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  CHAPTER ONE


  BEATRIX ROSE followed the man, staying a steady thirty metres behind him. She looked over her shoulder and saw Jackie Chau on the other side of the street, adjacent to her, ready to step in should she feel the need to drop back. They were on Lockhart Road, in the historic Wan Chai district that mixed flashy new bars with ageing topless joints. It recalled the image of Hong Kong as a port city that catered to the basest appetites, and it was that reputation, and the cheap beer, that attracted the bankers and professionals from the nearby offices in Central. The newer establishments, swanky and bright, could polish their chrome and glass as much as they liked, but the stain of sleaze would always stick to this part of town. It was a fundamental reason for its appeal.


  It was a hot evening, with the mercury well into the upper nineties, and there was a soupy humidity in the air. Beatrix was sweating, but, save an occasional, almost unconscious, swipe of her hand to clear the sweat from her forehead, she gave it no heed.


  Her concentration was focused on the man ahead of her.


  David Doss was an English ex-pat who had risen to a senior position in a well-regarded international law firm. The practice had made its reputation through its litigation division, but it had developed a considerable banking practice in Southeast Asia with the Hong Kong office as its headquarters. Doss was fifty years old, married with two children, and had, for the last six months, been seconded to work with the commissioner of the Hong Kong Independent Commission Against Corruption. That was an unfortunate career move when considered against the scope of his life expectancy. The posting had led to his name and details being passed to Beatrix.


  Beatrix heard Chau’s accented English in her ear, “He goes to club.”


  Beatrix and Chau were communicating via an open phone line, both of them wearing headphones with in-line mics. Beatrix had worked with super high spec Japanese gear before, the kind of receivers and transmitters that were so small they were almost invisible, but they would have cost thousands and she didn’t have the hookup any more. This, although a little more obvious, would have to do. Solo surveillance was difficult. Beatrix had taught Chau the rudiments of careful pursuit, but he was still too raw to use hand signals confidently and being able to speak provided her with some useful redundancy and him with the peace of mind that he could always reach her in the event that he was made. So far, it had worked well enough.


  “Wait. He is stopping.”


  Beatrix glanced up ahead and saw that Chau was right. Doss had stopped at the side of the pavement, reached into his pocket and taken out his wallet. She couldn’t very well stop herself, not without giving away her pursuit to anyone who might be watching him, so she turned into Coyotes, one of the most popular bars in this part of town.


  “Go ahead and then stop,” she instructed.


  “I know what I am doing, Beatrix.”


  She raised her eyebrow at that. Two hours of training with her and now he thought he was a professional. She had explained to him that if the target stopped suddenly, he had to keep going. If it was a move designed to flush out a tail, people who stopped at the same time would be made immediately. She had instructed him to continue on for thirty metres and then stop.


  It was seven in the evening, and the bar was starting to fill with the gweilo workers who had made the decision that, seeing as it was Friday, they would risk the ire of their bosses by leaving the office after a twelve rather than a fourteen-hour day.


  Beatrix pretended to occupy herself with an old-fashioned Wurlitzer jukebox, knowing that Chau would continue the surveillance from the other side of the street.


  She looked around at the men with their shirtsleeves rolled up and the women in their expensive dresses. The atmosphere was awkward, no one quite drunk enough yet to relax, staccato small talk the best that anyone could do. The bar was doing its best to compensate. Music played loud and the Happy Hour drinks were half the price of a bar on Land Kwai Fong. There was an antique dentist’s chair at the back. It was unoccupied for the moment, but, when things started to pick up, it would be busy with men and women prepared to pay fifty bucks for the privilege of lying back and having the barman pour neat triple sec and tequila straight down their throats.


  Beatrix noticed one of the men at the bar, looking her up and down.


  She turned away from him and lowered the bag she was carrying to the ground.


  “He’s gone into the drugstore,” Chau reported.


  Beatrix knew a little about the target. He hadn’t shown any particular caution, despite the inherent danger that came with a job like his. Perhaps he thought he was above being threatened by the triads he was investigating. Perhaps he was just naïve. It didn’t really matter. His sudden halt might have been the move of someone who was trained in detecting a tail, but Beatrix didn’t think so. She guessed that he had stopped in the drugstore to pick up a tube of breath mints or a pack of condoms. He had a wife and children back in the United Kingdom, but her quick assessment of him had revealed a man who took advantage of his money and the host of eager local women who were impressed by affluence. He dressed younger than his years, with trousers that were a little too tight, buckled shoes that were a little too ostentatious, and a haircut that was just a little too fashionable.


  His attitude would be the death of him.


  Beatrix guessed that she had a couple of minutes to dispense with and so, to avoid drawing attention to herself, took a coin from the pocket of her jeans and slotted it into the jukebox. She selected ‘Gimme Shelter’ by The Stones and made a show of listening to it.


  The man from the bar detached himself from his friends and came across to her. He was wearing an expensive suit that most likely cost about as much as a reasonable family car. He looked unpleasantly confident.


  “Nice,” he said, nodding to the jukebox.


  Beatrix ignored him.


  “My name’s Neal.”


  She turned her gaze onto him. He had an even salon tan, an expensive clip on his expensive tie, and solid silver cufflinks of a dollar and a pound that showed on the creamy inch of shirt sleeve that was visible beneath the cuffs of his jacket.


  “You like The Stones?”


  “He is moving,” Chau said.


  “What’s your name?” the man asked her.


  Beatrix stooped to collect her bag.


  “You’re very enigmatic,” the man said with a leer that she supposed was intended to be alluring.


  She went right by him and into the brightness of the evening.


  Beatrix walked quickly until she saw Doss again. He was passing one of the 7-Elevens in the area. The store specialised in alcohol, and encouraged customers to linger outside to consume the drinks that they had purchased. He passed through the clutch of men and women drinking from bottles of Guinness and Peroni and kept going. Beatrix reached the storefront twenty seconds later, looking up and across the street and noticing Chau.


  “Stay ahead of him,” she said.


  She dropped back again, watching Doss’s grey hair as his head bobbed up and down in the flow of traffic. Doss was a touch over six feet, still reasonably tall for a man in Hong Kong, and his charcoal grey suit would stand out until he reached The Corners, the intersections of Lockhart Road with Luard Road, and then Fenwick Street. Crowds of businessmen and women were beginning to congregate around two of the more upscale, less sleazy bars in Wan Chai. The first bar, on Luard Road, was Mes Amis. It had an open facade and Doss had visited it when she had scouted him last week. It seemed that it was one of his regular haunts.


  They drew closer to the intersection, the cheap neon signs already pulsing on and off and loud music pumping out of open doorways. Rickshaws angled through the tumult, scooters and mopeds overtaking them, bells ringing and engines whining. Girls hovered in doorways, looking for gweilos to buy them overpriced drinks. A homeless man slumped in the mouth of an alley, the upturned cap laid out before him scattered with a few coins.


  Just as Beatrix was expecting Doss to turn into the bar, he stopped, turned back to face her and fiddled with his mobile phone. Beatrix kept walking, allowing herself to be hidden behind the slow-moving group of secretaries who formed a buffer between him and her. She would have to continue right past him if he stayed still. If she stopped when he stopped, she would risk being made, but he didn’t wait long enough for that to be a problem. He turned, slipped his phone back into his pocket, and walked on.


  “Here we go,” she said.


  He slowed again, picking a path through the busy crowd outside the bar, and went inside.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Just as we said. Watch the front.”


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX OBSERVED as Chau slowed down and then stepped into the restaurant across the street from the bar. He negotiated with the waiter and was shown to a seat in the window, where he would be able to keep watch without revealing himself to anyone else who might be following Doss tonight. Beatrix, satisfied that the coverage of the front entrance was adequate, followed the alleyway that ran down the side of the building until she reached a door. It was open, standing ajar just enough so that she could see inside to the kitchen beyond. There were two chefs, both preparing food with their backs to her. The room was full of steam and noisy with the sound of the radio that was tuned to Sing Tao, the Cantonese radio station that was a favourite of the man who owned the grocery store where Beatrix usually collected her supplies.


  She opened the door, slipped inside, and, after checking that the rest of the kitchen was empty—it was—she turned sharply to the left, went through a set of folding doors and followed the corridor back into the club.


  She came across a waiter laden down with a tray of dirty plates and glasses and stepped aside to let him pass. He paused, looking at her quizzically. But she didn’t hesitate, finding her way to a flight of stairs and then, at the top, a small lobby with three doors. The sound of discordant singing could be heard through the door that was directly in front of her. The other doors opened into the club’s bathrooms. Beatrix pushed open the door to the ladies’ and went inside. She locked the door.


  “Chau,” she said.


  “I am here. Where are you?”


  “Inside. Where is he?”


  “He has not come out.”


  “Hold position.”


  “I understand.”


  Beatrix placed her bag next to the sink, opened it and removed the knock-off Chanel dress that she had purchased from a Kowloon stall that afternoon. She undressed, removing her jeans and T-shirt and folding them neatly, sliding them into the bag. She dropped the dress over her head and tugged it so that it fell smoothly, accentuating her slender curves. She went back into the bag and took out a black wig. She settled it on her head, arranging it so that her blonde tresses were obscured. She took out a lipstick, pouted, and applied it with a careful and steady hand. She withdrew an eye shadow stick and painted around her eyes. Finally, she fetched a dark mascara and thickened her lashes with it.


  When she was done, she gazed at her reflection. She hardly recognised herself.


  She reached back into the bag and took out a small triangle of paper. The edges had been folded over to form an improvised sachet. She opened it very, very carefully. The powder inside was still there. Ricin. Beatrix had purchased the plant from a dealer of herbs in Kowloon. She had planted it next to a crape myrtle that was in the centrepiece of the window box that she had fitted to her windowsill. As the summer progressed, her little castor bean plant, Ricinus communis, had burgeoned. It developed purplish-green, red-veined leaves that were shaped like starfish. It grew little reddish flowers and fruit, inch-wide coral balls covered with soft spines. Beatrix had harvested the seed pods and had broken them open, revealing mottled brown seeds that were about the size of pinto beans.


  Ricin had been the poison of choice in Group Fifteen, the government agency that had employed Beatrix, for many years. It was six thousand times more potent than cyanide, twelve thousand times more deadly than rattlesnake venom. The KGB had used it first: the case in 1979, when they had assassinated the Bulgarian diplomat Markov in London. The man died after being shot with a tiny bullet that contained ricin, delivered using a pressurized gas mechanism in the tip of an umbrella.


  She had used ricin before, but she had never had to produce it herself. She had put the beans in a solvent to break down the oils and fats, filtering the slurry with water and hydrochloric acid and allowing it to form a powder. A 425 mg dose would be enough to kill most men. Beatrix had more than that. The poison was deadly because it could be inhaled or ingested, was quickly broken down in the body, and was virtually undetectable.


  She folded the triangle again, took a small clutch from the bag, and slipped the ricin inside.


  She zipped up the bag and looked around the small room. She lowered the lid of the toilet and stood on it, reaching up to the ceiling. It was comprised of UPVC panels. She probed with her fingers until she found a point of weakness, then pushed up until she separated the panel from its neighbours and opened a small aperture. She stuffed the bag inside, then slid the panel back into place.


  She pressed the earphones back into her ears and held the mic to her throat.


  “Chau?”


  “Still here.”


  “The target?”


  “He has not come out.”


  “Stand by. I’m going dark.”


  “Dark?”


  She rolled her eyes. For fuck’s sake.


  “Quiet, Chau. I’m going quiet.”


  She removed the earphones and put them and the phone into her clutch, unlocked the door and went outside.


  
    #

  


  SHE FOUND her way to the bar. Doss was there, sitting at the same stool that he had chosen when she had scouted him last week. He was a regular, well known enough to the bar staff that they didn’t need to ask him what he would like to drink. The bar was growing busy, but he was the only one sitting there. She was able to sidle alongside without too much bother.


  The barman turned to her.


  “Yes, madam?”


  “Gin and tonic, please.”


  “Which gin?”


  “Hendrick’s. With cucumber and lots of ice.”


  The barman nodded, took a glass and filled it with ice. He took a bottle down from the lit display rack, unscrewed the lid and free-poured a generous measure.


  Doss turned to her.


  “You know your gins. Most people drink Hendrick’s with lime.”


  Beatrix smiled, making sure it came across as a little tentative. “It’s my one vice.”


  The barman added tonic and gave it to her with the bill. “Eighty, please.”


  Doss pointed to the bill. “Put it on my tab.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” Beatrix said.


  He waved her half-hearted objection away.


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m David.” He extended a hand.


  “Suzy. Nice to meet you.”


  She shook his hand. He had a limp, damp handshake. Unimpressive. Weak.


  She had investigated his background thoroughly before accepting the assignment. The Independent Commission Against Corruption was an attempt by the authorities to at least make it appear as if effort was being expended in tackling the triads. It was a PR move, but it still had the ability to be a nuisance.


  Doss had caused a commotion with one investigation in particular. Ten years earlier, a huge fire had wiped out the Shek Kip Mei Squatter Area, rendering fifty thousand Chinese homeless. The government had awarded a billion dollars’ worth of contracts to build new accommodation on the site. The local triads, sensing an opportunity to gorge on the largesse, had swarmed in like sharks around a bloody corpse. They formed dozens of small construction firms and, building cheaply and quickly, were responsible for a good proportion of the renewal work. In order to increase their margins, substandard materials were used. Corners were cut. Rules on safety were flouted, with inspectors paid generous backhanders or threatened with violence in order for the works to be approved.


