbury Road, turned onto Chatham Road South and then walked south on Nathan Road. He tarried in the food market, the crazed open-air bazaar where you could, it often seemed, buy absolutely anything you wanted. The place was full of life, with locals and tourists alike jostling for space. The banter of the sellers was loud and intense, and the stalls were a riot of colours. He stopped and bought a lychee from a stall that also sold oranges, pineapples and coconuts, and gazed at the dozens of chickens that had been beheaded and plucked and now hung from metal racks on S-shaped spikes next to beef and pork. He allowed the eddy of the crowd to jostle him along the street until he was deposited before a particularly popular attraction. A superannuated old man, as thin as a stick and with skin that looked as thin and crinkled as parchment, was sitting on a rattan mat next to a large wicker basket that was full of snakes. He reached into the basket, plucked out a snake and, with a small and wickedly sharp knife, made an incision at the back of the reptile’s head. He tore the skin of the snake away with a single movement, discarded it on a pile behind him, and dropped the snake—now a gruesome pink—into another basket, where it writhed with similarly denuded brethren, ready to be cooked and eaten.


  Chau flinched. It was difficult not to see the display as a metaphor for his own life. He was one of the snakes, waiting in the basket to be plucked out and skinned.


  He wandered to the restaurant that Ying had recommended, but he had no appetite. He wondered, too, how safe it would be. If Ying had already decided to decline his offer, going into a business that he owned did not strike him as a particularly sensible idea. He would be taken out to the kitchen. Perhaps Donnie Qi would be waiting for him there. There would be no ‘apology’ this time. No amputation of his fingers. They would take their cleavers and hack him to pieces. No, he did not feel hungry. Not at all. He passed the restaurant and kept walking.


  Chau looked for Beatrix, but he couldn’t see her. She had explained that they could not meet until they were back at Chungking Mansions, but she had promised that she would be close at hand in case the meeting with Ying went badly. He was beginning to doubt that. Paranoia? Possibly. But why would a woman whom he had barely met want to involve herself in a scheme that would involve the murder of a triad leader? The more he walked, and the more he thought about it, the more he thought it likely that she had abandoned him. What was he thinking? He was putting all of his hope in this one woman, and the only experience he had with her had been to watch her attack the three triads who had set about him. It wasn’t just naïve, it was foolhardy. She was a lunatic, and he had played himself into a position where he had no one to depend upon but her.


  He ambled back to the dock and joined the queue of people, waiting for the gates to open. He looked around, but he couldn’t see Ying. He couldn’t see Beatrix, either. As he stood there, shuffling impatiently from foot to foot, he realised how stupid and credulous he had been. He should have fled into the mainland. Donnie Qi might have found him, but his chances would have been better than they were in this insane scheme.


  “Move!”


  He turned around, fear all over his face. He didn’t recognise the man behind him.


  “The gates are open,” the man said irritably. “Move!”


  Chau turned back and saw that the man was right. He apologised and shuffled ahead, across the gangplank and onto the ferry that would take him back to the island. Back to Donnie Qi and Fang Chun Ying and the short, brutal fate that destiny had planned for him.


  
    #

  


  CHAU TOOK the same spot at the rail as before. The lights of the city played out across the rolling waters in long painterly strokes.


  He looked around for any sign of Beatrix. There was none. As he swivelled, looking left and right, he saw Fang Chun Ying’s bodyguards approach him. They stopped ten feet away. Ying was nowhere to be seen. One of the men brushed through the crowd and took the space on the rail next to him. He had a cigarette in his mouth, the tip flaring red as he drew down upon it.


  “There is a place,” he said. “A brothel. It is in Tsim Sha Shui. The Venice. Do you know it?”


  “I think so.”


  “Donnie Qi has a girl there. He visits her every week.”


  “When?”


  “Tonight.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  BEATRIX TOOK the Tsuen Wan line to Mong Kok station. It was eleven when she passed out of the station exit and emerged onto the Tsim Sha Shui street outside. The atmosphere was hectic, a shifting morass of revellers piling into and out of the station. The street was lit by an onslaught of flashing neon that advertised the businesses nearby: the vast bars of Ned Kelly’s Last Stand and Bottoms Up, as well as tens of competing dives and nightclubs. She passed through a throng of gaai bin dong vendors, their brightly covered handbarrows loaded with an array of aromatic wares: skewered beef, curried fish balls, roasted chestnuts, congee, noodles and tofu. The barrows were lit by paraffin lamps, their warm amber glow filling the street and illuminating the faces of the vendors as they proclaimed why their food was better than the food offered by their rivals.


