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  CHAPTER ONE


  JACKIE CHAU saw the three triads as he came back from the reception of the hotel. He had just stepped downstairs to get a can of diet soda from the vending machine. He had taken the stairs and the men must have taken the lift. He could only have missed them by a few seconds. That was fortunate.


  The men were outside the door to room 225. They were dressed in cheap tracksuit tops, jeans and sneakers. Two were armed with pistols and the other held a meat cleaver. They were evidently nervous, the two subordinate men listening to whispered instructions from the man who was closest to the door.


  Chau was partially obscured by the trolley bearing fresh towels and linen that had been parked in the corridor by the cleaners who were servicing room 223.


  He froze.


  He didn’t know what to do.


  His little .32 Kel-Tec bulged in his pocket, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to use it to take down the three men before one of them, at least, was able to get a shot off at him.


  What was his other option?


  To flee.


  But that would be a betrayal. Beatrix Rose had given him one task: to guard the young Chinese girl who was in that room. It was a simple task, elementary, and he had accepted it gladly. He had been trying to impress her since they had met, and here was a good opportunity to demonstrate that he could be trusted.


  And he had failed.


  He reached into his pocket, the tips of his fingers brushing up against the steel barrel of the pistol.


  They hadn’t seen him.


  Maybe…


  The man at the front of the trio took a key card from his pocket, slid it into the reader, waited for the chunk of the lock as it released, and opened the door. He went inside, followed by one of the others. The third man stayed in the corridor. There was a moment of silence, a scream, and then the sound of the scream as it was muffled. There was the sound of a scuffle, with something heavy thudding against the floor.


  Chau gritted his teeth.


  Who was he kidding?


  What was he going to do?


  He was a failure.


  Chau backed away, turning and walking as quickly as he could to the elevator lobby. He pushed open the door to the stairs and hurried down, taking them two at a time. He stopped at the bottom, opening the door a crack and looking out to ensure that there were no more of them in the reception and, satisfied that there were not, he pushed it all the way open and walked quickly through the dimly lit space and into the midmorning brightness outside. He walked for as long as he dared and, once he was twenty metres from the entrance, he broke into a trot and then into a flat sprint.


  CHAPTER TWO


  BEATRIX ROSE looked at her watch.


  She had set the countdown timer fifteen minutes ago.


  She had twenty-three hours and forty-five minutes to do what Ying wanted, or Grace would suffer the consequences.


  Ying was a Dai Lo in the Wo Shun Wo. A senior triad. She had visited him in his Nine Dragons club, confident that she had the leverage to ensure that the girl would not be held responsible for the sins of her sister, Liling. Ying had sent one of his goons to find the older girl yesterday. When the man found that Liling wasn’t there, he had turned his attention to Grace.


  A situation had developed.


  The girl had stabbed him in the gut with a kitchen knife and then she had stumbled across the landing that separated her flat from Beatrix’s and begged for help.


  She had been unable to say no.


  She finished the man off and, with Chau’s help, disposed of his body.


  More triads had been sent to find out what had happened to the first man. They had forced their way into Beatrix’s apartment and she had killed them all.


  It had been easy to see why Ying was keen to locate Liling. He controlled the prostitution in the local area And Liling was a hooker, bringing clients back to the flat. Somehow, she had come into possession of video footage that showed her with a powerful and influential Chinese businessman. Chau had recognised the man: Zhào Gao.


  The footage had been shot by the triads in order to control the man should he ever question the good sense of their continued working relationship. But Liling had tried to blackmail Gao. Her play for a big payday hadn’t worked out so well for her, and now she was either dead or in hiding.


  The footage of the tryst had been left on a memory stick.


  The triads wanted it.


  Beatrix had it.


  It should have been enough.


  She had arranged the meeting with Ying. She had hoped to use it to secure the girl’s safe passage out of Hong Kong and the guarantee that she would not be bothered in the future. It should have been simple enough: the threat of the footage passed on to the authorities, and the resulting damage to the triad’s business, should have meant that he would do what she asked.


  But Chau had fucked up.


  He just had to look after Grace until she returned, but he couldn’t even do that.


  He had failed her.


  Ying had Grace, and any advantage that she might have enjoyed had just turned to dust.


  Ying had the upper hand. He would not kill the girl—Beatrix could still release the footage, and he would know that she would come after him—but he had made it plain that he would make Grace’s life very unpleasant indeed. A life as a prostitute was the best that she would be able to hope for.


  He had set out his terms.


  Ying wanted his pound of flesh. Chau had been complicit in Beatrix’s scheme. She was Western, a gweilo, but Chau was Chinese.


  He was the sacrifice that Ying had demanded.


  If Beatrix wanted the girl, she had to find Chau and deliver him to the club.


  And she had less than twenty-four hours to do it.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX PUSHED her way through the bustle of Wan Chai. First things first. She had rented a post office box in Tsim Sha Tsui earlier, before she had gone to meet Ying. She knew that she would not be able to take her pistol with her to the meeting, so she had put it in a jiffy bag and left it in her box. She went into the building, collected the envelope and took it outside with her. She found a quiet spot in a nearby park, took the Baby Glock from the envelope and pushed it into the waistband of her jeans. She had an extra magazine, too, and she stuffed it into her pocket.


  She set off again for the Internet café that she normally used. She paid for an hour and took her usual spot in the corner, where it would be difficult for her to be observed.


  First things first.


  She opened Facebook and navigated to a specific page dedicated to model boats. She and Chau used it whenever either of them needed to send the other a message. It was the equivalent of a dead drop and was almost impossible to detect. They had a series of prearranged codes that would indicate where and when a meeting was to take place. She used the message that would tell Chau that she wanted to meet him at the Tian Tan Buddha statue on Lantau Island at 3 p.m.


  She closed the window and opened another. She navigated to Google and typed in the name of the businessman who had appeared in the footage that Ying wanted so much.


  Zhào Gao.


  Several hundred results were returned. The first was a profile from Forbes. She opened it and read.


  Gao was born in 1946 in Wuxi, Jiangsu province. His father was the founder and president of Mandarin International Trust and Investment Corporation, China’s largest investment company. He formed MITIC to attract the foreign capital and skills needed to expand China’s business interests and to modernize its ageing industries. The corporation operated like a capitalist enterprise: it ran a bank in competition with government banks, arranged loans, sold bonds in overseas markets, invested in and imported equipment for Chinese businesses, and owned businesses in other countries.


  When his father died five years previously, Gao had succeeded him.


  Further searches suggested that Gao was suspected to have links with triad associations in Hong Kong and China. Allegations of criminal involvement had been ruthlessly suppressed by cadres of highly paid lawyers. He was said to be the most litigious man in China. Eventually, editors decided that the scoops they might get could never be worth the financial headaches that would result by getting them. He browbeat them into submission.


  She quickly navigated to Dropbox and satisfied herself that the footage of the tryst had been successfully uploaded to her account. She cleared the cache, purging the browser’s history, and logged off.


  She set off for the harbour.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE FERRY to Lantau, otherwise known as Mui Wo, operated from Central Pier Six, next to the Star Ferry Pier on Hong Kong Island. Beatrix paid for a return ticket and embarked.


  She checked her watch. It was a quarter past one. If Chau was going to come, it was unlikely that he would have had time to catch this particular ferry. That suited Beatrix. She wanted to be at the rendezvous in plenty of time. Arriving late to a meeting was rude and, more relevant, it reduced the odds that you would be the one to walk away afterwards. She would get there first, scout the locale, and set up in plenty of time to make sure that, if he arrived, he was not being trailed. She had given him a simple task to perform and he had let her down. She would leave nothing to chance.


  She walked to the front of the ship. Chau was not aboard. She found a space at the rail where she would have a good view of the trip across the harbour. It was a fast crossing, scheduled for an hour, and Beatrix tried to relax a little. She had an idea what she was going to have to do, but she needed Chau’s help to put the plan into effect.


  
    #

  


  THE FERRY nudged up against the dock at Mui Wo. She disembarked and took Bus No. 1 to Tai O, changing to Bus No. 21 to Ngong Ping. A cable car transported visitors from here into the hilly interior of the island. Beatrix paid, waited in line, and then took a space inside a cramped car. She was confident that she was not being followed herself, but that did not absolve her from the responsibility of checking.


  The Tian Tan Buddha was one of Hong Kong’s main tourist attractions. It was perched high in the hills and stood over thirty feet high. Its prodigious size lent it the name by which it was more well known: the Big Buddha. It was part of the Po Lin Monastery and, as Beatrix read on an inscription placed on the trail that led up to the base, at 250 tons it was the biggest seated bronze Buddha in the world. The trail from the Ngong Ping village to the Buddha was flanked on both sides by smaller statues of the Twelve Divine Generals, each symbolising an animal from the Chinese Zodiac, armed with distinctive weapons.


  There were several hundred people gathered around the base of the statue. They were served by a number of street vendors, and the smell of the food reminded Beatrix that she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She bought fried noodles and fish balls served in a Styrofoam cup and ate quickly, washing them down with a bottle of extortionately expensive water.


  A long flight of steps led up from the base and Beatrix climbed them to thin out the crowds a little and to offer herself a better vantage to ensure that Chau was not followed. She passed a set of six Bodhisattva statues, the saints who gave up their palace in heaven so that mortals might find places themselves. It took five minutes to reach the top, but from there she was offered a majestic view over the lush greenery of Lantau Island, the shimmering South China Sea and the flights gliding in and out of Hong Kong Airport.


  She turned and, as she looked back down the stairs, she saw Chau. He was wearing one of his ridiculously garish Hawaiian shirts, the print standing out among the more sensible garb of the tourists around him. He looked horribly flustered, looking back over his shoulder every few paces. His weathered face bore the unmistakeable signs of fear. She knew that he was perpetually on the edge of fright, but the events of the last few hours had toppled him over the boundary and right into the middle of it.


  She concentrated on the people around him. Most were tourists, with some locals spread among them. She had taught him to make regular stops to make it easier to discern a tail, but her lessons went unheeded, and he hurried on regardless. That made it very difficult for Beatrix to be sure that he was alone. He passed the final pair of Divine Generals and then, thankfully, he did stop. Beatrix scoured the people behind him. None of them stood out. Of course, if he was being followed by more than one person, it would be easy enough for one of them to hand him off to another, but she had seen nothing to suggest that the triads were that sophisticated when it came to tradecraft. Still, she reminded herself, there were so many of them…if they wanted to follow him, it would be difficult for her to know.


  Nothing else for it.


  She needed to talk to him.


  He set off again, climbing the 260 stairs to the top of the monument.


  She hurried down to the middle tier, waiting out of sight and letting him continue up the stairs. She waited, saw that no one was following, and then ascended again herself.


  He reached the final tier. He was out of breath, his ragged breath audible even when she was twenty feet away. She came up behind him, placed her open palm in the small of his back, and with a quiet, “Walk,” impelled him onwards.


  “Beatrix…” he started.


  “Walk, Chau.”


  “I am sorry!”


  “Walk.”


  She knew that he had always been attracted to her, and that the attraction was underscored by a healthy fear once he had realised her capabilities and her willingness to implement them. She had never tried to reassure him on that front. It was useful that he was frightened of her. It was particularly useful now. She had no time for his bad puns and innuendos. This was all business.


  She led him to a quieter space at the rear of the Buddha. The day was clear and there was a vast view out across the island to the South China Sea beyond. She nudged him over to the rail that guarded the drop from the dais to the jungle below.


  “What happened?” she hissed at him.


  “I am sorry,” he repeated pitifully.


  “Tell me.”


  “I was gone for five minutes. There was no minibar. Girl said she was thirsty. You told me not to call anyone, so I go down to get drink from reception.”


  “I told you not to leave her.”


  “It was five minutes, that is all.”


  She bit her tongue to forestall the denunciation. “And then?”


  “I came back. There were three men outside room.”


  “And?”


  “And?”


  “What did you do, Chau?”


  “There was nothing I could do,” he said plaintively.


  “You had your gun?”


  “Yes.”


  “I remember you shooting three men before.”


  “That was different,” he protested.


  It was different, she allowed. She had disabled two of those men already. But then she remembered afresh what had happened on the night they had met. She had saved him from being disfigured by Donnie Qi’s goons and he, in return, had saved her after she had been lazy and one of them had stabbed her in the side. He could have abandoned her then, before or after, and he had not. He was a fool, but he did not deserve her ire.


  “I am sorry,” he said again. “I am very, very sorry.”


  She took a breath, trying not to think about the knot of tension and frustration that sat in her gut like a fist of ice.


  “Beatrix? Please, talk to me.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said at last. “I shouldn’t have left you. Either of you. I didn’t think they would be able to find you.”


  “Someone at hotel,” he offered. “A white woman and a Chinese girl. It would be unusual. The little horses are everywhere. Ying asks and someone tells him.”


  She wanted to snap at him, to tell him that she knew that it was her fault for being so stupid, and that she knew that she was stupid to assume that they would be able to move through the city unobserved. The little horses were the most junior triads. They were the kids on the street, the drunks and the drugged, anyone who might offer a little information in anticipation of the reward that might come his or her way. She had been stupid for leaving Grace under Chau’s protection, but there was no profit in dwelling on what she had done and what she should have done. She couldn’t change any of it now. She had to move forward. The circumstances were laid out clearly enough. Ying had made his move, and now it was her turn to make hers.


  “I need your help.”


  “Anything,” he said, although the nervousness in his voice was difficult to miss.


  “The man on the video.”


  “Zhào Gao?”


  “I need you to find out where he is.”


  He frowned. “How could I do that?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, with a flash of irritation. “You said you had a contact in the police?”


  “Yes. But—”


  “I’ve started you off. Gao is in Hong Kong this week. He’s closing a deal. Make some calls. Find out where he’s staying.”


  He looked dubious. “I will try.”


  “This is important, Chau. We have to move quickly. Ying gave me twenty-four hours.”


  “For what?”


  “To bring you to him.”


  His mouth gaped open. “But, you—”


  She sighed impatiently. “I’m not going to do that, Chau.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Mr. Gao needs to see the video.”


  “What good will that do?”


  “Ying is just a Dai Lo?”


  “Yes.”


  “Just a local boss?”


  “Yes.”


  “I need to see his boss. Maybe Gao can set that up for me.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  JACKIE CHAU DELIVERED. He called two hours later to say that Zhào Gao was staying at the Shangri-La. The police kept an eye on important businessmen like him, and a small bribe had been enough for Chau’s contact to provide the tip. Beatrix called the Intercontinental and, using a nom de guerre, reserved a room. It was expensive, but she didn’t care. It was close to the Shangri-La and convenience was going to be more important than parsimoniousness. Then she made her preparations.