  And then, two years ago, one of the blocks had collapsed and trapped more than two hundred people amid the rubble. Fifty-three were killed. The press, unusually, found its voice. ICAC was charged with investigating the original contracts, and the early word was that evidence had been secured that implicated several very powerful triad figures. There was a rumour that the evidence led all the way up to a Dragon Head, one of the men elected to govern the loosely affiliated organisations. Despite his limp and ineffectual appearance, Doss had proven himself to be a tenacious investigator.


  The job had been passed to Beatrix in the same way as the others. Mr. Ying had contacted Chau, and the two of them had met on the Star Ferry in the harbour between Wan Chai and Kowloon. He had provided a name, a photograph, and an envelope that contained two hundred and fifty thousand Hong Kong dollars. Twenty thousand sterling. Thirty-two thousand US. It was a down payment. The second two hundred and fifty would be paid upon completion of the job. Chau contacted Beatrix to provide her with the target’s details and her half of the money. Beatrix took over then, running a full scout on the person she had been tasked to eliminate. Doss had been no more difficult than any of the five other men that had been unfortunate enough to cross her path.


  He held onto her hand for a beat too long.


  “What do you do, Suzy?”


  She removed her hand. “I’m in management.”


  “Here on business, then?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What do you make of it?”


  She made a show of her guileless grin as she waved her hand about her. “It’s crazy, right?”


  He turned all the way around on his stool so that he was facing her. “You haven’t been before?”


  “First time.”


  “You’ll have to let me show you around.”


  “Oh, I don’t know—”


  He smiled at her. “I’m sorry.”


  “No, it’s all right.”


  “You don’t think me too forward?”


  “Of course not.”


  She asked him what he did, and he explained that he was a lawyer. What kind of lawyer? she asked. He gave her a five-minute explanation of his résumé that had all the hallmarks of something that he had down pat. He tried hard to make it sound exciting, dropping little hints that he must have imagined would be tantalising to her. She made a show of listening, encouraging him to continue, but she was really assessing the situation. The bar was busy, and getting busier, but she could see no CCTV and there was nothing about the two of them that would stay in the mind any more than any other patron. If there ever was an investigation, she wanted to make it as unlikely as possible that the death could ever be traced back to her. Satisfied that the odds of that happening were suitably long, even if the cause of Doss’s death was correctly diagnosed, and even if there was some way of evidencing the fact of this meeting, it would be impossible to trace it back to her. She was anonymous, a ghost, flitting back into the shadows, hidden among the seven million other souls who were crushed together in the city.


  Doss talked for five minutes straight. He was vain and self-important. In the end, he finished his drink, stood, and excused himself to go to the bathroom.


  “Don’t go away,” he said.


  “I won’t.” She smiled. “What are you drinking?”


  “I’ll have one of your gins. Thanks. Tell him to put it on my tab.”


  “Thank you,” she said.


  Beatrix watched him disappear into the back of the room and then ordered another round of drinks. The barman delivered their gins and, when he turned his back, Beatrix reached into her bag for the folded triangle of paper. She checked that the barman was still occupied, and then used the mirror to surveil the space behind her. She wasn’t being watched. She opened the end of the sachet with extravagant care and, hiding it in her hand, tipped the contents into the gin. The particulate looked like table salt, and it fizzed and bubbled as it was absorbed into the liquid. She took out her cell phone and set the alarm to ring in ten minutes.


  She saw Doss come back through the door and concentrated on looking as normal as she could. He sat down next to her.


  “Just what the doctor ordered,” Doss said, pointing at the drinks.


  Beatrix smiled. He took his seat next to her again, collected his glass and touched it to hers. “Cheers.”


  “Cheers.”


  She watched as he sipped the drink. The ricin was tasteless.


  Doss was still talking when her cell phone alarm rang.


  She picked it up, pretended to read a message that wasn’t there, and frowned.


  “What is it?”


  “My boss,” she said.


  He looked concerned. “What?”


  “He needs me to go in.”


  “You can’t stay?”


  “I’m sorry.” She held up her phone apologetically. “He’s a bit of a tyrant.”


  “Shame,” he said. He reached into his pocket and took out a business card. He gave it to her. “This is me. If you want a guide to show you around, I’d be happy to do it. Just give me a call.”


  “Thank you,” she said, smiling brightly at him. “Thanks for the drink.”


  He raised the half-finished glass. “Cheers. Lovely to meet you.”


  “And you.”


  He took her hand and tugged it gently. She ducked down to his level and allowed him to kiss her on the cheek. His lips tarried a little too long, and his breath smelled a little too much of the gin. When she looked into his face she saw sweat on his upper lip and moisture streaming out of one nostril. It confirmed that his business in the bathroom had involved rather more than simply relieving himself. That, she thought, might not be such a bad thing. The poison that was already moving around in his blood would induce vomiting and diarrhoea that would eventually become bloody. He would become dehydrated, and that would eventually develop into seizures. Within three or four days his liver, kidneys, and spleen would stop working and he would die. The evidence of other substances in his blood might confuse the correct diagnosis. Ricin was almost impossible to detect in any event, and it looked as if his lifestyle might be usefully obfuscatory. It was all good.


  Beatrix made her way through the crowded bar to the warm street outside. She glanced across the traffic to the window of the restaurant and caught Chau’s eye. She stared at him without giving him any other signal that could be observed, and then set off in the opposite direction from where she had arrived.


  CHAPTER TWO


  BEATRIX FOLLOWED Lockhart Road to the MTR station at Causeway Bay. She descended the escalator to the eastbound platform and waited for a train. It was quiet, with a few commuters waiting to head home. These were true Chinese, the low-paid menial workers who cooked, washed and cleaned for the Westerners who lived in the affluent districts around Central. A train pulled into the station. Beatrix opened the case of the cell phone and took out the SIM card. She snapped it in half and dropped it into the trash as she boarded the train.


  Beatrix was aware of a few lazy glances of disdain as she sat down. She was travelling in the opposite direction that she would have taken to her flat. But it was a habit, long ingrained, that she would check to ensure that she was not followed. Both she and Chau had followed a similar routine as they made their way to Wan Chai that afternoon. Beatrix had taken the ferry to Kowloon and back, partly to satisfy herself that she was clean and partly because she enjoyed the spectacular view from the boat, the high-rise vistas on both sides of the water as if each part of the city was vying to outdo the other.


  She remained on the carriage as they passed through Tin Hau, Fortress Hill, North Point, and Quarry Bay.


  She alighted at Tai Koo. People had disembarked along the route and, by the time she reached the station, there were only another four people in the carriage with her. She stepped onto the platform, noted that the only others to disembark had been several carriages back, and satisfied herself that she was alone. It might have been unlikely that anyone would have tried to follow her, but that didn’t mean that she was prepared to neglect her routine. Chau had been lax until she had demonstrated to him how easy it was to follow the unwary, surprising him outside his apartment with her fingers pressed against his spine. No one—certainly not Mr. Ying, and not even Chau—knew where she lived, and that was a state of affairs that she intended to maintain.


  She waited until the other passengers had departed, ascended to the surface and stopped in a store near the station where she knew she could pick up a change of clothes for a few dollars. She bought a new pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, took them to a public toilet and changed. She removed her make-up, took the dress and the black wig and, ensuring that she was unobserved, shoved them into the nearest bin outside.


  She dumped the body of the cell phone into an open drain and walked east to Sai Wan Ho. The district was residential, bounded by Victoria Harbour to the north and the mountains to the south. The hill upon which it had been founded had once been filled with squatter settlements, but those had been razed and replaced with expensive new developments. There was Taikoo Shing, redeveloped from the dockyard, and a swathe of reclaimed land that had been filled in with private housing estates.


  Older buildings, like the restaurants and food stores at Tai On, were farther inland. It was a cheaper area, more affordable for locals. Beatrix checked behind her as she walked from the station, pausing several times to ensure that she was not being tailed. She entered the lobby and then walked past the various eateries, deciding what she wanted to eat. There were food stores that were selling egg waffles, congee, fried noodles, fish balls, deep-fried tofu, eggplant and dozens of other dishes. It was a riotous mixture of aromas, each more delicious than the last. Beatrix walked all the way through the building to the café that she knew was near to one of the other entrances. It specialised in cart noodles, served with a delicious soup base and a wide array of toppings. Beatrix chose wonton, vegetable and beef brisket, and took the carton to a table where she broke apart a set of plastic chopsticks and set to eating.


  She finished her meal, dumped the sauce-smeared carton in a garbage bin, and walked back to the station. It was dark now, the million lights on the other side of the water leaching their glow into the night and casting long-fingered reflections across the glassy waters of the harbour.


  There was a payphone outside the station. She took the paper napkin that she had taken from the restaurant and wrapped it around the handle of the receiver so as to avoid leaving any prints. She pushed a dollar into the slot and, covering her fingertips with a second napkin, dialled the number of the payphone at the corner of Kai Hing Road, close to Chau’s warehouse.


  The call picked up.


  “I’m here,” he said.


  “What did you see?”


  “He came out an hour later.”


  “And?”


  “He was unwell. Very white. Sick.”


  “To be expected.”


  “How long will it take?”


  Beatrix was uncomfortable with discussing any of her business over a medium that could be intercepted, even if the precautions they took with this particular arrangement made it practically impossible to eavesdrop on them. Still, her caution was deeply rooted and she let the question pass without answer. “When are you speaking to our friend?”


  “He will call me when he knows it is done.”


  Two or three days, then, she thought. “Very good. Contact me when you know.”


  “Beatrix—” he said as she replaced the receiver.


  She gritted her teeth in vexation. No names, she wanted to remind him. No names. She knew that he was trying as hard as he could, but he could not prevent himself from making stupid mistakes. He wouldn’t have lasted half an hour in the Group, but he was all she had, and, if she wanted to maintain her income, and continue to fund the investigators searching for her daughter, she had no choice other than to work with him.


  Beatrix had met Chau six months earlier in Kowloon. He was in his early fifties, and, with the deep creases in his forehead and around his eyes, he had something about him that reminded her of Jackie Chan. He wore the most awful clothes, typically favouring garish Hawaiian shirts, white slacks and pristine white trainers. There was no question that he was an unusual man. His English was passable, but so heavily accented that it was almost a pastiche. He was intelligent, but hid his acumen behind a veil of bad jokes and goofy expressions.


  Their meeting had been inauspicious. Beatrix had not long arrived from London. She had received bad news from the investigators and she had decided to drink herself into a stupor to forget the hopelessness of her situation. She had only halfway accomplished that when Chau had introduced himself. Her initial thought was that he was coming onto her and she extricated herself from the conversation, retreating with the glass of sake that he had bought for her. She had been working her way through that when three triads, one bearing a meat cleaver, had come into the bar with the intention of amputating his finger.


  It was a punishment to be meted out on behalf of the Dai Lo of the Wo Shun Wo clan. He had been recruited to work for the man, the boss in charge of a small part of Kowloon’s clubland. Chau had a profitable business as an industrial cleaner, but allowed himself to be blinded by greed. The Dai Lo, a meth addict by the name of Donnie Qi, had recruited him to clean up the bloody messes that accompanied the brutality with which he enforced his rule. Chau was good at making blood and gore disappear, and had graduated soon enough to making dead bodies disappear, too. It was only when Donnie pressed him to kill an ex-lover that Chau had finally reached the point at which he was prepared to go no further. That refusal had offended Donnie, and the three men had been sent to persuade him to reconsider.


  Beatrix had often wondered what would have happened if she had stayed at her table, finished the sake and then left the bar. Things would have been different. She would have found the money she needed from somewhere else, most likely, and wouldn’t have voluntarily gone back to her old profession.


  That was moot, now, for she had intervened.


  Normally, the three men would not have stood a chance against her. She had disabled all of them, or so she thought, but the drink had dulled her edge and she had turned her back on one of them. He had taken a knife from the bar and stabbed her in the side. Her own foolish fault. She would have died, but Chau had pulled a pistol and had shot all of them. Then, when he could very easily have run for his life, he had helped her from the bar, taken her back to a dingy flat in Chungking Mansions, and, with the assistance of a doctor Beatrix had never met, he had saved her life.


  Their actions had earned the enmity of Donnie Qi. But Chau’s talents were in demand, and he had negotiated with Donnie’s rival, Mr. Ying. The price for Chau’s loyalty was that Ying must provide them with the opportunity to do away with Donnie.


  Ying agreed, and Beatrix had killed Donnie.


  They had been working for the Dai Lo ever since.


  She entered the station, descended to the platform, and took the first train that was heading west.


  She thought about Doss.


  He would shortly be the sixth victim of their arrangement.


  The men that had been marked for death at her hand had been a varied group. Most of them had underworld connections in one way or another. Beatrix did not ask for the details, but it was quickly apparent when she started to research the targets to assess their habits and patterns, divining their weaknesses and the times when they were most vulnerable. The first had been a member of the Wo Shun Wo who was informing on his brothers to the police. It had been a difficult assignment. The man had been granted police protection, but Beatrix had been able to gather that he visited his mother on Sunday evenings. She had staked out the old woman’s flat and, with his escort waiting in the lobby downstairs, she had thrown him out of the tenth-storey window into the rubbish-strewn shaft between one building and the next.


  Another man had been responsible for laundering triad money. Beatrix guessed that he had been skimming a little from the top, not that the nature of his guilt would have made any difference to her. He liked to go fishing on his private junk every Tuesday afternoon. Beatrix had stowed aboard, drugged him and tipped him overboard.