  Beatrix had intercepted Chau as he had disembarked from the ferry. She told him to meet her in a bar that she had suggested and then followed fifty feet behind him to ensure that he was not followed. He had informed her of the opportunity to dispose of Donnie Qi and, after a moment of tactical consideration, she had determined that this was likely the best chance that they would get.


  She ignored the mad display and followed the directions that Chau had given her. The Venice was on Portland Street, a popular thoroughfare that ran north to south, parallel to the main drag of Nathan Road. It extended through the districts of Yau Ma Tei and Mong Kok. It was a place where high commerce and base human nature existed cheek by jowl. It was dominated by a large business and retailing skyscraper complex, but gathered around it were massage parlours, karaoke joints, hostess bars, cheap restaurants and the brothels of its infamous red-light district. Girls paraded in windows in cheap lingerie. Signs in the windows promised a good time in Cantonese, Mandarin, English, and a host of other languages. Neon signs suspended above the crowds advertised half-naked girls, pouting open-mouthed at the camera, and the promise of live flesh.


  Beatrix walked north, passed restaurants with names like Supreme Beef and Brisket and Yokohama Japanese. She passed the Portland Street Rest Garden on her left, crossed over Pitt Street, passed a 7-Eleven, the Sun Shine Centre and Galaxy Wifi, until she saw the brothel she was looking for. She paused on the other side of the street. She surveilled it discreetly, looking at its reflection in the window of the karaoke bar opposite. A large neon sign was affixed to the wall, with VENICE SAUNA written in flashing green next to a representation of a Roman arch. Chau had explained that it was owned by Fang Chun Ying, an outpost amid Donnie Qi’s territory. Donnie tolerated it. He patronised it to make a point that he was magnanimous.


  She saw that the front door was wide open, with a large man just visible in the neon-tinged gloom inside. Triad security. The building was three storeys tall, with two covered windows on each floor. The street in both directions was busy with idling passers-by, plenty of them drunk and looking for a good time. She saw a loose group of men, their hair cut short in regulation buzz cuts, crew from the Nimitz looking for a good time with the Filipina women who worked the clubs. She walked on, the men staggering along the road to her left. She continued for five minutes, turned when the road reached the end, and then came back.


  She crossed the street to the entrance. There was a small lobby with an open door, obscured by a curtain of beads, to the right. There was a flight of stairs straight ahead.


  The big man pushed himself away from the wall and blocked her way inside. “What you want?” he asked.


  “Mr. Ying sent me.”


  “For?”


  “Donnie Qi.”


  “You?”


  “That’s right.” She stared him out. “Problem?”


  “He didn’t say—”


  “He didn’t say it would be a woman?”


  “A gweilo. You have no place here.”


  “You want to call Mr. Ying about it?”


  The man grunted, his hostility adapting to a kind of lazy distaste. “Upstairs,” he said.


  She climbed the stairs and reached a waiting area. A mamasan, dressed in a cheap leather miniskirt and smoking a cigarette, was negotiating with a potential customer. A girl had been brought out for him. She was Asian, and pretty, but he was not impressed.


  “White girl,” he said, in English, speaking slowly and deliberately. “Not Filipina.”


  “Russians all busy. One hour. You wait.”


  The man shook his head. He turned, saw Beatrix, and, as if suddenly embarrassed, he scurried down the stairs.


  The mamasan looked angrily at Beatrix. “You make customer go. You make him ashamed.”


  “Mr. Ying sent me.”


  She harrumphed.


  “Donnie Qi.”


  Recognition dawned, and then bled into surprise.


  “Where is he?”


  The woman assessed her, wrinkled her nose, and pointed down the corridor that led away from the waiting area. “Room with red door.”


  Beatrix nodded.


  The mamasan stepped aside.


  Beatrix took the corridor.


  
    #

  


  DONNIE QI stretched over so that he could reach the crystal meth that he had left on the stool that was next to the bed. He took the baggie and his glass pipe and rolled onto his side. It was good shit, manufactured in an underground lab in the Philippines and smuggled to Hong Kong by the triads. Donnie had bought a pound of it, and, before he handed over his money, he’d had it tested. It was ninety-nine per cent pure. Some of his more old-fashioned colleagues had a problem with selling drugs. But, he knew, with ice as good as this, pure enough to bulk out and sell for a serious profit, they would come to accept it.


  His woman, Chuntau, reclined on the bed next to him, naked, a sheet covering her from the waist down.


  “Got some for me, baby?”


  He ignored her, putting a small pile of ice into the bowl and placing his lips around the slender stem. He took his lighter, thumbed the flame, and held it underneath the bowl. The meth liquefied and then began to smoke. He moved the lighter quickly back and forth beneath the bowl, playing the flame across it, and inhaled. He removed the heat, but the meth continued to smoke. He inhaled until his lungs were full, and the meth had started to recrystallise.