  First, she told Chau that she was going to need two fake passports with visas that allowed onward passage into China. She knew that he had contacts that he could use. It was simple administrative fraud, the wheels greased with a small bribe. She told him to take the cost plus ten per cent out of the significant amount that he still owed her. She told him that she would need the passports quickly, within twelve hours. He clucked his tongue, suggesting that would add to the price. Beatrix told him to take whatever he needed from her money. She didn’t care. She just wanted it done.


  She visited the mall and purchased a simple stylish black dress, a pair of high-heeled shoes and a Louis Vuitton bag that was big enough to hold her sneakers, a change of clothes and her Glock. She bought a razor-sharp kitchen knife. Then she bought a black natural hair wig and a pair of clear glasses. Finally, she bought a prepaid cell phone with a data allowance.


  She checked into her room at the Intercontinental, stripped to her underwear and went through into the bathroom. She put on the short bob wig and arranged it until she was happy with how it looked. Then, she took the cell phone and downloaded the video of Zhào Gao from her Dropbox account. She reviewed the footage again, fixing his appearance in her mind. Satisfied, she put the phone into the Louis Vuitton bag. She dropped her Glock and the knife into the bag, too.


  When she was done, she put on the black dress and the clear spectacles. She regarded herself in the full-length mirror that was fixed to the back of the wardrobe door.


  She looked good.


  More importantly, she looked different.


  She collected her bag, locked the door and had the bellboy hail her a cab for the Shangri-La.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX TOLD the driver to stop a block away from the hotel. She collected her things, paid him, and bought a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from the kiosk opposite. She wasn’t much of a smoker, but she knew that she might need an excuse to stand outside during surveillance, and a cigarette was as good an excuse as any to be outdoors.


  The Shangri-La was a fine hotel. It was situated on prime Kowloon real estate and rooms started at $600 a night. There was a line of exclusive taxis outside, waiting to be ushered forward by the bellhops. Limousines jockeyed for space, ferrying their occupants to the front door where the men and women were immediately fawned over by efficiently obsequious staff. She walked to the door with a confident stride, nodding at the doorman who opened the door for her, and made her way into the lobby.


  The room was huge. Stunningly impressive. Three storeys tall with four massive crystal chandeliers cascading from the distant ceiling. An old banyan tree had been nurtured in the wide space before the reception desk. Voices were quiet and reverent. Staff circulated with brisk orderliness. A grand piano was positioned at the far end of the room with an arrangement of architecturally impressive blooms in a crystal vase. Sofas and Chinese rosewood chairs were arrayed around small tables, guests tipping waiters as they delivered trays of tea and coffee. A double-wide staircase swept up to the next floor.


  She made her way farther inside, assessing the security. The doormen looked vigilant, but the room was big enough that she could put distance between herself and them. Discreet omnidirectional security cameras were fixed to the ceiling, and she could see that the coverage would make it impossible to find a blind spot. Never mind.


  She located the elevator lobby and found an empty sofa that had the right combination of discretion and position. It was close enough that it offered an unobstructed view of the elevators, yet not so close to the desk or the doors that she would attract too much unwanted attention.


  There was a copy of the South China Morning Post on the table in front of the sofa. She picked it up and pretended to read. She looked over the top of the page, examining the comings and goings.


  A waiter in a neat black uniform stood smartly to the side of the sofa. “Can I get you anything, madam?”


  She looked at his name badge—Raoul—and smiled at him. “I’d love a cup of tea, please.”


  “Of course, madam. What would you prefer?”


  “Earl Grey.”


  The man smiled, said that he would be right back, and set off.


  Beatrix kept her attention on the elevators and examined the faces of the men who were emerging from them. She had fixed Gao’s appearance in her mind and was confident that she would recognise him.


  The clientele here all smelled of money. The men were dressed in expensive suits, many of the older ones accessorising with girlfriends who were improbably young. The women clicked and clacked across the marble floor on immoderate heels, dressed lavishly well. It looked like the perfect kind of place for someone like Gao to stay, but there was no sign of him.


  Beatrix hoped that Chau’s intelligence was accurate. Every minute she spent waiting for the man was a minute less for Grace.


  Raoul returned with a silver platter and a mug of tea. He poured it for her and left it on the table. He handed her the chit, she paid it and added a five-dollar tip. He acknowledged her generosity with a shallow nod and left her alone again.


  She didn’t touch the tea for the first ten minutes and, when she finally sipped it, it was starting to cool. That didn’t matter. It was only a prop. She wasn’t thirsty, and if she drank too much, she would need the bathroom. That wasn’t possible when she was the only operative conducting the surveillance.


  The tea was stone cold when she sipped it again.


  And then she saw the man she was waiting for.


  Zhào Gao was in a group of five. Him, two young girls, two guards.


  He was reasonably tall for a Chinese, with a slender build. He was in his late sixties, but he looked younger. The skin on his face was taut; it had obviously been surgically improved. As one of the girls put her hand on his elbow and said something to him, his smile did not crinkle his brow.


  They paused at the desk. Beatrix went by them, nodding her thanks as the doorman opened the door for her. She took the cigarettes from her bag.


  A stretch Hummer was bullying its way to the front of the queue of taxis. She scoped it quickly: a black paint job that glittered in the light, big truck tyres and twenty-inch custom chrome rims, blacked-out windows to all aspects, hazard lights blinking on and off.


  A Land Rover Discovery followed.


  Chau’s gaudy Mercedes CLA was parked half a block away. She saw the flash of red paint against the side of the road.


  Beatrix lit the cigarette and put it to her lips as the door of the hotel was opened for the group, the doorman giving a full bow. She stayed twenty feet away. A driver emerged from the Hummer and opened the door. Gao and the two women got inside. The Discovery pulled up behind the limousine and the two guards got inside.


  Beatrix took out her cell phone and called Chau.


  “Yes?”


  “Gao’s on the move. You see the Hummer?”


  “Yes.”


  “Follow it. I’ll be behind.”


  She put the phone away and strolled to the two cars before they could pull away. The Discovery was new, and immaculately clean inside and out. The three men were big and she heard them speak in German as she passed the open window. Private security, she thought. Would they be armed? Very likely. She would need to neutralise them regardless of whether they were or not. She reached the Hummer just as it was rolling away. The back windows were opaque, but one had been opened a little. She could hear raucous conversation from inside before the vehicle pulled into traffic and the laughter was absorbed into the constant hum of the city.


  Chau followed. He was completely unsuitable to mount a successful surveillance pursuit, but, since he would have been even less suitable to run the surveillance inside the hotel, she had concluded that it was the lesser of two evils.


  She dropped the cigarette into a drain, flagged down a cab, gave the driver a fifty, and told him to follow Chau’s car.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  CHAU RELAYED the location of the Hummer. They were headed north. He told her that he had guessed their destination when they were half a mile away. When he reported that the Hummer had stopped outside the Lisboa, he did so with some satisfaction. He said that it was a triad gambling club, tolerated by the police because the management was exceptionally generous in the size of the kickbacks that they made so that they would look the other way.


  “What about the Land Rover?”


  “There is parking lot. It is there.”


  “And the men?”


  “There are street vendors. Men have stopped for food. Must be hungry.”


  “Fine. Drive on, park up and then come back on foot. You know what to do.”


  “Yes, Beatrix.”


  She told the driver to stop, got out and walked the rest of the way.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX SAW the three men. They were sitting at a picnic table, eating from three cartons of noodles. They had arranged themselves so that they were facing the casino, able to observe the comings and goings. She heard German again. They were laughing and joking. They had the look of soldiers, with large builds and short cropped hair. One of the men had a cell phone on the table. Beatrix guessed that they would wait here until Gao needed them. The casino would have its own security. They would only be required again when he came out. He would call and they would resume their duties.


  The parking lot was behind them. The Discovery was taller than the other cars around it and she found it without difficulty. It was parked so that it could not be obstructed should they need to drive away quickly, but it was far enough away that she knew that they wouldn’t be able to see her if she was careful.


  There was a Mercedes SLK parked alongside it. She ducked down to a low crouch and made her way between the two vehicles. She would have liked to have been able to pop the bonnet so that she could get to the engine, but that would have been too risky. Instead she reached into her bag, taking out the knife and slashing the rear tyre. She moved to the front of the car and slashed that tyre, too. Air hissed out as the tyres deflated, the heavy car slowly lurching to the side. Staying low, Beatrix went around to the other side of the car and slashed those tyres, too. Ensuring that she was unobserved, she dropped the knife back into her bag and stayed below the line of the cars until she was several spaces away from the disabled Land Rover. Then she stood and made her way back to the casino.


  The three guards were still at the picnic table.


  
    #

  


  THE CASINO was exclusive. The door was staffed by two immaculately turned out guards, and Beatrix couldn’t be sure that they would let her inside.


  She skirted the building, eventually finding a door that looked as if it was used by the staff and suppliers that were making deliveries. There was a keypad lock on the door. Two staff members, wearing uniforms with the casino’s livery in gold brocade, were smoking cigarettes outside.


  Beatrix took her own cigarettes from her bag, put one between her lips and lit it. She took her cell phone and pressed it to her ear, pretending to make a call. She paced back and forth, raising her voice in anger. The two members of staff regarded her, shared a comment in Cantonese that she couldn’t translate, and then went back to their cigarettes.


  She made sure that she was watching when the two stood, treading the cigarettes underfoot. One of them entered the code on the keypad. 3526. Beatrix saw it clearly, waited until they had gone inside, waited another minute, and then entered the code herself.


  The lock popped and the door opened.


  She went inside.


  
    #

  


  THE CASINO was heavy with smoke, the atmosphere thick with the scent of perfume and alcohol. Beatrix found it dizzying and a little nauseating as she passed out of the corridor that led to the bathrooms and into the main room. The place was as exclusive as she had expected it to be. It was housed in two large rooms. The first room had four poker tables. The second room had two roulette wheels and three blackjack tables. A lobby between the two rooms was equipped with a luxurious bar with a granite surface, the shelves behind it stacked with premium-brand spirits. Beatrix went to the bar and ordered an orange juice. The barman served it with wordless efficiency, took her twenty-dollar bill and did not return her any change.


  She observed. The chairs around the tables were all occupied and each table bore a small fortune in stacked chips. The clientele was a mixture of Chinese and foreign nationals and the atmosphere was excitable and tense. She could hear the rattle of the balls as they were spun around the roulette wheels, the clatter of chips as they were tossed into the middle. Results were met with exclamations of pleasure or distaste. The bigger wins were greeted with whoops and cheers, but these were no more than occasional. The trend was for rueful sighs and philosophical comments as the house won again and again.


  The men wore suits and the women cocktail dresses. Beatrix was glad of the dress and heels. She would be able to stand a little scrutiny, but she knew that she could not afford to draw unnecessary attention to herself. There were surveillance domes over each of the tables and she knew that their footage would be analysed by staff looking for anything suspicious. There would be members of staff in the crowd, too, keeping an eye on things and making sure that the casino’s losses were kept within acceptable bounds. They would regard the guests with appraising eyes. She nursed her drink and concentrated on fading into the background.


  She assessed the layout of the establishment. She knew that there was a way out through the back, but she didn’t plan on using it again. There were doors left and right for the male and female bathrooms. She guessed that the door behind the bar must lead to a storeroom. A flight of marble stairs led down to the main entrance and the street outside.


  She considered her options. She only needed a moment alone with Gao. She knew that she could be persuasive, and she also knew that he would be pliable once he saw the video that she had downloaded to her phone. It might be possible to do it in the casino. That would be a lot easier than the alternative. Perhaps, if he went to the bathroom, she could follow and intercept him. There would be an attendant inside. If she was going to speak to him, it would have to be in the corridor. She would have to persuade him very quickly before he could summon security.


  She mulled it over and dismissed it. Too risky. Too many variables. It would need good fortune, and she wasn’t in the business of relying on luck.


  She moved through the room with the poker tables and into the room with the blackjack and roulette. She passed the cashier’s desk first. The man, owlish in wire-framed spectacles, sat behind a screen with piles of notes and chips arranged on shelves. She saw notes of all denominations, HK $500 and $1000 bills. The cashier did not appear to have anything with which to defend himself, but the guards were nearby and she suspected that they were armed.


  Gao was sitting at one of the roulette wheels, the two girls on either side of him. She walked up. The wheel, table and chairs were on a raised pedestal, surrounded by a rail that reached as high as her stomach. There were others watching and Gao was putting on quite a show. He was presiding over a generous stack of chips and they watched him push several thousand dollars’ worth to the centre of the table, spreading them over a handful of black numbers.


  Beatrix watched as the croupier collected the ivory ball in his right hand. The man gave the wheel a controlled twist clockwise with the same hand, and then flicked the ball round the outer rim of the wheel anticlockwise, against the spin. He called for final bets. Gao smiled at his girls, flipping each of them a five-hundred-dollar chip and grinning as they leaned over the table to place them on their lucky numbers.


  The ball settled. Black. The croupier scraped the chips across the table, divvied up the appropriate winnings, and passed them back again. Gao had won.


  Beatrix didn’t look at Gao too closely. She didn’t want him to notice, but she did want to get an idea about him and how he operated. Was he drunk? High? What was his attitude like? Aggressive? Relaxed? She assessed it all and then, when she had been there long enough, she faded back to the bar. She could still watch the proceedings at the table from there.


  A man sidled up to her. “Hello,” he said.


  She ignored him.


  “Haven’t seen you here before.”


  She ignored him again.


  He didn’t take the hint. “Let me buy you a drink.”


  This was unwelcome. The last thing she wanted was to make a scene. But she relented. Perhaps it could be played to her advantage. The man, whoever he was, looked comfortable here. Perhaps he was a regular. She could have a drink with him. He might make for some useful cover. The alternative was to stay on her own, and that would start to look odd.


  “Orange juice,” she said.


  “Nothing stronger?”


  “I don’t drink when I’m playing.”


  “What’s your game?”


  She put a smile on her face. “Roulette. Yours?”


  “Same.”


  They watched the table as they sipped their drinks.


  “You know him?” he asked her.


  “Not really.”


  “His name is Gao. Filthy rich. Multi millions. Billions, probably. Investment.”


  “He certainly likes throwing his money around.”


  “Likes to put on a show. Bit vulgar, you ask me.”


  “I think I did read something about him once,” she said. “Not very complimentary.”


  The man leaned in and spoke conspiratorially. “The thing about the triads? Listen, you want to know a secret? Everyone here is involved with the triads, one way or another. That orange juice you’re drinking? That’s cash we just laundered for them.”


  She pretended to be a naïf. “This is a triad place?”


  He laughed at her ingenuousness. “They own everywhere. Hong Kong. The whole bloody peninsula belongs to them.”