  The last one had been messier. Beatrix had broken into the man’s expansive apartment in Central, but he had awoken just as she approached him in his bed. She had stabbed him, but there had been a struggle, and she had ended up garrotting him with the electrical flex from the lamp on his bedside table. Chau had been involved in the aftermath, removing the body and cleansing the apartment so thoroughly that there was no trace of what had happened there. Chau was clumsy, and gauche, and unsuited to the preparatory work, but Beatrix was prepared to admit that when it came to clean-up, he was the epitome of professionalism.


  It was midnight when she alighted again at Wan Chai. She made her way back to her apartment block. She had been on edge for hours, and it was tiring. She was ready for sleep.


  
    #

  


  HER FLAT was on Lockhart Road, not far from the bar she had been in earlier. It was only a ten-minute walk to the west before she was in the bustling, neon-drenched heart of Wan Chai, but it was a different world. This was the heart of old Hong Kong. The buildings were a hundred years old, and showing their age. Instead of neon, the small stores advertised themselves with weather-beaten signs that hung above their front doors on creaking hinges. It wasn’t the sort of place with any appeal to tourists save those who stumbled out of the clubs and wandered to the east, looking for Wan Chai MTR station and ending up all the way over at Causeway Bay. Skinny cats lounged on windowsills and rooftops, bathing in the light of the moon. Mangy dogs snouted through garbage, competing with rats that were almost as big as they were for the choicest morsels.


  The small stores were still open, and the owners sat outside their establishments on plastic chairs, often with pots of tea or bottles of Tsingtao on folding card tables. Others wandered by in traditional Chinese dress. Deliveries were made by handcart and Beatrix had to step aside as one youngster pushed his barrow along, struggling with the sacks of rice that he was delivering to the neighbourhood restaurants.


  It was busy and bustling, noisy and alive, and Beatrix loved it.


  She could have stayed in one of the shiny apartment blocks in Central or Mid-Levels, rubbing shoulders with the bankers and lawyers and accountants who retreated there at the end of the day, but she had no interest in that. If she was going to have to stay in a place, she wanted to experience it properly. She wanted the dirt and the grit, the stench and stink. She wanted the colour. There was a more practical motivation to her decision to locate herself here, too. It would be harder to find her if she were submerged within this teeming morass of humanity.


  She diverted to a late night drinking den that she had visited a few times before. It was off the beaten track and did not welcome tourists. Beatrix nodded to the man behind the rickety bar. They had transacted business before, and he nodded for her to follow him to the small room at the back. It was a storeroom, with stacked bottles of Maotai and Guijing Tribute and Tsingtao, a metal desk with a roller chair, a dirty sofa and a wooden cabinet. The barman was a triad, and the bar had been affiliated with Donnie Qi’s organisation. There were two other triads in the room, one of them sitting on the sofa and the other smoking a joint as he leaned back against the wall. The three men all sported variations on the same basic uniform: tracksuit tops, trainers, lots of bling. Beatrix had found the place by asking around. She had not been concerned that she might be recognised. Only Donnie had seen her face, and he was dead.


  “What you want?” the barman asked in harsh, rough English.


  “The same as before.”


  The barman went to the cabinet and pulled out a drawer. It was full of small plastic bags, each of which was stuffed with a green-brown material. He opened one of the bags, ripped out a handful of buds and wrapped them in a piece of newspaper.


  He held up a finger. Beatrix nodded that she understood, took out a hundred dollar bill and gave it to him.


  “Want something else?” He looked to his two colleagues, gave a stagey wink, and pulled out another drawer. He took out more bags, but these contained different substances. Beatrix saw fibrous brown opium, white meth crystals, and small tablets of ecstasy.


  “I’m good,” Beatrix said. “Thanks.”


  She turned to go, but the man clicked his fingers twice and told her to wait. “You like the hashish, yes? It good? You ever try opium?”


  Beatrix turned back. The barman had picked up the bag with the stalky brown contents and was holding it out to her. His accomplices were watching avidly.


  “No.”


  “I give you. As gift.”


  She knew that she should leave, that staying here was a bad idea with bad consequences, but she looked down at the opium and found that her reaction to it was more ambivalent than she had expected. Her experience of drugs was limited. She had smoked weed ever since her teenage years. It had been almost medicinal during her service with the Group, easing the pain of the numerous injuries that she had suffered. She had smoked a little more of it these last six months. She had more to forget, more pains to salve, and, when she was high, her troubles receded just a little. But weed was weed, nice but limited, and she wondered whether she might appreciate something more. Something that offered a deeper retreat.


  “Come on,” the man urged. “Free sample.”


  Beatrix extended her hand and the man dropped the bag into her palm. “Thank you.”


  “You like, you want more, you come here, okay?”


  “Okay,” she said.


  She put both baggies into her pocket and went out into the bar and then into the street beyond.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX’S BUILDING was twenty-five storeys tall. She summoned the ancient shoebox lift. The flat was on the penultimate floor. The elevator opened onto a narrow hallway with two doorways on either side. The shaft was in the centre, with the stairs winding their way around it. She doubted if the hallway had seen a paintbrush for twenty years. The floor was cold stone and the windows were empty, with rusting decorative ironwork taking the place of a pane of glass. There was a door that led out onto a balcony and an open archway led to a large recess, into which years’ worth of trash had been stuffed.


  She paused, as was her habit, and listened. She could hear the bustle of the street below, and the grumble of a jet passing overhead, but, save that, it was quiet. There was nothing that made her anxious. She had been in Hong Kong for six months and, during all of that time, there had been nothing to make her suspect that the Group was any closer to finding her.


  She turned to the other doorway. The flat, which she guessed was identical to her own, was occupied by a woman and her daughter. Beatrix did not pry into the lives of her neighbours once she had satisfied herself that they were not a threat to her, but she had very quickly gathered that the woman was a prostitute. The flat was one of the one-woman brothels that were legal in Hong Kong. Clients would come to the flat, business would be transacted, and then they would leave. Beatrix had seen the woman a few times. She would have been pretty once, but now she was haggard, her emaciated body bearing witness to the meth habit that her hooking funded.


  As she stood, staring at it, the door opened.


  It was the daughter. She backed out of the door, dragging two large bags of rubbish that were almost too heavy for her to manage. She hadn’t seen Beatrix and, as she half turned and caught sight of her, she jumped in surprise. She lost her grip on one of the sacks and it tipped over, spilling dirty takeout cartons and empty tuna cans over the floor. The girl blushed immediately. Beatrix stooped down and started to collect the escaped rubbish.


  “No,” the girl said. “It is fine. I can do it.”


  Her English was heavily accented. Beatrix’s first thought was to wonder how the girl had known that she spoke it and not Cantonese. They had never conversed before. It made her a little uncomfortable.


  Beatrix smiled at her. “It’s okay.” She collected a chicken chow mein can and dropped it into the open mouth of the sack.


  The girl sank down to her haunches and quickly gathered up the other bits of rubbish. “I am sorry.”


  “Nothing to be sorry about.”


  It didn’t seem possible that she could blush any more, but she did.


  “What’s your name?” Beatrix asked her.


  She started to speak, but bit her lip.


  “My name is Beatrix.”


  She would never normally have provided her real name, but the girl was young—no more than twelve or thirteen—and Beatrix felt uncomfortable with the prospect of lying to her.


  “My name is Grace.”


  “Hello. Nice to meet you.”


  She found a sweet little smile. “Hello.”


  Beatrix nodded at the trash. “Taking the rubbish downstairs?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is your mother?”


  A quick flash of discomfort passed across her pretty face. “She is asleep.”


  “And you’re not?”


  She squirmed. “I have work to do.”


  Beatrix knew that there was no point in pressing any further. Grace seemed uncomfortable with that subject and most likely wouldn’t answer. The woman had probably been hooking all night and the chances were that now she was in a drugged-out stupor, leaving her daughter to take care of the domestic chores. It was a shabby, unpleasant kind of life for a young girl, but Grace wasn’t Beatrix’s daughter, and she had long since abrogated any right that she might have had to moralise about anything.


  Beatrix stooped to collect her bag and was about to bid her farewell when the girl’s face broke into a smile. “Do you like my English?”


  She rested the bag on the floor again. “It’s very good. Did you learn it at school?”


  Her face clouded again and Beatrix guessed that she didn’t go to school. “I learn it on YouTube.”


  “It’s excellent.”


  She beamed with pride. “Thank you.” She collected the bags and dragged them to the lift. Beatrix pulled the grille back so that she could get inside and then slid it closed for her.


  “Goodbye, Grace.”


  “Goodbye, Beatrix.”


  She waited until the interior door had wheezed shut and the car had started to descend, and then she turned to her own door. She unlocked it and went inside.


  There was a single window in the sitting room. The window was uncovered. The view was of the buildings directly opposite, but, behind them, she could see the towering edifices that comprised the business district around Causeway Bay. When she pushed her head close to the glass and looked to the right, she could see a sliver of dark blue from the harbour. It almost counted as a sea view.


  The flat was miniscule. The main room was large enough for an armchair and a small bookshelf, onto which Beatrix had stacked the books she had purchased from market stalls in Kowloon: Woolf, Forster, Dickens, and Hardy. The dark wood parquet floor was scuffed and aged. The kitchen was crammed inside what was not much bigger than a cupboard, with a single ring cooker and a sink. The toilet was in a similar cubbyhole, with a shower directly overhead so that you had to sit on it to wash.


  The walls bore a variety of documents, maps, photographs, lists of names and addresses, all of them decorated with the felt-tip markings that she had made across them. The photographs were of girls whom Beatrix’s investigators had suggested matched Isabella’s description. They were all taken with a long lens and, although they all shared superficial similarities—the blonde hair, the blue eyes—she had known immediately, every time, that none of them was Isabella.


  She went through to the bedroom. It was big enough for her futon, but only when the last few inches at each end were pushed vertically up the walls. She could sleep by lying flat out, but there was barely any room to spare. The room had a concrete floor that had been stained with numerous unpleasant and noxious-looking liquids.


  The room had the only other window in the flat, although the view through the dirty panes was spectacular. It framed the high-rises on Lockhart Road and, behind them, the looming majesty of the Peak. She opened the window to ventilate the stuffy room, leaned out and looked down. She was vertiginously high and, from up here, she could see the squares and rectangles that formed the backyards of the businesses down below. The spaces were hemmed in by plywood fences and protected from the elements by makeshift roofs that were constructed from sheets of plastic made opaque by years of birdshit that had rained down on them. The roofs had collected the plastic bags, trash and other detritus that had been tipped out of the windows of the building. Beatrix watched the silvery outline of a huge gull as it swooped down onto a bag that must have been a recent addition. It tore through the plastic with its beak, liberated the carcass of a chicken and flapped away with it.


  She was tired. It had been a long night, powered by adrenaline, and it was catching up with her. She was not as young as she used to be, after all.


  She collected the dope and headed for the roof.


  
    #

  


  THE ROOF was accessed through a door on the top floor that opened when Beatrix put her shoulder to it. She stepped out into the darkness. The exit was in a raised brickwork housing and the roof was arranged in three staggered levels, all of them littered with all manner of debris. Air-conditioning units whirred and glugged. Discarded trash, snagged on sharp points, flapped and rustled in the gentle breeze. Television aerials, bent flat by decades of resisting the typhoons that tore in off the East China Sea, prickled densely. The motors that raised and lowered the building’s unreliable elevator buzzed into life. Fat gulls took to the air as Beatrix stepped out, and the concrete surface was slick with their guano.


  Beatrix picked a careful path through the rubbish to the edge of the building. The view was spectacular. The harbour was a palette of black and greys under the looming moon, the skyscrapers on both sides of the water vying for her attention. Rolling away above even those were the vastness of the nine hills that surrounded the city. Local mythology said that they were nine sleeping dragons. They warranted their names.


  She drew her focus in a little. The next building, a little shorter than this one, was close at hand, to the east. Windows faced her, some of them lit and uncovered, and, through frosted glass, she saw a blurred figure raise its arms and stretch. She drew closer to the edge, dropped to a sitting position and dangled her legs over the side. Beatrix did not suffer from vertigo, which was just as well. When she looked down, the cars and lorries that were jammed up along the length of Lockhart Road looked small and insignificant. The span between the two buildings was connected by a taut metal wire that suspended some sort of electric cabling. The distance between one building and the next was thirty feet. The pipe was attached to the wire along its length by a series of regularly spaced plastic ties. Beatrix looked down to where the pipe was attached to the parapet by a metal ring. A similar fixing supported it at its destination.


  She took the joint from her pocket and lit up. The air was fresh this high up, absent the smells of the city that she had come to accept as its unavoidable background: the fried meat and fish, vegetables, peanut oil, soy sauce and chilli and vinegar, the sweat of her fellow inhabitants and the faint, but unmistakeable, odour of excrement. She held the joint below her nose and inhaled the sweet scent. She put it to her mouth and drew down on it. She inhaled deeply, right down into her lungs, and held the smoke there. She felt the tension seep away from her taut muscles.


  She planted her hands behind her, leaned back and angled her head towards the moon. She closed her eyes and exhaled.


  CHAPTER THREE


  CHAU HAD tried to persuade Beatrix to take a cell phone so that he could easily get in touch with her. She had refused. She had no interest in owning a piece of technology that could be used to track her location. When she needed a cell phone, as when they were working on an operation, she would purchase a prepaid burner and then dispose of it when she was finished. She had set out a procedure whereby he could get in touch with her. He would hide a coded message in a Facebook group dedicated to model boats. She visited a local Internet café every day and, when she saw his message, she would respond with a variation of one of several messages that she had told him to memorise. Each message contained the venue and time for a meeting.