  He waited for the hit, gazing with absent-minded interest at the 1980s porn that was playing on the TV. It came on him quickly, a dizzying rush that prickled his skin and sent a spasm of delicious energy around his body.


  “Donnie?”


  He handed her the bowl and his lighter. She was a fine girl. She was nineteen and had run away from a life in Shenzen where the height of her ambition would have been to work in one of the big Foxconn factories, making electrical goods that she would never have been able to afford. Her name meant spring peach and that, he thought, was about right. Big tits, nice arse. Donnie could have taken her away from here, and he had considered it many times. It wasn’t as if she had never asked him. He had declined. There was something about the nature of their relationship that gave him particular pleasure. It was no more than a commercial arrangement. He paid, she performed. There was no emotion and no attachment. That, it seemed to him, was one of the reasons why he found such enjoyment in visiting her here. He could make her do whatever he wanted, just by taking out another note from his wallet and tossing it onto the floor with all the others.


  There was more to it, of course. It was squalid and cheap and that, he knew, was another reason. It was a ready reminder of his upbringing in the slums not too far from here, and of all the girls like her who had looked down their noses at him. He had been a runt of a child, skinny and nervous, and he knew that they had looked at him and had come to the conclusion that he would amount to nothing. They would not have looked at him that way today. He had money, more than they could imagine. He had power. He had respect. He could buy and sell them, and he did. It did him no harm to be reminded of where he came from. It whetted the edge of his ambition. It made him hungrier to succeed.


  Chuntau was quiet. He looked over at her. She was asleep, snoring loudly.


  The meth hit his brain and his eyes rolled back into his head. He slumped down into the embrace of the sweaty sheets, listening to the frantic sounds of the street outside.


  He heard the creak as the door to the room was pushed open. He blinked, trying to focus. He saw the white woman with blonde hair and blue eyes, standing there. She was lit by the flickering naked bulb in the hallway, an on and off glow that alternately silhouetted her and then cast her in darkness.


  “Who are you?” he said. It was an effort to speak through the torpor of the drug.


  She said nothing.


  “Wrong room. Get out.”


  She stepped inside.


  Something was wrong, but the cloud in his brain was so thick and cloying that he couldn’t think what it was.


  She closed the door.


  What was it? His thoughts were scrambled, and he couldn’t make sense of them. A white woman. He knew there was something that he needed to remember. What was it?


  She took another step inside and unzipped the leather jacket that she was wearing.


  He smiled then, propping an elbow beneath him so he could raise his head a little. He grinned, hungry and lascivious. “Maybe not wrong room. Ying sent you?”


  “Yes,” she said, in slow and heavily accented Cantonese. “But not for what you think.”


  Yes, this was Ying’s doing. Donnie and the older man had clashed lately. Ying was too conservative, almost constitutionally unable to grasp the scope of the opportunities that the new modern world had made available to men like them. He was obsessed with staying below the surface, better to avoid the attention of the authorities on the mainland. Donnie knew that the Chinese were corrupt. He had politicked for the triad to open direct lines of communication with them. Ying and his cronies in the old guard had shouted him down, the same way they had tried to stop him from selling meth.


  Perhaps Ying had changed his mind. Perhaps this was a peace offering?


  He patted the bed. “Come over here.”


  She did.


  Donnie pressed himself into a sitting position. He caught sight of himself in the cracked mirror that was fixed to the wall. He was lithe, muscled, his skin covered in tattoos that were themselves daubed in a sheen of sweat.


  The woman drew closer so that Donnie could see her more clearly. She was very beautiful, with porcelain skin and cool eyes. He grinned at her. The ice fired his appetite. He was ready to go again. He saw her looking at the glass pipe on the stool.


  “You want?”


  “Sure,” she said.


  As he turned away from her and reached to the stool, he realised what it was that was bothering him.


  Chau.


  The bar where three of his men had been shot.


  The hotel where another three had been killed.


  The blonde white woman.


  Fuck.


  He tried to get off the bed, but the meth was thick and sticky in his brain. His legs became tangled in the damp sheet. He kicked the sheet off, but, his balance gone, he fell off the edge and landed on the bare floorboards between the edge of the bed and the wall.


  He scrambled his feet beneath him, his back pressed against the peeling paint. The woman had come around the bed. He looked down at her hand. She was holding a syringe.


  He was naked now that the sheet had fallen away. He picked up the lamp from the floor and threw it at her, but she deflected it with a sweep of her arm.


  He backed up, into the corner, with nowhere to go.