  She was about to tell him that she would take another orange juice when Gao swore loudly, pushed away from the table and stood.


  “Oh dear,” the man said. “Someone’s not very happy.”


  She had been distracted, but it was obvious that he had lost. He cursed again, barked invective at the croupier and made for the exit. A member of staff hurried after him, trying to get him to stay, but Gao ignored him.


  Beatrix reached into her bag and took out her phone. She sent the prepared text.


  —NOW.


  She didn’t know whether she would have enough time. She had expected to have been able to give Chau notice, but that would have meant that Gao had given her the notice that he was about to leave, and he had surprised her. Chau was waiting outside. It looked like she was going to have to rely on his initiative, and that wasn’t something that filled her with confidence.


  “Where are you going?” the man said to her.


  “Nice to meet you,” Beatrix said. “I’m late for an appointment. Thanks for the drink.”


  
    #

  


  THE LIMOUSINE was parked in front of the entrance. Chau was standing on the same side of the road, fifty feet to the north. He was smoking a cigarette, and pretending to hold a conversation on his cell phone. She was relieved. He was exactly where he was supposed to be and doing exactly what she had told him to do. He saw her come out of the casino and started to proceed along the pavement in the direction of the limousine.


  Gao was on the pavement, the two girls close behind him.


  Beatrix had an elevated position on the steps and could see to the picnic tables and the parking lot. The three bodyguards were running for the Discovery.


  They had been caught off guard, too.


  Beatrix smiled at the two doormen as she descended the stairs.


  She reached into her bag.


  The chauffeur stepped out of the front of the Hummer and opened the rear kerbside door.


  Gao paused to let the two girls get into the car. They giggled as they ducked down and slid into the cabin. Beatrix caught a glimpse of crystal tableware, shards of light glittering off a chrome ice bucket. A blacked-out partition separated the driver from the passenger compartment. That was good. She paced herself carefully so that she was on the pavement beside the chauffeur just as he closed the rear door and turned to get back into the car himself.


  He didn’t get the chance.


  “Excuse me,” she said.


  He paused and turned back in her direction. “Yes?”


  She nodded down at her bag. “One of those girls left this inside.”


  The suspicion melted from the man’s face. “Here,” he said, holding out his right hand. “Give it to me.”


  She pulled her hand out of her bag, the Glock clasped in a loose grip. Her index finger was inside the trigger guard, the trigger pressed up tight against the pad of her index finger. The chauffeur’s eyes bulged and he took a step back, his foot slipping off the kerb so that he stumbled back against the frame of the door.


  The two doormen clocked what was going on and started down the stairs.


  “No,” Chau said, pulling his little Kel-Tec Saturday Night Special and waving it at them. The doormen stopped halfway to the pavement.


  Beatrix reached for the chauffeur and, with her left hand, grabbed his jacket and yanked him away from the car. He fell over onto his knees and she kicked him in the ribs with the point of her shoe. He gasped in pain and folded his arms around his chest.


  “Now, Chau.”


  Beatrix had gambled that, if they were quick enough, Gao would not realise what was going on outside his car. She had been pleased that the two girls were there to accompany him. They would make for an excellent distraction. She opened the rear door and slipped inside. The limousine was a riot of bad taste. It was equipped with three mirrored LCD TVs, stainless-steel headliners, and twinkle fibre optics on the ceiling and around the full-length champagne bar. It had two large bench seats facing each other and another that extended between them along the side of the car that was flush against the kerb. Gao was sitting in this seat, his back to the action outside. The girls would have been able to notice it had they been looking, but one was occupied with trying to open a bottle of champagne and the other was nuzzling into Gao’s neck.


  The girl with the champagne saw her. “Hey!” she protested.


  Beatrix heard Chau shut the front door and the engine throbbed as he fed it revs.


  “Get out!” the girl said to Beatrix, and then screamed as Beatrix showed her the Glock.


  “Goodbye.” Beatrix nodded to the open door and waved the gun at them.


  The girls quickly got the picture. They grabbed their clutch bags and stumbled out into the street.


  Gao cursed in Cantonese and started to rise. Beatrix turned the gun on him.


  He sat down again.


  She crouched and reached for the door, yanking it shut just as Chau let off the handbrake and pulled away.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX SAT in the rear seat at ninety degrees to Gao, but close enough to reach out and touch him should she need to. She regarded him and carried out a quick assessment. He was angry and confused. Beatrix could sympathise. He had lost money at the roulette wheel and now his plans for the rest of the evening had taken an unexpected turn for the worse.


  He jabbered angrily at her in Cantonese.


  Beatrix ignored him.


  Chau accelerated and the automatic locks clicked, securing the doors from anyone outside the vehicle. Keeping the gun trained on Gao’s head, Beatrix turned and looked back through the rear window. She saw the chauffeur on the side of the road, shaking his fist at them. The two doormen were next to him, one of them with a cell phone pressed to his ear. They needed to move quickly. They would report the hijack to the police and a car as ostentatious as this would be easy to find, even in a city that was as flush with excess as Hong Kong.


  They rushed by the parking lot. Beatrix craned her neck around and saw the crippled Discovery. It was crawling onto the road, all four tyres completely flat. The guards were out of the game.


  Beatrix would have been more confident if she had been driving, but she couldn’t have trusted Chau to keep Gao under control. This could only be a two-person job, and he had to be the driver. She needed him to follow through.


  Gao spat out another burst of invective that Beatrix was unable to translate. She didn’t need to. She could guess what it comprised: indignation, threats, bluster. She knew Gao’s type. He was an important man, used to getting his own way. This would be an outrageous imposition. Perhaps he thought that he could shout and threaten his way out of it? If he did, he was mistaken. Next, he would try to buy his way out, asking her how much she wanted. That wouldn’t work, either.


  He fired another volley of abuse at her and, when that had no effect, he tried to raise himself out of his seat. Beatrix was ready for that. She turned her hand ninety degrees, reached across the cabin and drove the butt of the Glock into his nose. He fell back onto the seat again. Blood ran out of his right nostril onto his upper lip. He reached up with his fingers and dabbed at it. She turned her wrist again so that the barrel was pointing straight at his head and put her left finger to her lips. Quiet. He looked at her with newfound fear and was silent.


  The Hummer was too big and the traffic too dense for Chau to drive quickly. He proceeded with care instead, following Jaffe Road onto the tangle of on and off ramps that gave access and egress to the main highway that ran east to west across the island. He picked up speed a little, passing the Wan Chai Sports Ground, the Royal Yacht Club and the Police Officers’ Club. Eventually, they reached the docks and Chau turned off just before North Point Ferry Pier. He swung onto Wharf Road, passing beneath the thicket of cranes that serviced the freighters that delivered and collected goods from the port.


  Beatrix turned to Gao. “I’m sorry about this. I would have made an appointment, but things are urgent and I doubt that you would have taken it.”


  He replied with another flurry of furious Cantonese.


  “English, please. I know you speak it.”


  He glared at her, but switched languages. “Do you know who I am?”


  “I do.”


  “Then you know that this will get you killed?”


  She held up the gun again. “You’re in no position to make threats. And it’s rude, especially when I’m here to help you.”


  “To help me?”


  “You’ll agree in a minute.”


  “Who are you?”


  “That doesn’t matter. What matters is what I want to show you, and what it means for your immediate future.”


  His eyes flashed. “What do you mean?”


  “Here. Look.”


  She took out the cell phone that she bought earlier and tossed it onto the seat next to him. The video was queued up and ready to play. She watched his face as he looked down at the screen. His expression was of irritated curiosity to start with, but, as he looked at the still image, he must have remembered where it had been shot and what the footage might contain. His eyes widened and she saw him swallow.


  “Play it.”


  He didn’t look away as he pressed his finger to the screen. The soundtrack was tinny through the phone’s cheap speakers, but more than clear enough for the nature of the transaction to be audible. Gao stared at the screen, unable to take his eyes away. He watched it for twenty seconds before he pressed his finger to the screen again to stop it and handed it back to her as if it was suddenly scalding his fingers.


  “You’ve seen that before, haven’t you?”


  He looked out of the window, his jaw clenching and unclenching. His skin had a blotchy funereal pallor.


  He didn’t answer.


  “I’m guessing it was emailed to you. The girl—what was her name?”


  “Liling.”


  “That’s right. And Liling tried to blackmail you with it, didn’t she?”


  He folded his hands in his lap and looked down at the floor of the limo.


  “Look at me,” she said. He did, and she proffered the Glock. “If you don’t answer my questions, I’ll shoot you in the knee. Do you understand?”


  He nodded.


  “What did she do?”


  “She emailed it to me and said that it would be sent to the press if I didn’t pay her. One million US. That was her price.”


  “And?”


  “And if I had paid her, what good would that do me? She would still have the video. She would come back for more and I would be in the same situation again. I am a family man. My company relies on family values. Chinese values. This would be…it would be very destructive. My companies would suffer. Jobs would be lost.”


  “And so you told your triad friends.”


  He nodded. “She brought it on herself,” he said, as if that was justification enough for what Beatrix now knew must have happened to Grace’s sister.


  “They killed her?”


  He looked away.


  Beatrix slapped him with her left hand. “Answer the question.”


  “They said that they would make the problem go away. They said it was finished.”


  “But she didn’t have the video on her.”


  “No. But they said that they would be able to find it.”


  She laughed without humour. “They tried.”


  “You knew Liling? She gave it to you?”


  She held up the gun again. “See this? It means I’m asking the questions.”


  “So, what is this? You are going to blackmail me now? How much do you want?”


  “I don’t want money.”


  “Then what do you want?”


  “Just your help. You are a very wealthy and influential man, Mr. Gao. Well connected in the Hong Kong underworld. Would that be a fair assessment?”


  He shrugged uncomfortably.


  “I am afraid I have a dispute with someone from the underworld. His name is Mr. Ying. You know Mr. Ying, I believe. He is responsible for the whores you enjoy so much.” She used his word, loading it with bile and daring him to look away from her. He did, and she slapped him again. “Liling used to work for him. You do know Ying, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” he said bitterly.


  “He was the man you went to for help?”


  “Yes.”


  “And he killed Liling.”


  Quieter, “Yes.”


  She took the phone and held it up. “Did you ever wonder how this was filmed?”


  She could see the penny drop. For a smart man, he was remarkably slow on the uptake.


  “It wasn’t Liling. Ying filmed this to use against you in the future. Liling tried to take advantage of it, but he is responsible for it. He is not your friend, Mr. Gao.”


  “And you are?”


  “No. But Mr. Ying has something that I want. I have something that he wants. Unfortunately, what I want is worth more to me than what this footage is worth to him, and he knows that. I do not have the advantage. He has asked me to do something that I am not prepared to do. But if I don’t do it, he will hurt someone who has already suffered enough. Someone who doesn’t deserve to be caught up in all of this.”


  “So what do you want from me?”


  “I want Mr. Ying out of the way. I imagine that’s something you would like, too?”


  He gave a small nod, as if even the act of acknowledging it was treacherous and dangerous.


  “I can make that happen, Mr. Gao. But to do that, I need help to get to him. That’s where you come in.”


  “What help?”


  “Mr. Ying is a Dai Lo.”


  “Yes?”


  “And I need to speak to the Dragon Head.”


  He spoke fearfully. “Mr. Yeung?”


  It was the first time that she had heard the name. Even Chau didn’t know the identity of the boss.


  “I need to talk to him. Urgently. You need to make that happen.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  BEATRIX WAITED in the hotel room.


  She changed into trousers and a T-shirt.


  She made preparations for what she hoped would come next.


  She looked at the practicalities of getting across the border.


  She packed a bag with the things that she would need, then she distracted herself with two hours in the mall, buying the things that she thought that Grace might need.


  She bought train tickets in soft sleeper class, a four-berth cabin for them to share.


  Chau delivered the fake passports that she had requested: a British one for her and a Chinese one for the girl. Hong Kong was not treated as part of the mainland for immigration purposes, so her passport had been stamped with a Chinese entry visa. It would allow her to stay in China for three months. Grace’s passport would allow her to stay indefinitely. They both looked authentic, and she was confident that they would get them safely out of Hong Kong.


  She sat cross-legged on the bed, maintained the Glock and counted out her ammunition. Two magazines. Twenty rounds. She hoped that would be enough.


  She stared at her watch. Time passed. She stared at her phone, willing it to ring. It didn’t. She paced the room. Hours passed. She exercised, pumping out a thousand sit-ups and another thousand crunches until she was covered in sweat. She stared at the phone. She checked that it was charged. Still nothing.


  The deadline came and went.


  
    #

  


  HER TELEPHONE finally rang two hours after the deadline had expired.


  “Hello?”


  “Who is this?”


  “I am a friend of Mr. Gao.”


  His English was accented just a little. She didn’t recognise the voice. “Mr. Yeung?”


  “Never mind who I am.”


  It didn’t matter, and she didn’t care. “You know where the girl is?”


  “I do.”


  She wanted to tell him that he was late, that he should have called hours ago, that the delay might have cost Grace her innocence, but there was no profit in doing any of that. She bit her lip between her teeth and then said, her voice hard as iron, “Where?”


  “Mr. Ying has many brothels in Kowloon. I understand you visited one before Mr. Qi’s untimely demise?”


  “Get to the point. Which brothel is it?”


  “It is on Jordan Road. Find Jaguar Shoes. It is a front. The brothel is above. The girl is held on the third floor.”


  “How well guarded is it?”


  “Reasonably well. But not so well that it would be an impediment for someone such as you.”


  The man had a slightly supercilious tone, and laughter danced at the edges of his words.


  “I don’t know who you are, but, if you are lying to me, I’ll find Gao again. Before I kill him, I’ll make him tell me who you are. And then I’ll kill you.”


  “I am not lying. We have been watching you. I have no doubt you mean what you say, and I believe that you would try to do it, too. We respect someone with the dedication to do what they promise they will do. Good luck in Kowloon, although I do not believe you will need it.”


  The line went dead.


  Beatrix took her Glock and spare magazines and hurried to the door.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX RODE the MTR to Jordan Station. She was carrying her bag and the bag that she had packed for Grace. It was eight in the evening by the time she emerged at street level, and the area was bathed in neon. Jordan Street was a narrow canyon, with tall buildings on either side making it feel claustrophobic. The walls were disfigured by air-conditioning units and enormous hoardings. Lines of red flags were strung overhead and lanterns were suspended between the lamp posts. Glowing signs advertised FOOT REFLEXOLOGY and CITY HAIRDRESSING. Scores of handwritten notices written on Day-Glo cards were plastered onto the facades of the shops. They advertised girls from Russia, China, Hong Kong and Thailand. Prices were scrawled next to the nationalities. There were karaoke bars, saunas and massage parlours. Grocery shops offered racks of postcards. Pedestrians idled, some walking down the middle of the street. Traffic growled and horns sounded. Crashing dance music played from the open doorway of a mobile phone shop. The night was close and oppressively hot, the air full of smog that clotted her nostrils and stung the back of her throat. Overhead, the sky was a mass of blacks and purples and, in the distance, a peal of thunder sounded.