  She saw the message the week after she had poisoned David Doss. She replied, nominating the Lookout Restaurant at the top of the Peak. The message suggested that she would be there at midday, but she set off three hours earlier so as to arrive in plenty of time to check that Chau had not been followed.


  She took the MTR to Central Station and walked the short distance to the foot of the Peak. She rode the century-old funicular railway to the top. She circled the area twice, eventually finding a spot in the restaurant where she could watch the comings and goings without being seen herself. She had an hour to wait for Chau. She ordered a latte and entertained herself by drinking in the vast, improbable view. She had travelled all over the world during her career, and the vista from here matched any that she had ever seen. The harbour stretched out between the mainland and the island, crisscrossed by the Star Ferry and the legion of private yachts and junks that plied its waters. The Peak was elevated enough to look down on the stupendous sight of the skyscrapers on both sides of the water, so audacious and lofty that Manhattan’s was rendered pedestrian in comparison. It was a crystal clear day, without a cloud in the sky, and she was able to see beyond the buildings to the mountains that penned in the city to the north and, beyond them, the rest of China. It was a view of which it was impossible to tire.


  The funicular ascended the side of the hill at a quarter to the hour, and Beatrix knew Chau would be on it. She watched him disembark from the railway and approach the restaurant. She had been trying to teach him the basic elements of tradecraft, but he found the whole thing too exciting, like some cut-price James Bond, and she had not been impressed with his progress. She knew that he found her attractive, and that revealing what she was capable of doing had not soured her to him. Worse, it seemed to have had the opposite effect.


  All very annoying.


  She sipped her coffee and watched. He stopped, just as she had instructed him to do, and she watched for a sign of anybody who might have been tailing him. She saw nothing.


  She switched to a chair that faced the door and waited for him to climb the steps to the restaurant and come inside. He saw her, started to wave before remembering that she had told him never to attract attention to himself, then came over and sat down.


  “Hello, Chau,” she said.


  “I was not followed.” He said it proudly, like a child fishing for praise.


  “You sure?”


  A disappointed frown passed across his brow. “Yes. I—”


  “What about her?” Beatrix said, nodding at the pretty girl who had just sat down at a table on the other side of the room.


  “She was not… She did not…”


  “I know. I was kidding.”


  Beatrix very rarely joked, and she delivered it with the most deadpan expression that it took Chau a moment to realise that she was making fun of him.


  He started to speak, but she cut him off.


  “Well?”


  “He is dead,” he said. “Three days ago. They did not find a cause. Unhealthy living, they say.”


  “Mr. Ying?”


  “He is pleased.”


  “As he should be.”


  “He has paid the rest of the fee. I have it.” He made an exaggerated gesture at the bag that he had slid under the table.


  “Just leave it there when you go,” Beatrix said.


  “I know,” he said with a little flash of indignation. “I remember.”


  There had been a good amount of money from the work that they had done together. She kept some of it in a safety deposit box ready to pay the investigators who were searching for her daughter back home. Then, she would transfer it in batches from various Western Unions throughout the city. Chau kept the rest for her.


  “Did he say anything else?” she asked.


  “There will be another job soon. No details yet. He will contact me when he is ready.”


  “Very good, Chau.” He made no move to leave. She sighed. “Is there anything else?”


  “You said you would think about having something to eat with me.”


  “And I was joking, Chau. I told you before. No mixing business with pleasure.”


  “I would cook, Beatrix.”


  “Then the answer is definitely no.”


  She was being unfairly harsh. He had cooked for her while she was recuperating from the stab wound. It was simple, homely Chinese food and it was good. But she wasn’t interested. She had no interest in companionship. She was quite happy to eat takeout, read, get high, sleep. She knew that Chau would want to know about her history, and that he would probe and probe until she would have had to tell him about Lucas and Isabella. She had no interest in talking about that with anyone. It was dangerous. More to the point, it was too raw. And his view of her as a glacial, humourless killer was useful. There was no profit in him digging beneath the harsh exterior.


  He frowned.


  Beatrix rolled her eyes. He was like a child, and she felt bad for teasing him. “The other day, Chau. With Doss. You did well.”


  She had never praised him before. He smiled. “I am learning, Beatrix.”


  “Yes, you are. Keep learning. The day you think you know everything is the day you make the mistake that kills you.”


  He nodded solemnly. “I understand.”


  “See that you do. Now, we’re done. Go back down, get on the train and head away from your apartment.”


  “I know, I know—”


  “And leave the bag.”


  He stood.


  “Be careful, Chau. I’m serious.”


  “I know, Beatrix. I am careful.”


  He turned and crossed the restaurant to the exit. Beatrix turned back to the window and watched him walk towards the funicular railway again.


  Her life had changed so much that it was utterly alien to her. She was a foreigner in a strange city, a gweilo, friendless save for a man she hardly knew. Another world away, her daughter was missing. The only way she could pay for the search that was her only chance of finding her was to kill in the service of the vast criminal network that cocooned the city.


  What were a few more deaths on her conscience?


  It was too late to worry about that.


  It was a small price to pay.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  BEATRIX TOOK out the radio that she had bought from one of the dubious sellers in Chungking Mansions, switched it on and tuned in to the World Service. They were broadcasting a Radio 4 programme about wildlife in the Cambridgeshire Fens. It made her think of home and, for a moment, she felt morose. The chill mornings, the fog cloaking the flattened landscape; it could hardly be more different to where she was now.


  She went into the kitchen, took a cucumber from the cupboard and sliced it. She took down a glass, collected her bottle of imported Hendrick’s gin and poured a double measure, filling the glass with tonic. She had no ice—she had no freezer to keep it in—so she did without. She took the glass and sat down with her back to the wall, staring at the pictures that she had fixed around the room.


  She rested the glass on the floor beside her, undid the clasp of the locket she wore around her neck and opened it. She looked at the only picture that she had of Isabella. The photograph was from six months before she had been taken from her. She was happy, smiling widely, her father pulling faces behind the camera. Beatrix stared at it until she felt the familiar lump in her throat. She closed the locket.


  She took out her bag of weed and a packet of papers and rolled a joint. She lit it, took a deep draw and rested it on the floor.


  She reached for the gin.


  And then she stopped.


  What was that?


  She listened.


  She had definitely heard something.


  There.


  A scream?


  She couldn’t place where the scream had come from and, in truth, it wasn’t unusual to hear the sounds of arguments. The windows of the flats were almost always left open for ventilation and sound travelled easily. The clamour of a violent struggle had woken her last night, and it was a regular occurrence to be disturbed by the neighbourhood cats who somehow made it up to the building’s roof.


  She collected the glass and sipped the gin. She looked up at the photographs of all the girls who were not her daughter and let her mind drift, a thousand miles away to England and the memories of happier times.


  She took the joint again and inhaled deeply.


  
    #

  


  THERE CAME a frantic hammering at the door. Beatrix licked her fingers and nipped the end of the joint. She got up, hurried into the bedroom and collected her Glock 26. They called it the Baby Glock; its size only allowed for a two-finger pistol grip, but its double-stacked magazine still carried ten rounds of 9mm ammunition. She held it in her right hand as she went to the door. She looked through the spyglass and saw the top of Grace’s head. The girl knocked again, harder, and then stepped back. She turned her head to look across the hallway to her own door and, when she looked back, Beatrix could see the terror on her face.


  She used her left hand to unlock the door and, hiding the pistol behind it, she opened it a little.


  Grace was halfway between the two doors. She was rooted to the spot.


  “Grace?”


  The girl turned. Tears were streaming down her face.


  “What is it?”


  “Please.”


  “What?”


  “Please. You must help me.”


  “What’s happened?”


  The words would have gushed out, but for her maladroit English. She panicked as she searched for the words, and more tears came. “The man… the man came… wanted sister… would not listen… tried to touch me.”


  “What man?”


  “The man,” she repeated angrily. “The triad.”


  Beatrix felt her chest tighten with anxiety. The girl was frantic, her breath coming in shorter and shorter gasps. She was going to hyperventilate if she didn’t calm down.


  Beatrix looked past her to the open door of the flat and knew that the thing she should do, the sensible thing, would be to tell her that she couldn’t help her, close the door and leave her to whatever fate was waiting for her. But, even as her knuckles whitened around the grip of the Glock, she knew that there was no way she could abandon her to that.


  She was a girl, maybe not even in her teens. Whatever it was that had happened in her flat, it had ripped her natural reticence into pieces.


  The Chinese were a proud people. To ask a gweilo for help? That would have been out of the question.


  Whatever it was, Grace had nowhere else to turn.


  The pistol was compact and weighed less than twenty ounces, even with the full ten shot load. Beatrix slipped it into the waistband of her jeans, covered the butt with the bottom of her T-shirt and opened the door.


  “Come inside,” she said.


  
    #

  


  SHE TOLD Grace to stay in her flat, shut the door and crossed the landing. The door to the opposite flat still stood ajar and, as Beatrix edged up towards it, she thought that she could hear something. She paused, reached round for the pistol, and listened harder.


  There.


  She was sure now. It was a rasping inhalation, in and out, the sound of someone struggling for breath.


  Beatrix raised the pistol, took a breath, and edged the door open with the toe of her boot.


  It swung open.


  She took it all in.


  The flat looked like it was identical. There was the same tiny living space and the door to what must have been the bedroom. The furniture was cheap, but well cared for, and the place was clean and tidy.


  She looked down. There was a man on the floor, scrabbling for the door. His rasping breath was evidence that the effort was difficult for him. Beatrix looked past him and saw the trail of blood that led back into the bedroom. He had dragged himself into this room, and was trying to make it outside.


  There was a kitchen knife on the floor. The blade was slicked with blood.


  Beatrix stepped all the way inside and pushed the door closed.


  The man grasped ahead, managing another foot towards the door.


  She crouched down.


  “Hey,” she said.


  The man raised his head and looked up at her.


  He said something in Cantonese, but it was little more than a whisper and she didn’t understand it.


  She knelt down and, holding the pistol up so that he could see it, gently rolled him onto his back.


  She didn’t recognise him, not that she had expected that she would. He was in his mid-forties, tanned, his skin prematurely lined by a life that had, at some point, been lived outside. He bared his teeth as he gasped for another breath and she saw a mouthful of snaggled and blackened teeth. He was wearing a garish yellow tracksuit top, expensive denim jeans and white trainers. A triad. Beatrix’s attention was drawn to the jacket. There was an incision between his sternum and navel. A large bloodstain had bloomed there and was slowly expanding.


  She unzipped the jacket. He was wearing a white T-shirt beneath it, the fabric pierced in the same place and saturated with blood.


  She pulled up the T-shirt. The man was in bad shape. A sucking wound. Beatrix could see what had happened to him just by looking. The knife had punctured his lung. When he breathed in, the air entered the opening in the chest and when he breathed out, it was forced out of the thoracic cavity. The right lung had collapsed, and he was breathing with just the left. He was in grave danger, but it was possible that prompt treatment could save him.


  He looked up at her.


  “Help… me.”


  She nodded that she understood and, waiting for the gratitude in his eyes, she put the gun on the floor and reached both hands so that they were around his neck. His face washed over with confusion and then, as he realised what was about to happen, blind fear. She pushed down, squeezing as hard as she could, feeling his larynx and pushing down with her thumbs on it. His eyes bulged and his legs gave a buck, but Beatrix was above him and pushing down. He had no leverage and he was weak. The scant strength in his body dissipated and he finally lay still. He gave a final gasping choke as the life faded from his eyes.


  Beatrix stood, collected the pistol and shoved it back in her jeans.


  She turned.


  Grace was standing in the doorway.


  Shit.


  She hadn’t locked the door.


  The girl was staring at her. Her expression was inexpressive. Emotionless.


  Beatrix got up and blocked her view of the dead man. “What did you see?”


  “You kill him.”


  “I had no choice.”


  “Good. He deserved to die.”


  There was nothing at all on her face. Beatrix was lost for words. She didn’t know how to react.


  “Out,” she said, ushering the girl onto the landing. She did as she was told, waiting for her there as she closed the door behind her. She pointed to her flat. “Go in there.”


  “Thank you, Beatrix.”


  “Go,” she said, waving her hand. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  She was in a spot, and she felt vulnerable and exposed. Where was the mother? If she came back and saw the dead man in her flat, what would she do? And the girl had seen her throttle the man. What was she going to do with her?


  First things first.


  She took her key from her pocket and locked the door as quietly as she could. There was no other way out.


  She went back into the other flat. There was a cordless telephone on the table. She picked it up and dialled.


  “Chau. It’s me. We have a big problem.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SHE HAD to give Chau directions to the flat. That was annoying. It meant that she would have to move now. But she would have had to move anyway, she corrected herself. She couldn’t possibly stay here now that Grace had seen what she had seen. She had known that she wouldn’t be able to put down roots, but she had been comfortable here.


  Oh, well.


  Sharks had to keep swimming to stay alive.


  She would keep moving.


  She waited in the hallway, glad for the hard shape of the Glock pressed into the small of her back. She heard the lift rattle and jangle as it came to a stop on the twenty-fourth floor. She saw Chau’s face through the little window in the door. He was alone. She pulled the cage aside; Chau opened the door and stepped out. He looked around, taking in the details, his curiosity at the place his business partner had chosen for herself all too evident.


  “Come on, Chau. Move.”


  “Where is problem?”


  She pointed to the flat.


