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Аннотация
A top Chinese swimmer kills himself of the eve of an international event � shattering his country's hopes of victory against the Americans. An Olympic weightlifter dies in the arms of his Beijing mistress � a scandal to be hushed up at the highest level. But the suicides were murder, and both men's deaths are connected to an inexplicable series of "accidents" which has taken the lives of some of China's best athletes. In this fifth China Thriller, Chinese detective Li Yan and American pathologist Margaret Campbell are back in Beijing confronting a sinister sequence of murders which threatens to destroy the future of international athletics.
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Epigraph

�I say everyone should die healthy!�
��Tom McKillop, Head of AstraZeneca, July 2001



Prologue

The swimmers come in by the south gate, off Chengfu Lu. A dozen of them, balancing carefully in the early evening dark as plummeting temperatures turn the snow-melt to ice under the slithering tyres of their bicycles. The only thing that can dampen their spirits ahead of tomorrow�s competition is the death that lies in silent wait for them just minutes away.
But for now, their only focus ahead is the warm chlorine-filled air, water slipping easily over sleek, toned muscles, the rasp of lungs pumping air in the vast echoing chamber of the pool. A final training session before confrontation tomorrow with the Americans. A flutter of fear in the stomach, a rush of adrenaline that accompanies the thought. So much riding on them. The aspirations of a nation. China. More than a billion people investing their hopes in the efforts of this chosen few. An onerous responsibility.
They wave at the guard who glares sullenly at them as they cycle past. He stamps frozen feet and hugs his fur-lined grey coat tighter for warmth, icy breath clouding around his head like smoke.
Turning right, by pink accommodation blocks, the swimmers shout their exuberance into the clearest of night skies. The foggy vapour of their breath clearing in their wake like the pollution the authorities have promised to sweep from Beijing�s summer skies before the world finally descends for the Greatest Show on Earth. Past the towering columns of the Department of Mechanics, legs pumping in unison, they slew into the main drag. Ahead of them, the ten lit storeys of the master building shine coldly in the darkness. On their right, the floodlit concrete angles of the Department of Technology. On their left, the imposing steps of the Department of Law. The vast, sprawling campus of Qinghua University, dubbed by one American Vice-President as the MIT of China, is laid out before them, delineated in the dark by light reflecting off piles of swept snow. But it is not a reputation for excellence in science and technology which has brought them to this place. It is another kind of excellence. In sport. It is here that John Ma inspired the rebirth of Chinese sport more than seventy years ago, building the first modern sports complex in China. Snow rests now on his head and shoulders, gathering also in his lap, a cold stone statue by a frozen lake somewhere away to their left.
But they are not even aware of this nugget of history, of the statue, of the old pool where Mao used to swim in splendid isolation while the building was ringed by armed guards. They are interested only in the lights, beyond the gymnasium and the running track, of the natatorium. For it is here they have spent these last weeks, burning muscles, pushing themselves to the limits of pain and endurance, urged on by the relentless hoarse barking of their coach.
As they pass beneath the shadow of the athletics stand, a handful of students bounce a ball around a floodlit basketball court scraped clear of snow, sport for them a recreation. Their only pressure is academic, and failure will disappoint only their families and friends.
The swimmers park up among the hundreds of bicycles stacked in rows beneath the student apartments. Washed clothes left hanging on balconies are already frozen stiff. They trot across the concourse, swinging arms to keep warm, and push open the double doors of the east entrance, warm air stinging cold skin. Down deserted corridors to the locker room which has become so drably familiar, synonymous with the pain of the training which they hope will reap its rewards in just a few intense minutes of competition. The hundred meters butterfly. The two hundred meters crawl. The backstroke, the freestyle. The relay.
It is only as they strip and drag on costumes that they notice he is missing.
�Hey, where�s Sui Mingshan?�
�Said he�d meet us here,� someone replies. �You see him when we came in?�
�No�� Heads shake. No one has seen him. He isn�t here. Which is unusual. Because if anything, Sui Mingshan is the keenest of them. Certainly the fastest, and the most likely to beat the Americans. The best prospect for the Olympics.
�He probably got held up by the weather.�
They pass through the disinfectant foot bath and climb steps leading up to the pool, excited voices echoing between the rows of empty blue seats in the auditorium, wet feet slapping on dry tiles. The electronic clock above the north end of the pool shows ten to seven.
When they first see him, they are slow to understand. A moment of incomprehension, a silly joke, and then a silence not broken even by breathing as they realise, finally, what it is they are witnessing.
Sui Mingshan is naked, his long, finely sculpted body turning slowly in a movement forced by air conditioning. He has fine, broad shoulders tapering to a slim waist. He has no hips to speak of, but his thighs beneath them are curved and powerful, built to propel him through water faster than any other living human. Except that he is no longer living. His head is twisted at an unnatural angle where the rope around his neck has broken his fall and snapped his neck. He dangles almost midway between the highest of the diving platforms above and the still waters of the diving pool below. He is flanked on either side by tall strips of white fabric, red numbers counting off the meters up to ten, recording that he died at five.
It takes all of the swimmers, the team-mates who had known him best, several moments to realise who he is. For his head of thick, black hair has been shaved to the scalp, and in death he looks oddly unfamiliar.

Chapter One


I

The walls were a pale, pastel pink, pasted with posters illustrating exercises for posture and breathing. The grey linoleum was cool beneath her, the air warm and filled with the concentrated sounds of deep breathing. Almost hypnotic.
Margaret tried to ignore the ache in her lower back which had begun to trouble her over the last couple of weeks. She sat with her back straight and stretched her legs out in front of her. Then she slowly bent her knees, bringing the soles of her feet together and pulling them back towards her. She always found this exercise particularly difficult. Now in her mid-thirties, she was ten years older than most of the other women here, and joints and muscles would not twist and stretch with the same ease they had once done. She closed her eyes and concentrated on stretching her spine as she breathed in deeply, and then relaxing her shoulders and the back of her neck as she breathed out again.
She opened her eyes and looked at the women laid out on the floor around her. Most were lying on their sides with pillows beneath their heads. Upper arms and legs were bent upwards, a pillow supporting the knee. Lower legs were extended and straight. Expectant fathers squatted by their wives� heads, eyes closed, breathing as one with the mothers of their unborn children. It was the new Friendly to Family Policy in practice. Where once men had been banned from the maternity wards of Chinese hospitals, their presence was now encouraged. Single rooms for mother and child, with a fold-down sofa for the father, were available on the second floor of the First Teaching Hospital of Beijing Medical University for Women and Children. For those who could afford them. The going rate of four hundred yuan per day was double the weekly income of the average worker.
Margaret felt a pang of jealousy. She knew that there would be a good reason for Li Yan�s failure to turn up. There always was. An armed robbery. A murder. A rape. A meeting he could not escape. And she could not blame him for it. But she felt deprived of him; frustrated that she was the only one amongst twenty whose partner regularly failed to attend; anxious that in her third trimester, she was the only one in her antenatal class who was not married. While attitudes in the West might have changed, single mothers in China were still frowned upon. She stood out from the crowd in every way, and not just because of her Celtic blue eyes and fair hair.
From across the room she caught Jon Macken looking at her. He grinned and winked. She forced a smile. The only thing they really had in common was their American citizenship. Since returning to Beijing with a view to making it her permanent home, Margaret had done her best to avoid the expat crowd. They liked to get together for gatherings in restaurants and at parties, cliquish and smug and superior. Although many had married Chinese, most made no attempt to integrate. And it was an open secret that these Westerners were often seen by their Chinese partners as one-way tickets to the First World.
To be fair to Macken, he did not fall into this category. A freelance photographer, he had come to China five years earlier on an assignment and fallen in love with his translator. He was somewhere in his middle sixties, and Yixuan was four years younger than Margaret. Neither of them wanted to leave China, and Macken had established himself in Beijing as the photographer of choice when it came to snapping visiting dignitaries, or shooting the glossies for the latest joint venture.
Yixuan had appointed herself unofficial translator for a bewildered Margaret when they attended their first antenatal class together. Margaret had been lost in a sea of unintelligible Chinese, for like almost every class since, Li had not been there. Margaret and Yixuan had become friends, occasionally meeting for afternoon tea in one of the city�s more fashionable teahouses. But, like Margaret, Yixuan was a loner, and so their friendship was conducted at a distance, unobtrusive, and therefore tolerable.
As the class broke up, Yixuan waddled across the room to Margaret. She smiled sympathetically. �Still the police widow?� she said.
Margaret shrugged, struggling to her feet. �I knew it went with the territory. So I can�t complain.� She placed the flats of her hands on the joints above her buttocks and arched her back. �God�� she sighed. �Will this ever pass?�
�When the baby does,� Yixuan said.
�I don�t know if I can take it for another whole month.�
Yixuan found a slip of paper in her purse and began scribbling on it in spidery Chinese characters. She said, without looking up, �A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, Margaret. You have only a few more left to take.�
�Yeh, but they�re the hardest,� Margaret complained. �The first one was easy. It involved sex.�
�Did I hear someone mention my favourite subject?� Macken shuffled over to join them. He cut an oddly scrawny figure in his jeans and tee-shirt, with his cropped grey hair and patchy white beard.
Yixuan thrust her scribbled note into his hand. �If you take this down to the store on the corner,� she said, �they�ll box the stuff for you. I�ll get a taxi and meet you there in about ten minutes.�
Macken glanced at the note and grinned. �You know, that�s what I love about China,� he said to Margaret. �It makes me feel young again. I mean, who can remember the last time they were sent down to the grocery store with a note they couldn�t read?� He turned his grin on Yixuan and pecked her affectionately on the cheek. �I�ll catch up with you later, hon.� He patted her belly. �Both of you.�
Margaret and Yixuan made their way carefully downstairs together, holding the handrail like two old women, wrapped up warm to meet the blast of cold night air that would greet them as they stepped out into the car park. Yixuan waited while Margaret searched for her bike, identifying it from the dozens of others parked in the cycle racks by the scrap of pink ribbon tied to the basket on the handlebars. She walked, wheeling it, with Yixuan to the main gate.
�You should not still be riding that thing,� Yixuan said.
Margaret laughed. �You�re just jealous because Jon won�t let you ride yours.� In America Margaret would have been discouraged at every stage of her pregnancy from riding a bicycle. And during the first trimester, when the risk of another miscarriage was at its highest, she had kept it locked away in the university compound. But when her doctors told her that the worst had passed, and that the baby was firmly rooted, she had dug it out again, fed up with crowded buses and overfull subway carriages. She had been at more danger, she figured, on public transport, than on her bike. And, anyway, women here cycled right up until their waters broke, and she saw no reason to be different in yet another way.
Yixuan squeezed her arm. �Take care,� she said. �I�ll see you Wednesday.� And she watched as Margaret slipped on to her saddle and pulled out into the stream of bicycles heading west in the cycle lane. Margaret�s scarf muffled her nose and mouth against the biting cold of the Beijing night. Her woollen hat, pulled down over her forehead, kept her head cosy and warm. But nothing could stop her eyes from watering. The forecasters had been predicting minus twenty centigrade, and it felt like they were right. She kept her head down, ignoring the roar of traffic on the main carriageway of Xianmen Dajie. On the other side of the road, beyond the high grey-painted walls of Zhongnanhai, the leadership of this vast land were safe and warm in the centrally heated villas that lined the frozen lakes of Zhonghai and Nanhai. In the real world outside, people swaddled themselves in layers of clothes and burned coal briquettes in tiny stoves.
The restaurants and snack stalls were doing brisk business beneath the stark winter trees that lined the sidewalk. The tinny tannoyed voice of a conductress berating passengers on her bus permeated the night air. There were always, it seemed, voices emitting from loudspeakers and megaphones, announcing this, selling that. Often harsh, nasal female tones, reflecting a society in which women dominated domestically, if not politically.
Not for the first time, Margaret found herself wondering what the hell she was doing here. An on-off relationship with a Beijing cop, a child conceived in error and then miscarried in tears. A decision that needed to be taken, a commitment that had to be made. Or not. And then a second conception. Although not entirely unplanned, it had made the decision for her. And so here she was. A highly paid Chief Medical Examiner�s job in Texas abandoned for a poorly remunerated lecturing post at the University of Public Security in Beijing, training future Chinese cops in the techniques of modern forensic pathology. Not that they would let her teach any more. Maternity leave was enforced. She felt as if everything she had worked to become had been stripped away, leaving her naked and exposed in her most basic state � as a woman and mother-to-be. And soon-to-be wife, with the wedding just a week away. They were not roles she had ever seen herself playing, and she was not sure they would ever come naturally.
She waved to the security guard at the gate of the university compound and saw his cigarette glow in the dark as he drew on it before calling a greeting and waving cheerily back. It was nearly an hour�s cycle from the hospital to the twenty-storey white tower block in Muxidi which housed the University of Public Security�s one thousand staff, and Margaret was exhausted. She would make something simple for herself to eat and have an early night. Her tiny two-roomed apartment on the eleventh floor felt like a prison cell. A lonely place that she was not allowed, officially, to share with Li. Even after the wedding, they would have to continue their separate lives until such time as the Ministry allocated Li a married officer�s apartment.
The elevator climbed slowly through eleven floors, the thickly padded female attendant studiously ignoring her, squatting on a low wooden stool and flipping idly through the pages of some lurid magazine. The air was dense with the smell of stale smoke and squashed cigarette ends, and piles of ash lay around her feet. Margaret hated the ride in the elevator, but could no longer manage the stairs. She tried to hold her breath until she could step out into the hallway and with some relief slip the key in the door of number 1123.
Inside, the communal heating made the chill of the un-insulated apartment almost bearable. The reflected lights of the city below crept in through her kitchen window, enough for her to see to put on a kettle without resorting to the harsh overhead bulb which was unshaded and cheerless. If she had thought this was anything other than a temporary address, she might have made an effort to nest. But she didn�t see the point.
Neither did she see the shadow that crossed the hall behind her. The darting silhouette of a tall figure that moved silently through the doorway. His hand, slipping from behind to cover her mouth, prevented the scream from reaching her lips, and then immediately she relaxed as she felt his other hand slide gently across the swell of her belly, his lips breathing softly as they nuzzled her ear.
�You bastard,� she whispered when he took his hand from her mouth and turned her to face him. �You�re not supposed to give me frights like that.�
He cocked an eyebrow. �Who else would be interested in molesting some ugly fat foreigner?�
�Bastard!� she hissed again, and then reached on tiptoe to take his lower lip between her front teeth and hold it there until he forced them apart with his tongue and she could feel him swelling against the tautness of her belly.
When they broke apart she looked up into his coal dark eyes and asked, �Where were you?�
�Margaret�� He sounded weary.
�I know,� she said quickly. �Forget I asked.� Then, �But I do miss you, Li Yan. I�m scared of going through this alone.� He drew her to him, and pressed her head into his chest, his large hand cradling her skull. Li was a big man for a Chinese, powerfully built, more than six feet tall below his flat-top crew cut, and when he held her like this it made her feel small like a child. But she hated feeling dependent. �When will you hear about the apartment?�
She felt him tense. �I don�t know,� he said, and he moved away from her as the kettle boiled. She stood for a moment, watching him in the dark. Lately she had sensed his reluctance to discuss the subject.
�Well, have you asked?�
�Sure.�
�And what did they say?�
She sensed rather than saw him shrug. �They haven�t decided yet.�
�Haven�t decided what? What apartment we�re going to get? Or whether they�re going to give us one at all?�
�Margaret, you know that it is a problem. A senior police officer having a relationship with a foreign national�there is no precedent.�
Margaret glared at him, and although he could not see her eyes, he could feel them burning into him. �We�re not having a relationship, Li Yan. I�m having your baby. We�re getting married next week. And I�m sick and tired of spending lonely nights in this goddamn cold apartment.� To her annoyance she felt tears welling in her eyes. It was only one of many unwanted ways in which pregnancy had affected her. An unaccountable propensity for sudden heights of emotion accompanied by embarrassing bouts of crying. She fought to control herself. Li, she knew, was as helpless in this situation as she was. The authorities frowned upon their relationship. Nights together in her apartment or his were stolen, furtive affairs, unsanctioned, and in the case of her staying over with him, illegal. She was obliged to report any change of address, even for one night, to her local Public Security Bureau. Although, in practice, no one much bothered about that these days, Li�s position as the head of Beijing�s serious crime squad made them very much subject to the rule from which nearly everyone else was excepted. It was hard to take, and they had both hoped that their decision to marry would change that. But as yet, they had not received the blessing from above.
He moved closer to take her in his arms again. �I can stay over tonight.�
�You�d better,� she said, and turned away from him to pour hot water over green tea leaves in two glass mugs. What she really wanted was a vodka tonic with ice and lemon, but she hadn�t touched alcohol since falling pregnant and missed the escape route it sometimes offered from those things in life she really didn�t want to face up to.
She felt the heat of his body as he pressed himself into her back and his hands slipped under her arms to gently cup her swollen breasts. She shivered as a sexual sensitivity forked through her. Sex had always been a wonderful experience with Li. Like with no other. So she had been surprised by the extraordinarily heightened sense of sexuality that had come with her approaching motherhood. It had hardly seemed possible. She had feared that pregnancy would spoil their relationship in bed; that she, or he, would lose interest. To the surprise of them both, the opposite had been true. At first, fear of a second miscarriage had made them wary, but after medical reassurance, Li had found ways of being gentle with her, exploiting her increased sensitivity, taking pleasure from driving her nearly to the edge of distraction. And he had found the swelling of her breasts and her belly intensely arousing. She felt that arousal now, pushing into the small of her back and she abandoned the green tea and turned to seek his mouth with hers, wanting to devour him, consume him whole.
The depressingly familiar ring tone of Li�s cellphone fibrillated in the dark. �Don�t answer,� she whispered. And for a moment she actually thought he wouldn�t. He responded hungrily to her probing tongue, hands slipping over her buttocks and drawing her against him. But the shrill warble of the phone was relentless and finally he gave in, breaking away, flushed and breathless.
�I�ve got to,� he said, and he unclipped the phone from his belt, heavy with disappointment, and lifted it to his ear. �Wei?�
Margaret turned back to her green tea, still shaking and aroused, desperately wanting to have sex with him, but knowing that the moment had passed. Angry with him, but knowing that it was not his fault. His work intruded on their lives all the time. She had always known it would. And there was even a time when she could have shared in it. But it was months since she had last worked on a case, performed an autopsy. Li had forbidden it, fearing that there could be health risks for the baby, and she had not resisted. Just one more erosion, one more piece of herself falling back into the sea she had tried so hard to build defences against. It was easier now just to give in, and she was no longer interested in his cases.
He clipped his phone back on his belt. �I have to go,� he said.
�Of course you do,� she said in a flat tone, and she reached over to switch on the overhead light and turned to blink at him in the sudden brightness. �What is it this time? Another murder?� Beijing appeared to be in the throes of a crime wave. Crime figures were sky-rocketing. And there had been some particularly gruesome killings. Li�s team had just arrested an ethnic Korean for murdering a twenty-nine-year-old woman for her hair. Consumed by some bizarre desire to posses her long, black locks, he had stabbed her to death and then beheaded her with an axe. After taking the head home with him he had peeled off the scalp and hair. When detectives from Section One burst into his apartment, they had found him stir-frying her facial skin with the apparent intention of eating it.
�No,� Li said. �Not a murder. At least, it doesn�t appear that way.� Although he smiled, he was perplexed. �Death by sex, apparently.� He stooped to kiss her softly on the lips. �Perhaps we had a narrow escape.�

II

Li�s bike rattled in the back of his Jeep. The Chrysler four-wheel drive, built in the city by a Chinese � American joint venture, was affectionately known as the Beijing Jeep, much beloved by the municipal police who had adopted it almost as their own. The vehicle allocated to Li as Section Chief was an unmarked dark green with smoked glass windows. The only indication that this was a police vehicle, to those who knew, was the jing character and the zero which followed it on the registration plate. Normally he left it at Section One and cycled home, which was often faster than trying to negotiate the capital�s increasingly frequent gridlocks, but it was a long way across the city in the bitter cold to Margaret�s apartment, so tonight he had bundled his bike in the back.
Many of the side streets, which had not been cleared of snow, were still treacherous with ice. But as he turned on to West Chang�an Avenue, this brightly lit arterial route which dissected the city east to west, was free of ice, and traffic was light. Hotels and ministry buildings, China Telecom, were all floodlit, and Li could see the lights of Christmas trees twinkling incongruously in hotel forecourts. Just two weeks away, Christmas in Beijing was primarily for the tourists. But the Chinese welcomed any excuse for a banquet.
He drove past the impressive front gates of Zhongnanhai on his left, and on his right the big black hole behind the Great Hall of the People where work had already begun on building China�s controversial new National Grand Theatre, at a cost of three hundred and twenty-five million dollars. Ahead was the Gate of Heavenly Peace and the portrait of Mao smiling benignly over Tiananmen Square where the blood of the democracy protesters of eighty-nine seemed to have been washed away by the sea of radical economic change that had since swept the country. Li wondered fleetingly what Mao would have made of the nation he had wrested from the Nationalist Kuomintang all those decades ago. He would not have recognised his country in this twenty-first century.
Li took a left, through the arch, into Nanchang Jie and saw the long, narrow, tree-lined street stretch ahead of him into the darkness. Beyond the Xihuamen intersection it became Beichang Jie � North Chang Street � and on his right, a high grey wall hid from sight the restored homes of mandarins and Party cadres that lined this ancient thoroughfare along the banks of the moat which surrounded the Forbidden City. Up ahead there were two patrol cars pulled up on to the ramp leading to tall electronic gates in the wall. Li saw a Section One Jeep drawn in at the kerb, and Doctor Wang�s Volkswagen pulled in behind it. There were a couple of unmarked vans from the forensics section in Pao J� Hutong. A uniformed officer stood by the gate, huddled in his shiny black fur-collared coat, smoking a cigarette and stamping his feet. His black and silver peaked cap was pulled down low over his eyes trying to provide his face with some protection from the icy wind. Although it had been introduced shortly before his spell at the Chinese Embassy in Washington DC, Li still found it hard to get used to the new black uniform with its white and silver trim. The red-trimmed green army colours of the police in the first fifty years of the People�s Republic had been virtually indistinguishable from those of the PLA. Only the Armed Police still retained them now.
Detective Wu�s call to Li�s cellphone had been cryptic. He had no reason to believe this was a crime scene. It was a delicate matter, perhaps political, and he had no idea how to deal with it. Li was curious. Wu was a brash, self-confident detective of some fifteen years� experience. Delicacy was not something one normally associated with him. Nor tact. All that he had felt able to tell Li on the phone was that there was a fatality, and that it was of a sexual nature. But as soon as he had given Li the address, the Section Chief had known this was no normal call-out. This was a street inhabited by the powerful and the privileged, people of influence. One would require to tread carefully.
The officer on the gate recognised Li immediately, hastily throwing away his cigarette in a shower of sparks and saluting as Li got out of the Jeep. The gate was lying open, and a couple of saloon cars, a BMW and a Mercedes, sat in the courtyard beyond, beneath a jumble of grey slate roofs.
�Who lives here?� Li asked the officer.
�No idea, Section Chief.�
�Where�s Detective Wu?�
�Inside.� He jerked a thumb towards the courtyard.
Li crossed the cobbled yard and entered the sprawling, single-storey house through double glass doors leading into a sun lounge. Three uniformed officers stood among expensive cane furnishings engaged in hushed conversation with Wu and several forensics officers. Wu�s butt-freezer leather jacket hung open, the collar still up, his cream silk scarf dangling from his neck. He wore jeans and sneakers, and was pulling nervously at his feeble attempt at a moustache with nicotine-stained fingers. His face lit up when he saw Li.
�Hey, Chief. Glad you�re here. This one�s a real bummer.� He steered Li quickly out into a narrow hallway with a polished parquet floor, walls lined with antique cabinets and ancient hangings. From somewhere in the house came the sound of a woman sobbing. From the sun lounge behind them Li could hear stifled laughter.
�What the hell�s going on here, Wu?�
Wu�s voice was low and tense. �Local Public Security boys got a call an hour ago from the maid. She was hysterical. They couldn�t get much sense out of her, except that somebody was dead. So they sent out a car. The uniforms get here and think, �Shit, this is over our heads,� and the call goes out to us. I get here and I think pretty much the same damned thing. So I called in the Doc and his hounds and phoned you. I ain�t touched a thing.�
�So who�s dead?�
�Guy called Jia Jing.� Li thought the name sounded faintly familiar. �Chinese weightlifting champion,� Wu clarified for him.
�How did he die?�
�Doc thinks it�s natural causes.� He nodded his head towards the end of the hall. �He�s still in there.�
Li was perplexed. �So what�s the deal?�
�The deal is,� Wu said, �we�re standing in the home of a high-ranking member of BOCOG.� Li frowned. Wu elucidated. �The Beijing Organising Committee of the Olympic Games. He�s in Greece right now. His wife�s in their bedroom with a three-hundred-pound weightlifter lying dead on top of her. And he�s, how can I put it�� he paused for effect, but Li guessed Wu had already worked out exactly how he was going to put it, ��locked in the missionary position and still in the act of penetration.� He couldn�t resist a smirk. �Seems like his heart gave out just when things were getting interesting.�
�In the name of the sky, Wu!� Li felt the first flush of anger. �You mean you just left him like that? For more than an hour?�
�Hey, Chief,� Wu held his hands up. �We didn�t have any choice. Doc says she�s had some kind of involuntary muscular spasm and she�s holding him in there. We can�t uncouple them, even if we wanted to. And, hey, have you ever tried moving three hundred pounds of dead meat? It�s going to take everyone here to lift him off.�
Li raised his eyes to the heavens and took a deep breath. Whatever he might have imagined, it could never have been this. But the implications were scandalous, not criminal, and his immediate inclination was to wash the section�s hands of it as quickly as possible. �What�s the Doc�s prognosis?�
�He�s given her a sedative. Says when it takes effect the spasm should relax and we can prise him free.� Again, the hint of a smirk, and Li knew that Wu was choosing his words carefully for their colour, enjoying the moment, and enjoying passing the buck.
�Wipe that fucking smile off your face!� Li said quietly, and the smirk vanished instantly. �A man�s dead here, and a woman�s seriously distressed.� He took another deep breath. �You�d better show me.�
Wu led him through into a bedroom of extraordinary opulence and bad taste. A thick-piled red carpet, walls lined with crimson silk. Black lacquer screens inlaid with mother of pearl set around a huge bed dressed in peach and cream satin. Pink silk tassles hung from several hand-painted lanterns whose light was instantly soaked up by the dark colours of the room. The air was sticky warm, and layered with the scents of incense and sex.
The room�s incongruous focal point comprised the large, flaccid buttocks of the three-hundred-pound weightlifting champion of China. His thighs and calves were enormous below a thick waist and deeply muscled back and shoulders. A pigtail, like an old-fashioned Chinese queue, curled around the nape of his neck. By contrast, the legs he lay between were absurdly fragile. The woman was pale and thin, with short, bobbed hair, her make-up smeared by sex and tears. It seemed incredible that she had not been crushed by this monster of a man who lay prone on top of her, literally a dead weight. Li thought she looked as if she were in her forties, perhaps twice the age of her late lover.
She was still sobbing quietly, but her eyes were clouded like cataracts and staring off into some unseen distance. Doctor Wang Xing, the duty pathologist from the Centre of Criminal Technological Determination in Pao J� Hutong, was sitting in a chair by the bedside holding her hand. He cocked an eyebrow in Li�s direction. �Administering sedatives and holding hands is not my usual domain,� he said. �But it�s one for my memoirs, if ever they let me publish them.� He flicked his head towards the lady of the house. �I think it might be worth trying to get him off her now.�
It took eight of them to lift Jia Jing clear of his lover long enough for Doctor Wang to pull her free. She was liquid and limp from the sedative, and he had difficulty getting her into a chair. Li tossed a silk dressing-gown over her nakedness and cleared the room.
�So you think it was a heart attack?� Li said.
Wang shrugged. �That�s how it looks. But I won�t know for sure until I get him on the slab.�
�Well, I�d appreciate it if you could have your boys get him out of here just as soon as possible.�
�They�re on their way.�
�And the woman?�
�She�ll be okay, Chief. She�s a bit groggy just now from the sedative, but it�ll wear off.�
Li knelt down beside her and took her hand. Her chin was slumped on her chest. He lifted it up with thumb and forefinger, turning her head slightly to look at him. �Is there someone who can come and spend the night with you? A friend maybe?� Her eyes were glazed. �Do you understand what I�m saying?�
There was no response. He looked at Wang. �Is there anyone we can get to stay over?�
But suddenly she clutched his wrist, and the glaze had half-cleared from her eyes. They were dark and frightened now, black mascara smudged all around them. �He doesn�t have to know, does he?� Li didn�t have to ask who. �Please�� she slurred. �Please tell me you won�t tell him.�

III

Dongzhimennei Street was a blaze of light and animation as Li nursed his Jeep west towards Beixinqiao. Hundreds of red lanterns outside dozens of restaurants danced in the icy wind that blew down from the Gobi Desert in the north. Ghost Street, they called this road. While most of the city slept, the young and the wealthy, China�s nouveau riche, would haunt Dongzhimennei�s restaurants and bars until three in the morning. Or later. But in the distance, towards the Dongzhimen intersection with the Second Ring Road, the lights of Ghost Street faded into darkness where the hammers of the demolition contractors had done their worst. Whole communities in ancient siheyuan courtyard homes had been dismantled and destroyed to make way for the new Beijing being fashioned for the Olympic Games. The mistakes of the West being repeated forty years on, city communities uprooted and rehoused in soulless tower blocks on the outskirts. A future breeding ground for social unrest and crime.
Li took a left and saw the lights of Section One above the roof of the food market. There were lights, too, in the windows of the One Nine Nine Bar as he passed, shadowy figures visible behind misted windows. He turned left again into the deserted Beixinqiao Santiao and parked under the trees opposite the brown marble fa�ade of the All China Federation of Returning Overseas Chinese. During the day there would be a constant stream of ethnic Chinese wanting papers to return to the country of their birth, or the birth of their ancestors, anxious to take advantage of the opportunities provided by the fastest growing economy on earth.
He slipped in the side entrance of the four-storey brick building that housed Section One of the Criminal Investigation Department of the Beijing Municipal Police and climbed the stairs to the top floor. The detectives� office was buzzing with activity when he poked his head in. It was often busier at night than during the day. Wu was already at his desk, blowing smoke thoughtfully at his computer screen and pushing a fresh strip of gum in his mouth. He looked up when Li appeared in the doorway. �How do you want me to play this, Chief?� he said.
�Dead straight,� Li said. He was only too well aware of the possible repercussions of what they had witnessed tonight. Members of the Beijing Organising Committee of the Olympic Games were political appointees. Its president was the city�s Mayor, its executive president the head of the Chinese Olympic Committee. China regarded the success of the Games as vital to its standing in the world, and the committee itself was invested with a huge weight of responsibility. A scandal involving one of its senior members would send shockwaves rippling through the corridors of power. And it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep scandal out of the media. Li was going to have to prepare his own report on the incident to supplement Wu�s.
He glanced towards the office of his deputy. The door was ajar, and the office beyond it in darkness. He had not expected to find Tao Heng at his desk at this hour and was relieved not to have to discuss this with him. He made his way down the corridor to his own office and flicked on his desk lamp, tilting back in his chair so that his head was beyond the ring of light it cast. He closed his eyes and wished fervently that he could have a cigarette. But he had promised Margaret that he would give up, for the baby�s sake, and he was not about to break his promise. In any case, she had a nose like a blood-hound and would have smelled it on him immediately.
A knock on his door brought him sharply back from his tobacco reveries and he tipped forward again in his chair. �Come in.�
Sun Xi stepped in from the corridor. �They told me you were in. Do you have a minute, Chief?� He was a young man, not yet thirty, who had recently transferred to Beijing from Canton where he had a brilliant record of crime-solving and arrests. As Li had once been, he was now the youngest detective in Section One, which specialised in solving Beijing�s most serious crimes. And like Li before him, he had already tied up an impressive number of cases in just a few short months in the section. He reminded Li very much of himself at the same age, although Sun was more extrovert than Li had ever been, quick to smile, and even quicker with his one-liners. Li had immediately spotted his potential and taken him under his wing. Sun dressed smartly, his white shirts always neatly pressed, pleated slacks folding on to polished black shoes. His hair was cut short above the ears, but grew longer on top, parted in the centre and falling down either side of his forehead above thick dark eyebrows and black, mischievous eyes. He was a good-looking young man, and all the girls in the office were anxious to catch his eye. But he was already spoken for.
�Pull up a chair,� Li said, glad of the diversion. And as Sun slipped into the seat opposite, he asked, �How�s Wen settling in?�
Sun shrugged. �You know how it is, Chief,� he said. �Provincial girl in the big city. It�s blowing her mind. And the little one�s started kicking hell out of her.� Like Li, Sun was anticipating fatherhood in a little over a month. Unlike Li, Sun had already been allocated a married officer�s apartment in Zhengyi Road, and his wife had just arrived from Canton.
�Has she sorted out her antenatal arrangements yet?�
�You�re kidding! You know what women are like, she�s still unpacking. I�ll need a whole other apartment just to hang her clothes.�
Li smiled. Although he saw Sun as being like a younger version of himself, they had married very different women. Margaret�s wardrobe could only be described as spartan. She detested shopping. He said, �Margaret�s been going to the antenatal classes at the maternity hospital for several months. Maybe she could give Wen some advice on where to go, who to see.�
�I�m sure Wen would appreciate that,� Sun said.
Li said, �I�ll speak to her.� Then he sat back. �So what�s on your mind?�
Sun took out a pack of cigarettes. �Is it okay?�
�Sure,� Li said reluctantly, and he watched enviously as Sun lit up and pulled a lungful of smoke out of his cigarette.
�I got called out to a suspicious death earlier this evening, Chief. Not long after you left. At the natatorium at Qinghua University.� He grinned. �That�s a swimming pool to you and me.� He pulled again on his cigarette and his smile faded. �Apparent suicide. Champion swimmer. He was supposed to take part in a training session at the pool with the national squad ahead of tomorrow�s two-nation challenge with the Americans.� He paused and looked at Li. �Do you follow sport?�
Li shook his head. �Not really.�
�Well they got this challenge thing this week with the US. Two days of swimming events up at Olympic Green, and three days of indoor track and field at the Capital Stadium. First ever between China and America.�
Li had been aware of it. Vaguely. There had been a considerable build-up to the event in the media, but he hadn�t paid much attention.
�Anyway,� Sun said, �this guy�s been breaking world records, expected to beat the Americans hands down. Only he turns up for tonight�s training session half an hour before the rest of them. The security man on the door claims he never even saw him go in. The place is empty, the coach hasn�t arrived. The swimmer goes into the locker room and drinks half a bottle of brandy for Dutch courage before he undresses and hangs all his stuff neatly in his locker. Then he takes a five-meter length of rope and goes up to the pool wearing nothing but his birthday suit. He climbs to the highest diving platform, ten meters up. Ties one end of the rope to the rail, loops the other round his neck and jumps off. Five meters of rope, ten-meter drop.� Sun made a cracking sound with his tongue at the back of his mouth. �Neck snaps, clean as you like. Dead in an instant.�
Li felt an icy sensation spreading in his stomach. Random pieces of information, like digital bytes on a computer disk, suddenly began forming unexpected sequences in his head. He said, �Weren�t there three members of the national athletics team killed in a car crash in Xuanwu District last month?� He had seen a report of it in The People�s Daily.
Sun was surprised. �Yeh�that�s right. Members of the spring relay team.� He frowned. �I don�t see the connection.�
Li held up a hand, his brain sifting and cataloguing the information it had absorbed on a daily basis and filed under Of No Apparent Importance But Worth Retaining. Maybe. He found what he was searching for. �There was a cyclist�I can�t remember his name�He came second or third in the Tour de France last summer. Best ever performance by a Chinese. Drowned in a freak swimming accident a couple of weeks ago.�
Sun nodded, frowning again, the connections beginning to make themselves.
�And I�ve just come from a house where a weightlifter collapsed and died tonight during the act of sexual intercourse. A heart attack. Apparently.� Had it not been for this bizarre event, it was possible Li would never even have been aware that there might be connections to be made.
Sun chuckled. �So you figure the Americans are bumping off our top athletes so they�ll get more medals?�
But Li wasn�t smiling. �I�m not figuring anything,� he said. �I�m laying some facts on the table. Perhaps we should look at them.� The words of his Uncle Yifu came back to him. Knowing ignorance is strength. Ignoring knowledge is weakness. He paused. �You said apparent suicide.�
Sun leaned into the light of Li�s desk lamp, cigarette smoke wreathed around his head. �I don�t think it was, Chief.�
The ringing of Li�s telephone crashed into the room like an uninvited guest. Li snatched the receiver irritably. �Wei?�
�Section Chief, this is Procurator General Meng Yongji.� Li�s lungs seized mid-breath. The Procurator General was the highest ranking law officer in Beijing, and Li was not accustomed to taking calls from him. It was the Procurator General�s office which decided whether or not to prosecute a case in the courts, and in some cases would take over an investigation completely. It was a moment before Li could draw in enough air to say, �Yes, Procurator General.�
�I received a call several minutes ago from the executive assistant to the Minister of Public Security.� Meng did not sound too pleased about it and Li glanced at his watch. It was nearly ten-thirty, and there was a good chance Meng had been in his bed when he took the call. �It seems the Minister would like to speak to you, Section Chief. In his home. Tonight. There is a car on its way to pick you up.�
Li understood now why Meng sounded unhappy. Protocol demanded that any request from the Minister should be passed down through a superior officer. But, in effect, the Procurator General had been woken from his sleep to pass on a simple message, and he clearly did not relish the role of message boy. He heard Meng breathing stertorously through his nostrils on the other end of the line. �What have you been up to, Li?�
�Nothing, Procurator General. Not that I know of.�
A snort. �I�d appreciate being kept informed.� A click and the line went dead.
Li held the receiver halfway between his ear and the phone for several moments before finally hanging up. The icy sensation he had felt earlier in his stomach had returned, and a chill mantle seemed to have descended from his shoulders over his whole body. To be summoned to the home of the Minister of Public Security at ten-thirty on a cold December night could only be bad news.

IV

The black, top-of-the-range BMW felt as if it were gliding on air as it sped past the north gate of the Forbidden City and turned south into Beichang Jie where Li had attended the death of Jia Jing only two hours earlier. Li had changed into his uniform in his office, and sat now on soft leather in the back of this ministerial vehicle, stiff and apprehensive. As they passed them, Li saw that the electronic gates of the senior BOCOG official were locked, and there were no lights on in his home. The cops were all gone. Li had stayed long enough to see the body of the weightlifter bagged and taken away in the meat wagon, trying all the while to assuage the growing hysteria of the adulterous wife as her sedative started wearing off. There were, he had told her, no guarantees that her husband would not get to know what had happened there that night, and she had dissolved into uncontrollable sobbing. He had left when finally a girlfriend arrived to spend the night.
The street was virtually deserted now as they passed through the tunnel of trees that arched across the roadway, and at the Xihuamen intersection they turned west. The high walls of Zhongnanhai rose up before them. When the car stopped at the gate, his electronic window wound down automatically, and Li showed his maroon Public Security ID to the armed guard who scrutinised his face and his photograph carefully in turns. And then the car was waved through, and Li was within the walls of Zhongnanhai for the first time in his life. He found that his breathing had become a little more shallow. Lights burned in the windows of a government office compound away to their left, but they quickly left these behind as the car whisked them along a dark road lined with willows, before emerging into the glare of moonlight shining on frozen water. Zhonghai Lake. It was white with ice and a sprinkling of snow reflecting a nearly full moon.
Here, on the shores of this lake, his country�s leaders and high officials lived in the luxury and seclusion of their state villas and apartments. The privileged indulging the privileges of power. Catching the light on the far shore, Li saw a pavilion by a small jetty, eaves curling outwards and upwards at each of its four corners. A mist was rising now off the ice, and through it, lights twinkled in homes beyond yet more trees on the other side.
The driver turned off the lakeside road into a driveway that curved through a bamboo thicket. The hanging fronds of leafless willows rattled gently across the roof. He pulled up outside an impressive villa built on two levels in the traditional Chinese style, pillars the colour of dried blood supporting the sloping roof of a veranda which ran all the way around the house. Inside, the driver left Li standing nervously in a dark hallway of red lacquered furniture and polished wood before a young woman in a black suit appeared and asked him to follow her up thickly carpeted stairs.
At the end of a long hall of hanging lanterns, she showed him into a small room lit only by an anglepoise and the flickering light of a television set. A soccer match was playing on it, but the sound was turned down. A polished wooden floor was strewn with Xinjiang rugs. A small desk with a laptop computer sat below a window whose view was obscured by wooden slatted Venetian blinds. The walls were covered with framed photographs of the Minister in his dress uniform shaking hands with senior police officers and leading politicians. He was pictured smiling with Jiang Zemin; towering over Deng Xiaoping as they shook hands; warmly embracing Zhu Rongji.
The Minister was sitting on a soft, black two-seater sofa, scribbling by the light of the anglepoise on a bundle of papers balanced on his knee. More papers and official publications were strewn across the seat next to him. He was wearing soft, corduroy trousers, an open-necked shirt and carpet slippers. A pair of half-moon reading glasses was balanced on the end of his nose. He glanced up distractedly and waved Li to a well-worn leather armchair opposite. �Sit down, Li, I�ll be with you in a moment,� he said, and returned to his papers.
Li felt stiff and awkward in his uniform and wondered if he�d made a mistake in wearing it. He perched uncomfortably on the edge of the seat and removed his braided peaked cap. He glanced at the TV screen and saw that China were playing South Korea. Korea were two goals ahead.
�You like football, Li?� the Minister said, without looking up.
�Not particularly, Minister,� Li replied.
�Hmmm. Athletics?�
�Not really.�
�Don�t like games at all, then?�
�I enjoy chess.�
The Minister peered at him over his half-moons. �Do you now? Any good?�
�I used to give my uncle a decent game.�
�Ah, yes�� The Minister put his papers aside and turned his focus fully on to Li for the first time. �Old Yifu. He was a foxy old bastard, your uncle. Good policeman, though.� He paused. �Think you�ll ever make his grade, Section Chief?�
�Not a chance, Minister.�
�Ah�� the Minister smiled. �Modesty. I like that.� Then his smile faded. �But, then, you�re not going to make any kind of grade at all if you�re not prepared to rethink your personal plans.�
Li�s heart sank. So this is why he had been summoned.
But the Minister cut his thoughts short as if he had read them. �Though that�s not why you�re here.� He appeared to be lost in reflection for some moments, as if unsure where to begin. Then he said, �A certain wife of a certain member of a certain committee made a telephone call tonight after you left her home.� The Minister paused to examine Li�s reaction. But Li remained impassive. He should have realised that a woman in her position would always know someone of influence. The Minister continued, �The recipient of that call made another call, and then my telephone rang.� He smiled. �You see how connections are made?� Li saw only too well.
The Minister removed his reading glasses and fidgeted with them as he spoke. �As far as we are aware, no crime was committed tonight. Am I correct?� Li nodded. �Then it is perfectly possible that a certain weightlifter arrived at the home of a certain committee member for reasons unknown to us. Perhaps he wished to make representations on behalf of his sport to that committee member who, unfortunately, was out of the country. But, then, we�ll never know, will we? Since the poor chap collapsed and died. Heart attack, is that right?�
�We�ll know for sure after the autopsy.�
�And that, of course, will all be reflected in the official report?�
Li hesitated for a long moment. He despised the thought of being involved in any way in a cover-up. If he had thought there was anything more to it than sparing the blushes of a few officials he might have fought against it. But in the circumstances it hardly seemed worth it. He could almost hear his Uncle Yifu referring him to Sunzi�s Art of War and the advice offered by history�s most famous military strategist that He who knows when to fight and when not to fight will always win. And there were other, more important battles, he knew, that lay ahead. �I�ll see that it does, Minister,� he said.
The Minister smiled and appeared to relax. �I�m glad. It would be a great pity, damaging even, if certain people were embarrassed by certain unwarranted speculation.�
�It certainly would,� Li said, unable to keep an edge of sarcasm out of his voice.
The Minister glanced at him sharply, searching for any hint of it in his expression, his smile dissolving quickly into studied reflection. After a moment he folded his reading glasses, placed them carefully on the table beside the sofa and stood up. Li immediately felt disadvantaged, still balanced uncomfortably on the edge of his armchair clutching his hat. But he had not been invited to stand.
�However,� the Minister said, �there are other, more consequential issues, raised by the death of Jia Jing tonight. You may not be aware of it, Li, but he is the fifth senior Chinese sportsman to die within the last month. All, apparently, from natural or accidental causes.�
�Three members of the sprint relay team,� Li said. �A cyclist, a weightlifter.�
The Minister looked at him thoughtfully and raised an eyebrow. �You�ve been keeping your eye on the ball.� He seemed surprised.
Li did not like to admit that he had only spotted the ball for the first time that night. What was significant to him was that others had been keeping an eye on it long before him. But now he was one step ahead of them. �You�re going to have to revise that figure, Minister. The number is up to six.�
The Minister had a young, unlined face, the merest trace of grey in his hair, although he was probably in his mid-fifties. He appeared suddenly to age ten years. �Tell me.�
�I don�t have all the details yet. It appears to have been a suicide. A member of the swimming team. He was found hanging from the diving platform in the training pool at Qinghua.�
�Who was it?�
�His name was Sui Mingshan.�
The name had meant nothing to Li, but the Minister knew immediately who he was. �In the name of the sky, Li! Sui was our best prospect of Olympic gold. He should have been swimming against the Americans tomorrow.� He raised his eyes to heaven and sighed deeply. �How on earth are we going to keep a lid on this?� Then his mind took off in another direction. �It can�t be coincidence can it? Six of our leading athletes dead within a month?�
�On the balance of probability, Minister, it seems unlikely,� Li said.
�Well, you�d better find out, pretty damned fast. And I don�t want to read about this in the foreign press, do you understand? It will be difficult enough to explain the absence of such athletes from this event with the Americans, but with the Olympics coming to Beijing in 2008, we cannot afford even the whiff of a scandal. The prestige and international standing of China are at stake here.�
Li stood up, still holding his black peaked cap with its silver braiding and shiny Public Security badge. �The investigation is already under way, Minister.�
The Minister found himself looking up at Li who was a good six inches taller than him. But he was not intimidated. The power of his office gave him supreme confidence. He scrutinised Li thoughtfully. �We can�t afford to lose officers of your calibre, Section Chief,� he said. �This�personal problem that you have�How can it be resolved?�
�With all due respect, Minister, I don�t believe that I am the one with the problem. There is no legal requirement��
The Minister cut him off. �Damn it, Li, it�s not law, it�s policy.�
�Then you could make an exception.�
�No.� His response was immediate and definitive. �No exceptions. You make one, others follow. And when many people pass one way, a road is made.�
�Then I may have to pass on the baton before the case is resolved.�
The Minister glared at him. �You�re a stubborn sonofabitch, Li. Just like your uncle.�
�I�ll take that as a compliment.�
The Minister stood staring silently at Li for several long moments, and Li was not sure if he was furious or just at a loss for words. Finally he turned away, retrieved his half-moons from the table and sat down again on his sofa, lifting the bundle of papers back on to his knee. �Just keep me informed.�
And Li realised he was dismissed.

V

Wu�s report was waiting for him on his desk when he got back to Section One. It was nearly midnight. He was too tired to change out of his uniform, throwing his cap on to the desk and slumping into his seat wearily to read the report, reliving the sad absurdity of the whole sordid tale. He got up and crossed to the door and shouted down the corridor, �Wu!�
After a moment Wu appeared, emerging from the detectives� office, cigarette smoke billowing at his back. �Chief?�
Li breathed deeply as if he might be able to steal some second-hand smoke, waved him up the corridor and went back to his desk. When Wu came in he chucked his report back at him. �Do it again.� Wu frowned. �Only this time, leave out the stuff in the bedroom.�
�But that�s the juiciest bit, Chief.�
Li ignored him. �Our weightlifter arrived looking for our committee member, but before he could say why, he collapsed and died. Okay?�
Wu looked at him curiously. �That�s not like you, boss.�
�No it�s not. Just do it.� Wu shrugged and headed for the door and Li called after him, �And tell Sun I want to talk to him.�
When Sun came in Li told him to close the door behind him and turn out the overhead light, which left only the ring of light cast around the desk by its lamp. He motioned Sun to take a seat, then sat back so that he could watch him from outside the reach of the light. His eyes were stinging and gritty. It had been a long day. �Tell me why you think this swimmer didn�t kill himself,� he said.
Sun said, half-rising, �I�ve finished my report if you want to read it.�
�No, just tell me.�
Li closed his eyes and listened as Sun described how he and Qian Yi, one of the section�s older detectives, had arrived at the natatorium shortly after seven-thirty.
�What made us suspicious initially was the security man on the door saying he didn�t see Sui going in. I asked him if there was any chance Sui had arrived when he was in the toilet. He said he�d been at his post for two hours, uninterrupted. So I asked if there was any other way in. Turns out there are half a dozen emergency exits that you can only open from the inside. We looked at them all. One of them was not properly shut, which had to be how Sui got in without being seen.�
Li thought about it for a moment. �Why would he have to sneak in through an emergency exit? Wouldn�t he just have walked in the front door? And if he did come in the emergency door, how did he open it from the outside?�
�I asked myself the same questions,� Sun said.
�And did you come up with any answers?�
�The only thing I could think was that he wasn�t on his own.�
Li frowned and opened his eyes. �What do you mean?�
Sun leaned forward into the light. �I mean that he didn�t go there of his own free will, Chief. That he was taken, against his will, by people who had already got him drunk. People who had arranged to have that fire door left unlocked.�
Li raised a sceptical eyebrow. �And all this speculation because the security man didn�t see him going in? Eye witnesses are notoriously unreliable, Sun. Memories are defective things. Maybe he did go to the toilet and just doesn�t remember. Maybe he was reading and didn�t notice Sui going past.�
�And the fire door?�
Li shrugged. �Doors get left open.� Sun seemed slightly crestfallen. Li said, �Tell me you�re basing your doubts on more than a security man and a fire door.�
Sun shook his head, exasperated by his boss� scepticism. �Chief, I don�t know what to say. It just didn�t feel right. Everything about it. His team-mates said he never touched alcohol. Ever. Yet he was stinking of drink, and there was a half-empty bottle of brandy in the bag in his locker. And, I mean, if he�d drunk a half bottle of brandy, would he have been in any state to fold up his clothes and leave them hanging in his locker? And, anyway, why would he? And why would he shave his head?�
Li sat forward. This was a new piece of information. �He�d shaved his head?�
�Yeh. He could only have done it a couple of hours before. There were fresh nick marks on his scalp, dried blood, and he had a full head of hair the last time anyone saw him.�
Li puzzled over this for several moments. �Was there a pathologist in attendance?�
�Doc Zhu, one of Wang�s deputies from Pao J� Hutong.�
Li knew him. He was young, not very experienced. �What did Zhu say?�
�Not a lot, Chief. Just that there were no external signs of a struggle, and that death appeared to have been caused by a broken neck due to hanging. Of course, he couldn�t commit to that until after the autopsy.�
�Who�s doing the autopsy?�
�He is.�
Li shook his head. �Put a stop on that. I don�t want anyone with his lack of experience touching the body.�
Sun was taken aback, and for a moment didn�t know how to respond. Was this vindication? �You mean you think I might be right? That this isn�t just a straightforward suicide?�
Li pondered his response briefly. �While accepting that your assumptions are speculative, Sun, I think they are not unreasonable. For two reasons.� He held up a thumb to signify the first. �One. We�ve got to look at this in the context of six top athletes dead in a month. It stretches the theory of coincidence just a little far.� He added his forefinger to signify the second. �And two. There�s the hair thing. That just doesn�t make sense.�
Sun looked puzzled. �How do you mean?�
�You asked why Sui would have shaved his head. My understanding is that it�s not unusual for swimmers to shave off their hair in order to create less resistance in the water.�
Sun nodded. �And�?�
Li said, �Well, if you were planning to kill yourself, why would you shave your head to make yourself faster for a race in which you had no intention of taking part?� He saw the light of realisation dawning in Sun�s eyes, and added, �But that leaves us with an even more implausible question. Why would somebody else do it?�

VI

Margaret was finding it difficult to sleep. She liked to keep her curtains open, safe in the knowledge that there were no other tower blocks sufficiently close to allow anyone to see in, even if she put the lights on. She enjoyed moving around the apartment, able to see by the light of her small television set, and the ambient city lights that surrounded her. For some reason she had become more sensitive to bright light since becoming pregnant, and there was a sense of security in the darkness. She felt safer. She also liked to look out over the city on a clear night like this. You could see the tail lights of cars and buses for miles as they negotiated the gridiron road network of the capital, queuing in long tailbacks at rush hour, speeding along deserted ring roads late at night, like now.
But tonight, the nearly full moon was bathing her bedroom in a bright silver light, falling through the window and lying across her bed in distortions of bisected rectangles, keeping her awake. And Li�s departure had left her frustrated and lonely, and still with the aching regret of unfulfilled sex.
In just over a week she would be married. And yet the thought filled her with dread. Of the ordeals she would have to endure in the next few days. A belated betrothal meeting. The reunion with her mother. The first meeting with Li�s father. And then what? What would be different? Until Li was allocated an apartment for married officers they would still be forced to spend much of their lives apart. And when the baby came�She closed her eyes. It was a thought she did not want to face. She had attended enough births during her time as an intern at the UIC Medical Centre in Chicago to know that it was an experience she would have preferred not to live through in person. She found pain hard enough to cope with when it was other people�s. Her own scared her to death.
She turned on to her side, pulling the covers up over her head, determined to try to sleep, and heard a key scraping in the latch. She sat bolt upright and glanced at the red digital display on the bedside clock. It was 1:14 am. Surely he hadn�t come back at this time of night? �Li Yan?� she called, and her bedroom door swung open and she saw him standing there in the moonlight. He still had on his uniform and cap, his coat slung over his shoulder.
�I didn�t mean to wake you,� he said.
She tutted her disbelief. �Of course you did. You�re sex obsessed. Why else are you here?�
But he didn�t smile. �I�ve got a couple of favours to ask.�
�Oh, yes?� But she didn�t ask what. �Are you going to stand out there in the hall all night, or are you coming to bed?� She grinned. �I do like a man in uniform.�
He moved into the room, pushing the door shut behind him, and started to undress. She watched the way the light cut obliquely across his pectorals and made shadows of the six-pack that ribbed his belly as he opened his shirt. He moved with an easy, powerful grace, and she felt the rekindling of her earlier frustrated desires as he slipped out of his pants and stood three-quarters silhouetted against the window. But he made no attempt to get into bed. He said, �There�s a young guy in the section. I�ve talked to you about him. Sun.� She waited in silence, wondering what on earth he could be going to say. �He came up from Canton three months ago, and they�ve only now allocated him married quarters.�
�Oh, I see,� she said, stung. �So the junior detective gets an apartment, but his boss has to wait.�
�That�s just an administrative thing,� Li said quickly, not wanting to get involved in a discussion about apartments. �The point is, his wife�s just arrived from the south. She doesn�t know anybody here, she doesn�t know Beijing. And she�s due about the same time as you are. I thought�well, I wondered, if maybe you could show her the ropes, so to speak.�
Margaret snorted. �Hah! Like I�ve not got enough to think about with my mother arriving, a betrothal meeting, a wedding�� She stopped and looked at him hard. �You didn�t come here at one o�clock in the morning just to ask me to nanny some country-girl wife of one of your detectives.�
�Well,� Li said. �There was something else.�
�And what was that?�
�I want you to do an autopsy.�
She was silent for a very long time. �I thought I was banned,� she said quietly. �You thought there could be health risks for the baby, and I didn�t argue with that. What�s changed?�
�I wouldn�t ask if I didn�t think it was important.� He paused. �And I won�t ask if you think there is the slightest risk.�
She knew that in reality if there was no risk to her there was no risk to the baby. And she had never been inclined to put herself at risk. �What�s the case?� She could barely keep the excitement out of her voice. It was a chance to take her life back, be herself again, put all these other personas � wife, mother, daughter � on the back burner, at least for a time.
He sat on the edge of the bed and took her through the events of the evening. She lay thinking about it for a long time. �Who�s doing the autopsy on the weightlifter?�
�Wang.�
She nodded. Wang was okay. She had worked with him before. �What about the others? The road accident victims, the guy who drowned. Can I see their autopsy reports?�
Li shook his head. �We don�t autopsy every accidental death, Margaret. Only if there are suspicious circumstances, or cause of death is not apparent. We don�t have enough pathologists.�
�That�s inconvenient,� she said, unimpressed. �I don�t suppose we can dig them up?�
Li sighed, realising himself just how little they were going to have to go on. �Burials are forbidden in the city. I�ll check, but I�m pretty sure they�ll all have been cremated.�
�You�re not making this very easy for us, are you?�
Li said, �The more I think about it, the more it seems to me like someone else has been trying to make it that way.�
Margaret snorted her derision. �In the event that you ever got around to actually investigating.�
Li said evenly, �Will you do the autopsy on the swimmer?�
Her face was in shadow but he heard her grin. �Try stopping me.� And after a pause she grabbed his arm. �Although, right now I�m hoping we can get to the third reason you came back.�
�There was a third reason?� he asked innocently.
�There had better be.� And she pulled him into her bed.

Chapter Two


I

She was late, but knew that to hurry could be dangerous. And so she pumped her pedals at a slow, even rate, keeping pace with the flow of cyclists heading east along the reduced cycle lane in Chang�an Avenue. As the number of motorists had increased and the number of cyclists diminished, so the authorities had allowed the traffic to encroach on the generous cycle lanes originally laid out by the twentieth-century city fathers. Dividers now cut their width by half and streams of taxis jammed the tarmac which had once been the domain of the bicycle.
When she had wakened Li was gone, but his warmth and the smell of him lingered on the sheets and pillow beside her. She had rolled over and breathed him in, remembering how good it had been just a few hours before when he had made slow and careful love to her, and she had felt a desire simply to be absorbed by him completely, to lose herself in all his soft, gentle goodness. To be a better person. And then she had seen the clock, and knew that Mei Yuan would be waiting for her.
The sky was light in the east, pale gold rising to the deepest blue, but the sun had not yet found its way between the sky-scrapers to throw its long shadows westward. And it was so cold her muscles had nearly seized solid.
Up ahead, the traffic had been halted at Tiananmen to allow the dawn ritual of the raising of the flag. She saw the soldiers, in their slow-motion goose-step, march in impressive formation from the Gate of Heavenly Peace to the flagpole in the square, and she dismounted quickly to guide her bike between the stationary vehicles to the other side of the avenue. Below the high red walls of Zhongshan Park, an old man wearing a beret sat huddled on a bench watching the soldiers. A street sweeper in a surplus army greatcoat scraped his broom over the frozen pavings beneath the trees. Margaret cycled to the arched gate and parked her bike, before hurrying into the entrance hall with its crimson pillars and hanging lanterns, and paying her two yuan entrance fee at the ticket window.
Beyond Zhongshan Hall and the Altar of the Five-Coloured Soil, she found Mei Yuan in a courtyard in front of the Yu Yuan pavilion. A row of windows gave on to tanks containing thirty different breeds of goldfish which swam, oblivious to the cold, in water heated to tropical temperatures. Along with half a dozen others, Mei Yuan moved in slow, controlled exercises to traditional Chinese music playing gently from someone�s ghetto blaster. Tai chi looked easy to the non-practitioner, but its leisurely control demanded something of nearly every muscle. It was a wonderful way of maintaining fitness without exertion, particularly for the elderly. Or the pregnant.
When she saw her coming, Mei Yuan broke off to give Margaret a hug. �I thought perhaps you were not coming today.� She looked forty, but was nearer sixty. Her smooth moon face beneath its soft white ski hat creased in a smile around her beautifully slanted almond eyes. She was shorter than Margaret, stocky, and wrapped in layers of clothes below a quilted green jacket. She wore blue cotton trousers and chunky white trainers. �Have you eaten?� she asked in putonghua Chinese. It was the traditional Beijing greeting, born of a time when food was scarce and hunger a way of life.
�Yes, I have eaten,� Margaret replied. Also in putonghua. She fell in beside the older woman, and after a moment they joined the others in the slow sweep of the tai chi, following the intuitive methodical rhythms evolved over five thousand years of practice. �I can�t stay long this morning. Li Yan has asked me to do an autopsy.� She glanced at Mei Yuan and knew that she would not approve.
�Of course, you said yes.�
Margaret nodded. Mei Yuan said nothing. She knew better than to question Margaret�s decision. But Margaret saw her disapproval clearly in her face. Pregnancy in the Middle Kingdom was treated with almost spiritual reverence, and the mother-to-be handled like the most delicate and precious Ming china. Even after delivery, the mother would often be confined by relatives and friends to a month of inactivity in a darkened room. They even had a phrase to describe the phenomenon: zuo yuezi. Literally a woman�s �month of confinement� after giving birth to a child. Margaret, however, was not inclined to submit to constraint at any time � before birth or after.
Half an hour later the gathering broke up when the woman with the ghetto blaster apologised and said she had to go. Mei Yuan and Margaret walked back through the park together, past a large group following their wu shu master in the art of slow-motion sword play. The red tassles that hung from the grips of their ceremonial weapons arcing in the sunlight that slanted now through the naked branches of the park�s ancient scholar trees.
Mei Yuan said, �I have reserved a room for the wedding ceremony.� She was the closest thing to a mother-figure in Li�s life. His own mother had died in the Cultural Revolution. Margaret, too, had become very fond of her. She thought of her as her �Chinese� mother. And she wondered how her real mother would get on with her Chinese counterpart when she arrived. Li had asked Mei Yuan to make the arrangements for a traditional Chinese wedding, and Margaret had been happy to leave everything to someone else. She was only half listening to Mei Yuan now. The wedding still seemed distant and remote, as if it were all happening to another person.
�And I have ordered the flowers for the altars,� Mei Yuan was saying. She had already explained to Margaret that there were no formal wedding vows in Chinese culture. The couple simply interlinked arms and drank from cups joined by red string, a symbol of their binding commitment. This was performed in front of two altars to honour the ancestors of each family. It had already been decided that this would not take place at Li�s home, as was traditional, since the apartment was too small. �Now, it is usual to place a rice bowl and chopsticks on one of the altars if there has been a recent bereavement in either of the families.� She left this hanging. It was not so much a statement as a question. Margaret immediately thought of her father. But she did not know how her mother would respond.
�Perhaps Li will want to make the gesture in memory of his uncle,� she said.
Mei Yuan said, �It is some years since Yifu died.�
�Yes, but his death still casts a shadow over the family. I know that there isn�t a day goes by when Li doesn�t think about him.� Li�s description of his uncle�s death was as vivid in Margaret�s mind as if she had witnessed it herself. �I�ll ask him.�
Mei Yuan nodded. �I have spoken to Ma Yun,� she said, �and she will be happy to cater for the wedding banquet. Of course, her price is far too high, but we can negotiate her down. However, there are certain items which must appear on the menu, and they will be expensive.�
�Oh?� Margaret was not too concerned. Her definition of expensive, and Mei Yuan�s were rather different. Mei Yuan earned her living from a mobile stall selling fast-food Beijing pancakes called jian bing. She was lucky if she made seventy dollars a month.
�There must be fish, roast suckling pig, pigeon, chicken cooked in red oil, lobster, dessert bun stuffed with lotus seeds��
�Sounds good,� Margaret said. �But why?�
�Ah,� Mei Yuan said, �because every item of food has a symbolic meaning. We must have fish, because in Chinese the word for fish is pronounced the same as abundance, which means the newly-weds will have plentiful wealth.�
�I�ll drink to that,� Margaret said, and then added quickly, �not with alcohol, of course.�
Mei Yuan smiled indulgently. �Lobster is literally called dragon shrimp in Chinese,� she said, �and having lobster and chicken together at the wedding banquet indicates that the dragon and phoenix are in harmony and that the Yin and Yang elements of the union are balanced.�
�And one just has to have one�s Yin and Yang in balance,� Margaret said.
Mei Yuan ignored her. �The roast suckling pig is usually served whole as a symbol of the bride�s virginity.� She stopped suddenly, realising what she�d said, and the colour rose on her cheeks as her eyes strayed to Margaret�s bump.
Margaret grinned. �Maybe we�d better skip the suckling pig, Mei Yuan.�
They hurried on towards the bronze statue of Dr. Sun Yat Sen and passed on their left the red, studded gates of the Beijing Centre of Communication and Education for Family Planning. And Margaret was reminded that in a country where birth had been controlled for decades by the One Child Policy, a baby was a precious thing. Her hands strayed to the swelling beneath her woollen cape and she experienced a sense of anticipation that was both thrilling and scary.
At the gate, she retrieved her bicycle and said, �Say hi to Li for me. You�ll probably see him before I do.� Mei Yuan�s stall was on a street corner not far from Section One. It was where Li had first met her. He still had a jian bing for breakfast most mornings.
Mei Yuan opened her satchel and brought out a small, square parcel and handed it to Margaret. �A gift,� she said, �for your wedding day.�
Margaret took it, embarrassed. �Oh, Mei Yuan, you shouldn�t go buying me things.� But she knew she could not turn it down. �What is it?�
�Open it and see.�
Margaret carefully opened the soft parcel to reveal, folded within, a large, red, silk and lace square. �It�s beautiful,� she said. It was real silk, and she realised it had probably cost Mei Yuan half a week�s earnings.
�It�s a veil,� Mei Yuan said. �To be draped over the head during the ceremony. Red, because that is the symbolic colour of happiness.�
Margaret�s eyes filled. She hugged the smiling Mei Yuan. �Then, of course, I will wear it,� she said. �And wish for all the happiness in the world.� For there had been precious little of it these last turbulent years.

II

Smoke made it nearly impossible to see from one side of the meeting room to the other. The ceiling fan was on, but only succeeded in moving the smoke around. It was too cold to open a window, and almost the only person in the room without a cigarette was Li. He wondered why he had bothered giving up. At this rate he�d be back on thirty a day without ever putting one to his lips.
There were more than twenty detectives in the room, some arranged around a large rectangular meeting table, others sitting in low chairs lined up along the walls. Flasks of piping hot green tea sat on the table, and every detective had his own mug or insulated tankard. The central heating was toiling to cope with an outside temperature which had so far failed to rise above minus five centigrade, and most of the detectives were wearing coats or jackets. One or two even wore gloves. Everyone knew now why they were there, that this was a priority investigation.
The tone of the meeting was set from the start by a clash between Li and his deputy, Tao Heng. Tao was a man in his fifties with thinning dark hair scraped back across a mottled scalp, his bulging eyes magnified behind thick-rimmed glasses. Nobody liked him.
�I�d appreciate,� Tao said, �being told why the autopsy of last night�s suicide victim was cancelled.� He looked around the room. �Since I seem to be the only one here who doesn�t know.�
�The autopsy has not been cancelled, Deputy Section Chief,� Li said. �Merely re-assigned.�
�Oh? And who is going to do it?� Tao asked.
�The American pathologist, Margaret Campbell,� Li told him evenly.
�Ah,� Tao said. �Keeping it in the family, then?�
There was a collective intake of breath around the table. Nepotism was considered a form of corruption, and in the present political climate, police corruption was very much under the microscope. No one had any illusions about the subtext of Tao�s comment.
Li said coldly, �Doctor Campbell is the most experienced forensic pathologist available to us. If you have a problem with that, Tao, you can raise it with me after the meeting.�
Relations between Li and his deputy were strained at best. When Li left the section to take up his position as Criminal Liaison at the Chinese Embassy in Washington DC, Tao had succeeded him as Deputy Section Chief, coming from the criminal investigation department in Hong Kong. He had known that there was no way he could try to follow in the footsteps of the most popular deputy anyone in Section One could remember. So from the start he had been his own man and done things his own way. Which was remote and superior. He believed in a dress code. Which was unpopular. He always wore his uniform, and he fined detectives for the use of foul language in the office. If anyone crossed him he could expect to get every shit assignment on the section for the next six months.
When Section Chief Chen Anming had retired earlier that year Tao was expected to succeed him. But Chen�s retirement had coincided with Li�s return from America and Li was appointed over Tao�s head. The appointment had coloured their relationship from the start. And with two such diametrically different personalities, it was a relationship that was doomed to failure.
Tao resumed his silent sulking, and they listened as Wu gave his account of Jia Jing�s adulterous misadventure with the wife of the BOCOG member the previous evening. Some muted laughter was immediately cut short by Li�s admonition to them that he would remove from his job anyone who revealed details of the case outside the section. The official report, for reasons they did not need to know, reflected less than the full story, he told them. And none of them had any doubt what that meant.
They sat, then, with their files open in front of them listening to Sun going over his report on the �suicide� of the swimmer, Sui Mingshan. He had altered it to take account of Li�s thoughts on the shaven head, which he repeated now as if they were his own.
Li took over. He said, �I want the swimming pool and Sui�s home treated as potential crime scenes. We won�t know the cause of death for certain until we have the autopsy report, so unless or until we have reason to believe otherwise we�ll treat it as suspicious.�
He flipped through the folder in front of him. �You all have the report on the accident which killed three members of the sprint relay team last month.� There had been no reason then for anyone to think it was anything other than an accident. Three young men travelling too fast in a car late at night, losing control on black ice and wrapping their vehicle around a lamppost. Li said, �And the cyclist who was killed in a freak accident in a private pool.� They all shuffled their papers to bring that report to the top. �Three witnesses saw him slip on the diving board and crack his skull as he fell in. Dead by the time they got him out.� He took a deep breath. �We have no autopsy reports. No bodies. But in light of last night�s fatalities, we have no choice but to go back over all these deaths in the minutest detail. I have no idea what we�re looking for, or even if there is anything to be found, but I doubt if there�s anyone in this room who would think the deaths of six athletes in little over four weeks worthy of anything other than our undivided attention.�
There was nobody in the room who did.
�So let�s kick it around,� Li said. �Anyone got any thoughts?�
Wu had the report on the cyclist open in front of him. �These three witnesses,� he said. �They all have addresses in Taiwan. Are they still going to be around for further questioning?�
�Why don�t you make it your personal responsibility to find out?� Li said. Wu pulled a face, and there was a sprinkling of laughter around the table. �Talk to the attending officers. Get them to go over it all again, in the smallest detail. There might be stuff that never made it into the report.� He turned to the detective next to him. �And Qian, why don�t you talk to the officers who attended the car crash? Same thing.� Qian was about ten years older than Li. He would never be management material, but he was steady and reliable and Li had a lot of time for him.
�Sure, chief.�
�Shouldn�t we talk to the relatives, too?� This came from Zhao, the youngest detective in the section, a sharp and intelligent investigator destined, in Li�s view, to be a future deputy chief. But the arrival of Sun had somewhat eclipsed him, and he had spent the last few months sulking in the shadows.
�Absolutely,� Li said, �and the coaches, and other athletes, as many friends as we can track down. We need to look at financial records, any remaining personal belongings�� He glanced around the table. �I�m sure that Deputy Tao will be able to organise you all to ensure you make the best use of your time.�
There were several stifled sniggers. Tao was fond of charts and worksheets and rotas.
�What about drugs?� asked Sang. He was another of the section�s younger detectives. In his early thirties, Sang had distinguished himself, while still downtown, during an investigation into a particularly bloody serial killing, and had transferred to Section One soon after.
�What about drugs?� Li asked.
�Well,� Sang said. �If we�re looking for a motive��
�We�re not looking for a motive, Detective,� Tao cut him off sharply, and the earlier tension immediately returned to the room. �We�re looking for evidence. As much as we can accumulate. No matter how painful, or how slow. Only then will we see the bigger picture. There are no shortcuts.�
It was the old argument, the traditional Chinese approach to criminal investigation. Accumulate enough evidence and you will solve the crime. Unlike the approach of criminal investigators in the West, motive was regarded as being of secondary importance, something which would become self-apparent when enough evidence had been gathered.
Li said, �Deputy Tao clearly thinks you�ve been reading too many American detective novels, Sang.� Which provoked some laughter and softened the tension. �But I agree with him. It�s too early to be looking at motive. We don�t even know if there has been a crime.�
As the meeting broke up and Li gathered together his papers, he became aware of Tao hanging back to speak to him, and he sighed inwardly. Tao kept his peace until they were on their own. Then he closed the door so that they would not be overheard, and crossed the room to drop his copy of Wu�s report on the death of Jia Jing in front of Li. �Why was I not consulted about this?�
�You weren�t here last night, Tao.�
�And this morning? Before the meeting? Did it not occur to you, Section Chief, that I should have been briefed before the detectives? Have you any idea how it feels to be told by a junior officer that an autopsy has been cancelled when you know nothing about it?�
�I�m sorry, Tao, if you feel slighted. Protocol has its time and its place. Unfortunately, this morning there was no time.� Li picked up his folder to go, but Tao was not finished. He stood his ground.
�I want to put on record my strongest objections to the fact that this report has been doctored.� He tapped his forefinger on the file as he spoke.
Li was losing patience. Tao�s pedantry was tiresome at the best of times. But in this instance, he was also touching a raw nerve. �Are you objecting to the doctoring of the report or the fact that you weren�t consulted about it?� They each knew it was the latter.
�Both,� Tao said defiantly. �As far as I am aware it is not the practice of this section to file inaccurate reports.�
�You�re right,� Li said. �It�s not. But for reasons I am not prepared to discuss, this case is an exception. And if you have a problem with that then I suggest you take it up with the Minister.�
Tao frowned. �The Minister?�
�Of Public Security,� Li said wearily. He glanced at his watch. �I�m sure he�ll be at his desk by now if you want to give him a call and express your disapproval in person.�
Tao drew his lips into a thin, tight line. �And is the Minister also responsible for re-assigning the autopsy on Sui Mingshan?�
�I�ve already told you the reason for that.�
�Ah, yes,� Tao said. �Doctor Campbell is the �best available�. You seem to be of the opinion, Section Chief, that anything American is better than everything Chinese.� He paused. �Perhaps you should have stayed there.�
Li glared back at him. �Your trouble, Tao, is that you spent too long under the British in Hong Kong learning how to be arrogant and superior. Perhaps you should have stayed there.�
He brushed past his deputy, but paused at the door long enough to tell him, �By the way, I�m taking personal charge of this investigation, and I�ll expect officers released from other duties as and when I require them.�
He went out leaving Tao silently fuming in the cold, empty meeting room.