  A storm was coming.


  Beatrix paused outside the shoe shop. A shutter obscured the window, but a door next to it was open. A fluorescent arrow pointed into the shop, promising “Free Preview. Many Different Countries/Girls. Taste Excitement. Less 50%.” The doorway was obscured by a curtain of multicoloured beads. The unit next door was more brazen yet. Three bored women sat on the floor in cheap lingerie. A red light flickered overhead.


  She scouted up and down the street. There was no other way inside. Music pulsed. A gaggle of drunken gweilos staggered down the middle of the street, drawing the ire of the taxi driver whose cab they were blocking. He leaned on his horn. They swore colourfully in return.


  Thunder boomed again, closer this time, and the first fat gobbets of rain splashed onto the asphalt.


  Beatrix was sick with trepidation. There was a tightness in her muscles that she recognised: the anticipation of violence. Ying’s deadline had passed four hours ago. She returned to the doorway. There was no point in being subtle, and she was in no mood. She didn’t know whether she was too late. Grace might not have the luxury of subtlety.


  She stepped up to the bead curtain. She swept it aside with her right hand as she reached into her bag for the Baby Glock with her left. The door opened into a small hallway with a flight of stairs directly ahead. A desk was crammed against one wall, leaving barely enough space for it to be passed. A woman was at the desk. The mamasan. She was a blowsy broad-shouldered woman. She was reading a dog-eared paperback and looked up as she heard the tinkling of the beads.


  She said something in Mandarin. A query and then, as Beatrix dropped the bags and advanced, a protest. Beatrix made no effort to translate, but it didn’t matter. She stepped up to the desk and punched the woman square in the face. She toppled backwards and fell off her stool. Beatrix slid around the table, crouched over the woman and punched her again. Her eyes rolled back and closed.


  She transferred the Glock to her right hand, slipped her finger through the guard and put a little pressure on the trigger.


  The stairs were bare, with pictures of J-Pop stars plastered to the wall.


  She climbed.


  The first-floor landing was larger than the hallway downstairs. There was a long sofa upholstered in stained red fabric. Five girls sat on it. They were all in their underwear, and they looked up with a boredom that curdled into hostility when they saw that she was not a customer. Hostility turned to fear as they noticed the Glock. There were four doors off the hallway. Beatrix heard grunting from behind one of them, the creaking of floorboards and the rhythmic bang of a headboard as it clattered against a thin plaster wall.


  The man had said the third floor, so she climbed.


  The second floor was the same. It was lit by a row of lights with orange shades. A woman with badly dyed hair sat on a wooden stool and hid her face behind a newspaper. Another four doors, with noise coming from behind two of them. One of the doors opened and a Chinese man stepped out into the hallway, hoisting up his trousers. He saw Beatrix, and was about to say something, but then he saw the Glock in her hand and thought better of it. He pressed himself against the wall as she walked by. Beatrix glanced inside the door and saw a naked woman, wiping herself, her clothes draped over the end of her bed.


  She climbed. The higher she got, the more vulnerable she felt. More people between her and the exit. No time to worry about that. The building didn’t look as if it had a fire escape. The only way out was to go back down the stairs. She wouldn’t have long to get Grace and get out. Someone would have seen her. The woman downstairs might come around. The man who had come out of the bedroom. The girl inside. The girls waiting for trade. Any of them could raise the alarm.


  She reached the third floor. It was the top of the building. Another hallway with four doorways.


  She raised the Glock, approached the first door and opened it.


  Empty.


  She tried the second.


  A man and woman, both naked, asleep on the bed.


  The third.


  It was locked with a deadbolt.


  She slid the bolt back and opened the door.


  A bed, a dresser and a single wooden chair. A large fern in a planter. A round mirror on the wall. Faded wallpaper, peeling in places, pustulated with mould.


  A girl was on the bed, sitting against the headboard, her legs drawn up beneath her chin.


  “Grace.”


  She moved her head and looked across the room. She was expressionless. If she recognised Beatrix, she did not show it. Beatrix saw the purple contusion across her cheekbone. It extended all the way down the right of her face to her chin. She was wearing a simple red dress with thin straps and Beatrix saw another bruise on her right shoulder, the discolouration running down her torso until it was hidden beneath the fabric.


  Her anger kindled.


  She heard an angry voice from the ground floor.


  She made her voice as soft as she could. “Grace.”


  The girl turned her head away and stared at the wall.


  Beatrix heard the sound of feet pounding up a staircase below.


  She stepped into the room, took the girl by the wrist and pulled, gently easing her off the bed.


  She heard more voices. Doors opened and slammed. An outraged protest.


  Beatrix led the way out of the bedroom. The second door was open now, the naked man she had seen before looking at the stairs. He heard Beatrix and turned. She shook her head, showed him the Glock, and indicated that he should go back inside. He did. The door closed again.


  She held Grace’s hand and led her down the stairs, the pistol held out before her. She descended into the first-floor hallway. The women were still there, and their attention swung away as two men ascended from the opposite side. They were wearing tracksuit tops and jeans and they had cleavers in their hands. One man had tattoos on his face. Beatrix shot him first, adjusted her aim with a flick of her wrist, and shot the other. The pistol was small, but it was unsuppressed and it barked loudly. The women screamed and scuttled as far away from her as they could. She led Grace across the hall to the stairs. The girl stopped at the bodies. Beatrix stooped and picked her up, her left arm holding the girl against her body while she held out the pistol in her right.


  “Put your arms around my neck.”


  Grace did as she was told and held on.


  Beatrix negotiated the final flight of stairs. The woman she had knocked out had disappeared and her table had been overturned. Beatrix paused at the foot of the stairs and collected the two bags that she had left there. She listened. She heard the noise of the street outside, cars passing, raised voices, an argument. She stepped around the table and parted the curtain of beads. There was a car parked at the kerb that hadn’t been there before, blocking the flow of traffic. The car was empty. She waited for another five seconds, scanning left and right, but she saw nothing.


  She put the Baby Glock in her bag and, still carrying the girl, merged into the flow of pedestrians.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  SHE HURRIED with Grace to the MTR. She took the girl to the public bathroom and, behind the locked door of a cubicle, encouraged her to change out of the dress. Her body was horribly bruised. She tried not to look at them as she helped her to dress in the jeans, t-shirt and thin jumper that she had bought for her earlier.


  Beatrix led the way onto the concourse, bought tickets for them both from the machine, and descended to the platform. There was a short wait for the next train. Beatrix walked away from the entrance to the platform and turned so that she was facing it. There had been no time to check that they were not being followed, and she knew Ying well enough to know that he wouldn’t react well to what she had just done. She concentrated on keeping herself under control, suppressing the seethe of anger that was commanding her to go back to the brothel and murder every last pimping bastard that she could find.


  The train arrived.


  They rode the Tsuen Wan Line north to Yau Ma Tei and changed to the Kwun Tong Line.


  Beatrix could not stop herself from asking the question. When they were seated again, she took both of Grace’s hands in hers.


  “What did they—” She stopped, unsure how to ask the question that she needed to ask. “Did they make you do anything?”


  Grace stared back at her. She didn’t speak. Her face was blank, like a mask. There had been light in her eyes before. They had sparkled when she laughed, even after everything that had happened to her. But the light was gone now. It had been extinguished. It was a more eloquent answer than anything she could have said.


  Beatrix drew the girl to her and hugged her. Grace shuffled across the seat and moved awkwardly into Beatrix’s embrace, stiff and unresponsive. Beatrix held her and waited for her to relax, but she did not. Beatrix felt the sting of tears in her eyes and, immediately after that, the burn of fury. All of her rage, the dripped poison that she had been collecting since Control’s agents had torn her life straight down the middle three months ago, overflowed the inadequate vessel into which she had been collecting it.


  The train rumbled north to Kowloon Tong. They disembarked and Beatrix led the way to the East Rail Line and the final run to the border at Lo Wu.


  “Don’t worry,” she said, hating herself even as she said it. “It’s over now. I have you. They can’t get to you. You’re safe.”


  Her voice, when she finally spoke, was as blank as her face.


  “You said that before.”


  The repudiation stung bitterly. She couldn’t be angry about it.


  The girl was right.


  What had happened was her fault.


  Chau had erred, but it was at her direction.


  It was her fault.


  
    #

  


  THE CHECKPOINT was a short distance from Lo Wu station. Beatrix led the way, gripping Grace’s hand tightly in hers. She waited until the platform was clear before she took the Glock, the magazine and the knife and dropped them into an empty trash can. She hoped that she wouldn’t need weapons now, but she wasn’t about to risk taking them across the border.


  The crossing was straightforward enough: two buildings connected by a long bridge. They made their way across it and descended the stairs into a large hall with a long queue of people, waiting for passport control. Beatrix handed over their passports and arrival cards and waited for them to be checked by the surly guard. The woman stared at them, bored beyond words, before she grunted something unintelligible at her.


  “Excuse me?”


  She repeated it. Beatrix’s Mandarin wasn’t good enough to translate it.


  Grace replied for her. The guard asked another question. Grace answered again and the guard pushed their passports back over the desk so that Beatrix could collect them.


  Beatrix knew not to wait. She kept a firm grip on Grace’s hand and walked straight ahead until they were out of the main doors and outside.


  “What did she say?”


  “She ask who you were. I said you were friend of my mother.”


  “Well done.”


  The girl didn’t reply and, in moments, the glazed look returned to her face.


  Beatrix looked around.


  China.


  They were in a large public square with Shenzhen Railway Station on one side and Luohu Commercial City on the other. She led the way to the railway station.


  “You said you had relatives in Tianjin,” she said. “Your aunt? If you want, I’ll take you to her.”


  The girl didn’t reply.


  “You can’t stay in Hong Kong. It’s not safe. The man who”—she paused, clenching her teeth—“took you, he is dangerous. And he won’t just let you stay. You have to leave now. I’m sorry, but…there’s no other choice.”


  She just looked at her feet and let Beatrix lead her on.


  “Grace, talk to me.”


  “It is fine,” she said. “I understand. But you do not have to come with me. I can go myself.”


  “No,” Beatrix retorted at once. “I’m coming, too.”


  I’ve let you down once.


  I’m never letting you down again.


  
    #

  


  THE TRAIN from Shenzhen to Beijing was scheduled to take thirteen hours. It was known as the “Jingjiu” and ran non-stop. The bullet trains that the Chinese were so proud of did not yet serve this marathon route and, as they approached the platform, Beatrix saw the locomotive. It was an olive-green diesel engine, ugly and powerful, with big shoulders and a yellow-striped snout. The train, a quarter of a mile from end to end, was comprised of sixteen blocky carriages painted in high-gloss white with blue racing stripes.


  Beatrix took out their tickets and showed them to one of the female attendants. She gleamed a regulation smile at Beatrix before directing her to the third carriage along. Another similarly glossy attendant took over when they reached the correct car, showing them inside to their sleeper compartment.


  Hundreds of passengers aboard this train were wedged into seats designated only as hard or soft. Beatrix had bought tickets in soft sleeper class, a separate compartment with bunks and antimacassars and a loudspeaker in the ceiling that proved impossible to turn off until she pulled the grille away and pulled out the wiring. The compartment had four bunks, each of which was furnished with a mattress that was significantly more comfortable than those in the “hard sleeper” compartments. They had room, so they were able to choose whether to sleep on the upper or lower bunk. They both chose the lower and sat quietly as the train rolled out of the station, and stayed there for another thirty minutes until Beatrix suggested that they find the dining car for some food.


  “That would be nice.”


  Beatrix felt that she was finally making progress.


  The dining car was pleasant, with neat tables covered with starched white tablecloths and comfortable seats. They ordered rice and vegetables and looked out of the window into the darkness as they ate them, the gloomy landscape rushing by.


  They had been eating in silence until Grace rested her chopsticks across her bowl and asked Beatrix what she was going to do.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Where will you go? After this?”


  “Back,” she said.


  “Hong Kong?”


  She nodded.


  “Why? It is not safe for you, too, is it?”


  “I can look after myself, Grace.”


  “Stay in Beijing. Or go somewhere else. Why go back to Hong Kong? Triad will find you.”


  She watched the emerald-green paddies, rushing by on the other side of the glass, and thought about how going back was a foolish move. “I have a friend there,” she said.


  “Mr. Chau?”


  She said yes. “I told him I would protect him if he helped me find you, and he did. I have to see him. I’ll try to persuade him to leave.”


  “And if he will not?”


  “That’ll be up to him, then.”


  “But you will leave?”


  She paused at that. The smart thing to do would be to get away, put a thousand miles between her and Ying, and try to forget all about it. And yet…and yet, she couldn’t do it. She knew that she would never be able to forgive herself if she ran. Ying had done something unconscionable. She had killed men for much, much less. He owed for that, and she would collect.


  There would be blood.


  “Beatrix? You will leave?”


  “Yes,” she lied. “I think my time in Hong Kong is done.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  THEY TRANSFERRED to a second train for the connection to Tianjin. They arrived at midday, hot and sticky after the air conditioning in the train broke down. Beatrix paid for a cab to take them to the village on the outskirts of the city where Grace’s aunt lived. The car pulled up outside a pleasant row of houses on a hill with a view into a valley where the tiers of a pagoda could be seen. A wire that was heavy with paper lanterns had been strung across the street. Children played happily in a patch of scrubby grass.


  “Is this it?”


  “Yes,” Grace replied. “My aunt’s house is over there.”


  “Here.” Beatrix handed her the bag with the things that she had bought.


  The girl reached for the door and, as Beatrix thought she was going to open it and go without another word, she paused, her fingers trailing on the handle. She turned back and Beatrix saw that she was crying.


  “Don’t,” she said, taking Grace by the shoulder. “It’s fine now. You’ll be fine.”


  “Thank you, Beatrix.”


  She smiled. She wanted to apologise for what had happened to her, but she didn’t know how to say it.


  Grace took her hand. “You are sad, Beatrix. I can see it in your eyes. I hope that you can be happy.”


  She pulled the handle, pushed the door open and stepped down onto the dusty street.


  The driver turned. “Miss?”


  “The station.”


  The man put the car into gear and pulled away. Beatrix turned and watched through the rear window. Grace had paused at the gate to one of the houses. She waited there until the car reached the corner that would take it out of view, raised her hand in farewell and then disappeared.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX DIDN’T know when the decision became a decision. It had been in the back of her mind for a while, she realised, lingering there like an illness waiting for the right time to take hold.