  He went through. Beatrix followed behind.


  The man was just as she had left him. The blood had stopped flowing, and the puddle that had leaked around his body had started to congeal.


  “What happened?”


  “The girl who lives here. She stabbed him.”


  Chau lowered himself to his haunches next to the man’s body. He tilted the head and pointed to the purple bruising around his neck. “What about this?”


  “I may have helped him on his way a little.”


  “This is not good, Beatrix.”


  “I know that, Chau,” she snapped.


  “Do we know who he is?”


  “I don’t know his name.”


  “But…?”


  “She said he was a triad.”


  “That is obvious.”


  He released the man’s chin so that his head flopped back down again. He examined his face and the colour drained from his face.


  “You know him?”


  “Yes,” he said. “I do not know name, but he works with Mr. Ying. He is in charge of girls in Kowloon.”


  “Makes sense. The girl said he wanted her mother. She’s a prostitute. Then she said he tried to touch her. I heard something going on. She screamed. He must have come on to her and she stabbed him.”


  “This is very bad.”


  “He was going to bleed out, Chau.”


  “You could not have taken him to hospital?”


  She laughed. “And then what happens to the girl?”


  “The girl is not our problem!”


  Beatrix put her boot on Chau’s chest and pushed so that he toppled over. She took a step until she was standing over him. “Listen to me, Chau. If you think we are going to abandon a girl to the triads, you’re wrong. Dead wrong. We are going to help make sure that, as far as everyone else is concerned, this never happened. I’ll do that with or without you. But if it’s without, then you need to know that we’re through. You understand?”


  Chau sat up and carefully backed away from her. She had let her temper catch, just a little, and, knowing what he did about her, it had the effect that she expected.


  “Yes,” he said. “I understand. I help.”


  Beatrix reached out her hand and hauled him to his feet. “Thank you, Chau. I knew you would.”


  He dusted himself down indignantly. “This whole room. It needs to be cleaned. Top to bottom. The blood, it needs to be gone. And we need to get rid of body.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “We cannot take him down in the lift, can we? We need to cut him up, and then we need to clean up.”


  “I need to speak to the girl—”


  “I will do it,” he said. “Is there a key for door?”


  Beatrix looked across the room to the low table decorated with a vase of peonies. She saw a keychain and went over to collect it. The key fit when she tried it in the lock.


  “Where is girl now?”


  “With me. I’ll look after her.”


  “She must not come here when I am working. I know you understand that.”


  Beatrix did. She knew exactly how Chau would be spending the next few hours. He was talented in removing evidence that might lead to the conclusion that a violent act had taken place in the location where he had been asked to clean. In situations like this, where it was not possible to remove the body from the scene without attracting attention, he would cut it into pieces so that it could be transported less conspicuously.


  They had developed an efficient and effective working relationship, with a clear division of labour. Chau was the connection with Mr. Ying. She had insisted that there could never be any contact between her and him. Indeed, apart from Chau, who was only affiliated with the triad, and not strictly a member, the only people who had ever seen her face were dead.


  They had been working for Mr. Ying ever since Beatrix had killed Donnie Qi six months ago. The business, and the money, had been steady. She didn’t like the arrangement, but she was not in a position to be picky. She needed a lot of money and she wasn’t good for anything else. She was a killer, for better or for worse. Mr. Ying had need of her services, and he was prepared to meet her price. That was the only thing that was relevant.


  “You’ve got this?” she asked him.


  “Go,” Chau said.


  CHAPTER SIX


  GRACE WAS sitting quietly in the chair. She looked up with alarm as Beatrix opened the door.


  “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s just me.”


  The girl’s face was ashen and her eyes stared ahead, unresponsive. Beatrix recognised the beginnings of shock.


  “It’s going to be fine, Grace. I’m going to take care of it for you.”


  No response. Beatrix felt overwhelmed. She didn’t know what to do. She had been a mother, once, but that seemed a hundred years ago now. She had never been particularly maternal, although she loved Isabella with all her heart. The responses and reactions that came naturally to some mothers did not come as easily to her. She’d had to work at it, constantly reminding herself to focus on her child’s needs.


  “Grace,” she said. “That’s a cute name.”


  “My mother liked it.”


  That was an opening. “Your mother… where is she?”


  “I have no mother,” she said, before she realised that she had betrayed her lie from before.


  “The woman in the flat?”


  “She is not my mother,” she said, with a little heat.


  “Then…?”


  “My mother is dead. That is my sister.”


  Beatrix stopped. Her sister? The woman didn’t look young enough to be her sibling. Whatever it was that she was addicted to—heroin, or ice, or crack—it had scoured the youth from her face.


  Grace looked down at her lap.


  “Then where is your sister?”


  “I do not know. I have not seen her for a week. And I do not care.”


  She stared at Beatrix and, without warning, began to weep.


  Beatrix hovered before her, unsure once again what she was supposed to do. She knew that she was being drawn into a situation that she might come to regret. But the girl was so pitiful and helpless that it was impossible not to think of her own daughter.


  Isabella had watched her father’s murder.


  She had watched her mother kill.


  She had watched her mother abandon her.


  Beatrix hoped that the men and women responsible for Isabella’s abduction would show her compassion, despite the circumstances. This was not so different. Grace was a child confronted by the most obscene situation and unable to work out how to react.


  And she was alone.


  Beatrix drew the girl into a hug, stroking her glossy black hair with the palm of her hand.


  “It’s all right,” she said. “You’re safe.”


  She disengaged herself with a sudden jerk. “I am not safe,” she said, her eyes full of desperation. “He is triad. They come for me.”


  Beatrix held on to her shoulders. “No,” she said. “They won’t.”


  “Beatrix. The men he work with, they are dangerous.”


  “I’ll look after you, Grace.”


  “They are killers.”


  “Grace, you’re not listening—”


  “No, Beatrix, you not listening.”


  “They don’t know what has happened to that man. We will make him disappear. And then we will make you disappear, too.”


  “You cannot hide from triad. Triad are everywhere. Triad are Hong Kong.”


  “They won’t be able to hurt you, Grace. You have my word.”


  Did she believe it herself?


  Not really.


  She hoped the girl didn’t hear the uncertainty in her voice.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  BEATRIX GAVE her bed to the girl. Grace was tired, her eyes rimmed with red, and it would be better for everyone if she was oblivious in sleep.


  Chau worked through the night to dispose of the dead man. Beatrix had often assisted him during clean-up, but this time she left him to it. She stood guard as he left the flat to go and collect his butchery equipment, returning with his large leather satchel and the large blue plastic sheet that he would spread over the floor to collect the blood when he started to dismember the body. The door to the flat remained closed for the next two hours. She knew that he would be removing the arms and the legs, decapitating the corpse and then bagging up each individual body part in one of the large vinyl bags that he bought in bulk from a Kowloon trader. Each bag would be delivered to the Goodbye Dear Pets Cremation Centre. Chau knew the owner and, for a decent sum, their large industrial incinerator could be called upon to make the earthly remains vanish for good.


  It was a little after two in the morning when she heard the door open and close and the rattle and clank of the lift as it was summoned to their floor. Ten minutes later, she heard the lift ascend again, and then heard the door as it was unlocked, opened, and closed. This sequence repeated itself four times until, finally, she heard a gentle rap against her door.


  She looked through the peephole, saw Chau, and opened the door.


  He gave a single nod and stood aside.


  Beatrix crossed the landing and went into the opposite flat.


  The triad was gone.


  There was no sign of blood or any other evidence that might have offered a clue as to what had happened here. Beatrix knew how fastidious Chau was, and that he would have scrubbed up the blood and then used luminol to identify any residue that he might otherwise have missed.


  “All good?”


  “It is done. I will dispose of him.”


  “Thank you, Chau.”


  He gave her a shallow bow.


  She turned and walked out of the flat. Chau followed and she closed the door.


  “What will happen to girl?”


  Beatrix locked the door. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I need to think about that.”


  He paused, his mouth open as if there was something else he wanted to say.


  She went to the lift and pressed the button to summon it to the floor.


  “Don’t come back here,” she said. “Use the Facebook page when you need to contact me.”


  The lift arrived and she opened the door and then pulled the cage back.


  “Be careful, Beatrix.”


  She nodded as he bowed again and got into the lift.


  She waited until the car had descended and then went back into Grace’s flat. She looked around, opening the cupboards and seeing cans of chicken chow mein and dried noodles. There was nothing else, and Beatrix realised that the girl must have been living off just these basic foodstuffs. She closed the cupboards and gazed at the room. Everything was colourless and drab. She felt a flash of pity. The girl’s life had been difficult enough as it was, and then it had worsened.


  She found a bag in the bedroom and packed it with a selection of clothes that she found. Grace couldn’t stay here, that much was for sure. Chau had been correct. They did need to be careful. Beatrix didn’t know whether anyone else knew where the dead man had gone, but she couldn’t assume that he was working alone. There was a chance, at least, that others would come. Grace needed to be gone.


  She closed and locked the door and crossed the landing to her own apartment. She laid out two bath towels on the floor, set a sheet over the top and took the cushion from the chair. She locked the door and, staring at it, took the chair and propped it at an angle so that the top was jammed beneath the handle.


  She took the Glock and placed it on the floor next to her bed. She lay down, rested her head, and closed her eyes. She quickly fell asleep.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX WOKE early the next morning. She carefully opened the door to the bedroom and saw that Grace was still asleep. She took the Glock and hid it in a box of cornflakes and then hurried down to the store at the foot of the apartment block to buy breakfast for them both. She bought dim sum and congee with pickled vegetables, aduki beans, peanuts, tofu, and meats. Grace was still sleeping when she returned, and she remained that way until the noise of the kettle woke her.


  She came out of the room, rubbing her eyes.


  “Hungry?”


  She nodded.


  Beatrix busied herself, taking a plate and laying out the gao and bao and doling out the congee into two bowls. The girl sat cross-legged on the floor and devoured the dim sum. She ate quickly, shoving the dumplings and steamed rolls into her mouth with her fingers and then began to set about the rice porridge. Beatrix thought of the drab tinned chow mein that the girl had evidently been living off. No wonder she was eating so enthusiastically. Beatrix brought her a cup of tea and then offered her second helpings. Grace finished the rest of the congee and, when she was finally done, she leant back against the wall and gave Beatrix a small smile.


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Grace looked across the room and recognised the bag that Beatrix had used to pack her things. Perhaps she had been ignoring what had happened last night, but seeing the bag must have served as a reminder. Her chin began to quiver and Beatrix thought she was about to cry.


  “You’re going to be all right,” she said, trying to calm her. “The man is gone.”


  “But I cannot return.”


  “No. That wouldn’t be safe.”


  “Then where can I go?”


  “Your sister?”


  “I told you. I do not know where she is.”


  And I’m not sure that I’d be happy passing you over to her, Beatrix thought. Whatever the extent of the situation she found herself in, one thing was clear: the sister was responsible for it.


  “Do you have any other family?”


  “I have aunt. In Tianjin.”


  Tianjin was two hundred kilometres from Beijing. It was a full day’s travel by train and bus from Hong Kong.


  “You can get in touch with her?”


  “Of course,” she said. “I email.”


  “You could go there?”


  “Yes,” she said. “But I have no money for ticket.”


  “Don’t worry about the money. Could you email her today?”


  She shrugged. “Of course. I use café in road. I know man there. Lets me use Internet for free.”


  “I’ll take you down there this morning.”


  “She doesn’t check her messages every day. No computer at home. She use café, too. Checks every week only.”


  “That’s fine. You can stay with me until you hear from her.”


  The girl looked at her with a mixture of gratitude and confusion. “Why you do this, Beatrix? Why you so good to me?”


  “I have a little girl, Grace. A long way away. I haven’t seen her for a very long time. If she was in trouble, I would want someone to look after her, too.”


  “Your girl. What is her name?”


  Beatrix took the locket that she wore around her neck, opened it and passed it to Grace.


  “She is very pretty.”


  “Her name is Isabella,” Beatrix said.


  She felt a knot of emotion in her stomach. She busied herself with tidying away the breakfast things, turning away so that Grace didn’t see her as she bit down hard on her lip.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  BEATRIX WAS washing the dishes in the tiny sink when she heard a loud impact from the hallway outside.


  Grace looked over at her with alarm.


  Beatrix dried her hands as there came a second impact and then, as she started to the door, a third. This one was immediately followed by the noise of a door splintering.


  Beatrix stood at the door and put her eye to the peephole.


  There were six men gathered in the small hallway. They were wearing tracksuit tops and new sneakers. Two of them were carrying meat cleavers. Three had pistols. One had a short-barrelled shotgun.


  One of the men, the biggest, addressed the battered door, drew back and booted it again. The wood splintered as the lock tore through the frame and the door flew back, bouncing off the wall.


  Grace tugged at her sleeve. “What is it?”


  “Get in the bedroom,” Beatrix said quietly.


  “Beatrix?”


  “Get in the bedroom, Grace.”


  “I—”


  “Now!”


  She glanced back to make sure that the girl had done what she had told her to do. She hurried over and closed the bedroom door, then went and took the cereal box from the kitchen cupboard. She opened the flaps at the top, reached inside the box and took out her Baby Glock from its hiding place. The ten-shot magazine was full and there was a round in the chamber.


  She went back to the door and looked through the peephole again.


  Two of the men were waiting in the hallway. The others had gone into the flat. She saw them through the open doorway, turning the place upside down.


  They were looking for something.


  She stayed where she was, watching.