III

Li and Wu arrived at Pao J� Hutong as the autopsy was nearing its completion. Jia Jing lay on the stainless steel autopsy table, his chest cavity cut open and prised wide like a carcass in a butcher�s shop. Li had downloaded essential information on Jia Jing from the Internet. He was five feet, eight inches tall, and weighed three hundred and thirty-three pounds. Three threes. These should have been lucky numbers, but somewhere it had all gone wrong for Jia. He held the current Chinese weightlifting record with an extraordinary squat lift of one thousand and eight pounds.
His heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, had already been removed. Extraneous body fluids trickled along the side channels, dripping into the drain below. The body was fresh, so the smell was not overpowering, and the temperature in the autopsy room was so low their breath condensed through their masks and clouded around their faces. Chill white light reflecting harshly off scrubbed white tiles made it seem even colder.
Li shivered as he gazed upon the vast cadaver of a man who had once had the power to lift more than three times his own body weight, an achievement put into context by the fact that it had taken eight officers to prise him free of his lover, and four sturdy autopsy assistants to get him from the gurney on to the table. But all his strength was gone now, stolen by death, and all that remained was the mountain of bulging muscle he had worked so hard to cultivate, limp and useless.
Doctor Wang was swaddled in layers of protective clothing, eyes darting behind his goggles, sweat gathering, in spite of the cold, along the elasticated line of his plastic head cover. He had peeled the dead man�s scalp down over his face and was preparing the oscillating saw to cut through the top of the skull and remove the brain.
�Never seen muscles like them,� he was saying. �In all my years. A man of this size, you�d expect a lot of fat. There�s hardly an ounce of it.�
�Is that abnormal in a weightlifter?� Wu asked.
�If I�d cut one open before, I might be able to tell you,� Wang said with a faintly withering tone. �But I can tell you that all the weight he was carrying, and all the weight he was lifting, will have contributed in no small way to his death. The heart is just another muscle, after all. You put too much strain on it, you�ll damage it.� He put down his saw and crossed to the table where the sections of Jia Jang�s heart lay at an angle, piled one on top of the other, like thick slices of bread. �In this case�� he picked up a slice of heart, ��the left anterior descending coronary artery was clogged, causing it simply to erupt. Probably congenital.� Holding up the cross section of the artery, he added, �There was also an acute rupture of the atherosclerotic plaque. You see this kind of yellow, cheesy stuff? In older people that gets rock hard and calcified. It blocks the lumen of the artery, like sludge build-up in an old pipe, narrowing the available space for the blood to flow through. You can see here that the artery is about zero-point-four of a centimeter in diameter, and it�s about seventy-five percent blocked. And if you look closely under this cheesy stuff�� Li made a face, but moved closer to see, ��there�s a thin layer of red. Blood. Under pressure from the artery it has dissected into and under the plaque, expanding it to further block the lumen, occluding it and stopping blood flow to that portion of the heart which the artery serves.� Wang sucked air through his teeth. �Effectively, he had a massive heart attack.� He looked at Li. �The fact that he was in the act of sexual intercourse at the time may have been what brought it on. A lot of men die on the job�so to speak.�
�Way to go,� Wu said.
Wang cast a critical eye over him. �I wouldn�t have thought you were in much danger, Wu.� The detective pulled a face. �I�m amazed, however, that our friend here had the where-withal.� He crossed back to the body and they followed him, watching as he lifted the penis up and weighed the testicles appraisingly in his hand. �Tiny,� he said.
�Is there some significance in that?� Li asked.
Wang shrugged. �The muscle mass, the reduced size of the testes. Could be consistent with steroid abuse.� He paused. �Or not. He may just have had small testicles, and built his muscle mass by training very hard.�
�Yeh,� Wu cut in, �but if his nuts were that small, it would have reduced his testosterone production, and therefore his sex drive, wouldn�t it? Hardly consistent with a man having an affair.�
Wang said, �Testosterone is often the steroid of choice when it comes to building muscle. In the short term that can actually increase the sex drive, although a side-effect can be the shrinking of the testes, and ultimately severely impaired sexual performance.�
�Is there any way you can tell for sure if he�d been taking steroids?� Li asked. He smelled a scandal. Some high profile Chinese weightlifters and swimmers had tested positive for drug-taking in the nineties and been banned from national and international sport. The authorities were very anxious to clean up the country�s image.
�I�ve asked specifically for hormone screening. If he took any during the last month it�ll show up in tox. If it�s been longer than that, no.� He took his oscillating saw around the top of the skull and eased the brain out into a stainless steel bowl. �Of course, there can often be behavioural changes with steroid abuse. Users can become moody, aggressive. Talk to people who knew him.�
Li walked over to a side table against the wall, where Jia Jing�s clothes were laid out along with the contents of his pockets and a small shoulder bag he had had with him. The clothes were huge. Vast, elasticated cotton pants, an enormous singlet, a shirt like a tent, a hand-knitted cardigan and a quilted jacket which he must have had specially made. He wore an odd little blue cap with a toggle on the top, and must have looked very odd with his pleated queue hanging down below it to his shoulder blades. Li glanced back at the autopsy table as Wang pulled back the scalp which had been covering his face. Jia�s features were almost as gross as the rest of him, thick pale lips and a flattened nose, eyes like slits in tumescent swellings beneath his brows. He made Li think of a Japanese sumo wrestler. He was an ugly man, and heaven only knew what the woman he died on top of had seen in him.
His pockets had turned out very little. There was a leather purse with some coins; a wallet with several one hundred yuan notes, a couple of international credit cards and membership cards for three different gymnasia; some taxi receipts and a bill from a restaurant; a small gold-coloured aerosol breath freshener. Li wondered if steroids gave you bad breath. He sprayed a tiny puff of it into the air, sniffed and recoiled from its pungent menthol sharpness. There was a length of white silk cord tassled at each end. �What�s the rope for?� Li asked.
Wang laughed. �That was his belt. Infinitely flexible when it comes to keeping trousers in place over a belly like his.�
Li picked up a dog-eared photograph, its glaze cracked in several places where it had been folded. The colour was too strong and the picture was a little fuzzy, but Li recognised Jia immediately. He was wearing his lifting singlet and a white leather back brace, black boots laced up to his calves. There was a gold medal on a blue ribbon around his neck, and he was holding it up for emphasis. He was flanked on one side by a small elderly man with thinning grey hair, and on the other by an even smaller woman with a round face and deep wrinkles radiating outwards from smiling eyes. Both were beaming for the camera. Li turned the picture over. Jia had scrawled on the back With Mum and Dad, June 2000. Li looked at Mum and Dad again and saw the pride in their smiles, and for a moment he felt their pain. The people they brought in here to butcher did not live or die in isolation. They had mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, children. He put the photograph back with Jia�s belongings and wondered how it was possible that such a small woman could have carried such a giant inside her.
He turned briskly to Wang. �You�ll let me have your report as soon as you have the results in from tox?�
�Of course.�
Li said to Wu, �You might as well stay with it. I�m heading out to Qinghua University with Sun to talk to Sui Mingshan�s team-mates. Keep me up to date with any developments.�
And he hurried out, feeling oddly squeamish. Death was never easy, but with such a big, powerful man, it seemed particularly cruel somehow. He had been only twenty-three years old.

IV

Sun steered Li�s Jeep carefully through the bike and tricycle carts that thronged the narrow Dongzhimen Beixiao Street, taking them down from Section One on to Ghost Street. Li sat in the passenger seat, huddled in his dark grey three-quarter-length woollen coat, a red scarf tied at the neck, gloved hands resting in his lap. He gazed out at the wasteland on their left. The streets and courtyards, the jumble of roofs that had once stretched away to the distant trees of Nanguan Park and the Russian Embassy beyond, were all gone. They had been replaced by a flattened, featureless wasteland where tower blocks and shops would eventually replace the life that had once existed there. For the moment it provided temporary parking for hundreds of bikes and carts belonging to the traders and customers of the food market opposite. Li looked right, and on the other side of the street the old Beijing that he knew so well existed still, as it always had. Although, for how much longer he was not sure.
A boy stood in the doorway of a downmarket clothes store in his red slippers, slurping noodles from a bowl. Next door, a woman wrapped in a brown coat was arranging oranges in boxes along her shop front. A group of young men was delivering fresh cooked lotus buns from the back of a tricycle, hands blue with the cold. A woman with a jaunty hat and green scarf cycled slowly past them, talking animatedly into her cell-phone. An old man with matted hair, sporting army surplus jacket and trousers, strained at his pedals to move a tottering pile of coal briquettes at less than walking pace.
Li told Sun to pull in at the corner where a woman was cooking jian bing in a pitched roof glass shelter mounted on the back of an extended tricycle. She wore blue padded protective sleeves over a white jacket, and a long black and white chequered apron over that. A round white hat was pulled down over her hair, covering her eyebrows, and there was a long red and white silk scarf wrapped several times around her neck. For years Mei Yuan had occupied the space on the south-east corner of the intersection. But all the buildings had been demolished and hoardings erected. She had been forced to the opposite side of the road.
Li gave her a hug.
�You missed breakfast this morning,� she said.
�I was too early for you,� he smiled. �And my stomach has been grumbling all morning.�
�Well, we can put that right straight away,� she said, brown eyes shining with fondness. She glanced at Sun. �One? Two?�
Li turned to Sun. �Have you tried a jian bing yet?�
Sun shook his head. �I�ve driven past often enough,� he said, �but I never stopped to try one.� He did not sound very enthusiastic.
�Well, now�s your chance,� Li said. And he turned back to Mei Yuan. �Two.�
They watched as she leaned into the shelter through a large opening on the far side and poured a scoop of batter mix on to a large hotplate. She dragged it into a perfect circle before breaking an egg on to it and smearing it over the pancake. From a jar she sprinkled the pancake with seeds and then flipped it over, steam rising from it all the while. Above the roar of the traffic in Ghost Street and the blasting of car horns, they could hear the repetitive rhythmic thumping of sledge-hammers on concrete as demolition men worked hard to reduce the city around them to rubble.
Mei Yuan was smearing the pancake now with hoisin and chilli and other spices from jars around the hotplate before throwing on a couple of handfuls of chopped spring onion. Finally she placed a square of deep fried, whipped egg white in its centre, folded the pancake in four and scooped it up in a paper bag. Li handed it to Sun who looked apprehensive. �Go on,� he said. �Try it.�
Reluctantly, Sun bit into the soft, savoury, spicy pancake which dissolved almost immediately in his mouth. He smiled his surprise. �Wow,� he said. �This is good.� And he took another mouthful, and another. Li grinned. Mei Yuan had already started on his.
She said, �I have the answer to your riddle. It really was too easy.�
�Riddle?� Sun looked perplexed. �What riddle?�
Li said, �Mei Yuan and I set each other riddles to solve each day. She always gets mine straight away. I usually take days to figure out hers.�
Sun looked from one to the other in disbelief before taking another mouthful of jian bing and saying, �Okay, try it on me.�
Li looked faintly embarrassed. �It�s just a silly game, Sun.�
�Let the boy see if he can work it out,� Mei Yuan said.
Li shrugged. �Okay,� he said. �What is as old as the world, but never older than five weeks?�
Sun thought for a moment, then he glanced suspiciously from one to the other. �Is this a joke? There�s a catch, right? So I make a fool of myself.�
�There�s no catch,� Li said.
Sun shrugged. �Well, then, it�s obvious,� he said. �It�s the moon.�
�Hah!� Mei Yuan clapped her hands in delight. �You see? Too easy.� Then she looked thoughtfully at Sun. �You know, I could have made a better riddle out of it with you.�
Sun was taken aback. �How do you mean?�
�Your name is Sun. In Roman letters that would be spelled S-U-N. Which in English means the sun, in the sky. Given some time I could have made an interesting wordplay with sun and moon to create a riddle just for you.�
�You speak English?� Sun was clearly astonished at the idea that some peasant woman selling snacks on a street corner could speak a foreign language. Then suddenly realised how he must have sounded. �I�m sorry, I didn�t mean��
�Do you speak English?� Mei Yuan asked.
He shrugged, embarrassed now. �A little,� he said. �Not very well.�
Li grinned. �Mei Yuan graduated in art and literature from Beijing University.�
�But life does not always follow the path we plan for it,� she said quickly. �Do you have any English books? My passion is reading.�
�I�m afraid not,� Sun said, clearly disappointed that he could not oblige. Then suddenly he said, �But I have a friend whose English is excellent. He has many books. I�m sure he would be happy to lend you some. What kind do you like?�
�Oh, anything,� Mei Yuan said. �History, literature�� she grinned, her cheeks dimpling, ��a good detective story��
�I�ll see what he has.�
Li reached over and pulled out a book stuffed down the back of her saddle. It was where she always kept her current book, pages read in snatches between the cooking of pancakes. �Bon-a-part-e,� he read, ignorance furrowing his brow. �What is it?�
Her face lit up. �Ah,� she said, �the life of Napoleon Bonaparte. You know him?� Her eyes flickered between them.
�Not personally,� Sun said.
Li shook his head.
�He was a dictator in nineteenth-century France,� she told them, �who conquered nearly all of Europe. He died in lonely exile, banished to a tiny island in the South Atlantic. Some people even think he was murdered there. It is a fascinating story. I can lend it to you if you are interested.�
�My English wouldn�t be good enough,� Sun apologised.
�Put it on the shelf for me,� Li said, and he stuffed it back down behind the saddle. He had almost finished his jian bing, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, licking his lips. �So what do you have for me today?�
Mei Yuan�s smile widened, lights dancing mischievously in her dark eyes. �This is a good one, Li Yan,� she said. �It is the story of Wei Chang.� And she wiped cold red hands on her apron. �Wei Chang,� she began, �was born on the second of February in the year nineteen twenty-five. He was a great practitioner of I Ching, and people would come from all over China to seek his advice and learn the future. One day, on his sixty-sixth birthday, a young woman came to see him. Before anything else he explained to her how important numbers and calculations would be in correctly interpreting her situation and prospects. For that reason, he said, he would not ask her name, but would instead give her a unique number. In that way they could keep a record of her readings. Then he explained how he would arrive at that unique number.
�He would take that day�s date, put her age at the end of it, then reverse it � so that it would be easy for her to remember. So he wrote down the date, and when she told him her age, he could not believe it. Looking at her in astonishment he said, �In all my sixty-six years this has never occurred before. And to think that it has happened on my birthday. This is a most auspicious day for both of us.��
Mei Yuan paused and looked at them both. �Why did he say this?�
Li and Sun looked at her blankly, to her great delight.
Sun said, �I think I prefer your riddles, Chief. They�re a lot easier.�
Li was lost in thought. �Obviously something to do with the numbers,� he said.
�Think about it,� Mei Yuan told him, �and you can tell me tomorrow when I make you another jian bing.�
Li nodded. �Did you see Margaret this morning?�
�Yes.� She smiled ruefully. �I am doing my best, Li Yan, to educate her in the niceties of the traditional Chinese wedding. But she seems a little�distracted.� She paused. �She said to say hi, I�m not sure why, because she�ll see you at the autopsy.�
Li knew immediately from her tone that she disapproved. �I�ll see you tomorrow, Mei Yuan,� he said pointedly, clearly drawing a line that he did not want her to cross. He dropped a ten yuan note in her tin.
�And your young friend?�
�Try keeping me away,� Sun grinned. �You don�t mind if I bring my wife sometime? She always complains I keep her tied to the kitchen and never take her out for a meal.�
Li cuffed him playfully around the head. �Cheapskate,� he said.
* * *
When they got on to the ring road heading north, Sun said, �So you�re going ahead with it then?�
Li looked at him, but Sun kept his eyes on the road. �With what?�
�The wedding.�
Li guessed that everyone in the section must know by now. Tao, too. He would no doubt be waiting in the wings to fill his shoes. �Yes,� he said simply.
Sun refrained from comment. Instead, he asked, �When do your parents arrive for it?�
�My father gets here from Sichuan tomorrow,� Li said. �Margaret�s mother flies in from America the day after.� He grimaced and blew air through clenched teeth. �I�m not looking forward to it. Two people from opposite ends of the world, and from either end of the social spectrum. I can�t see how they�re going to get on.�
Sun said, �Didn�t they meet at the betrothal meeting?�
Li glanced at him self-consciously. �We haven�t had the betrothal meeting yet.� The betrothal meeting would normally have taken place six months before the wedding. In this case it would be only a matter of days. �Thank heaven we have Mei Yuan to bridge the gap.�
�She�s an unusual woman,� Sun said. �How does someone with a degree from Beida end up selling pancakes on a street corner?�
�The Cultural Revolution,� Li said. �She was an intellectual, and suffered particularly badly. They took away her baby boy and sent her to work in the countryside. She never saw him again, and never recovered.� He knew that in many ways he had filled the hole in her life left by the son she had lost and never had the chance to raise. He turned to Sun, a sudden recollection returning. �Who do you know in Beijing who has English books?�
Sun shrugged. �No one,� he said. �I thought maybe I could buy her some books at the English Language Bookstore. She wouldn�t ever have to know, would she?�
Li looked at him, moved by his thoughtfulness. �No,� he said. �She wouldn�t.�

Chapter Three


I

The national team swimming coach was a small man in his middle fifties, wiry and nervous, with close-cropped greying hair and black darting eyes. He didn�t look as if he would have the strength to swim a length of the Olympic-sized pool below them, never mind train a gold medal winner. Even beneath his thick sweatshirt and track suit bottoms, Li could see that he did not have the build of a swimmer. He was slight, almost puny. Perhaps he had reached his current position because of his motivational qualities.
They sat up amongst the tiered rows of blue seats with a grandstand view of the swimming pool. The air was warm and damp. Both Li and Sun had unbuttoned their coats, and Li loosened the scarf at his neck. Away to their right, forensics officers had taped off the diving area and were painstakingly searching every square inch of tile. The diving pool itself was being drained through large filters that would catch any evidence traces that might be suspended in the water. The diving platform and the steps leading up to it had been tape-lifted. But so far all their efforts had been unrewarded.
Coach Zhang could not sit still. �It�s outrageous,� he said. �My team are in competition this afternoon and they have nowhere to train, nowhere to warm up.�
Sun said, �Aren�t there two pools up at Olympic Green?�
�They are both in use,� Zhang said irritably. �One for swimming, one for diving. We don�t have access to either.�
Li said, �You seem more concerned about training facilities than the death of your star swimmer.�
Zhang flicked him a wounded look. �Of course, I am shocked by Sui�s death,� he said. �But the competition is going ahead. I can�t bring him back, and we still have to compete.�
Li smiled cynically. �The show must go on. How very American.�
�Oh, I�d be happy to cancel,� Zhang said quickly. �But we�re not even allowed to say why Sui�s name has been withdrawn. It�s your people who have forced that upon us.�
Li had no reply to that. Instead, he asked about Sui. �When was the last time you saw him?�
�At training, the night before last.�
�And how did he seem then?�
�Morose. But he always was. Not one of the more gregarious members of our team.�
�Did he ever discuss with you the idea of shaving his head?�
Zhang frowned. �No. No, he didn�t. And I would not have approved. The naked head is such an ugly thing, and I don�t believe it makes a centimeter of a difference.� He scratched his chin thoughtfully. �But it doesn�t surprise me. Sui was a very single-minded young man. He had a bout of flu about ten days ago. Knocked the stuffing out of him. We thought he wasn�t going to be able to compete this week. But he worked so hard in training�� Zhang lost himself for a moment in some distant, private thought, and then he looked at Li and Sun. �He was determined he was going to make it. Absolutely determined. I just can�t believe he committed suicide.�
Nor could his team-mates. Li and Sun found them gathered in one of the changing rooms downstairs, sitting around the slatted benches with sports bags at their feet waiting for the mini-bus to collect them and take them across town to Olympic Green. In contrast to the high spirits of the previous evening, their mood was sombre and silent. Not exactly conducive to successful competition.
Although they had been questioned last night by Sun and Qian, they were still eager to help in any way they could. But none of them had had contact with Sui on the day of his death, so nobody had seen his shaven head until they found him dangling above the diving pool.
�What was he like, I mean as a person?� Li asked.
Several of them ventured views not dissimilar to his coach. �He used to be a lot more fun.� This from a tall, broad-shouldered boy called Guo Li upon whom high hopes were invested for the two hundred meters butterfly.
�You�d known him a long time?� Li asked.
�We were at school together in Guilin. He used to be a good laugh. You know, serious about his swimming, but fun to be with. Lately he started taking it all a lot more seriously.�
�How lately?�
�About six months ago,� one of the others said. �He started getting�I don�t know, too serious.�
�And started winning big time,� another of them pointed out.
�He was a pain in the ass,� someone else said. And when the others glared at him said defensively, �Well, he was. He�d bite the head off you if you looked at him the wrong way.�
Li remembered Wang�s observation at Jia Jing�s autopsy. There can often be behavioural changes with steroid abuse. Users can become moody, aggressive. He said, �Is there any chance he was taking drugs?�
�No way!� Guo Li left no room for doubt. And there was a murmur of agreement from around the changing room, even from the one who thought Sui was a pain in the ass. �He treated his body like a temple,� Guo said. �His diet, his training. There was no way he would do anything to damage himself.�
�And yet,� Li said, �if appearances are to be believed, he drank a half bottle of brandy and then hanged himself. Hardly the actions of someone who treated his body like a temple.�
None of them had anything to say to that.
* * *
Outside, the sun remained winter low in the sky, and snow still lay across the concourse on the shaded side of the building. The road below remained white, too, and as they scrambled down the embankment, students rode gingerly past on bikes that were liable to slither from under them without warning. Sun had parked their Jeep opposite the student accommodation block. �Where to now, Chief?�
�Let�s go and see where an Olympic gold medal prospect lives.�

II

Sui Mingshan, Chinese swimming�s best prospect of Olympic gold, rented an apartment in one of the city�s most up-market new housing complexes, above Beijing New World Taihua Plaza on Chongwenmenwai Street. Three shining new inter-linked towers formed a triangle around the plaza below. Eighteen storeys of luxury apartments for the wealthy of the new China. Out front, a huge Christmas tree bedecked with lights and foil-wrapped parcels dwarfed a gaggle of plastic Father Christmases looking absurdly like over-sized garden gnomes. An ethereal Oh Come All Ye Faithful in Chinese drifted across the concourse. External elevators ascended in polished glass tubes.
Sun parked in a side street and they entered the apartment block at number 5 on the north-west corner. Marble stairs led them to a chrome and glass entrance from behind which a security man in light grey uniform watched them advancing.
�Can I help?� he asked, and looked them up and down as if he thought they might be terrorists. Sun showed him his Public Security ID and his attitude changed immediately. �You�ll have come to see Sui Mingshan�s place. Some of your people are already here. I�ll show you up if you like.�
He rode up with them in the elevator to the fifteenth floor. �How long was Sui living here?� Li asked.
The security man sucked air in through his teeth. �You�d need to check with the sales office around the corner. But I�d reckon about five months.� He grinned at them in an inexplicably comradely sort of way. �Been thinking about joining the police myself,� he said, as if that might endear him to them. �Five years in security. I figure that�s almost like a foot in the door.�
But neither of them returned his smile. �Better get your application in fast,� Li said, �I hear there might be a vacancy coming up soon.� And the doors slid open on the fifteenth floor.
As they stepped on to the landing, Sun asked, �Did he have many visitors?�
�In all the time I�ve been on duty, not one,� said the security man. �Which makes him just about unique in this place.�
The door of Sui�s apartment was lying open, yellow and black crime scene tape criss-crossed between the jambs. Li said, �We�ll call you if we need you.� And he and Sun stood and watched as the disappointed security man walked back down the hallway to the elevator. They ducked under the tape into the apartment, and stepped into another world, feet sinking into a deep-piled fawn patterned carpet laid throughout the flat. The walls were painted in pastel peach and cream white. Expensive black lacquered furniture was arranged in a seating area around a window giving on to a panoramic view across the city. A black glass-topped dining table had six seats placed around it, reflecting in a large cut-glass wall mirror divided into diamonds. A huge still-life of flowers in a window adorned one wall, real flowers arranged in crystal or pottery vases carefully placed on various surfaces around the vast open living area. There were the sounds of voices coming from a door leading to the kitchen. Li called out, and after a moment Fu Qiwei pushed his head around the door. He was the senior forensics officer from Pao J� Hutong, a small wizened man with tiny coal black eyes and an acerbic sense of humour. He wore a white Tivek suit, plastic shoe covers and white gloves.
�Oh, hi, Chief,� he said. �Welcome to paradise.�
�Do we need to get suited up, Fu?� Li asked.
Fu shook his head. �Naw. We�re just about finished here. Not that we found anything worth a damn. Barely even a hair. It�s like he was a ghost, completely without personality. Left no traces of himself anywhere.�
�How do you mean?� Li was curious.
�Just look at the place.� Fu led them into the bedroom. �It�s like a hotel room. When we got here the bed was made up like it had never been slept in. Not a trace of dust on any surface you might run your finger over.� He slid open the mirrored doors of a built-in wardrobe. Rows of clothes, immaculately laundered and ironed, hung neatly on the rail. �I mean, you figure anyone�s ever worn this stuff?� Polished shoes and unmarked white trainers were arranged carefully in the shoe rack below. �And I�m thinking, this guy�s what � nineteen? You ever been in a teenager�s bedroom that looked like this? And have a look in here�� He took them through to the kitchen.
Every surface was polished to a shine. The hob looked as if it had never been used. Crockery was piled neatly in cupboards, cutlery gleamed silently in drawers. There was a bowl of fruit on an island in the centre of the kitchen. It was fresh, but looked as if it had been arranged. The refrigerator was virtually empty. There was an open carton of orange juice, some tubs of yoghurt. The larder was also sparsely stocked. Rice in a packet, some tinned vegetables, dried noodles. Fu said, �If I didn�t know the kid lived here, I�d have said it was a showhouse, you know, to show potential customers how their very own apartment could be. Totally fucking soulless.� He chuckled. �Turns out, of course, they got housekeeping in this place. Maids come in every day to clean the apartment, change the sheets, do the laundry, replace the flowers. They even got a service that�ll do your shopping for you. Can you believe it? And hey, look at this�� They followed him through into a small study, where a polished mahogany desk filled most of the available space. A lamp sat on one corner beside a handful of books pressed between bookends that looked as if they had been placed there by a designer. But it was here that they saw for the first time the only evidence that Sui had lived here at all. The walls were covered with framed winner�s medals, certificates of excellence, newspaper articles extolling Sui�s victories, photographs of Sui on the winner�s podium. Almost like a shrine. And Guo Li�s words came back to Li. He treated his body like a temple.
Fu opened one of the drawers and took out a glossy brochure on the Beijing New World Taihua Plaza apartments. A Perfect Metropolitan Residence it claimed on the front cover. Fu opened it up and read from inside. �Listen to this: Atop each apartment tower are the exclusive duplex penthouses for celebrities, featuring the extravagant vertical space of the floor lobby and parlours, generous natural light and open sunshine terraces to capture the magnificent views of the city � a lifestyle only the very rich and successful deserve.� Fu looked at them, shaking his head in wonder. �I mean, have you ever heard any-fucking-thing like it? A lifestyle only the very rich and successful deserve! Did I fall asleep for twenty years or something? I mean is this still China? The Communist Party still runs things, yeh?� He continued shaking his head. �How�s it possible? Only the rich and successful deserve shit like this? Is that how it is now?� He tossed the brochure on the desk. �And I thought I�d seen it all.�
He turned to the two detectives. �You know, there�s a private gymnasium down the stairs, and a private pool. Every apartment has fibre optic broadband internet connection as well as international satellite and cable TV. Tell me, Li. This kid was a swimmer, right? Just a boy. How could he afford stuff like this?�
�There�s a lot of money in international sport these days,� Sun said. �Big prize money at the top events around the world, millions in sponsorship from commercial companies.�
�Do we know if Sui had a sponsorship deal?� Li asked.
Sun shook his head. �No.�
�Then we�d better find out.� Li pulled his gloves on and went through the top drawer of Sui�s desk. There were a few bills and receipts, neatly clipped, an HSBC chequebook, half a dozen bank statements. Li ran his eyes quickly over the figures and shook his head. �Well, his bank balance is healthy enough, but not enough to finance a lifestyle like this.� He bagged the chequebook and handed it to Sun. �Better check out his bank. Maybe he had other accounts.�
They took some time, then, to wander around the apartment looking at everything in detail. Fu had been right. It was, indeed, as if a ghost lived here. There were virtually no personal belongings of any kind. No books � other than those placed for effect � no magazines, no family photographs. No loose change, no combs with hair stuck in the teeth, no subway tickets or taxi receipts.
The bathroom, like the rest of the apartment, was unnervingly immaculate. The bathroom cabinet revealed a spare box of toothpaste, two packs of soap, an unopened box of aspirin, a jar of cotton pads. Sun said, �Well, if he was taking steroids, or any other kind of performance enhancers, he didn�t keep them here.�
On the shelf above the sink there was a Gillette Mach3 razor and a box of four heads. There were also two bottles of Chanel aerosol aftershave. Li frowned, an unexpected character clue in an otherwise sterile environment. A young man who liked his scents. Li picked up one of the bottles. He sprayed it into the air and sniffed, his nose wrinkling at the bitter orange scent of it. �Wouldn�t catch me wearing that,� he said.
Sun said, �I�d be amazed if he did. Doesn�t look like he shaved.� He lifted the box of razor heads. �None of them have been used.� The Chinese were not a hairy race. Some men never had to shave. He picked up a small gold-coloured aerosol smaller than a lipstick. �What�s this?�
Li took it from him and frowned. �It�s a breath freshener.� It was exactly the same as the one found among Jia Jing�s belongings. He sprayed a tiny puff of it into the air, as he had done a couple of hours earlier in the autopsy room. The same sharp menthol smell.
Sun sniffed and screwed up his face. �I think I�d rather have bad breath.� He looked around. �Well, it doesn�t look like he shaved his own head either. At least, not here.�
�We should find out if he had a regular barber,� Li said. Sun nodded and made a note. �And get the local police in Guilin to talk to his family. Find out when he left home, how long he�s been living in Beijing, did he have any family here.�
In the living room, Li drew back the net curtains from the window and looked out on the sun slanting between the skyscrapers of the burgeoning Beijing skyline. Traffic jammed the street below, and in the distance he could see lines of vehicles crawling across a long sweep of ring road flyover. Factory chimneys belched their toxins into an unusually blue sky, ensuring that it would not stay that way for long. He wondered what kind of boy Sui had been, who could live his ascetic, dustless existence in this rich man�s bubble and leave not a trace of himself behind. What had he done here all on his own? What had he thought about when he sat in his show-house furniture looking out on a city a thousand miles from home? Or had everything revolved entirely around the pool, a life spent in chlorinated water? Had his existence in this apartment, in this city, been literally like that of a fish out of water? Is that why he had left no traces? Except for his own body, his temple, and a room full of medals and photographs, his shrine.
He turned to find Sun watching him. �I don�t think this boy had any kind of life outside of the pool, Sun. No reason for living except winning. If he killed himself it was because someone took that reason away.�
�Do you think he did?�
Li checked his watch. �Margaret will be starting the autopsy shortly. Let�s find out.�

III

Students, future police officers, were playing basketball on the court opposite the Centre of Material Evidence Determination at the south end of the campus. The University of Public Security played host to the most advanced facilities in the field of forensic pathology in China, and they were housed in a squat, inauspicious four-storey building along one end of the playing fields. The students were wrapped up warm in hooded sweatsuits and jogpants, shouting and breathing fire into the frozen midday. Through small windows high up in the cold white walls of the autopsy room, Margaret could hear them calling to each other. She, too, was wrapped up, but for protection rather than warmth. A long-sleeved cotton gown over a plastic apron over green surgeon�s pyjamas. She had plastic shoe covers on her feet, plastic covers on her arms, and a plastic shower cap on her head, loose strands of fair hair tucked neatly out of sight. She wore a steel mesh gauntlet on her left, non-cutting hand, and both hands were covered in latex. She wore goggles to protect her eyes, and had tied a white, synthetic, paper-like fibre mask over her mouth and nose. The masks that the Centre usually supplied for pathologists were cotton. But the spaces between the threads in the weave of the cotton masks were relatively large, and more liable to let through bacteria, or microscopic water droplets, or aerosolised bone dust. Acutely aware of the bulge beneath her apron, Margaret wasn�t taking any chances. She had dipped into her dwindling private supply of synthetic masks, affording herself and her baby far greater protection from unwanted and undesirable inhalations.
She had two assistants working with her, and she let them do the donkey work under her close scrutiny: cutting open the rib cage, removing and breadloafing the organs, slitting along the length of the intestine, cutting open the skull. They worked to her instructions, and she only moved in close to make a personal examination of the things that caught her attention. She recorded her comments through an overhead microphone.
Right now she was examining the heart at another table. It was firm and normal in size. Carefully, she traced the coronary arteries from their origins at the aorta, around the outside of the heart, incising every five millimeters looking for blockage. She found none, and began breadloafing part way, examining the muscle for evidence of old or recent injury. When she reached the valves that separate the chambers of the heart she stopped sectioning and examined them. They were well formed and pliable. Although the left ventricle, which pumps the blood out of the heart through the aorta, was slightly thickened, she did not consider this abnormal. A little hypertrophy was to be expected in the left ventricle of an athlete. It was, after all, just another muscle, worked hard and developed by exercise. She was satisfied it was not his heart that had killed this young man.
She then embarked on a process of taking small sections, about one by one-point-five centimeters, from each of the organs for future microscopic examination. Although she did not consider that this would be necessary. Carefully, she placed each one into the tiny cassettes in which they would be fixed in formalin, dehydrated in alcohol and infiltrated by paraffin, creating pieces of wax tissue firm enough to be cut so thin that a microscope could see right through them.
Her concentration was broken by the sound of voices in the corridor, and she looked up as Li and Sun came in, pulling on aprons and shower caps. �You�re a little late,� she said caustically.
�You�ve started?� Li said.
�I�ve finished.�
Li looked crestfallen. She knew he liked to be there to go through each step with her, picking up on every little observation. �The services of the assistants were only available to me for a short time,� she told him. �And I didn�t think I was in any condition to go heaving a body around on my own.�
�No, of course not,� Li said quickly. He half turned towards Sun. �You�ve met Sun, haven�t you?�
�I don�t think so,� Margaret said. �But I feel as if I have, the amount of talking you�ve done about him.� Sun blushed. �You didn�t tell me he was such a good-looking boy. Afraid I might make a pass at him?�
Li grinned. �I wouldn�t wish that on my worst enemy.� He looked at Sun. �Are you following any of this?�
�A little,� Sun said.
�Ignore her. She loves to embarrass people.�
�Well, anyway,� Margaret said. �It doesn�t matter that you�re late. You�ve missed all the boring bits. We can get straight to the point.�
�Which is?� Li asked.
She crossed to the table where Sui Mingshan lay opened up like his fellow competitor on the other side of the city, cold and inanimate, devoid of organs, brain removed. Even like this he was a splendid specimen. Broad shoulders, beautifully developed pectorals, lithe, powerful legs. His face was obscured by the top flap of skin above the Y-shaped incision which had begun at each shoulder blade. Margaret pulled it down to reveal a young, not very handsome face, innocent in its repose, frozen in death, cheeks peppered by acne. His shaven head had been very roughly cut and was still quite stubbly in places. Li tried to imagine this young man in the apartment they had examined just an hour earlier. Perhaps his spirit had returned there and was haunting it still.
Margaret said, �You can see, there is no petechial haemorrhaging around the face, the eyes or the neck. He didn�t die of strangulation.� She lifted up the flap again to expose the muscles of the neck, and the open area where she had transected the trachea and oesophagus, peeling them away from the backbones and down into the chest. �The hyoid bone, just above the Adam�s apple, is broken, and the neck dislocated between the second and third cervical vertebrae, as you can see, cleanly severing the spinal cord.�
She turned the head each way to show them the deep red-purple abrasions where the rope had burned his neck, high up under the jaw bone. �It�s all very unusual in a suicide.�
�Why?� Li asked.
�Most suicidal hangings don�t involve such a drop, so the neck isn�t usually broken. Effectively they are strangled by the rope, and there would be evidence of pinpoint haemorrhages where tiny blood vessels had burst around the face, eyes, neck. Petechial haemorrhaging. As you saw, there is none.�
She nodded to one of her assistants and got him to turn the body over. She said, �We know that he was alive when he made the drop, because the abrasions made by the rope on his neck are red and bloody. There is no doubt that death was caused by a dislocation of the vertebrae of the neck severing the spinal cord. A broken neck to you.�
�So�you think he kill himself?� Sun ventured in English.
Margaret pursed her lips behind her mask. �Not a chance.�
Li looked at her. �How can you be so sure?�
�The amount of alcohol in his stomach,� she said. �Can�t you smell it?� Li found it hard to pick out any one odour from the melange of faeces, blood and decaying meat that perfumed the air. �I nearly sent the boys out for some soda so we could have a party.�
�Half bottle brandy,� Sun said.
�Oh, much more than that,� Margaret said brightly. �I nearly had to ask for bread and milk to be brought in. There was so much alcohol in the air I thought I was getting drunk. Not a good idea in my condition.�
�But he didn�t drink,� Li said. �His team-mates were quite definite about that.�
�Well, then, I�m surprised it wasn�t the alcohol that killed him. From the smell alone, I�d say we were looking at something around zero-point-four percent. Enough to seriously disable, or even kill, the untrained drinker. Maybe somebody encouraged him to drink the first few. Perhaps with a gun at his head. And if he wasn�t used to alcohol, then it probably wasn�t long before they were able to pour it down his throat.�
�How do you know he didn�t drink it himself?� Li persisted.
�Well, maybe he did.� Margaret removed her mask and goggles, and Li saw the perspiration beaded across her brow. �But with that much alcohol coursing through his veins, he wouldn�t have been able to stand up, let alone climb ten meters to the top ramp of a diving pool, tie one end of the rope around the rail, the other around his neck and then jump off. Someone got him very drunk, took him up there, placed the noose around his neck and pushed him over.�
They heard the hum of the air-conditioning in the silence that followed, and the guys with the basketball were still pounding the court outside.
Eventually, Li said stupidly, �So somebody killed him.�
She said trenchantly, �When you push someone off a thirty-foot ramp with a rope around their neck, Li Yan, they usually call it murder.�
She returned her attention immediately to the body and asked, �Has the question of drug-taking arisen?�
Li frowned. �Why? Was he taking drugs?�
�I have no idea. I�ve sent several samples down to toxicology and asked for priority analysis.�
�You think he was, then?�
She shrugged non-committally and ran her fingers across the tops of his shoulder and upper back. The whole area was covered with acne spots and scars. �Acne is quite a common side-effect of steroids. On the other hand boys of his age can suffer like this.�
�Toxicology should tell us, though?�
She peeled off her latex gloves. �Actually, probably not. He was due to swim in competition today, right?� Li nodded. �So there would be a high risk of testing. If he was taking steroids he�d have stopped long enough ago that it wouldn�t show up.� She shrugged again. �So who the hell knows?�
* * *
Outside, the basketball players were taking a cigarette break, steam rising from them with the smoke as they stood around chatting idly, one of them squatting on the ball. It put Sun in the mood, and he lit up, too, as Li dialled Section One on his cellphone. He got put through to the detectives� room.
�Qian? It�s Li. Tell the boys it�s official. Sui was murdered.� He watched Sun drawing on his cigarette and envied him every mouthful. �And Qian, I want you to check with the various sports authorities when any of these athletes was last tested for drugs.�
�You think it is drug-related, then?� Qian asked.
�No, I don�t think anything,� Li said. �I just want every little piece of information we can get. The more pixels the clearer the picture.� He couldn�t stand it any longer. He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said to Sun, �Give me one of those.� And he held his hand out for a cigarette.
Sun looked surprised, then took out a cigarette and handed it to him. Li stuck it in his mouth and said to Qian, �This indoor athletics competition with the Americans, it starts today, right?�
�Yes, Chief.�
�At the Capital Stadium?�
�Yeh, the place where they have the speed skating.�
�Okay, get me a couple of tickets for tonight.�
�I didn�t know you were a sports fan, Chief.�
�I�m not,� Li said, and disconnected. He clipped the phone on his belt and starting searching his pockets for a light, before he remembered he didn�t have one. Sun flicked open his lighter, and a blue-yellow flame danced in the sunlight. Li leaned forward to light his cigarette and saw, over Sun�s shoulder, Margaret coming down the steps of the Centre for Material Evidence Determination behind him. He quickly coughed into his hand, snatching the cigarette from his mouth and crumpling it in his fist. Sun was left holding his lighter in mid-air. He looked perplexed. �Put that fucking thing away!� Li hissed.
Sun recoiled as if he had been slapped, slipping the lighter quickly back in his pocket. Then he saw Margaret approaching and a slow smile of realisation crossed his face. Li met his eyes and blushed, then whispered threateningly, �Not a word!� Sun�s smile just broadened.
As she joined them, Margaret said, �Where are you off to now?�
�We�re going to have a look at the weightlifter�s place.�
�I thought Wang said it was natural causes.�
�He did,� Li said. �I just don�t like coincidences.�
Margaret�s hair was held back by a band, and she had not a trace of make-up on her face. But she looked lovely, her skin clear and soft and brushed pink by pregnancy. �I�m going back to the apartment,� she said, �to shower and change. Then I guess I�ll head off to my exercise class. Will I see you later?�
�I�m getting a couple of tickets for the indoor athletics tonight. I thought you might like to come along and see the Americans being shown how to do it by the Chinese.�
Margaret cocked an eyebrow. �The other way around, don�t you mean? You people have come a long way in a short time, but you�ve still a long way to go.�
Li grinned. �We�ll see. You�ll come then?�
�Sure.�
And then he remembered, �Oh, yeh, and I thought we might have lunch tomorrow, with Sun Xi and his wife, Wen. It would be a good time to meet her. And you could maybe take her up to the hospital tomorrow afternoon. Get her sorted out.�
There was murder in Margaret�s eyes, but she kept a smile fixed on her face. �Maybe that wouldn�t be convenient for Detective Sun,� she said through slightly clenched teeth.
Sun was oblivious. �No,� he said in all innocence. �Tomorrow will be good. I very grateful to you Misses, eh�Miss��
�Doctor,� Margaret said, flicking Li a look that might have dropped a lesser man. �But you can call me Margaret. And it�s my pleasure.� She waved Sun�s cigarette smoke out of her face. �You know, you should have given that up long ago. Apart from the fact that it is not good for you, it is not good for your wife, or your baby.�
Sun looked dutifully ashamed. �I know,� he said. �I should follow example of Chief. He has great will-power.�
Li looked as if he might kill him, and then he saw that Margaret was giving him another of her looks. Her eyes strayed down to his still clenched fist, where Sun�s scrunched up cigarette was beginning to turn to mush. �Yes,� she said. �He does, doesn�t he?� And then she beamed beatifically. �I�ll see you guys later.� And she turned and headed off into the early afternoon sunshine towards the white apartment block at the north end of the campus.
Sun grinned at Li. �Near thing, Chief.�
�Let�s just go,� Li said, with the weary resignation of a man who knows he�s been rumbled.

IV

Jia Jing lived in another of Beijing�s new luxury apartment complexes, this time beyond the China World Trade Centre at the east end of Jianguomenwai Avenue. As they took the elevator up to the twelfth floor, Li said, �There�s something wrong with the world, Sun, when you can live like this just because you can lift more weight than anyone else, or run further, or swim faster. I mean, what makes any of that more valuable than the guy who sweeps the streets?�
�People aren�t going to pay to watch a guy sweeping the streets, Chief,� Sun said. And, of course, Li knew that he was right.
They let themselves into the apartment with the key the security man on the desk had given them. If Sui�s apartment had been the height of luxury aspired to by the wealthy, Jia�s apartment was quite the opposite. It was large, with a long rectangular living and dining area with three bedrooms off it. But it was filled with cold, hard surfaces, unrelenting and austere. Jia Jing had not been a man to seek comfort, except perhaps between the legs of another man�s wife.
The floors were polished wood, reflecting cold, blue light from the windows. The furniture was antique, purchased for its value rather than its comfort. There were lacquered wooden chairs and an unforgiving settee, a magnificent mirrored darkwood cabinet inlaid with beech. An old-fashioned exterior Chinese door, restored and varnished and mounted on a heavy frame, stood in the centre of the room serving no apparent purpose. A dragon dog sat on either side of it. Beyond it, the sole comfort in the room � a luxuriously thick Chinese rug woven in pale pastel colours. The walls were hung with traditional Chinese scrolls. Candles in ornate holders sat on a dresser below a long antique mirror and a scene of ancient China carved in ivory and mounted in a case.
One of the bedrooms was empty. In another, a large rug on the wall above Jia�s antique bed was woven with a strange modern design of angles and circles. Facing the bed, a huge television sat on yet another antique dresser.
�I�m surprised it�s not an antique television as well,� Sun said.
There was a video player on the dresser beside it, and in the top drawer, a neatly stacked row of tapes in unmarked boxes. Li took one out, slipped it into the player, and turned on the television. After a moment they found themselves watching the flickering images of two black men and a Caucasian woman engaged in bizarre sex acts. Li swore softly and ejected the tape. He tried another. Two women writhed together in an apparently unsatisfied pursuit of sexual gratification. From their imprecations, and foul-mouthed mutual encouragement, it was clear that they were Americans. Li turned it off and glanced, embarrassed, at Sun. �He had a big appetite for a man with such small testicles.�
Sun frowned. �Small testicles?�
�According to Wang, abnormally small.�
The third bedroom had been turned into a study. There were only three items of furniture in it. A desk, a chair and an antique roll-top dresser. The drawers and cupboards of the dresser were filled with personal papers � bills, receipts, letters. The death of Jia Jing was not a criminal investigation, so his personal effects would remain undisturbed. Li turned on the computer, and when Windows had loaded resorted to a trick Margaret had taught him. He clicked on the Internet Explorer web browser and opened up the document entitled HISTORY, where the last three hundred sites Jia had visited were stored. A quick scroll down them told Li that Jia�s use of the Internet had been primarily for accessing porn.
�Not so much an appetite as an obsession,� Sun observed.
Li powered down the computer. There was something depressing about delving into the dark side of people�s secret lives once they were dead.
The bathroom was spartan and functional, cold white tiles on the floor, no mats or rugs to soften the shock for naked feet. In a wall cabinet above the sink, they found two bottles of aerosol aftershave, identical to those they had found in Sui Mingshan�s bathroom. The same brand. Chanel.
�You think maybe the whole Chinese team got a job lot?� Sun said, smiling. �Maybe Chanel is sponsoring our Olympic effort. We could be the best-smelling team at the Games.�
But Li wasn�t smiling. There were warning bells ringing in his head. He knew there was something wrong here. He picked up one of the bottles and fired a burst of aerosolised perfume into the air. They both sniffed and recoiled in unison. It was a strange, musky smell, like almonds and vanilla, with a bitter edge to it. Not sweet.
�No wonder he had to resort to watching porn if he smelled like that,� Sun said.
But Li could not recall any scent from Jia the night they found him in the bedroom in Beichang Street. He remembered only the sweet, heavy scents of incense and sex in the room.
He sprayed a tiny puff from the other bottle on to his wrist and smelled the same bitter orange scent of the one he had tried at Sui Mingshan�s apartment. He held his wrist out for Sun to sniff.
Sun wrinkled his nose. �Same as the one at Sui�s place.�
Li nodded. �Let�s get out of here.� The smell seemed to have filled the bathroom. It was offending Li�s olfactory senses and making him feel a little queasy. �I don�t like breathing this stuff.�
They opened the door of the apartment to find an elderly couple standing in the hallway looking perplexed, a little dazed. �Is this number twelve-oh-five?� the old man asked.
�Yes,� Li said cautiously. �Who are you looking for?�
�It�s our son�s apartment,� the woman said, and Li suddenly recognised them as the old couple flanking Jia in the photograph they had found among his things. His parents. Sun flicked him a look.
�We�re police officers,� Li said. He had no idea if they had been notified.
�They told us this morning,� Jia�s father said. �We�ve travelled up from Yufa by bus.� Li knew Yufa. It was a small town on the road south to Gu�an. The bus would have taken several hours. He could imagine what a depressing journey it had been. �Did you know him?�
�I�m afraid not.�
�He was a lovely boy,� his mother said. �Couldn�t do enough for us. He bought us a colour television, and a video recorder, and a new refrigerator��
�Sent us money every month,� his father said. Money that would stop now. And Li wondered how much of what Jia owned they would inherit. The value of the antiques in the apartment alone was probably several thousand dollars. More than they could have hoped to earn in a lifetime. But the inheritance laws were still in a state of flux. It might be that everything went to the State. Had they any real idea how much their son had been earning?
�Do you know how he died?� his mother asked, and Li again wondered at a creature so small producing a monster like Jia. In his mind he saw the weightlifter lying dead between the legs of his adulterous lover, lying cut open on the pathologist�s table. Either image would have been shocking to this old couple.
�It was natural causes,� Li said. �A heart attack.� And he added unnecessarily, �He died at the home of a friend.� He would see that they never learned the truth. They were much more worth protecting than those who concerned the Minister of Public Security.
But as he and Sun left them to enter their son�s apartment, he knew that nothing could protect them from what they would find in the top drawer of the bedroom dresser. His heart ached for the poor parents of a dead rich boy.
In the street outside, a sweeper wearing a grubby white hat and a blue face mask rattled the twigs of his broom along the gutter, collecting trash in a long-handled can that opened and closed, like a mouth, to devour the garbage. He emptied it into a large trash can on wheels. His eyes above the mask were dead and empty, his skin dry, cracked, ingrained with the dust of the city. And Li wondered why he wasn�t just as deserving as a weightlifter or a swimmer. But the new creed, it seemed, was that only the rich and successful were worth rewarding. Although death, he figured, had probably never been part of that reckoning. And he recalled his Uncle Yifu quoting an old Chinese proverb. Though you amass ten thousand pieces of silver, at death you cannot take with you even a copper penny.

V

Someone had brought a portable television up from an office downstairs, and when Li and Sun got back to Section One, most of the officers in the detectives� office were crowded around it. The excited voices of a couple of commentators soared above the roar of the crowd belting out of the set�s tiny speakers.
�What the hell�s going on?� Li barked. And they all turned guiltily towards the door, like naughty children caught in an illicit act. Someone hurriedly turned the set off. Sun smirked happily at them. He wasn�t one of the bad boys.
Wu said, �Professional interest, Chief. They�ve already had the four hundred meters freestyle and the hundred meters butterfly. They�ve got the breast stroke and the crawl to come. One hundred and two hundred meters. We figured we should take it in.�
�Oh, did you? And what does Deputy Tao think?�
�He told us to turn it off,� Sang said.
�And you ignored him?� Li was incredulous.
�Not while he was here,� Wu said. �But he went out about half an hour ago. He didn�t say we had to keep it switched off when he wasn�t here.�
Li cast a disapproving glare around the faces turned towards him. �You guys are fools,� he said. �You didn�t even put a lookout on the stairs.�
And they all burst out laughing.
But Li�s face never cracked. �I suggest you get back to your work. We�ve got a murder inquiry in progress here.� He turned towards the door as they started returning to their desks, but paused, turning back. �Just out of interest�how are we doing?�
�Won the butterfly, first and second,� Wu said. �Lost the freestyle, but took second and third. We�re ahead on points.�
Li allowed himself a tiny smile. �Good,� he said.
He was halfway down the corridor when Qian caught up with him. He was clutching a sheaf of notes. �Couple of things, Chief.� He followed Li into his office. �You asked about dope-testing.�
Li was surprised. �You�ve got that already?�
�It�s a matter of record, Chief. Same with all the sports authorities. Seems that nowadays they all do out-of-competition testing, to discourage athletes and other sportsmen from using drugs to enhance their training. They�re given twenty-four hours� notice, and then it�s mandatory to provide the required urine samples.�
�Couldn�t they just turn in clean samples?� Li asked. �Someone else�s urine, even?�
�Not these days, apparently,� Qian said. �The guy I spoke to from the Chinese authority said the athlete being tested is assigned what they call a chaperone. Someone of the same sex. He or she stays with the athlete the whole time. Has to watch them pissing in the jar, and then the athlete has to pour the stuff into two small bottles they label as A and B samples. These are packed into small cases, locked with special seals and sent to a laboratory for analysis.�
�So what about the people we�re interested in?�
�Sui was tested two weeks ago. Clean. Two of the three killed in the car crash were tested a week before the accident. Also clean. The cyclist hasn�t been tested since he was last in competition. It�s normal to test first, second and third in any competition, and then they pick someone else at random. He came third in his last event and was clean then. Jia Jing was tested six weeks ago. Also clean.�
Li sat down thoughtfully. �Almost too good to be true,� he said. �There must be ways these people can cheat the tests.�
�Seems like the international sports bodies have got wise to all the tricks, Chief. The stuff this guy told me! There was one female swimmer in Europe apparently laced her sample with whiskey, making it worse than useless. Pissing the Drink, they called it. She got banned. It�s easier for the women to cheat, though. I mean, you and I have got our dicks out there for the chaperone to see, there�s not much you can do about it. But this guy said they caught women hiding clean samples in condoms tucked up inside themselves. They were even buying one hundred percent drug-free urine on the Internet.�
Li said, �You�re taking the piss, right?�
Qian grinned. �Straight up, Chief. But there�s this World Anti-Doping Agency now, and they�ve got people supervising who know every trick in the book. It�s hard to put one by them. Really hard. And particularly in China, because the government here�s so keen for us to have this squeaky clean image for the Olympics.�
Li nodded. �You said, a couple of things.�
�That�s right, Chief. The officer who attended the car crash that killed those three athletes? He�s in an interview room downstairs, if you want to talk to him.�
* * *
The traffic cop sat smoking in an interview room on the second floor. His black, fur-collared coat hung open, and he had unbuttoned his jacket to reveal his neatly pressed blue shirt below. His white-topped peaked cap sat on the table beside his ashtray. He had broad, well-defined northern features, short hair brushed carefully back, and was leaning forward, elbows on his knees, when Li and Qian came in. He stood up immediately, stubbing out his cigarette and snatching his hat from the table. He was clearly ill at ease, finding himself on the wrong side of a Section One interrogation.
�Sit down,� Li told him, and he and Qian sat down to face him across the table. �We have the report you filed on the fatal car crash you attended in Xuanwu District on November tenth. Three athletes, members of the Chinese hundred-meters sprint relay team, were found dead inside the wreck of their car.� Li dropped the report on the table. �I want you to tell me what you found when you got there.�
The officer cleared his throat nervously. �I was on patrol with officer Xu Peng in the vicinity of Taoranting Park at eleven thirty-three on the night of November ten when we received a call that there had been a road accident in You�anmennei Dajie��
Li cut him off. �Officer, I don�t want you to sit there and regurgitate your report. I can read, and I�ve read it. I want to know what�s not in the report. What you felt, what you smelled, what you thought.� He nodded towards the ashtray. �You can smoke if you like.�
The officer appeared to be relieved, and took out a pack of cigarettes. After he had lit one, it belatedly occurred to him that he should have offered one to his interrogators. He held out the pack. Qian took one. Li didn�t. The officer took a deep drag on his. �I hate car crashes,� he said. �They can be God-awful messy things. Bits and pieces of people all over the place. Arms and legs. Blood everywhere. Stuff you don�t want to see.� It was as if Li had opened a floodgate. Now that he had started, the traffic cop couldn�t seem to stop. �My wife keeps on at me to give it up. Get a job in security. Anything but traffic.� He flicked nervous eyes at them. �There�s nights I�ve come home and just lain on the floor shaking.�
�Is that how it was the night you attended the accident in You�anmennei Dajie?�
The cop nodded. �Pretty much. The car must have been doing over a hundred KPH. It was a hell of a mess. So were the guys inside. Three of them. Two in the front, one in the back � at least, that�s where they started off. They weren�t wearing seat belts.� He grimaced, recalling the scene, pulling images back into his mind that he had probably hoped were gone forever. �It�s bad enough when you don�t know them, but when it�s people you�ve seen on television, you know, big-time sports stars�well, you always figure stuff like this doesn�t happen to people like that.�
�You recognised them, then?�
�Not straight off. Well, two of them, yeh. I mean, they always wore their hair short anyway, so they didn�t look that different with their heads shaved.�
Li felt as if the room around them had faded to black. He focused his entire attention on the officer in front of him. �Their heads were shaved?� he said slowly.
The cop seemed surprised by Li�s interest. He shrugged. �Well, it�s a bit of a fashion these days, isn�t it? All these sports stars in the West have been shaving their heads last couple of years. It�s catching on here now.�
�So you didn�t think it was odd?�
�Not in those two, no. It was the other one that kind of shocked me. Xing Da. That�s why I didn�t recognise him at first. He always wore his hair shoulder length. It was kind of like his trademark. You always knew it was him on the track, all that hair flying out behind him.�
�And his head was shaved, too?� Li asked.
�All gone,� the traffic cop said. �It looked really weird on him.�
* * *
As they climbed the stairs back to the top floor Li said, �What about the doctor�s report?� Pieces of this bizarre puzzle appeared suddenly to be dropping into place, but Li could still make no sense of the picture it was forming. It had, however, got his adrenaline pumping.
Qian said, �Got it upstairs, chief. But all he did was sign off the death certificates. Death caused by multiple injuries suffered in a car accident.�
�Fuck!� Li cursed roundly. A staged suicide in which the victim�s head had been shaved. Three deaths in what appeared at the time to have been an accident. All with their heads shaved. And all four, members of the Chinese Olympic team. The trouble was, the evidence from the crash � the vehicle and the bodies � was long gone.
Wu intercepted them on the top corridor. �Those tickets you got Qian to order for tonight, chief? They arrived by courier. I put them on your desk.�
�Fine.� Li brushed past, his mind on other things, but Wu called after him. �Something else, Chief��
Li turned and barked, �What!�
�Those three athletes in the car crash?�
He had Li�s attention now. �What about them?�
�Only two of them were cremated, Chief. The parents of the other one live out in a village near the Ming tombs. Seems they buried him in their orchard.�
Li wanted to punch the air. But all he said was, �Which one?�
�Xing Da.�

VI

The village of Dalingjiang lay fifty kilometers north-west of Beijing in the shadow of the Tianshou mountains, a stone�s throw from the last resting place of thirteen of the sixteen Ming emperors. A rambling collection of brick-built cottages with slate roofs and walled courtyards, Dalingjiang was believed to have the best feng shui in the whole of China. After all, its inhabitants reasoned, thirteen dead emperors couldn�t be wrong.
Li took Sun with him to drive the Jeep. They had headed out of the city on the Badaling Expressway, past countless developments of pastel-painted luxury apartments with security-gated compounds and private pools. Built to meet the demands of the new bourgeoisie.
The sun was dipping lower now as they neared the tombs. The mountains had lost their definition, and looked as if they had been cut from paper and laid one over the other, in decreasing shades of dark blue, against a pale orange sky. The road was long and straight, lined with tall, naked trees with white-painted trunks. The roadside was piled high with bricks and stacks of golden corn stalks. They passed a peasant on a bicycle, a large parcel in his basket, his daughter on a makeshift seat over the rear wheel. Perhaps he had spent his hard-earned cash on a Christmas present for his Little Empress.
Off to their left, Li saw a large white scar cut into the shadow of the hills. It interrupted his silent thoughts. �What the hell is that?� he asked Sun.
Sun screwed his eyes against the setting sun and glanced in the direction of Li�s gaze. �That�s Beijing Snow World,� he said.
�Beijing what?�
�Snow World. It�s an artificial ski slope. At least, it�s real snow artificially generated. Guaranteed not to melt till the spring.� He glanced at Li. �Haven�t you heard of it?�
Li shook his head. He felt like a stranger in his own country. A ski slope! �Who in the name of the sky goes skiing in China?� he asked.
Sun shrugged. �The new kids on the block out of Beijing. The sons and daughters of the rich and successful. It�s pretty neat.�
Li was amazed. �You�ve been there?�
�Some friends took me out when I first got here.� He grinned. �I guess they thought I�d be impressed, a country bumpkin up from the provinces.�
�And were you?�
�You bet.� They were approaching the turn-off. �You want to see it?�
Li glanced at his watch. There was time. �Let�s do it.�
A long, newly paved road took them down to an elaborate black and gold wrought-iron gate between two low, white buildings with steeply pitched red roofs. Hawkers were selling fruit and vegetables and tourist trinkets off the back of bicycle carts, stamping their feet in the cold, grim expressions set in the face of a meagre trade. Sun parked the Jeep among the hundred or so private vehicles outside the gate, and went into the right-hand building to buy them visitors� passes. Li stood listening to western elevator music being piped through speakers mounted on every wall. He could see, through the gate, lampposts lining a long walkway up to the main building, speakers dangling from each one. The air was filled with their music, pervading every tree-lined slope, reaching perhaps into the very graves of the emperors themselves.
He fished in his pocket to find his purse when Sun emerged with their tickets. �How much do I owe you?�
But Sun waved him aside. �I think I can afford to stand you a ten yuan ticket, Chief.�
Attendants in red ski suits let them through the gate. The walk up the cobbled walkway took them to a long, green-roofed building. It was warm inside, with large restaurants off to left and right, floor to ceiling windows giving on to views of the ski slope itself. The one to the left was still doing late business, groups of wealthy young men and women in fashionable ski gear gathered at round tables, picking over the debris of their meals, draining the last of their beer. The other restaurant was empty, and Sun led Li through it to a caf� at the far end. It, too, was deserted, apart from a young woman behind a polished wood counter. She wore the Snow World uniform of dark grey trousers and a dark waistcoat over a white blouse. They ordered tea from her and sat by the window.
Li looked out in astonishment at the dozens of skiers gliding down the shallow slope, then queuing to be dragged back up again on a continuous pulley. At the far side, screaming children sitting in huge inflated tyres flew down a separate run, while a motorised skidoo plied a non-stop trade for goggle-eyed thrill seekers up and down a deserted slope off to the right. He watched as a novice, a young girl togged up in the most expensive of designer ski wear, tried to propel herself along the flat with her ski sticks. She looked clumsy in the great plastic boots that were clipped into her skis, and she ended up sitting down with a thump, severely denting her dignity. There was nothing very sophisticated about any of it, but it was a brand new China experience for Li. �Do these people actually have their own skis?� he asked Sun.
Sun laughed. �No, most of them hire everything here.�
�How much does it cost?�
�About three hundred and sixty kwai for a day�s skiing.� Half a month�s income for the average Chinese.
Li looked at Sun in astonishment. �Three hundred and sixty�?� He shook his head. �What an incredible waste of money.� He had only been in America for little over a year, but somehow China had changed hugely in that time, and he felt as if he had been left behind, in breathless pursuit now of changes he could never catch. He glanced at Sun and saw the envy in the young man�s face as he looked out at these privileged kids indulging in pursuits that would always be beyond his pocket. There were only ten years between them, but the gap was almost generational. While Li saw Beijing Snow World as something invasive and alien to his country�s culture, it was something that Sun clearly aspired to. On the other side of the glass, a young woman walked past with two tiny white pet dogs frolicking at her heels. One of them wore a pink waistcoat.
Sun laughed. �That�ll be to keep it warm. She must be going to eat the other one first.�
The setting sun had become a huge red globe and was starting to dip below the line of the hills. Li drained his tea and stood up. �Better go,� he said.
* * *
It was twilight as they drove into Dalingjiang. The village square was a dusty, open piece of broken ground where the men of the village sat on well-worn logs lined up against the wall of the now crumbling production team headquarters of the old commune. Several village elders were gathered in the dying light, smoking pipes and indulging in desultory conversation. A rusty old notice board raised on two poles had nothing to announce. Nothing much happened any more in Dalingjiang. They watched in curious silence as the Jeep rumbled past. Along another side of the square, were the logs laid out for the women. But they were empty.
Sun pulled up at the village shop, a single-storey brick building with a dilapidated roof and ill-fitting windows. Corncobs were spread out to dry over the concrete stoop. The door jarred and rattled and complained as Li pushed it open. A middle-aged woman behind two glass counters smiled at him. He flicked his eyes over the half-empty shelves behind her. Jars of preserves, Chinese spices, soy sauce, cigarettes, chewing gum. Under the glass were packets of dried beans, cooking utensils, coloured crayons. Crates of beer were stacked under the window.
�Can I help you?� the woman asked.
�I�m looking for the home of Lao Da,� he said. �Do you know him?�
�Of course,� said the woman. �But you won�t be able to drive there. You�ll have to park at the end of the road and walk.�
She gave him instructions and they parked the Jeep further up the dirt road and turned off through a maze of frozen rutted tracks that led them between the high brick walls of the villagers� courtyard homes. There were piles of refuse gathered at the side of the larger alleys, stacks of red bricks, sheaves of corn stalks for feeding the donkeys. Dogs barked and bayed in the growing darkness, a scrawny mongrel beneath a piece of corrugated iron growling and whining at them as they passed. A donkey looked up with interest from its evening meal, and a cackle of hens ran off screaming from behind their chicken wire. The air was filled with the sweet scent of wood smoke, and they saw smoke drifting gently from tubes extending horizontally from holes in the side walls of houses. There were no chimneys on the roofs.
They found Xing Da�s parents� house next to a derelict cottage, long abandoned and left to rot. The children of the village no longer stayed to work the land as their ancestors had done for centuries before them. They left for the city at the first available opportunity, and when their parents died, their houses were allowed to fall down � or else be purchased by entrepreneurs and developed as country cottage retreats for the wealthy.
Li pushed open a rusted green gate and Sun followed him into the courtyard of Lao Da�s cottage. In the light from the windows they could see firewood and coal stacked along the wall. Frozen persimmons were laid out along the window ledges. Li knocked on the door, and a wizened old man opened it, too old to be Xing Da�s father. Li told him who he was and who he was looking for, and the old man beckoned them in. He was Xing�s grandfather, it turned out. His wife, who looked even older, sat on a large bed pushed up below the window by the door to the kitchen. She glanced at the strangers without showing the slightest interest. Her eyes were vacant. In the light, Li saw that the old man�s face was like parchment, dried and creased. His hands, the colour of ash, were like claws. But his eyes were lively enough, dark and darting. He called through to the bedroom, and Lao Da emerged, peering at Li and Sun with suspicious eyes. Although lao meant old, Lao Da was only in his forties, half the age of his old father. He glanced beyond the policemen to the kitchen doorway where his wife had appeared, holding aside the ragged curtain that hung from it.
�It�s the police,� he said to her. And then to Li, �What do you want?�
�It�s about your son,� Li said.
�He�s dead,� his father said, his voice laden with everything that meant to him.
�I know,� Li said. �We have reason to believe that the crash he was involved in might not have been an accident.� He saw the frown of confusion spreading over Lao Da�s face, like blood soaking into a carpet. �We�d like to perform an autopsy.�
�But we buried him,� his mother said from the doorway, in a small voice that betrayed her fear of what was coming next. �Out there, in the orchard.�
�If you�d agree to it,� Li said, �I�d like to have him exhumed.�
�You mean you want to dig him up?� his father said. Li nodded, and Lao Da glanced towards his wife. Then he looked again at Li. �You�ll have a job,� he said. �The ground out there�s frozen harder than concrete.�

Chapter Four


I

They drove west along Xizhimenwai Dajie past the towering floodlit neo-classical buildings that housed the Mint and the China Grain Reserves Corporation, the Paleozoological Museum guarded by a velociraptor, the French supermarket and department store, Carrefour, the latest in Beijing chic. Li was lost in silent thoughts Margaret did not want to interrupt. Burned still on his retinas was the image of the grave in the shadow of the mountains. Lao Da had led them by torchlight through a moongate from the courtyard into a small adjoining orchard. Trees that in summer would be laden with fruit and leaves, were winter stark, silent mourners for a young man who had played in this place as a child, guardians of a grave marked by a crude stone slab. A large pink wreath leaned still against the wall. Frozen fruit and vegetables, a bowl of rice, were laid by the stone. The charred remains of paper money, burned by poor people to provide their wealthy son with the means to survive in the afterworld, had been scattered by the breeze and were stuck now by frost to the ground all around. He had heard the mother sobbing, and seen her shadow moving in the courtyard. She had not wanted her son disturbed. But his father had said if there was the slightest doubt about how he had died, then they should know the truth. For they could not lay him properly to rest until they did.
Li had waited until he and Sun were away from the house before he called in the exhumation team on his cellphone. They would need pickaxes to break the ground, he had told them, perhaps even a pneumatic drill. And he warned them to bring screens to place around the grave. He did not want to subject the parents to more grief than he was already causing them. And lights, for it would be dark.
Margaret had agreed to do the autopsy. But he had deliberately refrained from telling her too much. He did not want in any way to influence her findings.
He turned in at the entrance to the Chinese Skating Association, and showed his Public Security ID to the man on the gate, who ventured reluctantly from his glass cubicle wrapped in a thick coat, hood pulled tight around a face that was red with the cold. He waved them through. Li steered north past the competition hall and the training gym and parked in front of the Shouti Hotel where the American athletes were staying.
They walked the rest of the way to the stadium, joining the streams of people heading in excited expectation to watch the athletics, and crossing an ornamental bridge over a narrow stream whose still water filled the air around it with the perfume of raw sewage.
The stadium was a huge oval, with upper terraces leading to the eighteen thousand seats which ringed the interior track. At various times, the floor space was flooded and frozen to create an ice rink, and in front of the competitors� entrance, there was a massive silver representation of a speed-skater. In the vast subterranean space beneath the stadium, thousands of shoppers still thronged a popular market selling clothes and fancy goods.
�We�re not really just coming here to watch the athletics, are we?� Margaret asked as they approached a large ornamental wall carved with the figures of ice-skaters and the five inter-linked rings of the Olympics.
Li dragged himself away from his thoughts. �I want to talk to some of the athletes,� he said. �And their coach.� Qian had downloaded some biographical information for him on Chinese athletics� recently appointed Supervisor of Coaching, a position created with new powers over even the national team coach. It had made interesting reading.
* * *
Supervisor Cai Xin was a tall, lean man with short, grey hair and square, steel-rimmed glasses. Li had expected to find him in a tracksuit and trainers. Instead, he wore a dark business suit with polished black shoes, a white shirt and red tie. He seemed distracted, and less than pleased to see Li and Margaret. With field events under way, and the first track event in less than an hour he did not consider this a convenient time to conduct an interview with the police, and told them as much. Li apologised and introduced Margaret. Cai, although displeased, remained polite. His English was immaculate, and he spoke it, unbidden, in deference to the American doctor. He led them down a long, brightly lit corridor beneath the main stand, and into a private room with leather settees and a large television set, and panoramic windows with a view on to the track. The stadium was vast, rows of seats rising up on either side into a cavernous roof space criss-crossed with tubular supports. The pole vault, the men�s long-jump and the men�s shot-put were already in progress. Competitors and officials milled around the area inside the six-lane track. The bleachers were about two-thirds filled, and people were still streaming in. Occasional bursts of applause punctuated the hubbub of people and competition that filled the hall.
Cai told them to sit, but remained standing himself, patrolling the window, keeping a constant, distracted eye on proceedings beyond it. �How can I help you?� he asked.
�I want to talk to some of your athletes,� Li told him. �In particular, members of the men�s sprint relay team. But, in general, anyone who knew the three sprinters who died in last month�s car crash.�
Cai looked at him sharply, his distraction suddenly gone, his focus very clear. �Why?�
�I have reason to believe their deaths might not have been accidental.� Li watched his reaction very carefully, and could have sworn that the colour rose very slightly on his cheeks.
Cai was clearly searching for a response, but in the end nothing came.
Li said, �And at some time I would like to speak to colleagues of Jia Jing, his coach, others in his weight class. I thought protocol demanded that I should speak to the Supervisor of Coaching first. You know Jia was found dead last night?�
Cai remained silent for a moment or two longer. Then he said, quietly, �I understood it was a heart attack.�
�It was.�
�Then what�s the connection?�
�I don�t know that there is one.�
Cai regarded him thoughtfully. �We seem to be losing most of our best medal hopes,� he said at length. �But, really, I don�t think I want you speaking to any of my athletes when they are just about to engage in competition with the United States. I don�t believe my superiors, or yours, would be particularly happy if we were to upset our competitors and lose to the Americans.� He made a tiny nod of acknowledgement towards Margaret. �With all due respect.�
�With all due respect,� Li said, �I won�t speak to anyone until after they have competed. Do we have any of the sprint events tonight?�
Cai said grudgingly, �The men�s and women�s sixty meters, the four hundred and the eight hundred.�
�Then I�ll be able to speak to some of them later,� Li said.
Cai glanced at his watch. �Is that all?�
�Actually, no,� Li said. �I�d like you to tell me what you know about doping.�
Cai�s face clouded, and a frown gathered around his eyes. His demeanour conveyed both defensiveness and suspicion. �Why are you asking me?�
�Because as National Supervisor of Coaching, I would have thought you might have some expertise in the subject,� Li said evenly. �Even if only to ensure that none of our athletes is taking drugs.�
�That�s impossible,� Cai said defiantly.
�Why?�
�Because we have so many competitors, in so many disciplines, and there are so many different drugs.�
�So tell me about some of them.�
Cai sighed deeply. �There are five main categories of drugs, Section Chief. Stimulants, narcotics, anabolic agents, diuretics, and peptide hormones.� He appeared to think this was sufficient.
Li said, �That doesn�t tell me much. What are the more commonly used substances?�
Cai glanced at his watch again. �Anabolic steroids,� he said. �Mostly testosterone and its derivatives, including clostebol and nandrolone. They increase muscle strength by encouraging new muscle growth.�
Margaret spoke, almost for the first time. �And bone mass,� she said. �They stimulate the muscle and bone cells to make new protein.�
Cai nodded. �They help the athlete to train harder and longer. But usually an athlete stops taking them at least a month in advance of competition, because they are so easily detectable. They�re used mainly by swimmers and sprinters.�
�And weightlifters?� Li asked.
Cai flicked him a look. �Yes,� he confirmed. �Although generally human growth hormone would be the drug of choice for weightlifters. Being a naturally produced hormone, it is very difficult to detect. It is excellent for building muscle and muscle strength, and allows the user to take shorter breaks between workouts.�
Margaret said, �And it can cause heart and thyroid disease.� Li looked at her and raised an eyebrow. She went on, �As well as acromegaly.�
�What�s that?� Li asked.
Cai said, �Enlargement and thickening of the hands and the face.�
Margaret said, �Not necessarily noticeable in a weightlifter, who has already distorted his body by building muscles beyond their natural shape and size. But if he was taking it long enough it could also distort the growth of bone and internal organs.�
�Which, of course, would be preferable to taking steroids which would only shrink your testicles and give you acne,� Li said.
�Oh, worse than that,� Cai said ignoring Li�s sarcasm. �Steroids can damage your liver and your kidney. They can change your blood cholesterol and increase the risk of heart disease and stroke. Oddly some men even grow breasts. And that�s not to mention the psychological effects. Paranoia, psychosis, or roid rage as the Americans call it.�
�And that�s just the men,� Margaret said. �Women get hairy, it screws up their menstrual cycle, and gives them deep voices.�
Li listened with growing disbelief. It seemed inconceivable to him that people would voluntarily submit themselves to such horrors. �So what else do they take?�
�EPO,� Cai said. �Erythropoietin. And its new, improved version, Darbepoetin. It�s a naturally occurring hormone produced in the kidney. It promotes the production of red blood cells, so more oxygen gets carried to the muscle, increasing the stamina of the athlete. Used by distance runners and cyclists.� He gazed out as a Chinese pole-vaulter cleared five meters seventy-two, and the crowd roared its approval. �When a genetically engineered version of EPO became available in the late eighties its use became virtually endemic among cyclists.� He turned and looked at Li. �Between nineteen eighty-seven and nineteen ninety, nearly twenty cyclists died mysteriously in their sleep.�
�I read about that,� Margaret said. �They all died from heart failure. Increase the number of red blood cells and you increase the viscosity of the blood. It gets thicker, reduces the speed of the blood flow, and when the athlete is sleeping and his heart rate falls, the blood gets so thick it just stops. And so does the heart.�
Li swore softly.
�Of course, they got around that,� Cai said, �by diluting their own blood with a saline drip and monitoring their heart rate while sleeping. It used to be undetectable, which is why they all loved it. But now there is a very efficient test which can detect synthetic EPO, differentiating it from the endogenous hormone.�
�And what about blood doping?� Margaret asked.
Cai nodded. �It happens.�
�What is that?� Li asked.
Margaret said, �The athlete draws off some of his own blood and stores it in a frozen state. He trains in his depleted blood condition, prompting his body to replenish its blood supply, then re-injects himself with his own blood just before competition, again increasing the red blood cell count. Of course, he�s just as likely to infect himself with something nasty, and if he uses blood products other than his own, risks allergic reaction, kidney damage, fever, jaundice, even AIDS or hepatitis.�
�There are plenty of other drugs,� Cai said. �Diuretics for losing weight, or flushing other substances out of your system. Amphetamines to give you a competitive edge, increase alertness, fight off fatigue if you�re a team sport player. Beta blockers to steady your hand if you�re a shooter or an archer. Narcotics to mask the pain of an injury.�
Li shook his head. �We live in a sick world,� he said.
Cai shrugged. �It�s human nature, Section Chief. Just like today, victory in the ancient Olympic Games in Greece brought rich rewards. Money, food, housing, tax exemptions, release from army service. So the athletes started taking performance enhancing substances � mushrooms, plant extracts. Ultimately drug use was one of the main reasons the ancient games were abandoned. So, you see, nothing has really changed in the last two thousand years.�
�That�s hardly a justification for not cracking down on it now,� Li said.
�Of course not,� Cai responded. He glanced at Margaret as if he felt the need to underline his point. �Which is why supplying banned drugs to athletes was made a criminal offence in China in 1995. Unlike the United States where most of them can be bought freely on the Internet.�
�Why don�t we keep our point-scoring to the track and field?� Li said pointedly.
Cai glared at Li. �I really cannot spare any more time, Section Chief. Are you finished, do you think?�
A collective sigh washed across the stadium beyond the glass. The Chinese pole-vaulter had finally brought the bar crashing down with him.
�For the moment,� Li said.