  When had it been transformed from a possibility to a certainty?


  From an abstract prospect to an inevitability?


  It didn’t matter. Beatrix became aware of the decision as she rode the train south again. The train was leaving Zhengzhou. The city itself was a modern glass-and-blinking-neon fantasy, like most of the new Chinese conurbations, but its ugly flanks were still defiled by smokestacks and vast factories. These were fast disappearing behind the train, their lights winking out amid the thick soup of pollution.


  She had found the little packet of opium in her bag. She wasn’t even aware that she had brought it with her, and her first thought was to chide herself for doing something so stupid. Bringing it across the border was asking for trouble. If she had been arrested, it would have been the work of a moment for Control to locate her and then that would, unquestionably, have been that. Her second thought was that she must dispose of it. That would have been the sensible thing to do. But, even as she accepted that was true, she had known that she would be unable to do it.


  A dealer in Wan Chai had given the little envelope to her as a sample when she had purchased marijuana from him. At first, she had dismissed his offer. Opium was not for her. But the voice in her head had whispered its sweet insinuations, had told her that she was wrong, that it was for her, it was perfect for her. It told her that it was just what she needed to help her forget about Isabella. That same tiny voice, impossible to silence, had continued on at her on the long journey north, the day she had spent in Beijing, and now the return trip back to Hong Kong. Did she want to forget about Grace and what had happened to her? Did she want to forget the blankness in the girl’s eyes?


  Smoking was not permitted in the carriages, but you could smoke in the vestibules. She wasn’t sure what the rules were for a sleeper berth, but there were no smoke alarms and, to be safe, she yanked the stiff window until it was halfway open and the wind was rustling the curtains.


  She collected her bag from the opposite bunk and took out the packet. She pulled out the opium and rubbed it between her fingers. It was tough and fibrous. She pinched off a small piece, rolled it into a ball, dropped it into the bowl of the cheap metal spoon she had taken from the dining carriage and, using her lighter, set it on fire. It smelt unusual, like fresh plant sap. She blew it out at once, lowered her head over the smoke and inhaled deeply through her nose.


  The fumes hit her like a sledgehammer.


  She slumped back against the wall of the bunk.


  Her thoughts evaporated like mist.


  She concentrated on the smoke, the ebb and flow as it entered her lungs and then her veins. She felt herself falling into space. The compartment, the train, the monotony of the endless landscape, all were obliterated as dreams that were not really dreams, but visitations filled her mind. She heard the clack of the rails and then fragments of conversations. She saw absent friends. She saw Grace. She saw her husband, Lucas, and her dear Isabella. They formed part of a raucous procession behind her closed eyelids.


  Then she heard another voice. It shook her awake, and she realised it was her own murmuring, her conversation with someone who wasn’t really there.


  She might have been slumped there for five minutes or five hours. She had no idea. She came around again to the sound of an angry voice. Harsh, guttural Mandarin, and a fist crashing against the door.


  She forced open her eyes and, still light-headed and woozy, slapped herself on the cheek.


  She stood on unsteady legs and slid the bolt in the lock. The guard was standing outside. He spat out a stream of quick-fire Mandarin that she couldn’t understand. And, seeing her confusion, he turned and pointed out of the open door. The train had pulled into a platform, and a sign—translated into English—read Shenzhen Station. She heard the music. The long-haul expresses always broadcast a triumphal or sentimental song when they arrived at their destinations. She recognised the saccharine “Fishing Junks at Sunset.”


  They had arrived.


  Hours had passed.


  Beatrix suddenly felt nauseous and, pushing by the guard, she bent double and vomited out of the open door and onto the platform. The man watched, perplexed, as she was sick again and again, eventually heaving on an empty stomach. She went back into the compartment and collected her bag, making sure that the rest of the opium was safely inside, and fled out into the night.


  CHAPTER NINE


  HONG KONG was the kind of place where you could get whatever you wanted, whenever you wanted it. There was no night and no day, but only the light of the sun and the light of the neon. It had been a simple enough thing to find what she needed. The man who had sold her the opium had smiled a knowing smile as she returned and asked for more. He told her that she would enjoy it more if she experienced it properly. He had told her to return that same evening and, when she did, he had taken her to a fetid alley that lurked behind the high wharves of the Kowloon harbour. Beatrix tried to remember the winding lefts and rights and knew that she would struggle to find it again on her own. The entrance was found at the end of the flight of steps that led down to a black gap like the mouth of a cave. She passed down the steps, worn smooth in the centre by the ceaseless tread of feet. There was a single flickering bulb above the door. The man knocked. An eye appeared in the peephole, and then the locks were turned and the door opened to them. The man said nothing, just stepped aside and ushered her inside.


  Beatrix did as she was instructed. She climbed the stairs to a long low room, thick and heavy with brown opium smoke.


  They called them Hua-yan jian: flower-smoke rooms. It was a romantic vision and did not accord with the reality. It was dark and difficult to make anything out. She saw bodies stretched out in strange poses, bowed shoulders, bent knees, heads thrown back, and chins pointing upward. Those who were awake and cognisant turned to look at her with glassy, hostile eyes. Out of the black shadows there glimmered little red circles of light, alternating between bright and faint, as the burning opium waxed or waned in the bowls of the metal pipes that were held to the lips of the smokers. The majority of the men and women here were quiet, lying in idle repose, but some kept up low conversation with themselves or with others. There were mumbled imprecations, sighs of torpor, and snores from those who had lapsed into addled sleep. Beatrix saw the small brazier of burning charcoal at the other end of the room. One of the wizened old men paid by the triads to administer the den was crouched before it, his elbows resting on his bent knees and his jaw resting upon his two fists, staring into the fire.


  She paid for a ‘premium’ space. For an extra ten dollars she was guaranteed a place on the floor, as well as the privilege of having her pipe prepared for her by the ex-patriot Indian who ran the den. It was late and, although she did have a spot to lie down, all the best places had been taken. These were against the wall, where you could lean back without falling over. There was also what the Indian called the VIP section, an exclusive end of the floor near the brazier that had a mattress wedged up against the corner by a window. This cost twenty dollars, and was also taken.


  She didn’t care. She would make do.


  “Ya-p’iàn,” the Indian said in a hushed and reverent tone.


  Opium.


  
    #

  


  TIME PASSED.


  Beatrix returned to the den again and again. She lost track of the days. She wasn’t really sure how long she had been smoking. A week? Two weeks? Everything was smoothed out. Worries disappeared. Concerns were forgotten. Time became an abstract concept. She closed her eyes and let her thoughts drift, buffeted along by the warmth and the dizzying caress of the opium. It obliterated her memories. She forgot about Grace. She forgot about Ying. She even forgot about Isabella. She forgot about the hopelessness of it all. Each new breath of the sweet-smelling smoke rubbed away a little more detail until all that was left of her recollections was a mess of scenes, pictures and images that made little sense.


  “Hey.”


  She dived deeper and deeper, leaving her worries and regrets above her where they couldn’t trouble her any longer.


  “Hey.”


  She felt the hand on her shoulder and a shaking, gentle at first and then harder. She reached up for it, dug her fingers into the soft flesh beneath the wrist, applied the pressure that would send pain coruscating around the owner’s body.


  “Get off me!”


  She opened her eyes and blinked until she could see again.


  It was a middle-aged Chinese man. He was wincing in agony.


  “What?” she mumbled.


  “Get off my wrist!” he gabbled through the pain in harshly accented English.


  “What do you want?”


  “Your phone. Your phone. It ringing.”


  She heard it now. She let go of him and reached into her pocket. Before she could think of just cancelling the call, switching the phone off and returning to her pipe, she had answered it and pressed it to her ear.


  “What?”


  “Where are you?”


  It was Chau.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You said you wanted to meet. The money?”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Yes, you did. You called me.”


  “When?”


  “Yesterday.”


  Had she? She didn’t remember.


  “You said three o’clock on the ferry. It is four. Where are you?”


  Had she said that? Really? It was possible. She thought about it some more and remembered that she had wanted to see him. The money. He had money for her. She wanted the rest of what she was owed. There was a lot and she was going to need all of it. She had called him. He was right. She had.


  “Where are you?”


  “Kowloon. Where you said. Where are you?”


  “Sheung Wan.”


  “You want to come to me?”


  She paused, trying to clear the fumes from her brain. “No, come to me. Sun Yat Sen Park in an hour.”


  
    #

  


  CHAU WAS WAITING next to a small Buddhist shrine that was strewn with the flowers of the locals’ frequent offerings. The street was full of kerbside vendors, doing a brisk evening trade. There were clouds of pungent smoke and the sizzle of hot oil and a wide variety of morsels: fried grasshoppers, fried grubs, fried beetles, all served hot from bubbling oil in parcels of white grease paper. There were roast-blackened baby sparrows, roast-blackened chicken feet, straight from the grill on skewers of splintered wood.


  Chau was sitting at a wooden picnic table. He was picking at an open paper bag of fried grasshoppers. She went over to him and sat down. There was a bag at his feet.


  He indicated the insects. “You want?”


  “No, thanks.”


  They watched as a local hooker approached the shrine and deposited an offering amid the detritus that had already been left there.


  “She ask for busy night with pleasant customers,” he suggested.


  They watched the girl as she made her prayer, turned and walked away to rejoin the busy street.


  “The girl?” Chau asked. “Grace?”


  “Safe.”


  “Where?”


  “She’s safe, Chau. Leave it at that.”


  “What about us?”


  “What about us?”


  “What are we going to do? Ying is looking for us.”


  “Do what you want. Move away. Stay here. I don’t care.”


  “He will kill us if he finds us.”


  “Didn’t you hear me? I said, I don’t care.”


  He looked at her with concern. “What is the matter, Beatrix?”


  “I’m done with all of it, Chau. Ying, the triads. All of it.”


  “What about me?”


  “You’re a big boy.”


  He looked at her as if she had slapped his face.


  “I’m sorry, Chau. It’s just…I’m tired. I’m tired of all of it. We took care of Donnie Qi and now we’ve got Ying. The triad…” She shook her head. “It’s like a hydra. You chop off one head and two more grow back. We can’t keep fighting. Look. You’ve got money now. We made a lot, right? Use it. Go away somewhere. Never come back.”


  “You’re giving up?”


  “You can call it that if you like.”


  His eyes went narrow as he regarded her. “What is wrong with you?”


  “Nothing.”


  “You are high. You are on drugs!”


  She waved it off.


  “No,” he persisted. “You are. Your eyes. I know signs. You are high.”


  She stood. She felt a blast of shame. She didn’t want to admit what she had been doing, and that all she could think about was going back to do it again.


  “You are leaving?”


  “My money?”


  “Here.” He nodded to the bag at his feet.


  She reached down and took it. She didn’t bother to check it was all there.


  “Thank you, Chau.”


  “For what?”


  “For this. And for helping me with Grace. I appreciate that. You didn’t have to do it.”


  “You can’t just leave me!” he protested pitifully. “Ying will kill me.”


  “Then go,” she repeated. “Go to China. Go anywhere but here.” She put out her hand and, after a moment of hesitation, he took it. “Goodbye, Chau.”


  She turned her back on him and walked away.


  CHAPTER TEN


  TIME PASSED. Beatrix visited the Hua-yan jian every evening. Sometimes she would stay for an hour and other times she would stay all night.


  Each pipe removed her from her worries and anxieties. But when she awoke, they were all there again as if they had never been away. They developed. Like cancers, they mutated and spread. Her memories, far from being erased, became malignant reminders of her failures.


  She found that, as she cared less and less about herself, she cared more about what had happened to Grace. She was unable to forget what had happened to the girl. The look in her eyes, when she had taken her from the brothel, haunted her dreams. Even the depth of her narcotic slumber was unable to cloak it from her. She remembered Grace’s tears as she had left her outside her aunt’s house. She remembered her thought, fully realised now, that the girl had been robbed of her childhood. Beatrix’s anger, never completely extinguished, had flickered back into life. She could control the flame with each new pipe. But as soon as she revived, it was like a gust of pure oxygen had been directed onto the restive embers and it flared again.


  And then, one day, she found that she had diverted from her usual path to the den so that she was in Wan Chai, on Lockhart Road, opposite the Nine Dragons. It was incredibly foolish of her—she had no weapon, for a start—but she had been drawn there, and was unable to resist. She bought a ball cap and a pair of sunglasses and put them on. There was a karaoke bar opposite the club. The place had an open façade and she had taken a seat there, nursing a drink for thirty minutes as she watched the comings and goings on the other side of the street.


  The idiocy of what she was doing finally dawned on her, and she had just scattered enough change on the table to cover the check when a car drew up alongside the club and Fang Chun Ying stepped out. She angled her head away and watched through the big mirror that was fixed on the wall behind the bar. He was with two of his lieutenants, a broad smile on his face as if he was without a care.


  She waited until he had descended the stairs into the club, collected her bag and left the bar.


  She took out her phone, opened a browser window and navigated to the Facebook page that she and Chau used to communicate with one another.


  She stopped so that she could type.


  —MEET ME. SAME PLACE AS LAST TIME. 9PM.


  
    #

  


  CHAU WAS waiting at the same picnic table in Sun Yat Sen Park, wearing the same ridiculously garish Hawaiian shirt that he had been wearing before. He was looking in the other direction, out into the harbour, and she took a moment to stop at one of the street vendors so that she could buy him a packet of fried grasshoppers. She paid the vendor and took the food to the table.


  “Chau,” she said.


  He started with alarm. “Beatrix, I did not see you.”


  “Because you always have your eyes closed,” she said.


  “I did not think we would meet again.”


  “I’ve had a change of heart. Here. Peace offering.”


  She gave him the fried grasshoppers.


  “Thank you,” he said, but he left them untouched. “What is it, Beatrix? I am confused.”


  “You didn’t leave.”


  “I think about it, but I do not know where to go. But I know you are right. I cannot stay.”


  He was nervous, too, she thought, but that was not out of character for him. He was a nervous man by disposition. And, she reminded herself, there was no reason why he would have expected to hear from her again. He would have anticipated bad news, perhaps something that would have repercussions for him.


  “Maybe you can.”


  “Stay?”


  “Maybe.” She indicated the bag of insects. “You’re not going to eat those?”


  He pushed them to the middle of the table. “I am sorry. I have lost my appetite. What are you talking about?”


  “Ying. I saw him yesterday.”


  “What? Where?”


  “The Nine Dragons.”


  “Why would you go there?” he said, his eyes bulging with panic.


  “I don’t know. I had an itch. Needed to scratch it.”


  “Did he see you?”