  Her view was distorted by the narrow angle of the peephole lens, and restricted by the two men left to guard the hallway. But it was obvious from the urgent, barked Cantonese that she could hear from the apartment that, whatever it was, it was something the triads wanted very badly.


  The flat was tiny. It only took them five minutes to tear it apart.


  The four men who had gone inside had now rejoined the two in the hallway. They conferred for a moment. Beatrix assessed them. It was obvious that one was senior to the others. He was wearing a white tracksuit top unzipped to the navel. The skin underneath was festooned with tattoos. He wore a heavy gold necklace and chunky rings on his fingers. And he was angry.


  She heard the door creak behind her.


  She turned back and saw Grace, watching through the crack just as there came a heavy knock on the front door.


  Shit.


  She waved for the girl to go back inside the bedroom.


  The knocking came again, angry and insistent.


  She switched the Glock to her left hand, dropped the steel door chain into the receiving plate, unlocked the door and opened it.


  “Yes?”


  The man with the tattoos was standing in front of the door. She saw the butt of a pistol in the waistband of his Levis. His face was spiteful, with small eyes that were a little too close together and a bulbous nose. He looked at her and a moment of surprise passed across his face. She knew why: this was a poor, unpleasant place to live, not the sort of accommodation that would appeal to a gweilo.


  He spoke in awkward, guttural English. “Woman who live there. You see?”


  “No,” Beatrix said. “Not for several days.”


  “Sure about that?”


  “Yes. I’m sure.”


  “Know her?”


  “No. Not at all.”


  The man looked at her. “I good at smelling bullshit, gweilo.”


  “Why would I lie?”


  “And where girl?”


  “What girl?”


  “Girl from flat. Young girl. Where she?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Don’t play stupid, miss.”


  “I don’t know what to tell you.”


  She tightened the grip on the Glock. The man with the shotgun was the one she was most worried about. A spread from short range like this would take the door out and anything that was behind it. He was behind the two men with cleavers. That was good and bad. He wouldn’t be able to shoot without taking them out, but, conversely, he was shielded from her. This was delicately poised.


  The man in charge reached a decision. “Open door.”


  “Why?”


  “Open door,” he snapped. “Open door now or we kick door in.”


  “Okay. Take it easy.” She pushed the door closed and quickly slid the Glock into her waistband, the cold steel sliding down and nestling against the small of her back. She saw that the bedroom door had closed again.


  Taking a breath, she slid the chain out of the receiving plate, let it fall free, and opened the door.


  The man pushed it all the way open and hustled inside.


  “Take it easy,” she repeated.


  He looked around the flat. “Where woman?”


  “I told you. I don’t know her. I don’t know anyone else here.”


  She kept her back to the wall, hiding the pistol. One of the men with a cleaver came inside. The small space already felt crowded. Beatrix felt her options constrict.


  “When you last see woman?”


  “A while ago. Maybe a week.”


  The man walked over to the bookshelf and took down Beatrix’s copy of Great Expectations. He opened it and flipped through the pages. Beatrix gritted her teeth in frustration. This guy was an amateur, and this was an amateur’s play. He was showing her that he was in control, that he didn’t care about social niceties by invading her space and interfering with her things. Trying to make her feel uncomfortable. It didn’t work.


  She stretched out her fingers and then made fists.


  His funeral.


  She concentrated on the bulk of the pistol against her back.


  “Girl, then. Where she?”


  “I don’t know. How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t know her and I don’t know her mother. I don’t know anyone.”


  “Girl have video. You know about this? You know about video?”


  “No,” she said honestly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  The man nodded at her answer, tossed the book onto the floor, turned away from her and started to the bedroom door.


  Beatrix was all out of options. If they found Grace, they would take her away.


  The girl would have no future.


  They would probably kill Beatrix, too.


  Nothing else for it.


  She reached around, pulled the pistol and shot the man in the back. The bullet passed through him, painting a vivid splash of blood on the wall.


  She kicked the front door shut, drew down on the man with the cleaver and shot him, too.


  She heard shocked voices from outside.


  Anger.


  Confusion.


  She aimed at the door and fired three shots through it. She heard a scream from the hallway. One fortunate shot, maybe another if she got really lucky. It would give them something to think about, maybe slow them down a little.


  Three slants of light cut into the room from the fresh holes in the door. She turned the key in the lock. It wouldn’t keep them out, especially not with that shotgun, but even a few extra seconds might make the difference. She crossed the room to the bedroom door. She opened it, went inside and closed it.


  There was nowhere to hide. Grace was in the corner, as far away from the door as she could manage.


  “We need to leave,” Beatrix said.


  “Triads come? For my sister?”


  “Yes. We need to get out.”


  There was a crash from outside as the men in the hallway tried to force the door.


  Beatrix crossed the room, unlatched the sash window and pushed it all the way up. She put the Glock away again and beckoned Grace over to her.


  The girl was frozen still by fear. “If we stay here, they will kill us. Understand? We must go. Now. Do you understand?”


  The girl swallowed, her larynx bulging, but she nodded that she did.


  
    #

  


  THERE CAME a tremendous boom from the other room. That was the shotgun blowing out the lock.


  They had seconds now.


  There was a rectangular metal frame for the drying of washing bolted to the wall beneath the casement, and her window box rested on the sill. She pushed the box off so that she could climb out of the window without being impeded by it. There was a pause and then a crash as it shattered against the ground below.


  “Get on my back.”


  Grace came over and passed her arms around Beatrix’s neck. She locked her right hand around her left wrist and wrapped her legs around her waist. She was heavier than she looked.


  Beatrix held onto the ledge with her right hand, bent her knees and pushed up. The fingers of her left hand found the next ledge up, her boots slithering and sliding on the bricks until they stubbed up against an uneven finish. Grace held on, her forearms locking around Beatrix’s neck almost too tightly. She reached up with her right hand, transferring her weight. The masonry had been weakened by the weather, and the first ledge she reached crumbled to a rough dust in her hand. She stretched across in a desperate lunge and, just as her momentum failed and gravity hungrily claimed her, her fingers closed around a protruding metal stud.


  She heard a shout from the room below them.


  Come on.


  She shot her arm up again, scrabbling for the bracket that held a rusting waste pipe to the wall. She transferred her weight to it and the pipe tipped backwards, the retaining screws nearest to her popping out of rotting masonry and skittering off the wall as they tumbled away from them. Beatrix closed her eyes, knowing that she was committed and that there was no way for her to get off the pipe with Grace on her back. The girl screamed as the sudden backwards jerk loosened her legs from around Beatrix’s waist and, for a moment, she was left to dangle there. Her locked wrists dug into Beatrix’s windpipe. The metal screeched, but the remaining screws held and their plunge was arrested.


  Beatrix gritted her teeth.


  “Hang on.”


  She wrapped her legs around the pipe, reached for the section above her head, and started to shinny up it. The screws and brackets groaned with the added weight, but they stayed in place.


  She reached for the lip of the roof. She probed for a handhold, found a boxy air-conditioning unit and laced her fingers around the lattice of a protective grate. Grunting with the effort, she hauled herself up and fastened her left hand around an exposed pipe and pulled so that the two of them rolled over the parapet. She righted herself quickly and scouted the roof. It was just as she remembered it. No one up here with them. Not yet, anyway.


  “We’ve got to get over there,” she said, pointing across to the other roof.


  The girl’s eyes bugged out. “We cannot.”


  The ascent had terrified her.


  What Beatrix was proposing would make that look like a cakewalk.


  She couldn’t worry about that. If they stayed on the roof, the men would climb the stairs and there would be nowhere for them to go.


  She had five rounds left.


  They had a shotgun and at least two pistols.


  They were badly outgunned.


  They had no choice.


  Grace walked over to the parapet and looked down.


  “I cannot.”


  “They’ll kill you if you stay here,” she said.


  The girl blanched.


  “Hold on tight, just like before. You’ll be fine.”


  Beatrix stepped up to the edge, the tips of her toes just over the lip of the roof. The wind picked up and, despite knowing that it was impossible, she had the impression that the building was bending and swaying. She dropped down so that her legs were over the parapet. She turned back to Grace and, finally sensing that she really didn’t have a choice, the girl hurried over and looped her arms around Beatrix’s neck again. Beatrix reached down and took Grace’s legs, positioning them around her waist and pressing them tight.


  The girl felt snug on her back.


  It wouldn’t be just like before, of course. The ascent had been more natural. Grace had been able to bear her weight with her arms and anchor herself with her legs. This time, she would be upside down. It would be harder for both of them.


  Beatrix hoped that she would be strong enough.


  She bent down and lowered herself to the wire and the cable. “Ready?” She gripped them with both hands, locked her ankles around them and let gravity swing her around so that she was hanging upside down. She felt Grace’s body go taut with terror, her grip constricting around her throat and waist. She started to pull herself away from the parapet. The wire was looser than it appeared, and it bowed down and then started to sway from side to side as she continued farther out.


  They were halfway when she heard the boom of the shotgun from behind her.


  The door to the roof.


  The Glock was in her waistband.


  She paused, looping the crook of her left elbow around the wire and reaching back between her body and Grace’s body until she felt the butt of the pistol. She took it as she saw the men emerge from the housing. There was no easy way to aim, so she reached out and pointed with the pistol, loosing off two quick rounds in the vague direction of the triads. The pistol kicked and the bullets winged away. Two misses, but the men ducked beneath the parapet. Something for them to think about, such as it was.


  Three rounds left.


  She held the gun to her side, pointing away from Grace, and told the girl to take it.


  She grasped the wire with both hands and started to pull again.


  A pistol barked out and a round whizzed overhead, missing by a few feet.


  Almost there.


  Another shot, and then the boom of the shotgun.


  Almost there.


  A patch of wall blew up in front of her.


  Something hot and sharp scraped across her arm.


  Fragments of dry brickwork spattered over them.


  Beatrix pulled harder, slithering across the wire.


  The building on the opposite side of the gap was within touching distance. She craned her neck around and looked; there was a window two feet below them. “Hang on,” she said. She rearranged her grip, uncrossed her legs and let the momentum of the sudden swing carry her feet first to the glass. She kicked out, shattering the panes, and hooked her foot against the top of the aperture. “Get inside,” she muttered. The effort of holding her body steady tore at her biceps and the muscles of her shoulders. Grace did as she was told. She slithered down Beatrix’s body until she was able to rest her weight on the sill and then dropped into the room beyond.


  The shotgun boomed again.


  Beatrix reached ahead on the wire and yanked herself closer to the wall. She let go. Her feet dropped down onto the sill, slipped off, and, for a moment, she thought she was going to fall. The window rushed by her face before she reached out and grasped the frame with both hands. Her legs slammed into the wall beneath the window. There were fragments of glass caught in the putty and they sliced into her fingers and palms. The blast of pain forced her to let go with her left hand. The pain screeched down her right arm, too. Her grip was loosening until Grace appeared above her and reached down with both hands, grabbing Beatrix’s wrist and anchoring her.


  She grabbed the sill with her left hand, scrabbled the toes of her boots against the disintegrating wall, clambered up and fell inside the room.


  She assessed: it was a bedroom, a futon on the floor, a bookcase. The room was empty.


  She looked down at her hands. Her left was lacerated, three bloody tracks running across the fleshy part of her palm and into the lower joints of her fingers, but her right wasn’t as badly cut as she had feared.


  She took the gun from Grace, turned back to the window and looked out. The four triads were at the parapet. She drew down on one of them and squeezed off a round. It found its mark. The man clutched his gut, stumbled over the parapet and toppled into the void beyond. Beatrix watched as he plunged down, slamming through a makeshift wooden roof and then crashing into a chicken run, the mangy birds scattering and squawking their dissatisfaction.


  The three survivors drew back and then ran for the door.


  She was almost dry. Two rounds left.


  “We need to hurry,” Beatrix said to Grace. “We need to beat them to the bottom.”


  
    #

  


  SHE YANKED the door open and led the way into the room beyond. It was empty. There was a cloth on the table. She took it, tore it down the middle, and wound it around her left hand to try to stem the blood.


  The door was locked so she drew back and kicked, shattering the lock so that she could pull the door open. The hallway outside was similar to the one in the building that they had just escaped, and she navigated accordingly. There was an elevator shaft with a flight of stairs that wrapped around it. She knew that the elevator would be too slow, so she started down the stairs. Grace followed behind. Beatrix took them two at a time, drawing away from the girl. She reached the bottom first, pressed herself against the wall and peeked out. The road outside was busy with pedestrians and traffic. The entrance to her building was flung open and the first of the three men appeared there, glancing out with caution on his face.


  Grace reached the bottom. Beatrix took her hand and led her to a small storage room that reached into the space beneath the stairs. She pressed the girl against the wall and followed her until they were both out of sight of anyone who might come in through the door.


  She waited.


  The door opened.


  Voices.


  Three different voices. Angry. One voice angrier than the others, barking orders in Cantonese.


  She heard footsteps clattering up the stairs.


  Two sets of feet.


  Two men going up.


  She waited.


  The third was standing guard below.


  She held up her hand to tell Grace to stay where she was, took a breath, and then slipped out of cover. The third man was standing with his back to the stairs, looking out into the street below. He had a meat cleaver in his hand. He hadn’t seen or heard her. She moved to him, looped her right arm around his neck, placed her left on his temple and yanked his head up and to the right. His neck broke with an audible crack and his body went limp. She dragged the corpse backwards and dumped it in the alcove. Then she pressed herself against the wall, out of sight of the stairs once more.


  She heard the sound of footsteps coming down from above.