  The woman stepped up and thumped her right fist against the fleshy part of his thigh. He felt the prick of the needle and then the sensation of something cold, working its way up his leg and into his groin. He felt woozy. His balance deserted him and he tumbled down onto the bed. He tried to roll over, to look up, but he couldn’t. All he could see were a series of circles in an ever tightening spiral. The last thing he could remember was the feeling of taking a deep breath of cold sweet air.


  
    #

  


  THERE WAS a place to park the van at the back of the brothel. Chau got out, pulled back the sliding door and collected his bag. He suspected that he would need to make more than one trip, but the large leather satchel contained the things that he knew that he would always need. He made his way across the uneven ground to the alley that ran between the buildings, opening out onto Portland Street at its other end. There were entrances to the buildings on either side, and he opened the door to the Kimberly and climbed the stairs to the top floor.


  A woman in a tight leather skirt was waiting there. The mamasan pointed down the corridor. Chau followed her directions.


  He rapped quietly on the last door.


  It opened, and Beatrix Rose let him inside.


  Donnie Qi was on the floor. He was naked save for the plastic bag that had been tied around his head.


  “Are you…?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “And…?”


  She pointed at the body. “What do you think? It’s done.”


  “And?”


  “Relax, Chau. It was easy.”


  He came inside and shut the door. He had promised Ying that he would make a good job of this. Donnie would disappear. This was a very good start.


  “He was alone?”


  “There was a girl with him.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “The mamasan took her away.”


  “Did she see what happened?”


  “No.”


  “We should be sure—”


  “No,” she interrupted. “She was asleep. Doped to the eyeballs. She won’t remember anything.”


  “I said no witnesses—”


  “No, Chau. She didn’t see anything. You’ll have to trust me. Nothing happens to her. Non-negotiable.”


  He could see that there was no point in arguing with her. And he was relieved that she was so firm. He really had no wish to hurt anyone else. “Fine.”


  Chau opened the leather satchel, took out the folded plastic sheet and spread it over the floorboards. He took out his butchery tools: a meat saw, a bone saw, and two heavy cleavers. He had bought two large rucksacks from a trader he knew back at Chungking Mansions. They were in the van. They just needed to get Donnie into the bags, and then he could be taken out of the brothel, back to the van and then disposed of. Chau had a contact at the Goodbye Dear Pets Cremation Centre in Yeun Long San Tin. For a thousand dollars, he could have the body parts incinerated at the same time as the remains of a dog or cat.


  He took out his disposable plastic coverall and started to put it on. “You can go,” he said to her.


  She took off her jacket and dropped it in the corner of the room. “We’ve got to be quick, right?”


  “I said we would be.”


  “Then I’ll stay and help. You got another of those?”


  “Yes.”


  She went into the satchel, took the suit out and unfolded it.


  “You don’t have to help me, Beatrix.”


  She put the suit on, pulling the hood over her head. She took one of the cleavers. “Ready?”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  JACKIE CHAU parked his van in front of his warehouse on Kai Hing Road, got out and looked around. Caution was habitual now. He had been careful before, but the experience of the last few weeks and the attention from Donnie Qi and his men had made him even more aware of his surroundings and the threats that could be hidden within them.


  He undid the padlock, pulled back the hasp and gave a firm upwards yank, sending the roller door up toward the ceiling. He went back to the van and drove inside.


  He heard the sound of a motorbike as soon as he killed the engine and stepped out of the cab. He went back to the open doorway and looked out into the street. It was a Triumph Bonneville T100, a beautiful big-throated 865cc classic and, as he watched, it peeled off the road, negotiated the short driveway and rolled inside the warehouse, pulling up next to the van. The bike was all in black. Black-rimmed spoke wheels, a black-cased engine with machined fin highlights, black bars and mirrors. The rider was slender, dressed in a black leather bomber jacket and black leather trousers. The helmet, too, was black, with a smoked visor that made it impossible to see the face inside.


  He knew that it was her.


  The rider switched off the engine, removed the helmet and shook out her hair.


  “Chau.”


  “Hello, Beatrix.”


  He guessed that she must have been watching him. He had thought that he had been careful. But he had quickly come to learn that if she didn’t want to be seen, then she would make herself quite invisible. He knew what she was capable of, too, those expressions of controlled violence, and the thought of her hiding in the shadows was not one that was likely to make a man sleep easily at night. It was the reason that he had instantly dismissed the notion of welching on their deal. Thirty thousand was a lot, but there was no amount of money that would have made him comfortable with the prospect of her as his enemy. It would take every last cent that he had, but he was prepared to pay it.


  Besides, he had a proposal to put to her.