  “What do you think, Chau?” she chided. “Of course not.”


  “So?”


  “So I’ve changed my mind. I can’t let a man who has done the things that he has done—the things that he is still doing—breathe the same air as my daughter. He needs to go, Chau. Do you understand what I mean by that?”


  “Of course. How?”


  “That’s why we’re talking. I need you to help me, Chau.”


  He shook his head violently. “No, Beatrix—”


  “Relax, Chau. You have to do very little.”


  He started to stand. “I have to do nothing.”


  “Sit down.” Her eyes were full of cold fire. She knew that his fear of her was all she needed to control him.


  He sat. “What do you want?”


  “I watched him. He is well guarded. As far as he is concerned, I’m still here. He’ll be careful until he’s sure I’m gone.”


  “So?”


  “So there will be somewhere he lets his guard down. His home, his mistress, a restaurant he likes to visit. Somewhere he feels safe. Do you still have your police connection?”


  “Yes,” he said. Chau was friendly with an officer in the Organised Crime and Triad Bureau of the Hong Kong Police Force. The officer was bent and could be bought.


  “Speak to him. Tell him you want to know everything he knows about Ying. I want his routine. They’ll have had surveillance on him. They probably still do. And then you tell me what he tells you. I’ll look at it and pick out the weak spots. That’s the first thing.”


  “The second?”


  “I need a weapon.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  BEATRIX HAD ignored the urge to smoke that night and had stayed in her cheap hotel room, watching Chinese television. She managed five hours of almost uninterrupted sleep and awoke to feel more refreshed than she could remember.


  When she opened the Facebook group, she found there was a message for her from Chau.


  —MIDDAY. SAME PLACE.


  
    #

  


  CHAU WAS waiting for her.


  “You still want Ying?”


  “I do.”


  He looked terribly nervous. “I…I…”


  “What, Chau? You what?”


  “Then I know how that can be done.”


  “Really?”


  “Like you say—I have friends, Beatrix. I ask.”


  “The police?”


  “No. Friend in Wo Shun Wo.”


  “You never mentioned him before.”


  “There was never reason to mention him. He says that Ying plays poker every Wednesday night. There is a warehouse he owns. The game is there. Four other players play with him. Old triad friends. High stakes. He will be there tonight.”


  “Where is it?”


  “It is on Ap Lei Chau. Lee Nam Road.”


  “Security?”


  “Some. But it is Wo Shun Wo, Beatrix. No criminal is going to rob them, and police are not going to raid triad poker game. Triads own underworld and own police. What do they have to fear?”


  Me, Beatrix thought. They have me to fear.


  But she knew that Ying would be careful, and she didn’t dismiss the potential for security quite as readily as Chau did.


  “Your friend. Is he involved?”


  “He will be there. He is croupier. He will leave a door open for us if we pay him well enough.”


  “How much?”


  “Not too much. Don’t worry about that, Beatrix. I sort it. I benefit, too.”


  Beatrix considered the possibilities. It was an opportunity. Somewhere quiet, out of the way. No one to get in the way. Somewhere he would feel safe and secure. That was all good. But there would be security. It would be easier, but it wouldn’t be easy.


  Chau reached down and collected a bag that was resting by his feet. He passed it around the table to Beatrix. She opened it and put a hand inside. There were two pistols wrapped in oilcloth inside.


  “I don’t need two,” she said.


  He looked at her and tried to put a little confidence in his voice. “I will help.”


  “Really?”


  He nodded. “When he is gone, things better for both of us. The other players will be armed. Two of us will stand a better chance than one.”


  That was true. “You have to be sure, Chau. Completely sure.”


  He held her eye. “I am sure, Beatrix. This will work. The end of problems for both of us.”


  
    #

  


  SHE TOOK a taxi to the address Chau had given her. Ap Lei Chau was also known as Aberdeen Island, and Lee Nam Road was near the docks. It was south-west of the main island, and the taxi passed over the four-lane bridge that connected the two before skirting the busy central district for the industrial zone to the south. She had the driver stop half a mile away, paid him and got out of the cab. She waited until he had pulled away, and started to walk.


  Lee Nam Road was a narrow two-lane highway that was pressed in on one side by the shoulders of the warehouses and office blocks and on the other by the sea. There was a concrete berm topped with a wire-mesh fence and then, beyond it, Aberdeen Harbour and the East Lamma Channel.


  Ying’s warehouse housed a legitimate business that supplied ice to bars and restaurants around the city. Beatrix scouted it from the other side of the street. The building was right up close to the street, with trucks bearing the business’s livery parked at the edge of the road. A large roller door was open and a truck, backed halfway into the interior, was being loaded. She counted six members of staff. A seventh man was lounging against the wall, smoking a cigarette as he glared dolefully at the comings and goings outside.


  She walked on. More warehouses. Lots of trucks. The sound of freight being hefted around, the reversing-alarms of lorries and the busy hum of forklifts. She stopped at the end of the street and watched as the freshly loaded truck was driven away.


  She set off in the direction from which she had arrived, pretending to hold a conversation on her cell phone. She assessed the entrances and exits. It was a single-storey building. There were two long windows on the ground floor, both obscured by lowered blinds. There was the roller door, large enough for a truck to pass through. That, she guessed, would be closed and locked as soon as the day’s business had been concluded. It would be too noisy to open and she discounted it as a means to get inside. The main door for those on foot was to the side of the roller door. A frontal assault? If there were guards, that would be where they were concentrated. She discounted it. Too risky.


  She walked on a little more. There was an alleyway between Ying’s warehouse and its neighbour. She saw another door, opened, next to a row of industrial bins. Chau’s contact had told them that was how they would get inside. He would leave it open for them.


  That was more promising.


  There was nothing about the place that looked out of the ordinary. It looked like a working, legitimate business. She had no doubt that Ying was involved with several all around the city. He would need a mechanism to launder his illicit money. This would be as good as anything.


  She walked to the terminal at Lei Tung and rode the bus back to Hong Kong Island. She had already started to plan. Could she trust Chau’s intelligence? There was no reason why not. He had just as much motivation to do away with Ying as she did.


  No, she corrected herself. Almost as much.


  He hadn’t looked into Grace’s eyes like she had.


  But he had enough motivation. Ying wanted Chau dead. He had been living a frightened existence ever since Ying had threatened them both. He knew, better than she did, what the man was capable of. He stood to recover his liberty with the Dai Lo out of the way. This was his home. And he had more of a reason to live than she did. He was invested.


  So how would she do it?


  She reassessed. Ying and another five men would be there. Maybe guards, too. She could gamble and do it alone, but she stood a better chance with Chau’s help. She would need someone to cover the others while she collected Ying. She had been wary of his offer, but now she found that she agreed with him. It wasn’t ideal, but nothing had been ideal ever since she had landed here. She would make do.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THEY TOOK Chau’s Mercedes to the island. Beatrix sat in the back and made sure that both guns—her Walther P5 and his Browning Hi Power—were clean and ready to fire. She hoped that getting Ying out of the building could be achieved without violence, but she was not prepared to gamble on that. If it was necessary to shoot, the last thing she wanted was for there to be a misfire.


  She told him to drive as near to the warehouse as he could. Parking was not easy, but they found an empty space fifty feet to the north.


  She gave the Browning back to Chau and told him to pay attention.


  “I’m going to go in first and I’m going to do the talking. I want you to stand by the door and cover them. I doubt they will be particularly frightened by having a gun waved in their faces, so we’re going to be firm and to the point. Businesslike. I’ll get Ying and bring him out. You stay and cover the others, then get back to the car. He’ll be in the back with me. You drive.”


  “I understand. Where do we take him?”


  “There’s empty land on South Horizon Drive. We’ll take him up there and put him in the trunk. I’ll drive from then. We’ll take him somewhere we can make him disappear.” She looked at him sternly. “Is that all clear, Chau?”


  “It is.”


  “You do exactly as I say. There’s no room for variation.”


  “Exactly as you say.”


  He looked pale.


  She knew she needed to reassure him. “Nerves are fine, Chau. I’ll do most of what needs to be done. You’ll just need to cover me.”


  “I know. I got it.”


  They got out and Beatrix led the way down the street. She saw nothing that gave her any reason for concern. The business’s trucks were parked on the side of the road, forming a narrow corridor with the building into which small pools of illumination were thrown by the street lights overhead. The roller door was shut and secured by a hefty padlock. The main entrance was shut. As they walked next to the door, she glanced in through the glass panel. The small reception room was dark, save for a sliver of golden light admitted by the gap beneath an internal door that must have led into the warehouse.


  Someone was inside.


  They walked on until Beatrix was satisfied, then turned and walked back.


  The alleyway was dark, but Beatrix could see that the side door was ajar.


  Beatrix took two balaclavas from her pocket and tossed one to Chau. “Put it on,” she said.


  He nodded and pulled the balaclava over his head, unrolling it all the way until all she could see was the glitter of his black eyes and his thin lips. She did the same.


  Beatrix led the way. They advanced into the alleyway.


  She reached the door.


  She paused there and listened. It was quiet inside. She curled her hand around the Walther P5 and gently pulled the door all the way open.


  Inside was a short corridor. It was dark save the light that limned the edges of the interior door at the end of the corridor. Beatrix stepped inside. Her heart beat a little faster. She tamped it down with measured breathing. The adrenaline was good, it would keep her sharp, but she needed to be in control.


  She turned her head. Chau was behind her. He had his pistol ready.


  She was ready for violence if that was what was needed. Fast, sudden, volcanic violence that would inspire anyone who might doubt her to think again. She would shoot if she had to. She wasn’t fearful of it. It would be an automatic reaction if she found herself in a situation where she determined it was necessary.


  She reached the door and paused again. She couldn’t hear anything from the other side.


  She turned to Chau, about to tell him to be ready to go, and looked right into the barrel of his raised pistol.


  “Do not move, Beatrix.”


  “You’ve got to be joking.”


  “No joke.”


  She shook her head. “Seriously. You’re double-crossing me? You?”


  His face was obscured by the balaclava. “You ask me to choose between him and you. I choose him. You are a junkie, Beatrix. I know. I see the signs. How can I trust a junkie? How can you protect me when you don’t even care about protecting yourself?”


  A bitter little smile kinked the edges of her mouth. “You idiot, Chau.”


  “Take off balaclava and open door.”


  She pulled it over her head. She wondered whether there would be any chance of getting to him before he could fire. She concluded that it was too risky. He had cautiously taken two steps back, increasing the distance that she would have to cover. The corridor was narrow, too. The chances of disabling him before he could shoot her were slim.


  She cursed herself. Chau, of all people.


  He had fooled her.


  “Door, please, Beatrix. Open door.”


  She turned the handle and opened the door. The room beyond was empty.


  There was no table nor any chairs. No sign of a poker game. No sign of Ying.


  “Into room, Beatrix.”


  She did.


  Two men were standing behind the door. They closed it and came forward. One of them said, “Hands behind back.”


  “You’re a dead man, Chau.”


  He kept the gun trained on her. He was a hopeless klutz, but she knew that he could use it. She had seen him kill before. He was capable of a lot when his own skin was involved. “I am sorry. I have no choice. Now, please—do as he says.”


  “Have you listened to a single word I’ve said?”


  “I have no choice. Your hands, Beatrix. Do as he says, please.”


  She had no choice. She put her hands behind her back and held her wrists together so the bracelets could be fitted. She was pushed into the middle of the room. She turned so that she could get a better look at Chau. He had taken off the balaclava. The colour had drained from his face.


  “I’m still going to kill Ying. And now I’m going to have to kill you, too, Chau.”


  Ying stepped out of a room at the back at the mention of his name. He laughed. “Ignore her, Chau. She is in no position to make threats. I am certainly not afraid of her.”


  He took off his tracksuit jacket. He was wearing a white T-shirt beneath it. A heavy gold chain sparked in the overhead spotlights. He laced his fingers together and made a show of cracking his knuckles.


  Beatrix knew she was about to take a beating. The only question was how bad it was going to be.


  “You have caused me many problems, Suzy—or should I say Beatrix? And it is a shame. Really. Now, before we can continue, Chau is going to apologise to me. Isn’t that right, Chau?”


  She saw Chau swallow and knew what was about to happen. He went to the table, took a white handkerchief from his pocket and opened it. He took his left hand, the one missing a joint of the little finger, and spread it out atop the handkerchief. One of the men who had been waiting for them took a box cutter from a shelf and joined him at the table. Chau closed his eyes, sweat beginning to run freely down his face. The man extended the blade of the cutter and rested the edge below the remaining knuckle of the same finger.


  “Are you sorry, Chau?”


  “Yes, Dai Lo. I am sorry.”


  “Are you very sorry?”


  “I am.”


  At a nod from Ying, the man sliced down with the knife and severed the finger at the knuckle. It was yubitsume, the Yakuza finger-shortening ritual that the Wo Shun Wo had appropriated. Chau had faced the loss of his finger after insulting Donnie Qi. Beatrix had intervened to save him then. It was funny how life could be, she thought. His destiny had been predetermined. She could have intervened or she could have stayed in her chair. It would have made no difference to him. The result would have been the same.


  For her, though?


  Things would have been very different. She was paying a heavy price for trying to prevent an inevitability.


  The universe was laughing at her. It was all a big cosmic joke.


  The blood drained from Chau’s face and he looked as if he was about to faint. He took a second handkerchief and held it around the bleeding stump. Then, he wrapped the severed knuckle in the first handkerchief and presented it to Ying with a deep bow.


  “I apologise, Dai Lo.”


  “You see,” Ying said, “because he has apologised, I am prepared to spare him. He will be able to work for me again, too. You want to know what his first job will be?”


  “I can guess.”


  “Yes, I am sure that you can. He will make you disappear when we have finished punishing you for your insolence.”


  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of brass knuckledusters. He slipped the fingers of his right hand through the holes, adjusted the rounded grip until it was settled and punched it into the palm of his left hand.


  Beatrix tested the cuffs. They were solid. There was no prospect of being able to get out of them.


  She braced herself for what she knew was coming.


  It was going to be one of those days.


  Ying punched her in the face.


  It was more than just Ying. The two men joined in, too. They laughed and joked as they beat her. They were like animals. They kicked or punched, moved out of the way so that another could get in close enough to kick and punch, then swapped places again. She dropped to the floor so that she could bring her knees up and try to protect her organs. She opened her eyes. White flashes sparked across her vision. She blinked through the starbursts and saw them standing over her, feet raised to kick and stamp. She closed her eyes again. She had her chin pressed up tight against her chest. She switched off her mind, but she remained conscious throughout. The boots to her head and sides were alternated with strategically aimed blows to the mouth, ears and kidneys.