  She waited until it sounded like they were on the final flight, leading down to the lobby.


  “Li?”


  Beatrix turned out of cover. The two were halfway down to the lobby.


  “Li?”


  Two rounds left. She couldn’t afford to miss.


  She fired. The triads collapsed and slid down the remaining few steps. Beatrix grabbed the nearest man beneath the shoulders and dragged him into the storage room. She returned for the second man. Grace stared at the three bodies with her hand clasped over her mouth.


  “Come on,” she said, taking the girl’s hand and leading her into the busy street outside.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX TOOK GRACE back to the building they had just escaped.


  “What are we doing?”


  They were out of sight of the street. Beatrix paused and turned the girl to face her.


  “Grace, listen to me. They were looking for something.”


  The girl frowned.


  “Did your sister hide something?”


  She shook her head, confused.


  “They said something about a video.”


  Grace paused. “There is something.” A frown crinkled her brow as she searched for the right word. “Something for computer.”


  “Do you know where it is?”


  “Yes. I show you.”


  Beatrix dared not trust the lift, so they climbed the stairs. She moved as quickly as she could.


  They reached the landing. The door to Beatrix’s apartment was badly damaged. The area around the lock had been blown out by the shotgun blast, and other holes studded it from where she had fired through it. Facing it, the door to Grace’s flat was still open. It, too, was damaged from the kicking that it had received.


  Beatrix went inside first. It had been turned upside down. Drawers had been emptied out, the chairs overturned, pots and pans thrown about in the tiny kitchen. Grace scurried over to the bedroom, lifted the futon and pushed it against the wall, and knelt down. She pushed down on one of the floorboards and one end popped up. She slid her fingertips beneath it, lifted it clear and reached into the cavity beneath.


  She took out a small waterproof bag.


  “Here,” she said. “My sister put this here. I saw her. Is it important?”


  Beatrix took the bag. Inside was a thumb drive.


  “It might be.”


  Grace nodded. Beatrix put it in her pocket and led the way back outside.


  She went back into her flat, telling Grace to wait on the landing. The two dead men were sprawled across the floor, blood and brain matter congealing around their shattered heads in gory halos. The apartment was rented under a false name, and she only ever paid cash. It would be difficult to trace it back to her and she didn’t have time to dispose of the bodies. They would have to stay here.


  She gathered her bag and packed the things that she knew she would need. She removed her hardback copy of Bleak House from the shelf and opened it up. Two magazines for the Glock were nestled inside a niche that she had carved into the pages. She ejected the spent magazine and pushed in one of the fresh ones.


  She put the second magazine into her pocket, collected Grace’s bag, put the pistol back inside her waistband and took one final look around.


  Keep moving.


  You’ll never settle down.


  Not until you find Isabella.


  She went outside and led the way down the stairs to the street below.


  CHAPTER NINE


  BEATRIX AND GRACE stopped at a pharmacy. Beatrix bought a bottle of disinfectant, a pair of tweezers and a packet of surgical strips. Then they stopped in the nearby McDonald’s. Beatrix bought Grace a Happy Meal, told her to stay and eat it, and then went into the bathroom. She unwound the wrap and examined the damage to her left hand. Now that the blood had stopped, it did not look as bad as she had feared. The cuts, although deep, had missed the tendons, and she had full movement. She held her hand over the sink and, gritting her teeth, emptied the disinfectant over it. She examined the flesh carefully, using the tweezers to pull out the tiny fragments of glass that had lodged there, and then sealed the cuts with the surgical strips. She opened and closed her fist and flexed her fingers. The damage was minimal. She had been lucky.


  She led the way to Sheung Wan and took a room at the Sohotel. The place catered to backpackers and those on a budget. The room was small, just over a hundred square feet, with wall-to-wall windows doing a little to make up for the lack of space. Beatrix knew the area. Possession Point, the spot where the British landed and took possession of Hong Kong in 1841, was in nearby Hollywood Road Park. The park was now a pleasant green where locals practised t’ai chi. Sheung Wan was also within walking distance of the Macau Ferry Terminal for outlying islands, and was served by an MTR station. If they needed to get out in a hurry, there would be plenty of options.


  Beatrix made sure that Grace was comfortable and then told her that she needed to step out for a moment.


  The girl’s eyes went wide with fear. “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be five minutes away. Don’t worry, Grace. I’m the only person who knows where you are. The triads won’t find you if you stay here. Can you do that?”


  “How long will you be?”


  “An hour. No more.”


  The girl’s jaw stiffened and she nodded.


  “Stay in the room,” Beatrix repeated. She took the Do Not Disturb sign, opened the door, and hooked it over the handle. “Don’t open the door, not for anyone. Okay?”


  She nodded again.


  Beatrix smiled at her, patted her pocket to confirm that she still had the thumb drive, and left the room.


  
    #

  


  THE HOTEL was at 139 Bonham Strand. Beatrix asked for directions to a place where she could access the Internet. The woman behind the desk suggested the business centre, but Beatrix asked for somewhere outside the hotel. The woman shrugged, and, with a little buzz of amused disdain, pointed out of the front door and south to Aberdeen Street. Beatrix thanked her and walked the six hundred metres to the 908 Cyber Café.


  She paid for a terminal. There was no time to use the Facebook dead-drop. There was a payphone on the wall in the back of the café and she used it to call Chau, telling him where she was and that she needed to see him.


  
    #

  


  CHAU ARRIVED thirty minutes later.


  “What is happening?”


  She explained how the triads had visited the apartment block again and how, after they had forced their way into her flat, she had killed them all and escaped.


  “All?”


  “I didn’t have much choice, Chau.”


  His face went pale and she saw his fingers begin to tremble against the table.


  “How many?”


  “Six.”


  “Six!”


  She nodded.


  “I cannot clean six triad!” he hissed.


  She leaned forwards against the table. “I don’t want you to clean them, Chau. They will have been found by now. I’m not proposing to go back there.”


  “Then you must leave Hong Kong.” He frowned for a minute, becoming even paler as he recognised the consequences. “Maybe I must leave Hong Kong.”


  She reached across and gripped his wrist. “Calm down, Chau. I need you to relax.”


  “How can I relax—”


  “Because it’s not very likely that Ying will know who I am. He’s never seen me. The men he sent to find the girl are all dead. They can’t describe me to him, and, even if they could, how would he know who I am?”


  “Blonde Western woman, very dangerous, good with a gun? I think he will guess.”


  “He won’t know yet.”


  “Then he will ask your landlord.”


  “My landlord has never seen me.”


  “Then he will ask your neighbours. They will have noticed. You are different. You will stand out.”


  “We’re fine for now, Chau.”


  “For now?”


  “For now.”


  He looked at her with suspicion. “Why do I think I am not going to like what you are about to say?”


  “Those men were looking for something at the flat. That’s why the first man was there. I think I have it.”


  She reached into her pocket and pulled out the thumb drive.


  “What is on it?”


  “I have no idea.”


  She took the stick and pushed it into the computer’s USB port. It detected the drive and displayed the single file that had been stored there.


  It was labelled in Mandarin:


  趙


  It had a .mov extension and a suggested duration of three minutes.


  “What does it say?”


  He squinted at the screen. “It is a name. Zhào.”


  “Mean anything to you?”


  “No. It is a common name.”


  Beatrix had chosen a computer in the corner of the room that was not overlooked and, after glancing over her shoulder to double-check, she clicked the file. The default video viewer opened and the video played.


  The footage showed a bedroom. Beatrix paused for a moment before she realised that she recognised it. It was the bedroom in Grace’s apartment. She recalled the patterned sheets on the futon and the picture of a vase of flowers that had been hung on the wall. The camera was placed in the corner of the room and was at a low height. She guessed that it had been concealed in something, a bag, perhaps. A blind had been pulled down over the single small window and the room was dark. The camera was not particularly good and it struggled to adapt to the dim light.


  A woman came into frame. She sat on the edge of the futon and reached down to take off a pair of high-heeled shoes.


  “You know her?” Chau asked.


  Beatrix nodded. It was the woman that she had seen in Grace’s apartment. The girl’s older sister.


  A man’s legs came into frame. A conversation commenced in Cantonese.


  “It is small talk,” Chau said for Beatrix’s benefit. “They seem to be familiar with one another. He calls her Liling.”


  “And him?”


  She caught the woman saying the name just as soon as she had asked.


  “Zhào.”


  Chau turned to her, an expression of befuddlement on his face. She ignored him, her attention fixed on the screen. The man’s legs retreated into shot as he moved away from the camera, revealing more of himself. He was wearing a suit and shoes that had been polished to a high sheen. He sat on the bed next to the woman and reached forward to work his shoes from his feet. He was looking at her, his face obscured, but then he turned and looked right at the camera.


  “It is him,” Chau breathed out.


  “Who?”


  “Zhào Gao. He is businessman. Very important. Very rich. Influential. There are rumours he works with triads.”


  They watched for another minute as the two of them undressed each other. The café had restrictions on what you could watch and Beatrix had no interest in drawing undue attention to themselves if the proprietor happened to notice what was on the screen. It was obvious what was about to happen. She paused the footage just as Zhào was looking into the camera again.


  “You think he knows the camera is there?”


  “No,” Beatrix said. “It’s hidden.”


  Chau was agape. “Zhào’s company depends on his image. He is a family man. But this…” His voice trailed away.


  “Whoever he is, someone set him up. That’s why they filmed it. It’s either her acting alone or someone else is behind it. Probably Ying.”


  “I could understand it if it was her. He is rich. Extortion would be very profitable. But Ying? Why?”


  “Same reason. Blackmail. Or, if Zhào was working with the Wo Shun Wo and they needed to keep him in line, he could be threatened with this.”


  “But the woman had the file?”


  Beatrix nodded as she closed down the video player. “And now she’s either dead or on the run because of it. And it’s going to get her little sister killed.”


  “She is not our problem,” Chau said, his voice clipped and taut.


  “No. She is. I’m not just going to abandon her. We need to help her get away.”


  “To where?”


  “She has family on the mainland.”


  “Then give her the money for bus ticket and be done with it.”


  Beatrix sighed, fighting impatience. Chau was fundamentally a good man. But he was also a coward with a selfish tendency towards his own preservation. She had no illusions about that. If his life depended upon it, he would serve her up to Ying or to anyone else who was threatening him. That was a good reason for the separation between them both that she insisted upon, and for the frequent reminders she gave him that she was just as dangerous as the men they served.


  “Her sister got her into this,” she explained with exaggerated patience. “Liling has been working for the triads. Liling has been working for Ying. Liling got into trouble. Not Grace. It’s not her fault.”


  “And neither is it our fault, nor our responsibility. Send her away. That will be that.”


  “Her sister could be dead, but maybe she isn’t. Maybe she’s still be out there, hiding somewhere. But she won’t be able to stay hidden for long, and you can bet Ying will want to know where she is even more now that his men have been killed. The girl’s an addict. You think she won’t tell him about her little sister if he pushes her even a little? Maybe she tells him all about the relatives on the mainland. You think Grace will be safe there?”


  Chau bit his lip, then shook his head. “No.”


  “I can’t take the chance of sending Grace away until I know, for sure, that she will be safe. He’ll think that she has this footage. He’ll find her, bring her back, find out what happened. And if he finds her, maybe she tells him about the Chinese man who looks a little like Jackie Chan who worked with the blonde Western woman to clean up the dead body in her apartment. Maybe he comes and asks what you know about what happened.”


  “But she didn’t see me.”


  Beatrix knew that she was close to persuading him. Self-preservation was his pressure point. A lie would be the final gentle nudge he needed. “She was watching through the peephole when you came to clean her apartment. She saw you, Chau. She can describe you.”


  The trembling got worse. “You said I was safe. You said—”


  “You are safe, as long as the girl is safe.”


  He started to get to his feet. “I… I… have to leave.”


  She took his wrist again and held it. “No. Where would you go?”


  “I… I…”


  “You don’t need to run. We can control this situation.” She took the stick from the USB port and tapped her finger against it. “We have this.”


  “What do we do?”


  “I think it’s time I met our employer.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  BEATRIX WATCHED as the funicular climbed the side of the Peak. Grace was sitting at the table next to her, turning a straw this way and that in the glass of lemonade that Beatrix had bought for her. The girl had become a little surly, staying in the hotel for the last few days. That wasn’t surprising. It was a small room and there was very little to do save watch the television and the counterfeit DVDs that Beatrix had bought from a kerbside tout.


  Beatrix had persuaded Chau to meet with Ying. The rendezvous had been this morning, on the deck of the Star Ferry as had become their usual modus operandi. She would typically have observed the meeting, but she had stayed with Grace instead. She had instructed Chau to be fastidious in ensuring that he was not surveilled, and then, and only then, if he was satisfied that he was alone, meet her here. She would have to trust that he had exercised the necessary caution. She had the Glock in her bag in the event that he had not.


  She watched as he climbed the ascent to the top of the Peak. He stopped halfway, as she had instructed, and she observed the people that were following behind him to see whether any of them stopped, too. No one did. If he was being followed, it was by a team. And she saw nothing to suggest that was the case.


  She relaxed, but only a little.


  He approached the table.


  He looked down at Grace. “Is this her?”


  “This is Grace,” Beatrix said.


  The girl looked up at him and smiled. Chau, who looked as if he was about to say something gruff and abrupt, held his tongue.


  “Hello, Mr. Chau. Thank you for helping me.”


  Chau melted and managed to smile back down at her.


  “Grace,” Beatrix said. “Mr. Chau and I need to speak. We’ll just be over there. Do you want anything to eat?”