  She rested the bike on its kickstand, put her left foot on the floor and swung her right leg over the seat.


  “Have you got it?”


  “Yes,” he said. “In the office.”


  She followed him to the iron stairs. Chau went up first, unlocked the office and held the door open for her. She went inside and he went in after her. The money was in a counterfeit Hello Kitty rucksack that he had bought in Chungking Mansions. It appealed to his sense of humour, thirty thousand US stuffed into a counterfeit bag that he had bought for ten Hong Kong dollars.


  “Seriously?”


  “I have another bag if you would prefer.”


  She took it from him. “You’re a funny guy, Chau, anyone ever tell you that?”


  “All the time.”


  She slung the bag over her shoulder.


  “You do not want to count it?”


  “I trust you, Chau. You know it would be stupid to short-change me.”


  That was the truth.


  “I have spoken to Mr. Ying,” he said.


  “I hope he was pleased.”


  “He was very pleased. And impressed.”


  “Well, that makes me very happy,” she said sardonically. “And Donnie?”


  “Gone.”


  “What are people saying?”


  “Many things. That he has been killed, of course. Or that he has been chased away. Some have even suggested that he is working with the police. Much speculation.”


  “None of which can be traced back to you.”


  “No. Ying knows, of course, but it is not in his interests to reveal his hand in it.”


  “Then it’s done.”


  She turned to the door again, about to go. Chau needed to broach the subject now or he would lose his chance. If she left without him speaking to her about what he had in mind, there would be no second chances. She would be gone forever; he knew that for a fact. He would never see her again.


  “He said something to me that I thought you might like to hear.”


  “That’s probably unlikely, Chau.”


  “Will you hear me out?”


  She rubbed her palm against her cheek, and, exhaling, leant back against the wall. “One minute. Go.”


  “Good,” he said. “Good. A cup of coffee? Something stronger? I have a bottle of sake.”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Fifty seconds. Get on with it.”


  He nodded and spoke quickly. “As I said, I have spoken to Mr. Ying. I will be working for him from now on, as you know. There is a lot to do. A man like Mr. Ying, the organisation he works for, well, you understand business is brisk.”


  “Depressing, Chau. Twenty seconds. Get to the point.”


  He flapped his hands. “Yes, yes, of course. Mr. Ying explained that, most times, the people that are in the way of the triad’s business are easy to reach. But, other times, people can be more difficult. They are cautious, they take precautions. Perhaps they have guards, or they rarely move away from places that can be defended. He said Donnie Qi was easy—”


  “Then he should have done it himself.”


  “—and that others would be more of a challenge. They need someone who would not be suspected.”


  She folded her arms across her chest. “He have anyone in mind for this?”


  “You have made an impression on him, Beatrix. The men in the bar. The men in your hotel room. And then Donnie Qi. He wants me to introduce you.”


  “That’s not going to happen.”


  “No. I said you would not be prepared to do that. But you still need money, yes?”


  She shrugged, declining to answer, but Chau could tell that she did need more.


  “Then perhaps I have a proposal. I will work with Mr. Ying. Front man. He will supply me with the name of the person he is interested in, and I will supply it to you. We can consider each person on their merits. If they are acceptable, then it can be as it was for Donnie Qi. You can do what needs to be done and I will make them disappear.”


  He stopped, watching her face. She was inscrutable.


  “The Chinese have an expression, Beatrix. ‘Life is meat.’ Life is temporary. Life comes and goes, it is brutal and it is hard. The men and women who have crossed Ying know that this is a consequence that might come to them. Life is meat. There are no innocents.”


  She was silent.


  “Beatrix?”


  She pushed herself off the wall and stooped to collect the bag of money. “I’ll think about it.”


  “We will be able to ask for more,” he said. “Thirty thousand is low for something so professional.”


  “I said that I’d think about it.”


  She left the office and started down the stairs.


  Chau followed.


  “Do you want to know what he called you?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “He called you gweilo. You know this word?”


  She stopped and scowled. “Foreigner. It’s not a compliment.”


  “Yes, that is right. But it also means something else. It means white devil. It is as I say, Beatrix. You have made an impression on him, and he is not a man to easily impress.”


  She continued on without answering, but he saw the flicker of something across her face. Interest? Curiosity?


  Maybe.


  “Mr. Ying will want an answer,” he called down after her.


  “I’m sure he will.” She reached the Triumph, took the helmet from the seat and settled it over her head.


  “How will I know?” he said.


  She turned to him, the visor hiding her face.


  “How will I find you?”


  She slid it up, her blue eyes flashing beneath it.


  “You won’t,” she said. “I’ll find you.”
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