  There was a pause and she heard Ying issue what was unmistakeably an order, and then Chau responding diffidently. Ying repeated what he had said and she heard feet, shuffling closer, and then felt a half-hearted kick. “Harder,” she heard Ying order, in English this time. “Kick her harder. Show her what it means to interfere in Chinese business.”


  She opened her eyes and looked up at him. There was something animal in Chau’s face. There was pain, from the finger. There was relief, no doubt because he felt that his inclusion in this little game signalled that he was well and truly back within the fold, but something else, too. Something base and primal. His diffidence was gone, as if shorn away with every fresh kick. There was fury in his eyes. Why? Because she had constantly rebuffed his clumsy advances? Because she frightened him, made him feel less of a man? Chinese society—triad society, in particular—was patriarchal. A strong woman, like Beatrix, might have seemed like an affront to his masculinity. Now he was righting the balance.


  She rolled over and made sure that they could see how weak and pitiful she looked. She wanted them to see. Pride was an irrelevance now that would get her killed. And, although she was not afraid of Death, she was reluctant to surrender to it without taking Ying and Chau with her. So she played the part. She mewled and coughed, letting them know how terrified she was.


  She had no idea how long the ordeal lasted. Long enough for them all to work up a sheen of sweat and enough that, when they were finally done, they were all breathing heavily.


  Ying said something in Mandarin. His two goons picked her up and dragged her to the back. She let her head hang down low, but not so low that she couldn’t pay attention to her surroundings and where she was going. She tried to tune in again. Get a sense of what their plan was. She was happy for them to think that she was subdued. She could have spat out the blood in her mouth, asked them if that was all they had, but all that would have done was to hasten her end. She was surprised that they hadn’t done it already. Maybe Ying wanted to have a little more fun at her expense before he finished her off.


  They dragged her along a corridor, a door on either side. There was a flight of stairs descending at the end.


  She found a little strength from somewhere and parlayed that into a wisp of hope.


  Maybe they would get lazy.


  Maybe they would make a mistake.


  Maybe they would take off her cuffs, take their eyes off her for a minute.


  Maybe, maybe, maybe.


  Who was she kidding?


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  THE STAIRS led to a basement. Her legs wouldn’t support her so they dragged her.


  She glanced up. There was a corridor with several doors. They took her to the one at the far end and opened it, tossing her inside. She landed on her chest, her chin striking a glancing blow on the concrete floor. Her vision dimmed again. The door was slammed shut. The light disappeared. Complete darkness.


  She lay on the floor for a minute. She could feel her face swelling up. Her lips had been split, her left eye was starting to close, her nose was stoppered with clots, and her body was bruised from head to toe. She took careful breaths, unsure whether she had broken any ribs.


  The room was freezing. It took her a moment to join the dots. They had tossed her inside an industrial freezer. Was it switched on? She couldn’t say. If it was, she doubted that she would last long. She didn’t mind. This was a respite from the beating. A death from hypothermia would be pleasant, compared to what might have happened to her. She knew the symptoms. Shivering and then tiredness, fast breathing and cold or pale skin. More violent shivering until the hypothermia worsened further, delirium, a struggle to breathe or move, and then the loss of consciousness. That all sounded civilised to what had just happened, and what was likely to happen later.


  She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to think around the pounding in her head.


  Chau.


  Fucking Chau.


  She couldn’t believe that he had sold her out.


  The more she thought about it, though, the less she blamed him. She knew that she was in a mess. The opium. She was smoking too much. She wasn’t sleeping or looking after herself. And who, when presented with a partner who clearly had no interest in her own self-preservation, would willingly go up against a man like Ying?


  She wouldn’t.


  She had given him two choices.


  First, to work with her. The odds of success were slim. Even if she had been able to dispose of Ying, who was to say that his vendetta against them would not have been adopted by another? No, she admitted. The first choice was not attractive.


  The second choice? For Chau to go to Ying and offer the Dai Lo the one person he wanted more than himself. Beatrix Rose, delivered to him all wrapped up with a bow on top. For the small added consideration of yubitsume, he had been restored in Ying’s good graces. Beatrix wouldn’t have staked very much on the chances of that being a particularly long and mutually rewarding relationship—she would have laid better odds on him turning up in the harbour with his throat slit—but one proposition clearly offered better prospects than the other.


  He had made the same choice that she would have made.


  That did not mean that she was minded to be clement. Beatrix had never been big on forgiveness, and there were consequences with a choice like that. For now, though, that was moot. She was beaten, cuffed and dumped in a deep freeze. Chau probably felt pretty good about himself and the decision that he had made.


  She tensed against the bracelets, but they held firm and the pressure on her swollen wrists made her wince. She lowered herself onto her side and rested her head on the floor. She closed her eyes. She was tired. The last thing that she could remember before she surrendered to the cold was the face of her daughter, but then that, too, was gone.


  
    #

  


  BEATRIX OPENED her eyes. She thought that she had heard something outside. She couldn’t see anything, not even the faintest sliver of light. She concentrated her attention on her hearing. She closed her eyes and held her breath.


  There. A footstep?


  She got her feet beneath her and pushed herself backwards until her shoulders were wedged up against the shelves on the far wall. Were they coming back again? She expected another beating. Her exposed ribs and head felt dreadfully vulnerable. She drew her knees up to her chest, trying to make herself as small a target as possible.


  She strained her ears.


  She couldn’t hear anything now.


  Had she imagined it?


  “Hello?” she called.


  There it was again: the sound of a soft footstep.


  “Hello?”


  She heard the sound of metal tapping against metal and then the sound of the handle on the freezer door being turned. She gritted her teeth at the sound of the bottom of the door scraping against the floor as it was pushed open. Light spilled inside and she saw the silhouette of a man. She didn’t know what to expect. The odds were good that this was the start of another beating. The man who was now inside her cell was probably preparing to rain kicks on her defenceless body. Or was it to be something else? Perhaps the men would take turns to take advantage of their gweilo pet. Perhaps that was why there was just one man, and why he was quiet. The muscles in her shoulders tensed as she tested the cuffs again. They were solid, the bracelets cutting into her swollen flesh.


  She was tempted to tell him to get it over with, but she wanted him to think that she was weak and beaten. She didn’t want to show anything that might suggest that she had any fight left in her.


  The man drew closer.


  When he spoke, it was little more than a whisper. “Suzy?”


  “What do you want?”


  “I have a message from Michael Yeung.”


  He knelt down before her. Beatrix did not recognise him. He was dark haired and had furtive eyes.


  “What message?”


  “He want to help you.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “He say Ying goes too far. Cannot be trusted. And Zhào Gao very angry with him.” He paused. “If I release you, what will you do?”


  “I’ll kill him.”


  “That is good. And then?”


  “And then what?”


  “What will you do after you kill Ying?”


  “All my scores will be settled. I won’t do anything.”


  “Mr. Yeung say he want to work with you.”


  She didn’t reply.


  “You do not want to?”


  “You ever heard the expression ‘once bitten, twice shy’?”


  “Mr. Yeung is not like Qi or Ying. He is professional.”


  She coughed. She could feel blood in her mouth, so she spat it out onto the floor. “Good for him.”


  “But you talk to him?”


  “Fine.”


  She felt a hand on her shoulder, gently impelling her to lean forward. She did, and then felt the hand between her shoulder blades and then down to her hands. Something cold and metallic brushed against the inside of her wrists. The man gave a small grunt of exertion, and then she heard the rattle of the chain as it was cleaved in two.


  She looked beyond the man. The cell door was open. The corridor outside was lit by a strip light and she saw a flight of stairs, leading up to the ground floor.


  “You must hurry. They will come back. We must be quick.”


  The man put his arm around her shoulders and helped her to stand. She shrugged him off. She was bruised and tender, but nothing was broken. Her body was serviceable.


  “Where is Ying?”


  “He is at his club. Nine Dragons. We are watching him. We will tell you where he goes.”


  The man bent down and picked up a bundle. He gave it to her. It was a dishcloth. She opened it. There was a Ruger LC9 Pro 9mm pistol inside.


  She assessed her injuries again. She wasn’t going to be running any marathons soon, but she could walk and she could point a gun. It would be enough.


  The man indicated the pistol. “Will this do?”


  She nodded. “I’ll kill Ying for you on one condition.”


  “What is it?”


  “I said all my scores would be settled. That wasn’t quite true. I need you to help me settle one more.”


  “Of course. What would we have to do?”


  “Give me Jackie Chau.”


  “Who?”


  “The man who betrayed me.”


  “I do not know this man.”


  “Tell your boss if he wants to work with me, he needs to find him.”


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  FANG CHUN YING owned a lot of property across Hong Kong, but his favourite was the apartment in The Altitude, the new building that had recently been constructed on Shan Kwong Road in Happy Valley. It was on the fifteenth floor and offered panoramic views of the city, the bay and the lush greenery that clothed the hills of Kowloon that the locals called the Nine Dragons. It was a uniquely spacious apartment that had been created by buying two adjacent properties and knocking them through to create one especially large space. It was a short walk to the jockey club and it typically accommodated the rich gweilo workers who staffed the law and accountancy firms and banks in Central. It did not please Ying that the Westerners were the only ones who could afford the prime real estate, yet it gave him pleasure that it was not beyond him. It was a benchmark. Purchasing it was a validation, a sign that he had succeeded on their terms as well as his own.


  His driver pulled up alongside the entrance. Ying had business to transact in the morning, and he told the man that he expected to see him at nine. The driver’s name was Chang, and he had known him since childhood. He trusted him completely. Chang bid him good night and waited in the car until Ying was safely inside the building.


  He rode the elevator to the penthouse. The lift opened directly into the apartment.


  He took off his jacket. He saw that it had been splattered with the woman’s blood. His mouth curled into a sneer of distaste. He went to the mirror and saw that he had her blood on his neck, too, and another splash on the inside of his wrist. He was hot, too, shining with malodorous sweat. It made him think of the woman. For someone with so fearful a reputation, it had not taken them long to reduce her to a snivelling mess on the floor. They would leave her to contemplate her end and then return to put her out of her misery tomorrow. Chau had guaranteed that he would make her disappear. He knew that Chau did good work. He had been impressed with his burgeoning reputation as he worked for Donnie Qi, and had admired the work that he had done for him.


  He had admired Beatrix’s work, too. He had admired that even more. It was a shame that their relationship had come to such a sorry juncture. She was a very useful tool. It wasn’t easy to find someone as skilful and reliable as she had been. What had happened was unforgivably wasteful, but things were as they were. There was no sense in dwelling on the past.


  He needed a shower to wash the sweat and the blood away. He went through into the bathroom and turned on the water. He went into his bedroom, undressed, wrapped a towel around his waist, and…


  “Hello, Ying.”


  He spun around.


  A woman was sitting in the armchair that faced his bed. It was dark and difficult for him to make out the details of her face. But he recognised her voice, and knowing who she was filled him with fear.


  He had a pistol on the dresser. He edged toward it.


  “Don’t,” the woman said. She had a pistol aimed at him. There was only ten feet between them. She couldn’t miss.


  “Beatrix. You got out.”


  “Evidently.”


  “How did you find me?”


  “I have a new patron. Mr. Yeung. I think you know him.”


  “Of course I know him,” He snapped.


  “He is disappointed in you, Ying. I spoke to Zhào Gao. You were blackmailing a very important friend of Mr. Yeung’s. He was upset when he found out. He said your greed threatened triad business.”


  “It was not like that. I will speak to him. I will explain.”


  “He doesn’t want to speak to you. In fact, he asked me to get rid of you. It’ll be my first job for him.”


  “I give you money. Lots of money. You take it and leave Hong Kong. I give you my word you will not be stopped.”


  She got up. The light fell on her face and he saw just how badly they had worked her over. She was bruised, one eye was closed, and there was dried blood around her nostrils. She walked over to the sliding door that opened onto the balcony. It was already ajar, the wind rippling the thin gauzy curtains. She pulled the curtains aside and pulled the door until it was all the way open. Then she beckoned him to come to her.


  He did as she asked.


  “You want money?”


  “Come onto the balcony with me, Ying. We can talk about it while I admire the view.”


  He stepped out into the cool night air. The view really was something to be admired. He didn’t feel so good about it now.


  “How much do you need?”


  “I don’t want your money. Turn around,” she said.


  “Why?”


  She levelled the gun and stepped up, pressing the barrel between his eyes. “Turn around.”


  He did and, before he could react, she had taken his right arm by the wrist and yanked it all the way up his back. The sudden pain was excruciating and, in an attempt to lessen it, he leaned over so that his torso was bent over the balustrade.


  “Please…I tell you what you need.”


  “Why don’t you tell me about Grace.”


  “The girl?” He gulped the words out.


  “Do you have a daughter, Mr. Ying?”


  “Yes. Two daughters.”


  “How old are they?”


  “Ten and twelve.”


  “You need to help me understand, then. If you have girls, ten and twelve, why did you do what you did to her?”


  The words spilled out before he had a chance to consider them. “She is just daughter of whore. She end up whore herself one day. Why do you care?”


  The pressure on his arm increased. “Say that one more time.”


  “Say what?”


  “Call her a whore. I dare you.”


  He gritted his teeth against the pain. “I am sorry. Where is she? I will apologise to her.”


  “She is a long way away, Mr. Ying. You’ll never see her again.”


  She leaned her body against him so that she could increase the pressure on his arm. She pushed up. She felt strong. Full of muscle. The balustrade was like a fulcrum, his weight slowly tipping him over. He felt his feet rise above the floor, just the tips of his toes touching the concrete.


  “Why did you do this, Ying? You knew what I would do. You brought this on yourself.”


  “I help girl,” he begged. “Please. I give her money. I give you money, you give it to her, you do what you like with it. Please.”


  “She doesn’t need your money.”


  “Girls like that, you buy and you sell. I buy her happiness. Her sister was whore. She will underst—”


  She leaned all the way forward, pushing up with both hands until Ying’s elbow popped. He screamed, a primal exclamation as unbearable pain flashed into his brain, but Beatrix did not relent. Instead, she clamped her right arm between his legs and heaved him so that he was balanced across the balustrade. He begged, looking down at the vast drop to the street below, but even as he did, he knew that she had never intended to spare him. She lowered her shoulder and pushed, tipping him all the way over the edge and out into the void. He fell, aware of the wind whipping around his flailing limbs and the roar of terror that he recognised, belatedly, as coming from his own throat.