  “No, thank you,” she said. “I am fine.”


  Beatrix stood and led Chau to a table where they could talk without the girl overhearing them.


  “Well?”


  “He will see you.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “What you told me to say. That you have the video he is looking for.”


  “And what did he say?”


  “He was unhappy.”


  “But?”


  “He did not say no. He said you should come to the Nine Dragons. Do you know where it is?”


  She knew his club and said that she did. “When?”


  “Tomorrow. Noon.”


  That made sense. The place would be empty at that time of day.


  “Will you go?” he asked.


  “Of course.”


  Chau nodded. She noticed that he was fretting with a hangnail on his right thumb.


  “Chau,” she said. “This will soon be finished. I’ll sort it all out. But, while I’m gone, I need you to look after Grace.”


  “And then?”


  “If the meeting has gone well, the heat will be off. I’ll drive her to Tianjin.”


  “You know how far that is?”


  “Two thousand kilometres. I know.”


  Chau suggested that she should fly, but she had already dismissed that. The airports in China were sophisticated, and she knew that there would be no possibility of her not having her details—perhaps even her photograph—input into a computer. She knew that Control and the analysts of Group Three would be looking for her, and she had no interest in making that search any easier. Driving, and staying off the grid, was preferable.


  “What now?” he asked.


  She looked back at the table. Grace was gazing out over the incredible vista, an expression of wonder on her face. She might never have been up here before, Beatrix realised. What would have been the point? Her own horizon was hemmed in by circumstance; her prospects offered a much narrower world than the one that was laid out from here. What would be the point of tempting herself with things that she could never have?


  “Come to the Sohotel in Sheung Wan. Get a room. Stay in the hotel. Don’t leave, not for anything. Don’t open the door. Don’t answer the phone. I’ll leave at ten in the morning. I’ll need you to stay with Grace until I get back.”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Thank you, Chau. I appreciate it.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE NINE DRAGONS was a cheap, tatty, and thoroughly down at heel sort of place. The entrance was below ground, accessed by way of a steep staircase that was guarded by a doorman who stood behind a lectern.


  Beatrix walked up to the staircase, glanced down into it to fix it in her mind, and then walked on.


  She circled the building, following the block formed by Lockhart Road, Tonnochy Road, Jaffe Road, and Marsh Road until she had skirted it front and back. In addition to the main entrance, there was a ramp that led down to a basement where goods could be delivered. There was also a metal fire escape that had been fixed to the rear of the building. There was no way of saying whether either of those exits would be passable, but it might be useful to know that they were possibilities.


  She returned to Lockhart Road and the front of the club. She descended the stairs. One of the walls was decorated with posters of ’80s film stars and the other was mirrored, floor to ceiling.


  Beatrix paused at the lectern.


  The doorman was a big man with a cruel face. He was wearing a cheap-looking white sweatshirt with the club’s name embossed on the breast, a pair of black slacks and cheap patent leather boots. “Club closed,” he said.


  “I know.”


  “What you want?”


  “I’m here to see Mr. Ying.”


  The man looked down at her sceptically. “He not here.”


  Beatrix glared at him with unmasked impatience. “Yes, he is. Tell him that Mr. Chau’s friend is here. And that she doesn’t like waiting.”


  Slow realisation dawned over his face. “You?”


  She wondered how much he knew. “Go and tell him before I lose my temper.”


  The man told her to wait and hurried around the corner into the club.


  She felt vulnerable. It went against all of her instincts to walk into a place like this without a weapon. Ying, and the men he led, were dangerous and amoral. He would not hesitate to kill her. After all, she had been killing for him for the last six months. She was visiting him on his turf, in a place with which she was unfamiliar, without anything to defend herself apart from the contents of the memory stick and the leverage that might provide her. She had to hope that she hadn’t overplayed its importance.


  The doorman returned.


  “I search,” he said, nodding at her.


  “Fine.”


  He patted her down, sliding his hands up and down her ribcage and then frisking her legs. It was an unprofessional job. She would have been able to bring a weapon into the club with her, but she had not anticipated that they would have been so perfunctory about it. The doorman stood away from her and then stepped aside.


  “At bar. He see you now.”


  She followed the corridor around the corner and entered the club. It was a large wide room dominated by a dance floor and a mirrored bar. There were low tables and cheap leather sofas set around the perimeter and, beyond the dance floor, a series of dark booths. A TV suspended above the bar was playing a kung fu movie. The film was muted, and the only sound came from a room behind the bar where bottles and glasses rattled and clanked as they were rearranged. A Filipina was collecting empties in a wire mesh tray.


  A man was sitting at the bar with his back to her. He was drinking a cup of tea. His face was visible in the mirrored wall to the side of him.


  “Mr. Ying,” Beatrix said.


  She recognised him from the Star Ferry. He was in early middle age, his face prematurely marked with lines around his nose and eyes. His hair was parted down the middle and was perfectly black, with not even the slightest hint of grey. He was wearing a mauve tracksuit top, a white T-shirt beneath that, and a pair of jeans. He turned to her, his face impassive and cold. A gold necklace glittered in a spotlight that shone overhead. His eyes were flinty. There was no pity there. No emotion. An occupation such as his, not so different from her own, had a tendency to cauterise all empathy and feeling.


  “You are the woman who works with Chau?”


  “That’s right.”


  He cocked an eyebrow, just a little. Ying already knew that Chau worked with a woman. Ying had set up Donnie Qi so that Beatrix could dispose of him. The hit had gone down in one of his brothels, and she had no doubt that the mamasan there would have reported everything back to him, including the gender of the assassin. Chinese society was patriarchal, and the masculine world of the triads especially so. Beatrix doubted that Ying approved, although it wouldn’t have been possible to question her efficiency. She had demonstrated that on six subsequent occasions.


  “What is your name?”


  “You can call me Suzy.”


  “Suzy.” He nodded, his cold eyes staying on her. “English?”


  “That doesn’t matter. And there’s no point asking anything else about me. None of it is relevant.”


  He smiled at her reticence. “You are very good, Suzy. I have been satisfied with the work that you and Chau have done for me.”


  “I’m pleased to hear that.”


  “Our friend Mr. Doss, for example. Tell me, how did he die? He was poisoned, yes?”


  “That’s right.”


  “With what?”


  “With ricin.”


  He nodded and made an appreciative clucking noise.


  “No more questions.”


  He nodded his assent. “You are a very impressive woman. The pay is good, yes?”


  “Sufficient.”


  “Better than sufficient, I think. It is generous. And it makes it difficult to understand why you have done what you have done.”


  He indicated the stool next to him.


  “No, thanks. I’ll stand.”


  He waved away her rebuff. “I do not care about the men you killed, the men who went to the apartment. You did me a favour. They failed. I do not tolerate failure, so I had no further use for them. It is the fact that you are doing this to me now that is troubling. You are not a failure, Suzy. Far from it. You are very useful to me, and now I cannot use you again.”


  “I’ll have to learn to live with the disappointment,” she said. “Look. Let’s get to the point, shall we? This is about Liling and Zhào. I don’t care if she set him up or whether you did. I don’t care about the video, and I don’t care about him. None of that matters to me. But I do care about the sister.”


  “Yes. The girl. Grace.”


  “The first man you sent attacked her. I killed him.”


  “And the others?”


  “The girl was with me. They forced their way into my apartment. They would have taken her, and I wasn’t prepared to let that happen.”


  “And so you killed them? All of them?”


  “Did I have a choice?”


  “You could have brought the girl to me. We could have found a solution without this unpleasantness.”


  She felt like telling him that she wasn’t a fool, that she wasn’t born yesterday, but she held her tongue. “Grace is innocent in all of this. She doesn’t have the video now.”


  “How did you get it, then?”


  “She knew that Liling had hidden something. She found it and gave it to me. It isn’t her fault. She is not to be hurt.”


  “Who said I would hurt the girl?”


  She couldn’t restrain herself this time. “Come on, Ying,” she snapped. “Don’t waste my time. She has nothing to do with this. She didn’t see the video. She hasn’t copied it.”


  Ying was intransigent. “How can I believe that?”


  Beatrix placed her hand on the bar, opened it, and pulled it away again.


  She left the thumb drive there.


  Ying cocked an eyebrow, but made no move to take it.


  “You have watched it?”


  “Yes.”


  “And copied it?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then why do you give this to me? If you still have the contents, we have a problem, do we not?”


  Beatrix knew that they would reach this juncture eventually. She could give Ying the thumb drive, but, as he had already said, that meant nothing. It was the file that was important, and there was nothing to say that Beatrix hadn’t copied it a hundred times.


  “Do you play chess, Mr. Ying?”


  He shrugged. “I prefer mah jong.”


  “This is a stalemate. You can threaten me. I can threaten you. But neither of us will act because we know that would force the other to act. So we’ll do nothing. Won’t we?”


  Ying laid his hand across the thumb drive and rapped his fingers against the bar. He looked at her, trying to intimidate her with his icy gaze. It didn’t work. Beatrix held his eye until he gave up, presenting her with another cold smile. He flicked his finger and sent the drive across the bar so that it slid up to her hand. “I am afraid that I disagree with you. The situation is not as even as you think.”


  Beatrix frowned and took a step back. She had no idea what Ying meant. He said something in Cantonese and the doorman and another man appeared at the exit. She clenched her fists, looked back at Ying and then to the bar behind him. She instinctively looked for a weapon. There was a corkscrew nestled between a clutch of cocktail sticks in a holder. Not great, but it would improve her odds a little if the situation demanded it.


  Ying took another sip from his tea and then replaced the cup in the saucer with deliberate care. He turned his head and nodded to the two men. The doorman beckoned a third man into the room. The man was holding a fistful of Grace’s collar and he slung her ahead of him. The girl stumbled and sprawled onto the floor.


  Beatrix was distracted and didn’t notice that Ying had slid down from the stool. He sucker-punched her on the jaw and, for a moment, the lights spun. She stumbled back two steps and braced herself on the bar. She was closer to the corkscrew now and she reached over to grab it, clasping it tightly in her fist with just the last inch and a half pointing out between her index finger and forefinger. She spat out a mouthful of blood and turned back to Ying.


  “Do not,” he said, nodding to the corkscrew. He flicked his eyes back at Grace. The man who had thrown her down now had a cleaver in his hand.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Beatrix said.


  “No threats. You are not in a position to make them.”


  “I’ll kill you. All of you.”


  “No. You will not.”


  The dizziness dispersed. “What do you want?”


  “I know you could not give me every copy of the file. If you did, and I believed you, I would kill you. You know this. But I can see that you care for the girl. You cannot use the file while I have her. But, by the same logic, I cannot harm her, either.” He took another sip of his tea.


  “So what do we do?”


  “We do nothing. You keep the file, I keep the girl. You disappear from Hong Kong. I guarantee that she will not be harmed.”


  Beatrix gritted her teeth.


  “But, before you leave, there is one thing I need you to do.”


  “Is that right?”


  “I want Chau. He, too, has defied me. He disposed of the first man to visit the girl when he should have told me what had happened. You are a gweilo, Suzy, but he is Chinese. His crime is worse and, for that, he must die. But he was not at the hotel this afternoon. He left the girl alone. That was negligent, but it saved his life. For now, at least. He trusts you. You have twenty-four hours to find him and bring him to me.”


  “And if I don’t?”


  “Please,” Ying said. “I have said that I would not kill her, but there are other fates. She is pretty. There are men who pay well for pretty young girls. You do not need me to explain, do you?”


  Beatrix looked from Grace to the three men behind her and then back to Ying. She had no options. No cards to play. Chau had failed her. All he had to do was keep the girl safe, and he had failed. She looked back to the girl. She was terrified. Beatrix knew that it was with good reason. Ying had risen through the ranks of the Wo Shun Wo, and that would require a ruthless amorality. He had sanctioned her murder of Donnie Qi because he could see the benefits that would accrue to him: less competition, and the ability to call upon her services. It wasn’t amorality, she corrected, or at least not just that. He was psychopathic.


  “If you touch a hair on her head, you know what I’ll do to you?”


  Ying waved the threat away. “You have one day. Find Chau. If you do that, I promise the girl will not be touched. If not?” He shrugged. “You will find her in one of my Kowloon brothels. I cannot guarantee that she will be as pretty, or as innocent.”


  She knew there was no point in trying to bluff him with what she might do with the information on the memory stick. He had trumped her.


  He wouldn’t murder Grace.


  What he was threatening was much worse.


  He would hurt her. A little at first, and then a lot. Her life would be made into an unimaginable Hell. It would be better if she was dead.


  Beatrix turned and walked away from him. Grace looked up at her as she approached.


  “I’m not leaving you,” she said, loud enough for Ying to hear. “I am coming back.”


  Grace sobbed as she reached out and grabbed Beatrix by the ankle.


  She reached down and gently released her grip.


  “I’m coming back.”


  
    #

  


  SHE CLIMBED the stairs to Lockhart Road. It was bright outside and the light lanced into her eyes. The noise of the busy street outside was clamorous, a confounding din after the quiet of the subterranean nightclub, but she didn’t stop. She turned into the stream of pedestrians and started to walk. She was heading towards the MTR station at Wan Chai, but that was something of which she was only peripherally aware.


  Think.


  There had to be an angle.


  She looked down at her watch.


  Just past midday.


  She selected the timer, set it for twenty-four hours and started it.


  There had to be a weakness, somewhere that Ying was vulnerable.


  She just needed to find it.


  She left the Nine Dragons behind her and vanished into the crowd.
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