  His body slammed into a parked car, bounced ten feet into the air, and then came to rest in the ornamental gardens that he had once so admired. His body was arranged face up, a dozen bones broken, his vertebrae crushed. He gazed up at the ziggurat that stretched high above him, the distance that he had fallen. He tasted blood in his mouth and his breath wouldn’t come. He heard the wail of a car alarm and a woman’s horrified scream before everything coalesced into one long hiss of static. Darkness bled at the edges of his vision, then closed in, then swallowed him whole.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  JACKIE CHAU LIKED to pretend that he was not an extravagant man. But when he was honest with himself, he would admit that he had a few vices, some of which could be expensive. He did like to treat himself. He could have flown economy, but the flight to Toronto was long and, since he could afford it, he had decided to go first class.


  He had never flown first class before.


  He was in the British Airways lounge. He had forsaken his usual garish dress for a suit and a white shirt that had been cut from reassuringly expensive cloth. He arrived an hour before his flight departed, took a drink in the bar, and allowed the gushing staff to pander over him.


  He had heard about Ying’s death. His friend in the police had contacted him six hours ago. The story was that he had killed himself. They said that he had thrown himself off the balcony, but Chau didn’t believe that. Ying had no reason to kill himself. He had been murdered.


  She had murdered him.


  It had to be her.


  He had no interest in waiting around to find out.


  He was hungry. He wanted something pleasant to eat before they took off. He sat down and looked through the menu. He ordered the sushi rice prepared with red vinegar in the traditional edomae style and the octopus with daikon pickle and wasabi. A discreet waiter appeared as soon as he rested the menu on the table and Chau gave the man his order. The waiter complimented him on his taste and left him with the wine menu. The sommelier arrived to make recommendations and Chau settled on a glass of champagne. The Bruno Paillard Nec Plus Ultra was the most expensive on the menu at HK$4,000, but he chose it. He had the money, and he felt like pushing the boat out. And, after all, he was celebrating a new beginning.


  Canada.


  The bottle arrived, the cork was popped and a glass poured for him. He sipped the champagne, letting the flavour dance across his tongue. It was exquisite.


  He was enjoying a second sip as the waiter returned to the table.


  “There is a telephone call for you, sir. A question about your luggage.”


  “What question?”


  “I’m awfully sorry. They say that they’ve found something inside it. They’ve had to take it off the plane.”


  Chau felt a tremor of apprehension. They’d found something? There was nothing in his luggage save clothes and toiletries. Chau thanked the man, folded his napkin and left it on the table, and made his way back to the reception. The woman behind the counter directed him to a telephone that had been left for him on a table. He put it to his ear.


  “Hello?”


  No reply.


  “This is Chau. Hello?”


  Still nothing.


  He turned to the woman. “There’s no one there.”


  “I’m very sorry, sir. Let me call them back.”


  He put the receiver down. “They just asked for me?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Your luggage. They wanted to check something with you. I’m really very sorry. I don’t know what’s happened.”


  He left the telephone and went back to his table. The staff had discreetly cleaned the crumbs away and folded his napkin. He sat and allowed the waiter to arrange it across his lap.


  He raised his glass and toasted himself.


  Gom bui.


  It meant ‘dry the cup’.


  To starting over.


  Second chances.


  Clean slates.


  He took a long sip.


  His food arrived just a moment later.


  Chau was hungry and the food was good. He set about it quickly. When he was done, he finished the champagne and looked at the dessert menu. He wouldn’t normally, but, he reminded himself, this was a special occasion.


  There was no way he was going to stay in Hong Kong. Once he had determined that he needed to leave, there had been only one destination. Toronto had a large Chinese community. There had been an exodus north from California during the depression. Chau’s brother, Rickie, lived there with his family. The two of them had never been very close, but Chau knew that he would take him in until he was able to get himself sorted out. He had never travelled outside of China before, but he had always enjoyed the pictures that his brother had sent to him. Clean streets, clean air. A different way of life. Quieter. That, he thought, was just what he needed.


  “Hello, Chau.”


  Beatrix Rose sat down opposite him.


  His feet scrambled beneath him as he tried to get away from the table.


  She reached across and grabbed his wrist. “Stay. We need to talk.”


  “What…” he began, panicked. He had no idea what to say. “What about?”


  “Did you enjoy your meal?”


  “Yes,” he said uncertainly. He stammered a little, unable to quench his fear of her. “You were watching?”


  “I’ve been watching you for three days, Chau.”


  “I didn’t see—”


  “Of course you didn’t. I tried to teach you about counter-surveillance, but you were never a particularly good student. I said that it would be the death of you.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I told you to avoid routine. It makes things easier.”


  “For what?”


  “For following you, Chau.”


  He looked down and saw that his hands were trembling. She looked down, too, and shook her head.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  She smiled at him. “For what?”


  “For what happened to you.”


  “So why did you do it?”


  “What choice did I have?”


  “I said I would protect you.”


  “By smoking opium? No, Beatrix. You had given up.”


  She didn’t answer and, for a moment, there was silence between them.


  “How was the champagne?”


  “It was…” He trailed off, looking at her questioningly. A void opened up in the pit of his stomach.


  She smiled at him. “Celebrating your departure?”


  “What have you done?”


  “Never mind, Chau.”


  “What have you done?”


  She ignored the question again.


  It didn’t matter.


  He knew.


  “Ying is dead, by the way.”


  “I know.”


  “He should have killed me the night you betrayed me, but I think he wanted me to suffer. I’m curious. How much did he give you to sell me out?”


  “It wasn’t about money.”


  “No?”


  Chau started to sweat. His mind was racing. “He was going to kill us both. Why couldn’t you have left girl alone? Things were going well. Business was good. You spoiled everything.”


  “Leave her?” She looked as if she was about to continue, but then she shook her head. “There’s no point in explaining. You wouldn’t understand.”


  He panicked. “Please, Beatrix. I am sorry. What have you done?”


  He knew what she had done.


  “Goodbye.”


  She began to stand, but he reached out for her wrist. “I saved your life.”


  “It might have been better if you had left me to die. I don’t even think I’m grateful any more. Goodbye, Chau. You won’t see me again.”


  
    #

  


  THE PLANE had only just levelled off at thirty thousand feet when Chau was sick for the first time. He grabbed a paper bag and vomited into it. It lasted for ten seconds and then, when he thought he was done, another heave brought up a mouthful of sticky bile. The bag was full.


  A steward hurried over. “Sir? Are you all right?”


  Oh yes, he had known. He knew exactly what she had done to him, but he had been too afraid to admit it to himself. What would have been the point? There would have been nothing that could have been done to save him. He remembered what she had done to David Doss, the man working for the HK Commission Against Corruption whom Ying had wanted dead. He remembered the poison that she had poured into his drink. It was too late now. The ricin was in his cells. He knew. He was going to die at thirty thousand feet, wrapped in the luxurious embrace of a first-class cabin.


  “Sir? You’re very pale.”


  He felt an enervating wave of lassitude. He tried to stand, but the weakness overtook him. He lost his grip on the seat ahead of him and he fell back. The steward looked down at him, saying something that he couldn’t hear. The dizziness got worse, a spinning vortex that was playing tricks with his sight. He tried to pull himself up again, but fell back down a second time.


  “Sir?” the steward said, trying Mandarin. “What’s the matter?”


  He tried to tell him that he had been poisoned, that the woman he had been talking to in the terminal building had done it to him, but he had no idea whether he managed to form the words. He became aware of a slow pulse of pain that beat in his gut, keeping time with his heartbeat. The pain became stronger, deeper and broader, climaxing in a crescendo so intense that he thought he was going to black out. The man loosened his collar and called for help. The pain was all encompassing, but, in that small part of his brain that was still cognisant and aware, he realised that he had brought all of this upon himself. Beatrix had been wronged, and she deserved her revenge.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  BEATRIX WAITED in the observation lounge, watching the jets launch themselves into the night sky. She wondered which one was Chau’s. She wondered which one she would need to take to bring her closer to Isabella. A flight to London? Paris? Somewhere in America? She couldn’t answer the question. She didn’t even know which country her daughter was in.


  She left the airport and went straight to the Hua-yan jian. The Indian took a lacquered box and removed a solid black square that was wrapped in cellophane. He carefully unfolded the cellophane and put the opium on a tray with a small knife, a pair of thin-bladed scissors, a box of matches, a spindle fashioned from a knitting needle, and an unlighted coconut-oil lamp whose glass chimney had been fashioned by cutting the bottom from a jam jar. And then he brought out an opium pipe.


  The process added to the experience. Beatrix had quickly come to realise that burning it on a spoon or in the upturned head of a drawing pin was missing the point. There was a rite to it, at least if you did it properly. It was simple chemistry, but it was alchemy, too. There was a magic to it.


  Beatrix watched hungrily as he took a knife and stripped off a piece of the opium. He kneaded and stretched it, slicing it into equal parts. He trimmed the wick of the lamp. He lit the lamp and the scent of the oil filled the air. He stabbed a piece of the opium with the spindle and, over the chimneyed flame of the lamp, rotated the opium with the spindle point until it was transformed into a cone with the consistency of soft, almost melted caramel, and the rich tawny colour of hazelnut.


  He scraped the opium from the spindle to the small hole at the centre of the pipe’s solid stone piece. He gave the pipe to Beatrix and she tilted the bowl over the lamp’s chimney, holding it in place and sucking down hard. The opium bubbled, and its perfume filled the room. She sucked until her cheeks were taut and concave.


  The delicious oblivion enveloped her. It was a divine indulgence. She thought of Chau for a moment, running from her yet arriving dead at his destination. She felt incapable of regret. There was just the dense fugue of the drug. It made it impossible to take a grip on her thoughts. They slipped from her grasp, squirted away, dissipated. There was no point in fighting it. She closed her eyes and let the opium carry her away.


  
    #

  


  THE THICK blackout curtains were always drawn, but they had been disturbed in the night and now they had been open just enough so that the junkies could see the sun slowly rise over the city.


  “Shhh,” the man next to Beatrix whispered from his dingy mattress. “If you close your eyes, you can pretend it’s not happening.” Beatrix had quickly learned that the morning was a time for ‘getting straight,’ although good intentions were often quickly ignored when the moment of truth came: leave through the front door, blinking into the bright sunlight, or smoke more opium.


  Beatrix was lying on the mattress, having collapsed onto her back when her latest hit had kicked in. She had the beginnings of a cold, the most obvious symptom of addiction. She felt sallow and sleepy. The high was the purest luxury, good enough to forget the down and then the vacuum that she would enter that would make her want it even more.


  She saw three shadows at the entrance to the room. She blinked, trying to work out what was different about them. They stepped in and she saw them a little better. The one at the front was small. The two at the rear were tall. They were holding handguns, both of them extended with silencers. The short man stepped carefully between the men and women laid out on the rough beds on either side of him. The two men with the guns waited at the door.


  The man stopped before Beatrix and crouched down so that he could speak to her more discreetly.


  “Your name is Beatrix?”


  She blinked. Something was wrong with what he had just said. “Who’s asking?”


  “My name is Michael Yeung.”


  “Dragon Head.”


  “That means very little. An honorific.”


  She realised what was wrong: he knew her name. He shouldn’t have known her name. “Suzy,” she mumbled.


  “No. I know your name is Beatrix. I would rather begin our relationship in a place of honesty. May I use it?”


  She looked up at him, trying to blink the somnolence from her eyes. The man before her was dressed smartly, in a charcoal suit with just the right amount of creamy cuff showing at his wrists and links that glowed in the candlelight. He looked comically out of place among the stupefied smokers arranged in states of disarray around him. Physically, though, he was a little dishevelled. He was old, in his sixties, at least, with a mess of grey hair that was shot through with streaks of silver. His skin was wrinkled, and lines radiated out from the edges of his mouth and the corners of his eyes. He was small in stature, perhaps five foot six, and, as he reached out to help her sit, she noticed that he had delicate manicured hands.


  “Call me what you want,” she said.


  “I helped you with Ying. Do you remember?”


  She looked around for the Indian. She wanted another pipe.


  “Do you remember?” Yeung repeated.


  “I remember,” she mumbled. “You took too long.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She knew she was slurring her words, but she couldn’t help herself. “I told Gao I needed to find the girl quickly. Within a few hours. I had a deadline. You took too long. I missed the deadline. The girl suffered because of it.”


  “I am sorry to hear that. It was not a simple thing you asked.”


  “Not my problem. I don’t owe you anything.”


  “But I saved your life, Beatrix. Ying would have killed you. It would not have been pleasant.”


  She laughed without humour. “It’s a shame he didn’t.”


  She saw the Indian. He was in the corner, watching fearfully. The others, too far gone to realise or care who the interloper was, remained where they were. Some watched with dumb faces, others smoked, others closed their eyes and floated away.


  “Beatrix, will you let me help you?”


  “I don’t want any more of your help.”


  “Ying paid you a lot of money to work for him, and yet I do not see any sign of it looking at you now. You have nothing. I know that you have transferred a large amount to a firm of private investigators in England. What are you looking for, Beatrix?”


  His words stirred her, just a little. It wasn’t that he had found out information about her that brought him closer to the truth than anyone since she had fled from Control. It was that the mention of the investigators reminded her of Isabella and triggered the usual sting of longing and the dull certainty that she would never see her again.


  “Or is it a person? Are you looking for someone?”


  She looked away.


  “If you need money, I would pay very well for a woman with your talent. And if you are looking to find someone, perhaps I can help with that, too. My organisation has men and women all around the world. And we have resources that are unavailable to others. I am sure that I do not need to elaborate upon that.”


  He reached out a hand and rested it on her shoulder.


  “At least let me take you somewhere else. The police will be raiding this place this morning. Soon. Do you want to be here when that happens?”


  That registered with her.


  “Where?”


  “Are you hungry, Beatrix?”


  She shrugged.


  “I know a very pleasant restaurant. They serve excellent breakfasts. What do you say?”


  Here it was again: another crossroads.


  Two choices.


  The first choice. Stay where she was and, if Yeung was telling the truth, wait to be arrested by the Hong Kong police. Control would locate her and send an agent. Even if she was released, they would find her. She was in poor condition, not fit to defend herself against an adversary like that. Staying here would be suicide. But maybe suicide wouldn’t be so bad.


  The alternative?


  Go with him. Listen to him. Hear him out, even though she knew what his proposal would entail. She would be asked to kill, and offered money to do it.


  She thought of Isabella. She was out there somewhere, a four-year-old girl kept from her mother. Beatrix could try to forget her hopelessness in the haze of the opium pipe, but the longing was still there. She had to keep looking. She couldn’t give up.


  And if she wanted to see her again, what else could she do?


  She stood and almost toppled to the side. Yeung put an arm around her waist and anchored her. The two heavies at the door made their preparations to leave. The other addicts watched with black disinterested eyes.


  “Come on, Beatrix,” Yeung said.


  Beatrix stood and followed Yeung as he led her out of the Hua-yan jian and into the bright, sticky, humid Hong Kong morning.
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