II

They took their seats high up in the main stand with a superb view of the track below and the layout of the field events within it. A giant television screen kept them apprised of what was happening, and a constantly changing scoreboard flashed digital figures in red, green and yellow. Lengths jumped, heights gained, distances thrown; the current standings in every ongoing event; the points totals to date. Every seat was taken, and the stadium was filled with the buzz of anticipation, and the monotonous voice of the female announcer whose relentless, high-pitched, nasal commentary penetrated the very soul.
Around them, People�s Liberation Army officers in green uniforms sat together joking and snacking and drinking beer. Li had obviously been given tickets in a section set aside for �guests.� The fact that he was accompanied by a non-Chinese had drawn some curious looks.
A giant of an American with blond hair tied back in a pony-tail threw his shot-put more than twenty-three meters sixty, taking the lead in the competition, to a groan of disappointment from the crowd and a sprinkling of polite applause. The Americans had already won the pole-vault.
�I don�t understand,� Li said to Margaret, �why an athlete would risk so much just so they can stand on the winner�s podium. I mean, it�s not just the risk of being caught and branded a cheat. Humiliation�s bad enough. It�s what they�re doing to their bodies. The side-effects of those drugs are horrific. They must be out of their minds!�
�Well, I�m sure psychology is the biggest part of it,� Margaret said. �The pressure to win must be enormous. And it�s not just the expectations of your family and friends, is it? Or your state. It�s your country. Millions of people who live their lives vicariously through you. Your victory is their victory. You win for China, or for America, you win for them. So when you lose�� She left the consequences of that hanging. �And then, of course, there are the rewards. Big prize money, millions in sponsorship.�
Li thought about the apartments he had visited earlier that day.
�And then there�s the fame and the glory. One minute you�re nobody, the next you�re a star. Everybody wants to be your friend. Your picture�s in all the papers, you�re being interviewed on TV.� She shrugged. �I can see how weak people could be seduced.� She thought about it for a moment. �And then there�s national prestige. Just look at the lengths East Germany went to so that their athletes would bring home gold medals.�
Li shook his head. He knew nothing about East German athletes. �I�ve never really followed sports, Margaret.�
�Sport?� She laughed. But it was a laugh without humour, full of contempt. �It was never about sport, Li Yan. The East German state seemed to think that if their athletes brought home more gold medals than anyone else, it would somehow endorse a whole political system, prove to the rest of the world that their corrupt and repressive regime was actually working. So they took their most promising young athletes away from their parents, many of them still children, and systematically pumped them full of drugs.�
�And the kids just took the stuff, without question?� Li found it hard to believe.
Margaret shook her head. �They didn�t know. Twelve, thirteen, fourteen-year-old kids, taken from their homes, subjected to the most ferocious training regimes, and given little pink and blue pills every day which they were told were vitamins.�
�But they were drugs?�
�State-produced steroids. A substance called Oral-Turinabol, of which the active ingredient was chlordehydromethyl-testosterone. They also had something called Turinabol-Depot, which they injected into the muscle. It contained nandrolone.�
�And did the athletes get caught?� Li asked. �I mean, drug-tested, in competition?�
Margaret shook her head. �In the early days there was no simple urine test for testosterone. Then they discovered a test in the early eighties that could measure the levels of testosterone in the body against another naturally occurring hormone, epitestosterone. If the ratio of testosterone to epitestosterone was greater than six to one, they knew you�d been topping up your body�s natural production with additional testosterone. Of course, the whole corrupt machinery of the East German state went into hyperdrive to find a way round the new test.�
�And did they?�
Margaret pulled a face. �It was very simple really. They started manufacturing artificial epitestosterone and giving that to their athletes in direct correlation to the amount of testosterone they were taking. That way the balance between the two was maintained, and so the drug-taking didn�t show up in urine tests.�
Li looked at her quizzically. �You seem to know a lot about this.�
She smiled. �I don�t know too much about drug-taking these days, but back in the nineties I came face to face with it on the autopsy table. A former East German swimmer, Gertrude Klimt, who emigrated to the United States.� She could still see the pale, bloodless flesh of the young woman lying on her table. Short, blonde hair. Bold, aggressive, Aryan features. �She was still only in her early thirties. Died from tumours on the kidneys. Prosecutors in Berlin paid for me to go to Germany to give evidence in court proceedings against former East German coaches. A lot of former athletes were giving evidence. Some had tumours, some of the women had had children with horrific birth defects, one had even been pumped full of so much testosterone she had changed sex. Heidi had become Andreas. I gave evidence on behalf of poor Gertrude.� She gave a deep sigh. �You see, it all came out after the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the files of the secret police, the Stasi, became public. It turned out that a lot of those coaches and doctors were also members of the Stasi, with code names and everything. In those days, the athletes were the victims, and they finally got their revenge in the late nineties when the people who tricked them into taking steroids as children were convicted under the new, reunified Germany.�
Li shook his head in wonder. �I never knew anything about this.�
Margaret cocked an eyebrow. �Call me cynical, Li Yan, but I doubt very much if anyone in China heard much about it. And the Chinese were having their own drug-taking problems in the nineties, weren�t they? I seem to recall something like thirty-plus Chinese athletes testing positive at the world championships in the mid-nineties.�
Li shrugged, embarrassed by his country�s record in international competition. �Things have changed,� he said.
�Have they?�
He looked at her very directly. �I don�t think any country sees a virtue these days in winning by cheating.�
Margaret said, �Especially if they�re going to get caught.� Her smile reflected her sarcasm. Then she thought for a moment. �What was going on downstairs between you and Cai?�
�What do you mean?�
�You know perfectly well what I mean, Li Yan. You were prodding him to see if he�d squeal.� She mimicked, �As National Supervisor of Coaching, I would have thought you might have some expertise in the subject. What was that all about?�
Li watched the women warming up on the track below for the sixty meters sprint. Three Chinese, three Americans. He sighed. �In the late nineties Cai coached a team of athletes from one of the western provinces. Several of them scored big successes. At home and abroad. Gold medals, world records. Then one by one they started turning up positive in dope tests. They were almost all discredited, and so was Cai.�
Margaret looked at him in amazement. �So you made him your Supervisor of Coaching?�
Li said, �He was in the wilderness for several years. Largely discredited. But he always claimed he had no idea his athletes were taking drugs, and there was never any proof against him. And there was no denying his talents.� He sneaked a glance at her, embarrassed again. �I guess he must have friends in high places who believe those talents can�t be overlooked.�
The crack of the starting pistol cut across their conversation, and they turned to see six women flying from their blocks, legs and arms pumping for a few short moments of powerful intensity. Americans and Chinese covering the ground with astonishing speed. And these were no tiny, coy Asian women. They were as tall as the Americans, powerfully built, the muscles of their legs standing out like knots in wood. In just over seven seconds they had covered the sixty meters, and crossed the finish line to run up the ramp to bring themselves to a stop. The Americans had won, and Margaret let out a shriek of delight, only to become suddenly self-conscious as silent faces all around her turned to look. �Oops,� she said under her breath.
Li lowered his forehead into his hand and closed his eyes. It was going to be a long night, he could tell.
* * *
Margaret stood in the foyer, drawing looks from competitors and officials alike. They all knew she wasn�t an athlete because of her distended belly. The security man on the door kept staring at her uncertainly, as if wondering whether or not she should really be here. But he never asked. She heard some familiar accents as a group of male American runners in track-suits, carrying sports bags, brushed past her. She felt a momentary pang of homesickness as she heard them laughing, and she watched them push out through glass doors into the streams of spectators making their way out of the stadium. It had been pretty much honours-even over the course of the evening. The Chinese were just ahead on points, so the crowd was going home happy. And Li was in the dressing rooms talking to athletes.
It was hot here, and airless, a sour smell of body odour and feet hanging in what air there was. She was beginning to feel a little faint and for a moment closed her eyes and became aware of herself swaying.
She felt a hand on her arm and a girl�s voice said, �Are you okay?�
Margaret opened her eyes, startled, and found herself looking into the concerned face of a young woman with an ugly purple birthmark covering most of one cheek. �Yes. Thank you.�
The girl was nervous. �My name Dai Lili. Everyone call me Lily.� A smile flitted briefly across her face before a shadow darkened it again and she glanced quickly around.
�Are you an athlete?� Margaret asked. She had forgotten about her faintness.
�Sure. I run in three thousand meter heats tomorrow. Hope to be in final day after.� She hesitated. �You lady pathologist, yes? With Chinese policeman?�
Margaret was taken aback. �How do you know that?�
�Everyone talking about it in dressing room. Supervising Coach Cai, he say no one to talk to you.�
Margaret felt her hackles rising. �Did he now?� She looked at the girl. �But you�re talking to me.�
�Yes,� she said. �I wanna speak to you, lady. I must speak to you. Ve-err important. Don�t know who else to talk to.� Her eyes darted to the left and down the corridor to the dressing rooms. Her face visibly paled, and her birthmark seemed to darken. �Not now. Later, okay?�
And she hurried away down the corridor, eyes to the floor, brushing past Supervising Coach Cai as he emerged into the foyer. He glanced after the girl and then looked over at Margaret, clearly wondering if there had been some kind of exchange. Against all her inclinations, Margaret smiled over at him. �Congratulations, Supervisor Cai,� she said. �The Americans will have to do better tomorrow.�
He inclined his head in the minutest acknowledgement, but his face never cracked. He turned and strode through double doors leading on to the track.
Margaret was left disturbed by the encounter. The image of the girl�s face had imprinted itself on her mind. A plain girl, with shoulder-length black hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Tall and skinny, with dark, frightened rabbit�s eyes. The strange purple birthmark. Margaret repeated the name to herself so that she would remember it. Dai Lili. What could she possibly have wanted to speak to her about?
When Li emerged from the dressing rooms fifteen minutes later, his mood was black. �A complete waste of time,� he told her. �I learned nothing that I didn�t already know.� He led Margaret out into the cold night, and they headed for the ornamental bridge and the smell of the sewer.
�Not very talkative, were they?� Margaret asked.
�It was like trying to get blood from a stone,� Li growled.
�Perhaps that�s because Supervisor Cai warned them all not to talk to you.�
He stopped and looked at her. �How do you know that?�
�Because a young female athlete told me. She�s running in the three thousand meters heats tomorrow. She said she needed to speak to me urgently about something very important, and that Supervisor Cai had told all the athletes not to talk to us.�
Li was seething. �What does that bastard think he�s playing at?� And it was all Margaret could do to stop him from going back to pick a fight.
�He�d only deny it, Li Yan,� she said. �What�s more interesting is why that girl wanted to speak to me. What it was she had to say.�
�She didn�t tell you?�
Margaret shook her head. �She saw Cai coming and scuttled off. But whatever it was, I didn�t get the feeling she was going to tell me there and then.� She slipped her arm through his, and they hurried over the bridge together, holding their breath. When they got to the other side, she said, �So they didn�t tell you anything at all?�
Li shrugged. �Just confirmed what I already knew. That none of the three killed in the road crash had had their heads shaved the last time anyone saw them.� He shook his own head. �And everyone thought it was really unlikely that Xing Da would have chosen to cut off his hair. It was his flag of independence, they said, his statement of individuality.�
�So why would somebody else do it?� Margaret asked.
Li was baffled. �I have no idea, Margaret. But it simply cannot be a coincidence. Four out of five athletes who have died in the last month, all with their heads shaved?�
�And the weightlifter?�
Li sighed. �I don�t know. There doesn�t seem any doubt that he died from natural causes. Maybe there�s no connection. Maybe he really is just a coincidence.�
�But you don�t think so.�
He held up his arms in frustration. �I don�t know what to think. I really don�t.� He checked his watch. �But right now I�d better get you home. I have an appointment with a dead runner.�
Margaret said quietly, �Will you come back to the apartment after?�
He shook his head. �I have an early start tomorrow. An appointment first thing.�
�What appointment?�
But he looked away, and she knew that when he refused to meet her eyes he was being evasive. �Just an appointment,� he said, and she was certain that he was hiding something from her.

III

The drive out to Dalingjiang was treacherous. There was black ice on the road where the frost had melted in the sun and then refrozen. Li drove carefully, with the heating up high, but still his feet grew cold. The temperature reading on the dash was minus nineteen centigrade.
He parked the Jeep at the top of the dirt track where Sun had parked it several hours before. Only now there was a phalanx of vehicles gathered there. Official cars and the meat wagon from Pao J� Hutong, and there were nosy villagers gathered at the entrance of the alleyway leading to Lao Da�s house. Even at this hour, and in these temperatures, the curiosity of the Chinese prevailed.
Li heard the quickfire ratatat of a pneumatic drill as soon as he switched off the engine. And when he opened the door of his Jeep was shocked at just how loud it sounded in the still night air. It was little wonder that the villagers were curious. Overhead, stars shone in their firmament like the tips of white hot needles, incredibly vivid against the purest of black skies. Away from the lights of the city, such was their clarity you almost felt you could reach up and touch them, prick your fingers on their light. The moon, close now to its zenith, had risen over the mountains and washed the world with a silver light that you could only distinguish from daylight by its complete absence of colour. Li pushed his way through the crowd and made his way easily by the light of it to the gate of Lao Da�s courtyard, where a uniformed officer stood miserably on guard, wondering what he had done to deserve a job like that on a night like this. Li showed him his ID, and the officer raised his gloved hand stiffly to his frozen face in a brittle salute.
Through the moongate in the courtyard, Li could see black sheets stretched between the trees in the orchard to screen the activity around the grave from Xing Da�s family. Arc lights beyond them cast their light into the sky above, obliterating the stars. The drill stopped, and Li heard the hacking of several pickaxes trying to break through the frozen earth.
Through the windows Li could see, in the lit interior of the house, Lao Da sitting on his own at a table, a bottle and a glass in front of him. He looked up as Li stepped inside. From the bedroom Li could hear the faint, hoarse sobbing of Xing Da�s mother. There was no sign of the grandparents. Perhaps they had gone to a neighbour�s house. Lao Da waved him into the seat opposite, and filled another glass with clear liquor from a bulbous bottle with a label that read, Mongolian King. In the bottom of the bottle was a large, white twisted root of ginseng. The alcohol had the pungent, slightly perfumed smell of mao tai, distilled from the bitter-tasting sorghum wheat.
�Gan bei,� the runner�s father said, without enthusiasm, and they chinked their glasses and then drained them. Li tried to catch his breath as he watched Lao Da fill them up again. A photograph in a frame lay on the table, and Li turned it around to look at it. It was Xing Da breaking the tape in first place at some major event, his hair flying out behind him, unmistakable, the flag of independence his fellow athletes had described.
Outside, the pneumatic drill started up once more.
�The saddest thing,� Lao Da said, �was that he was supposed to come and see us at the end of October, for his mother�s birthday. But he phoned to say he couldn�t come, because he and some other members of the team had picked up the flu at a meeting in Shanghai. He sounded terrible. We were all very disappointed because, you know, we hardly ever saw him.� He paused to drain half of his glass. �That was about three weeks before the accident. We never did see him again.�
Li emptied his second glass and stood up. There was nothing for him to say. No comfort he could give. He felt the mao tai burning all the way down to his stomach. �I�ll go and check on progress,� he said. He wanted this over as soon as possible.
Beyond the screens, half a dozen men with pickaxes were breaking up the last of the earth around the coffin. It had been buried in only about three feet of soil, and the ground was frozen most of the way down. Li was sure there must be regulations covering burials like this, but if there were, nobody knew them. And if they did, they ignored them. The coffin itself was a crude, home-made box with a heavy lid, well nailed down. It took the officers who had uncovered the coffin several minutes to prise all the nails loose and remove the lid. The body inside was wrapped in a white blanket. Li moved closer for a better look as the pathologist stepped down into the grave to remove the wrapping.
Xing Da lay naked, with his hands crossed over his chest. His skin was a bloodless blue-white in the light of the arc lamps, and apart from the horrific chest and head injuries received in the crash, he looked as if he had lain down there the day before and simply gone to sleep. There was little or no sign of decay. The temperatures had plummeted just a day or two after he was buried, and he was fresher than if he had been kept in the chiller at the morgue.
He was a big man, with a well-developed upper chest and arms, and thick, sturdy legs. A sprinter. Built for power. The shadow of his hair lay across his scalp where it had been shaved off, shocking in its absence, and there was something like the hint of a smile on his face. As if he were mocking them. They had so many questions. And he had all the answers. Only, he could never tell them. Not now. Not ever.

Chapter Five


I

Li sat in the large outer office, perched uncomfortably on the edge of a very low settee which had almost swallowed him when he first sat in it. A young secretary at a computer studiously ignored him, and a grey-uniformed security guard watched him with interest from the other side of a glass door. From the window, Li saw the sun, still low in the sky, reflecting on the side of a glass skyscraper and casting long shadows on the city streets twenty-three storeys below. He glanced at his watch for the umpteenth time. He had been kept waiting nearly half an hour.
It was another five minutes before the phone rang and the secretary waved him towards the door of the inner office. �You can go in now.� Li stood up and tugged the wrinkles out of his best suit. He pulled uncomfortably at the knot of his tie. It felt as if it were strangling him. Li never wore a tie. He knocked tentatively on the door, and at the behest of a voice beyond it, stepped into the inner office.
It was a large office with a huge desk set in front of floor-to-ceiling windows which opened on to a spectacular view of the city looking west. Li could see, in sharp outline against the distant sky, the Tianshou mountains where, at midnight the night before, they had pulled the body of Xing Da from the ground. The walls were covered with photographs of security people in various uniforms and at various locations. To the right of the desk, male and female mannequins modelled the latest uniforms. The male wore a light-grey, short-sleeved shirt and trousers with a dark tie and beret. His epaulettes bore silver stars and bars. She wore a light-grey baseball cap, silver-braided and adorned with the badge of Beijing Security. Abnormally large breasts pushed out the folds of her short-sleeved blouse. She wore white gloves, a knee-length skirt and black boots.
Behind the desk, in a black leather executive chair that he wore like an oversized jacket, was a large man with sleek black hair brushed back from a brow like a cliff face. The wide smile that stretched his thick, pale lips, reduced sparkling eyes to gashes on either side of a broken nose. There was no doubting his genuine delight at seeing Li. He blew smoke into the air and said, �How the hell are you�what is it they call you now�Chief? I�ve been looking forward to this ever since we got your letter.� He made no attempt to get up, just reclining himself further in his executive chair and waving Li to a rather modest seat on the other side of the desk. �Have a seat, Li.�
Li stood for a moment, hesitating. It occurred to him that he could just turn around and walk out now. Save himself the humiliation. But somehow he knew that would just give Yi even more satisfaction. He sat down.
�Cigarette?� Yi held out a packet.
Li shook his head. �I�ve given up.�
Yi dropped the pack on the desk. �Why am I not surprised? You always were better than the rest of us. Stronger, smarter, faster. More will-power.� He grinned. �So how are things at the Section?�
�They�re good,� Li said.
Yi raised an eyebrow. �So good that you want to pack it in and come work for Beijing Security?� He leaned forward, frowning. �You know, I�ve been puzzling over that for days. You�re a big name, Li. Cracked a lot of high profile cases. The youngest detective ever to make Section Chief.� He paused for dramatic effect. �And you want to give it all up?�
�I have my reasons,� Li said.
�I�m sure you do. Just like I�m sure you had your reasons for kicking my ass out of the Section.�
�You were a bad cop, Yi. I don�t like officers who�re on the take.�
�You had no proof.�
�If I�d had proof you wouldn�t be sitting here now. You�d be learning reform through labour. You should think yourself lucky.�
�Lucky?� His voice had raised its pitch, and his smile was a distant memory. �That you fucked up my career in the police? That I spent six months unemployed? You know my wife left me? Took the kids?�
�Good for her.�
Yi glared at Li, both his fists clenched on the desk in front of him. Li half expected him to leap over it and attack him. And then suddenly Yi relaxed, and sat back again, the smile returning. �But then I made my own luck,� he said. �Got in on the ground floor here at Beijing Security.� It was a new joint venture between State and private enterprise to take over some of the security aspects of the old Public Security Bureaux. �Rising to the very top.�
�Scum usually collects on the surface,� Li said. He had known from the moment he set eyes on Yi there would be no job for him here. Not that he could ever have brought himself to work for the man. It was all a question now of which of them would lose face. And Yi was holding all the cards in that particular contest.
Yi�s smile didn�t waver. He said, �But I hold no grudges. After all, when someone of your experience and qualifications comes knocking, it would be a foolish man who would close the door on him without a second thought.� He stubbed out his cigarette and immediately lit another. �Of course, you couldn�t expect to start on the twenty-third floor. You�d have to begin at the bottom and work your way up. You ever wondered what it�s like, Li, doing the night shift on the gate of some government building in the middle of December? I don�t have to wonder. I know. And you know what, I believe it�s an experience everyone should have. It prepares them better for management.� He cocked his head to one side and looked at Li appraisingly. �You�d look good in uniform again.� And he flicked his head towards the mannequins. �Pretty neat, huh?�
Li stood up. It was time to put an end to this. �I think you�re wasting my time, Yi.�
Yi tipped forward suddenly in his seat, the smile vanishing once again, eyes filled with hate. �No,� he said. �You�re the one who�s wasting my time. Soon as your application hit my desk I knew there was something weird about it. Why the hell would a man like you, at the peak of his career, suddenly throw it all away? So I made a few enquiries. Seems you finally got that pathologist bitch pregnant. And now you want to marry her?� Yi shook his head. �And you thought for one minute that we might actually employ you? This is a security firm, Li. And a Chinese married to an American is a security risk. You�re unemployable in this business.� And suddenly his face was wreathed in smiles. �Goodbye.�
He closed the folder on his desk in front of him, picked up the phone and swivelled his chair so that he had his back to Li, looking out over the view of the city. �Yeh, get me Central Services,� Li heard him saying.
Yi had played his cards, and there was no doubt that Li had lost. He stood for a moment, wrapped in his humiliation, then turned and walked out of the office.

II

�You�re late. Again.� Margaret raised her eyes through her goggles and froze in mid-cut. She looked in astonishment at Li in his neatly pressed dark suit, white shirt and blue tie. Even if it was loosened at the neck, Li never wore a tie. �You look like you�ve just come from a job interview,� she joked.
Li shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Sun who stood on the opposite side of the body from Margaret, wearing a green apron and a plastic shower cap. Sun�s face was expressionless.
�I told you I had an important meeting this morning,� Li said.
�An appointment, you said,� Margaret corrected him. She had a habit of remembering things with great accuracy. �A mysterious appointment that you wouldn�t tell me anything about.�
�Have I missed anything?� Li asked, ignoring the barb.
�And still won�t apparently,� Margaret muttered under her breath. She turned her attentions back to Xing Da. His body was just a shell now, ribs cut through and prised apart, the flesh of the chest and belly folded to either side of the central cut of the �Y�. The organs had been removed, as well as the brain, the top of the skull lying in a dish next to the autopsy table. Xing�s shaven scalp was folded down over his eyes and nose. �He was a mess,� she said. �Broken ribs, liver and spleen mashed, probably by the steering wheel. It seems he was driving. No seat belt, so there were severe head and facial injuries when he hit the windshield. You could almost choose from half a dozen different injuries as being the cause of death, although in fact it was none of them.�
�So what did kill him?� Li asked, intrigued.
�I have no idea. Yet. But I can tell you what didn�t kill him.� Li waited, but she wanted him to ask.
�What didn�t kill him?� he obliged.
�The car crash.�
Li frowned. �What do you mean?�
�I mean he was dead before the car hit the lamppost. And since he was driving, and we all know that dead men can�t drive, one has to wonder how the car came to be travelling at a hundred kilometers per hour down a Beijing Street at eleven o�clock at night.�
�How can you tell he was dead before the crash?�
�Detective Sun will tell you,� Margaret said airily. �Since he was here on time, he�s already had that described for him. Meantime, I�m going to prepare frozen sections of the heart for microscopic examination.� She disappeared across the autopsy room to where the organs had been breadloafed and spoke quickly to one of her assistants.
Li looked at Sun. �Well?�
�Hey, Chief,� he said, �my English isn�t that great. I think I understood, but�� He shrugged.
Li said, �Give it a try.�
With some distaste, Sun indicated Xing Da�s superficial injuries, the contusions, abrasions and lacerations about his head and chest and stomach. �Doctor Campbell says if this guy had been alive when he picked up all these injuries, they would look quite different. They should be kind of red, or purple, you know, like blood beneath the surface of the skin. Apparently you don�t bleed too well if you�re dead, so if you were dead when you got them, injuries like these would be kind of tough, golden, parchment-like.� Which they were. Sun took a deep breath. �Same with the internal stuff. His liver was pretty much crushed. According to the Doc there should have been at least a couple of litres of blood as a result. There was virtually none.�
Li looked at the body of the athlete thoughtfully. If he was dead behind the wheel of the car before the crash, then it seemed improbable that the others in the car were still alive.
He turned as the assistants wheeled in the cryostat, a deep-freeze about the size of a washing machine for preparing frozen sections of organs for fast microscopic examination. Permanent paraffin sections took hours to prepare. Frozen sections took minutes. Li crossed to the other table and watched as Margaret prepared a section of heart tissue by pressing it into a metal chuck along with a glob of jelly-like support medium. He said, �Why can�t you tell what killed him?�
�Because I haven�t finished examining all the evidence, Section Chief.�
�What about toxicology?�
�I�ve sent samples of urine, bile, heart blood, the contents of his stomach and a portion of his liver for analysis,� she said. �We won�t get the results until sometime tomorrow. And even that�s pushing it.�
He nodded towards the samples she was preparing for the cryostat. �Why are you doing microscopic sections of the heart?�
�Instinct,� she said. �No matter what causes it, in the end we all die because our hearts stop. On the face of it, I can�t find any reason why this particular subject�s heart stopped. It was firm, the size you would expect. The epicardium was smooth and had the usual amount of epicardial fat. The musculature of both the left and right heart was red-brown, and grossly there were no areas of infarct or fibrosis. The endocardial surface had a normal appearance and there were no mural thrombi. The valves were thin and pliable and neither stenoic nor dilated. The coronary arteries had a normal distribution with little or no atherosclerotic disease. There were no thrombi, and the aorta was patent, without injury, and again showing minimal atherosclerosis.� She smiled at him, enjoying the opportunity to exercise her knowledge.
He gave her a look. �All of which means�?�
�That I couldn�t find anything wrong with it. There was no obvious reason why it stopped beating.�
She set her samples on a rack in the cold working area of the cryostat and pressed metal heat sinks against the face of the tissue, to flatten and to freeze it. Minutes later, the samples were ready. She transferred the first one, still in its chuck, to a special cutting area where she drew a wafer-thin blade across its surface. She touched the wisp-thin section of tissue on to a glass microscope slide and Li saw it melt instantly. She stained it with chemicals, and slipped the glass under her microscope to peer at it through the lens.
After a moment she straightened up, pressing both her hands into her lumber region and arching backwards. She appeared to be looking at Li, but he saw that her eyes were glazed. She was looking right through him at something that existed only in her mind.
�What is it?� he said.
Her focus returned, but all her flippancy was gone. �I�m not sure I�ve seen anything quite like it in a healthy young male before,� she said, and she shook her head. �In stimulant abusers, yes. Cocaine, methamphetamine, could do it. But I don�t think this young man was into stimulants. Steroids, perhaps, although there�s no evidence of that yet.�
Li said, �He was urine-tested a week before he died.�
�And?�
�He was clean.�
Margaret nodded.
But Li couldn�t contain his impatience any longer. �So what did you see in the microscope?�
Margaret said, �There are big coronary arteries on the surface of the heart that we all seem to manage to clog up as we age. It�s the most common cause of what you might call a heart attack.� She paused. �But there are also tiny arteries that run through the muscle of the heart. Microvasculature we call them. It�s possible for these to thicken, but for the heart to still look normal, even when it�s sectioned. It takes a microscopic section to reveal the problem.�
Li was unaccountably disappointed. This didn�t sound like much of a revelation. �And that�s what Xing had?� Margaret nodded. �So what clogged them?�
�The thing is,� she said, frustrated in her attempt to describe what she had seen, �they�re not really clogged with anything. It�s like the smooth muscle that lines those tiny arterioles got hypertrophied, thickened somehow. Effectively they closed themselves up and caused him to have a massive coronary.�
�What would make them do that?�
She shrugged, at a loss. �I�ve no idea.�
Li was impatient. �Come on, Margaret, you must have some thought about it.�
She tutted. �Well, if you were to ask me to guess, and that�s all it would be, I�d say it looked like they could � maybe � been attacked by some kind of virus.�
�If it was a virus, you�d be able to find it in his blood, wouldn�t you?�
�Maybe.� She prevaricated again. �The thing is, knowing what you�re looking for. And if you don�t know that there�s even something there��
Sun had followed Li over to the table, listening intently, concentrating hard on trying to understand everything. But the technical vocabulary had been beyond him. �So how he die?� he asked Margaret.
�At this stage it�s just a theory,� Margaret said. �And if you quote me I�ll deny it. But in layman�s terms, it looks like he had a heart attack brought on � maybe � by a virus.�
Li�s abortive interview at Beijing Security seemed a lifetime away now, of little importance, and no relevance. Instead his head was filled with a single, perplexing question. He gave it voice. �Why would you take someone who had died of natural causes and try to make it appear they had been killed in a car crash?�
Margaret waggled a finger. �I can�t answer that one for you, Li Yan. But I have another question that we can answer very quickly.�
�Which is what?�
�Were our suicide-murder and our weightlifter also suffering from a thickening of the microvasculature?�
Li looked nonplussed. �Were they?�
Margaret laughed. �I don�t know. We�ll have to look, won�t we?� She pushed her goggles back on her forehead. �I prepared permanent paraffin sections of Sui Mingshan�s heart for storage. I assume Doctor Wang will have done the same with Jia Jing�s. Why don�t you phone him and ask him to look at sections of Jia�s heart under the microscope while I dig out the ones I prepared yesterday?�
When Li returned from telephoning Pau J� Hutong, Margaret had dug out the slides the lab had prepared with the tissue reserved from the previous day�s autopsy, and she was slipping the first one under the microscope. She set her eyes to the lens and adjusted the focus. After a moment she inclined her head and looked up at Li. �Well, well,� she said. �If someone hadn�t taken our boy out and strung him up from a diving platform at Qinghua his heart would have seized up on him. Sooner rather than later. Same as our friend on the table. He had pronounced thickening of the microvasculature.�
There was nothing to discuss. The facts spoke for themselves, but made absolutely no sense. And Li was reluctant to start jumping to conclusions before they had heard from Doctor Wang. So Margaret had the results of the toxicology on Sui�s samples sent up from the lab. By now they were used to preparing copies for her in English as well as Chinese. She had stripped off her gown and her apron, her gloves and her mask and had scrubbed her hands, although she would not feel clean until she had taken a shower. She sat on a desk in the pathologists� office and read through the results while Li and Sun watched in expectant silence. She shrugged. �As I predicted, I think. Blood alcohol level almost zero-point-four percent. Apart from that, nothing unusual. And nothing that would suggest he had been taking steroids. At least, not in the last month. But I�ll need to ask them to screen his blood again for viruses. Though, like I said, you really need to know what you�re looking for.�
The phone rang, and Li nearly snatched the receiver from its cradle. It was Wang. He listened for almost two minutes without comment, and then thanked the doctor and hung up. He said, �Jia also had marked thickening of the microvasculature. But Wang says it was still the narrowing of the main coronary artery that killed him.�
Margaret said, �Yes, but the thickening of the arterioles would have done the job eventually, even if his artery hadn�t burst on him.�
Li nodded. �That�s pretty much what Wang said. Oh, and toxicology also confirmed, no steroids.�
Sun had again been concentrating on following the English. And now he turned to Li and said, �So if Jia Jing hadn�t died of a heart attack, he would probably have turned up dead in an accident somewhere, or �committed suicide�.�
Li nodded thoughtfully. �Probably. And he�d probably have had that long pony tail of his shaved off.� He paused, frowning in consternation. �But why?�

III

The briefing was short and to the point. The meeting room was filled with detectives and smoke. Nearly every officer in the section was there, and there were not enough chairs for them all. Some leaned against the wall sipping their green tea. Deputy Section Chief Tao Heng sat listening resentfully, nursing his grudges to keep them warm in this cold, crowded room.
Delivering the preliminary autopsy reports to the section helped Li clarify things in his own head, assembling facts in some kind of relevant order, creating that order out of what still felt like chaos.
�What is clear,� he told them, �is that we have one murder, and at least three suspicious deaths. There is little doubt from the findings of the autopsy, that the swimmer Sui Mingshan did not commit suicide. He was murdered. Xing Da, who was driving the car in which the three athletes died, was dead before the car crashed. So the accident was staged. And although we don�t have their bodies for confirmation, I think we have to assume that the other two were also dead prior to the crash. But what�s bizarre is that Xing seems to have died from natural causes. Possibly a virus which attacked the microscopic arteries of the heart.�
He looked around the faces in the room, all clutching their preliminary reports and listening, rapt, as Li laid out the facts before them like the strange and incomprehensible pieces of a gruesome riddle. �Stranger still is the fact that the swimmer Sui Mingshan, and the weightlifter Jia Jing, were suffering from exactly the same thing as Xing. Hypertrophy � thickening � of the microvasculature. Both would have died from it sooner or later if murder and fate had not intervened.�
He watched Wu pulling on a cigarette and he ached to suck a mouthful of smoke into his own lungs. He imagined how it would relieve his ache immediately and draw a veil of calm over his troubled mind. He forced the thought out of his head. �But perhaps the strangest thing of all, is that each of them had had his head shaved. With the exception, of course, of Jia.�
Wu cut in. �Could that be because he was the only one who really did die a natural death? I mean, sure, this clogging of the tiny arteries would have killed him in the end, but he died before anyone could mess with him.�
One of the other detectives said, �But why was anybody messing with any of them anyway, if it was some virus that was killing them?�
�I�d have thought that was pretty fucking obvious,� Wu said. And immediately he caught Deputy Section Chief Tao�s disapproving eye. He raised a hand. �Sorry, boss. I know. Ten yuan. It�s already in the box.�
�What�s fucking obvious, Wu?� Li said. It was a deliberate slap in the face of his deputy. There was some stifled laughter around the room.
Wu grinned. �Well, all these people had some kind of virus, right?�
�Maybe,� Li qualified.
�And obviously someone else didn�t want anyone to know about it.�
�A conspiracy,� Li said.
�Sure.�
�And the shaven heads?�
Wu shrugged. �Jia�s head wasn�t shaved.�
�You said yourself his death probably took your conspirators by surprise.�
Wu said, �There�s also the cyclist. We don�t know that his head was shaved.�
�We don�t know that he�s involved at all,� Li said.
�Actually, I think we do, Chief.� This from Qian. All heads turned in his direction.
�What do you mean?� Li asked.
Qian said, �I spoke to the doctor who signed the death certificate. He remembered quite distinctly that the deceased�s head had been shaved. Recently, he thought. There were several nick marks on the scalp.� There was an extended period of silence around the room, before he added. �And there�s something else.� He waited.
�Well?� Deputy Tao said impatiently.
�The three �friends� who were with him when he fell into the pool? They�ve all gone back to Taiwan. So none of them are available for further questioning.�
�And that�s it?� The deputy section chief was not impressed.
Qian glanced uncertainly at Li. �Well, no�I�ve got a friend in the Taipei police�I flew the names by him.� And he added quickly, �Quite unofficially.� Relations between Beijing and Taipei were particularly strained at the moment. There was no official co-operation between the respective police forces.
�Go on,� Li said.
�The three of them are known to the police there.� He paused. �All suspected members, apparently, of a Hong Kong-based gang of Triads.�
More silence around the room. And then Li said, �So somebody brought them over here to be witnesses to an �accident�.�
�And got them out again pretty fucking fast,� Wu said. He screwed up his eyes as he realised what he had said, and his hand shot up. �Sorry, boss. Another ten yuan.�
There was laughter around the room. But Li was not smiling. The more they knew, it seemed, the more dense the mist of obfuscation that surrounded this case became.
* * *
Deputy Section Chief Tao pursued Li down the corridor after the meeting. �We need to talk, Chief,� he said.
�Not now.�
�It�s important.�
Li stopped and turned and found the older man regarding him with a mixture of frustration and dislike. �What is it?�
�Not something I think we should discuss in the corridor,� Tao said pointedly.
Li waved his hand dismissively. �I don�t have time just now. I have a lunch appointment.� And he turned and headed towards the stairs where Sun was waiting for him.
Tao stood and watched him go with a deep resentment burning in his heart.

IV

The Old Beijing Zhajiang Noodle King restaurant was on the south-west corner of Chongwenmenwai Dajie, above Tiantan Park and opposite the new Hong Zhou shopping mall, where you could buy just about any size of pearl you could imagine, and the smell of the sea was almost overpowering. Which was strange for a city so far from the ocean. The Zhajiang Noodle King was a traditional restaurant, serving traditional Beijing food, of which the noodle was indisputably king. Hence the name.
Li and Sun had picked up Sun�s wife from the police apartments in Zhengyi Road en route to Tiantan, and as Li parked outside a cake shop in the alleyway next to the restaurant, they saw Margaret standing on the steps waiting for them. Her bike was chained with a group of others by the entrance to a shop opposite. Li saw the little piece of pink ribbon tied to the basket fluttering in the chill breeze and felt a momentary stab of anger. He had asked her repeatedly not to cycle again until after the baby was born, but she had insisted that she would be no different from any other Chinese woman, and took her bicycle everywhere. It was his baby, too, he had told her. And she had suggested that he try carrying it around in his belly on buses and underground trains, squeezed up against the masses. She was adamant that she was safer on her bike.
The introductions were made on the steps outside the restaurant. Wen�s English was even poorer than Sun�s. She was in her early twenties, a slight, pretty girl on whom the swelling of her baby seemed unnaturally large. She shook Margaret�s hand coyly, unaccustomed to socialising with foreign devils. �Verr pleased meet you,� she said, blushing. �You call me by English name. Christina.� Margaret sighed inwardly. A lot of young Chinese girls liked to give themselves English names, as if it made them somehow more accessible, or more sophisticated. But it never came naturally to Margaret to use them. She preferred to stick to the Chinese, or avoid using the name at all.
�Hi,� she said, putting a face on it. �I�m Margaret.�
With difficulty, Wen got her tongue part of the way around this strange, foreign name. �Maggot,� she said.
Margaret flicked a glance in Li�s direction and saw him smirking. She got Maggot a lot. Her inclination was always to point out that a maggot was a nasty little grub that liked to feed on dead flesh. But since this might leave her open to a smart retort from anyone with a good handle on English, she usually refrained. �You can call me Maggie,� she said.
�Maggee,� Wen said and smiled, pleased with herself. And Margaret knew they were never going to be soul mates.
Inside, a maitre d� in a traditional Chinese jacket stood by a carving of an old man holding up a bird cage. �Se wei!� he hollered, and Margaret nearly jumped out of her skin. Almost immediately, from behind a large piece of ornately carved furniture that screened off the restaurant, came a chorus of voices returning the call. �Se wei!�
Margaret turned to Li, perplexed. �What are they shouting at?� He had not brought her here before.
�Se wei!� Li repeated. �Four guests.� The maitre d� called again and was answered once more by the chorus from the other side of the screen. He indicated that they should follow him. Li said, �It is traditional to announce how many guests are coming into the restaurant. And every waiter will call to you, wanting you to go to his table.�
When they emerged from behind the screen, rows of square lacquered tables stretched out before them, to a wall covered in framed inscriptions and ancient wall hangings at the back, and a panoramic window opening on to the street on their left. White-jacketed chefs with tall white hats worked feverishly behind long counters preparing the food, while each table was attended by a young waiter wearing the traditional blue jacket with white turned-up cuffs, and a neatly folded white towel draped over his left shoulder. A cacophony of calls greeted the four guests, every waiter calling out, indicating that he would like to serve them at his table. As they were early, and most of the tables were not yet occupied, the noise was deafening.
Li led them to a table near the back and Sun and Wen looked around, wide-eyed. The Beijing Noodle King was a new experience for them, too. Margaret imagined that they probably had more experience of Burger King. �Shall I order?� Li asked, and they nodded. Li took the menu and looked at it only briefly. He knew what was good. His Uncle Yifu had brought him here often while he was still a student at the University of Public Security.
The waiter scrawled their order in a pale blue notepad and hurried off to one of the long counters. A fresh chorus of calls greeted a party of six.
�So,� Wen said above the noise, and she patted her stomach, �how long?�
�Me?� Margaret asked. Wen nodded. �A month.�
Wen frowned. �No possible. You too big.�
For a moment Margaret was perplexed, and then the light dawned. �No, not one month pregnant. One month to go.�
Wen clearly did not understand, and Li explained. Then she smiled. �Me, too. Another four week.�
Margaret smiled and nodded and wished she were somewhere else. �What a coincidence,� she said, wondering how many pregnant women in a country of 1.2 billion people might be entering the last four weeks of their confinement.
Wen reached out across the table and put her hand over Margaret�s. �Girl? Boy?� And Margaret immediately felt guilty for being so superior.
�I don�t know,� she said. �I don�t want to know.�
Wen�s eyebrows shot up in astonishment. The ultrasound technology was easy. How could anyone not want to know? �I got boy,� she said proudly.
�Good for you.� Margaret�s cheeks were aching from her fixed smile. She turned it on Li, and he immediately saw it for the grimace it really was.
He said hastily to Wen in Chinese, �Have you enrolled for your antenatal classes here yet?�
She shook her head, and glanced at Sun. �No, I�ve been too busy unpacking.�
Sun grinned. �I told you, we could open a shop with the amount of gear she�s brought with her, Chief.�
Two beers and two glasses of water arrived at the table.
Li said to Wen in English, �Maybe Margaret could take you to her antenatal class this afternoon.� He looked pointedly at Margaret. �And you could get her enrolled.�
�Sure,� Margaret said. �There�s three classes a week, and a couple of extras I go to as well.� Once she got her there, she knew she could dump responsibility on to Jon Macken�s wife, Yixuan, who could deal with her in Chinese. �They encourage husbands to go, too.� And she returned Li�s pointed look, the smile bringing an ache now to her jaw. �Only, some of them never seem to have the time.� She turned to Sun. �But you�ll want to go, Detective Sun, won�t you?�
Sun looked a little bemused. He came from a world where men and women led separate lives. He looked to Li for guidance. Li said, �Sure he will. But not this afternoon. He�s going to be too busy.�
�And I suppose that applies to his boss, too,� Margaret said.
�I�m picking up my father at the station. Remember?� Li said, and suddenly reality came flooding back. For two days Margaret had been able to return to her former self, focused on her work, on the minutest observation of medical evidence, a fulfilment of all her training and experience. And suddenly she was back in the role of expectant mother and bride-to-be. Li�s father arrived today, her mother tomorrow. The betrothal meeting was the day after. The wedding next week. She groaned inwardly and felt as if her life were slipping back on to its course beyond her control.
The food arrived. Fried aubergine dumplings, mashed aubergine with sesame paste, sliced beef and tofu. And they picked at the dishes in the centre of the table with their chopsticks, lifting what they fancied on to their own plates to wash down with beer or water.
�I thought this was a noodle restaurant,� Margaret said.
�Patience,� Li said. �All will be revealed.� And they ate in silence for several minutes, turning their heads towards the door each time a new group of guests arrived, and the chorus started all over again. The restaurant was beginning to fill up now.
Then Wen said to Margaret, �You must have big apartment, Maggee, married to senior officer.�
Margaret shook her head. �We�re not married. Yet.� Wen was shocked, and Margaret realised that it was not something Sun had discussed with her. �But we get married next week,� she added for clarification. �And, yes, we will have a big apartment. I hope.�
Li was aware of Sun glancing in his direction, but he kept his eyes fixed on his food as he ate. And then the noodles arrived. Four steaming bowls on a tray, each one surrounded by six small dishes containing beanpaste sauce, cucumber, coriander, chopped radish, chickpeas and spring onions. Four waiters surrounded the holder of the tray, and called out the name of each dish as it was emptied over the noodles.
�This is one hell of a noisy restaurant,� Margaret said as she mixed her noodles with their added ingredients. She lifted the bowl and slurped some up with her chopsticks, adept now at the Chinese way of eating. �But the food�s damn good.�
When they finished eating, Li said to Margaret, �Why don�t you and Wen get a taxi up to the hospital. I�ll take your bike in the back of the Jeep, and you can get a taxi home.�
�Will I ever see it again?� she asked.
�I�ll bring it back tonight.�
�What about your father.�
Li smiled. �He goes to bed early.� He paused. �And your mother arrives tomorrow.�
�Don�t remind me,� she said. But she had not missed his point. It would be their last chance to be alone together before the wedding.
Li asked for the check, and Wen and Margaret went to the ladies� room. Sun sat silently for a moment or two. Then he looked at Li. �Chief?� Li glanced up from his purse. �She doesn�t know, does she?�
And all the light went out of Li�s eyes. He supposed it was probably a common topic of conversation in the detectives� room. But nobody had ever raised it with him directly before. �No,� he said. �And I don�t want her to.�

V

The crowded sidewalk was lined with winter-naked trees. Pedestrians wrapped in fleeces and quilted jackets stepped between them, in and out of the cycle lane, dodging bicycles and one another. A kind of semi-ordered chaos. On the street, motorists behaved as if they were still on foot, or on bicycles. Four lanes became six. Horns peeped and blared as vehicles switched non-existent lanes and inched through the afternoon gridlock. The voice of a bus conductress cut across the noise, insistent, hectoring, a constant accompaniment to the roar of the traffic.
The taxi had dropped Margaret and Wen on the corner, and they had to make their way back along Xianmen Dajie, Tweedledum and Tweedledee waddling side by side through the crowds, breath clouding in the freezing temperatures. To Margaret�s surprise and bemusement, Wen had taken her hand. She felt as if she had stepped into a time-warp, a little girl again, walking to school hand in hand with her best friend. Except that she was in her thirties, this was Beijing, and she hardly knew the girl whose hand she was holding. Still, even if there was an awkwardness about it, there was also a comfort in it. And Wen was quite unselfconscious. She was babbling away in her broken English.
�Is verr exciting be in Beijing. I always dream be here. Everything so bi-ig.� She grinned. �I really like. You like?�
�Sure,� Margaret said. Although she might not have admitted it, Beijing was probably as close to being home as anywhere she had ever lived.
�Chief Li, he verr nice man. You verr lucky.�
Margaret�s smile was genuine. �I think so.�
Wen�s face clouded a little. �Verr lucky,� she repeated, almost as if to herself. Then she brightened again. �You can have more than one baby, yes?�
�I guess,� Margaret said. �If I wanted to. But I think one�s probably more than enough.�
�You verr lucky. I can only have one baby. One Child Policy.�
Margaret nodded. �Yes, I know.�
�Maybe we can trade, yes? You have one baby for me, I have many baby for you.� She grinned mischievously, and Margaret realised that maybe there was more to Wen than met the eye. Language was such a barrier. Without a grasp of its nuances and subtleties, it was nearly impossible to communicate your real self, or to fully grasp the true character and personality of others. And she wondered how she would ever have formed a relationship with Li if his English had not been as wonderfully good as it was. Even then, she had sometimes suspected, there were parts of each other they would never truly get to know.
As they passed the entrance of the two-storey administrative block of the First Teaching Hospital of Beijing Medical University, with its marble pillars and glass doors, a girl came down the steps towards them from where she had clearly been waiting for some time. Her gloved hands were tucked up under her arms to keep them warm, her eyes watering and her nose bright red. As she stepped in front of them to halt their progress, she stamped her feet to encourage the circulation.
Initially, Margaret had thought there was something familiar about the girl. But with the woolly hat pulled down over her forehead and the scarf around her neck there was not much of her to go on. It wasn�t until she turned to glance behind her that Margaret saw the purple birthmark on her left cheek. �Lili,� she said, the name coming back to her. Behind the tears of cold she saw quite clearly that there was fear in the girl�s eyes.
�I told you, I need to talk to you, lady.�
�Aren�t you supposed to be running today?�
�I already run in heats. First place. I get inside lane in final tomorrow.�
�Congratulations.� Margaret frowned. �How did you know to find me here?�
Lili almost smiled and lowered her eyes towards Margaret�s bump. �I phone hospital to ask times of classes for antenatal.�
�And how did you know it was this hospital?�
�Best maternity hospital in Beijing for foreigner. I take chance. I need to talk.�
Margaret glanced at her watch, intrigued. �I can give you a few minutes.�
�No.� The girl looked around suddenly, as if she thought someone might be watching. �Not here. I come to your home. You give me address.�
For the first time, Margaret became wary. �Not if you won�t tell me what it is you want to talk to me about.�
�Please, lady. I can�t say.� She glanced at Wen who was looking at her wide-eyed. �Please, lady, please. You give me address.�
There was such pleading in her eyes that Margaret, although reluctant, could not resist. �Hold on,� she said, and she fumbled in her purse for a dog-eared business card. It had her home address and number, as well as a note of a friend�s number she had scribbled on it when she could find nothing else to write on. She crossed it through. �Here.� She held it out and the girl took it, holding each corner between thumb and forefinger. �When will you come?�
�I don�t know. Tonight, maybe. You be in?�
�I�m in most nights.�
Lili tucked the card carefully in her pocket and wiped her watering eyes. �Thank you, lady. Thank you,� she said. And she made a tiny bow and then pushed past them, disappearing quickly into the crowd.
Wen turned excitedly to Margaret. �You know who that is? That Dai Lili. She verr famous Chinese runner.�

VI

Li sat on the wall outside the subway, watching crowds of travellers streaming out on to the concourse from the arrivals gate at Beijing Railway Station. Away to his left a giant television screen ran ads for everything from chocolate bars to washing machines. The invasive voice of a female announcer barked out departure and arrival times with the soporific sensitivity of a computer voice announcing imminent nuclear holocaust. No one was listening.
Li had butterflies in his stomach and his mouth was dry. He felt like a schoolboy waiting in the office of the head teacher, summoned to receive his punishment for some perceived misdemeanour. He had not set eyes on his father for nearly five years, a state of affairs for which, he knew, his father blamed him. Not without cause. For in all the years since Li had left his home in Sichuan Province to attend the University of Public Security in Beijing, he had returned on only a handful of occasions. And although he had been too young to be an active participant in the Cultural Revolution, Li felt that his father blamed him, somehow, for the death of his mother during that time of madness. A time which had also left his father in some way diminished. A lesser man than he had been. Robbed of hope and ambition. And love.
They had not spoken once since their brief encounter at the funeral of Li�s Uncle Yifu, his father�s brother. It had been a painful, sterile affair at a city crematorium, attended mostly by fellow police officers who had served under Yifu during his years as one of Beijing�s top cops, or alongside him in the early days. Old friends had travelled all the way from Tibet, where Yifu had been sent by the Communists in the fifties when they had decided that this particular intellectual would be less of a danger to them serving as a police officer a long way from the Capital. They need not have worried, for Yifu�s only desire had been to build a better and fairer China for its people. The same people who later abused him and threw him in prison for three years during the Cultural Revolution. An experience from which he had drawn only strength, where a lesser man might have been broken. Like his brother, Li�s father.
Li saw his father emerging from the gates, dragging a small suitcase on wheels behind him. He was a sad, shuffling figure in a long, shabby duffel coat that hung open to reveal a baggy woollen jumper with a hole in it over a blue shirt, frayed at the collar. A striped cream and red scarf hung loosely around his neck, and trousers that appeared to be a couple of sizes too big for him gathered in folds around shoes that looked more like slippers. He wore a fur, fez-like hat pulled down over thinning grey hair. Li felt immediately ashamed. He looked like one of the beggars who haunted the streets around the foreign residents� compounds in embassy-land. And yet there was no need for it. He had an adequate pension from the university where he had lectured most of his adult life. He was well cared for in a home for senior citizens, and Li sent money every month.
Li made his way through the crowds to greet him with a heart like lead. When he got close up, his father seemed very small, as if he had shrunk, and Li had a sudden impulse to hug him. But it was an impulse he restrained, holding out his hand instead. His father looked at him with small black eyes that shone behind wisps of hair like fuse wire sprouting from the edge of sloping brows, and for a moment Li thought he would not shake his hand. Then a small, claw-like hand emerged from the sleeve of the duffel, spattered with the brown spots of age, and disappeared inside Li�s. It was cold, and the skin felt like cr�pe that might rip if you handled it too roughly.
�Hi, Dad,� Li said.
His father did not smile. �Well, are you going to take my case?� he asked.
�Of course.� Li took the handle from him.
�You are a big man now, Li Yan,� his father said.
�I don�t think I have grown since the last time you saw me.� He steered the old man towards the taxi rank where he had parked his Jeep, a police light still flashing on the roof.
�I mean, you are a big man in your job. Your sister told me. A Section Chief. You are young for such a position.�
�I remember once,� Li said, �you told me that I should only ever be what I can, and never try to be what I cannot.�
His father said, �The superior person fulfils his purpose and does not boast of his achievements.�
�I wasn�t boasting, father,� Li said, stung.
�He who stands on the tips of his toes cannot be steady.�
Li sighed. There was no point in exchanging barbs of received Chinese wisdom with his father. The old man had probably forgotten more than Li ever knew. And yet the wisdom he imparted was always negative, unlike his brother, Yifu, who had only ever been positive.
Li put the case in the back of the Jeep and opened the passenger door to help his father in. But the old man pushed away his hand. �I don�t need your help,� he said. �I have lived sixty-seven years without any help from you.� And he hauled himself with difficulty up into the passenger seat. Li banged the door shut and took a deep breath. He had known it would be difficult, but not this hard. A depression fell over him like fog.
They drove in silence from the station to Zhengyi Road. Li turned right and made a U-turn opposite the gates of the Beijing Municipal Government, crossing the island of park-land that split the road in two, and driving down past the Cuan Fu Shanghai restaurant where he and his father would probably take most of their meals. The armed guard at the back entrance to the Ministry of State and Public Security glanced in the window, saw Li, and waved them through.
Li pulled up outside his apartment block on their right, and he and his father rode up in the elevator together to the fourth floor. Still they had not spoken since getting into the Jeep.
The apartment was small. One bedroom, a living room, a tiny kitchen, a bathroom and a long, narrow hallway. Li would have to sleep on the settee while his father was there. He had borrowed blankets and extra pillows. He showed the old man to his room and left him there to unpack. He went to the refrigerator and took out a cold beer, popped the cap and moved through to the living room which opened on to a large, glassed terrace with views out over the tree-lined street below, and beyond the Ministry compound to the Supreme Court and the headquarters of the Beijing Municipal Police. He drained nearly half the bottle in one, long pull. He was not sure why his father had come for the wedding. Of course, it had been necessary to invite him, but such was the state of their relationship he had been surprised when the old man had written to say he would be there. Now he wished he had just stayed away.
Li turned at the sound of the door opening behind him. Divested of his coat and hat, his father seemed even smaller. His hair was very thin, wisps of it swept back over his shiny, speckled skull. He looked at the bottle in his son�s hand. �Are you not going to offer me a drink? I have come a long way.�
�Of course,� Li said. �I�ll show you where I keep the beer. You can help yourself any time.� He got another bottle from the refrigerator and opened it for his father, pouring the contents into a long glass.
They went back through to the living room, their awkwardness like a third presence. They sat down and drank in further silence until finally the old man said, �So when do I get to meet her?�
�The day after tomorrow. At the betrothal meeting.�
�You will bring her here?�
�No, we�re having the betrothal at a private room in a restaurant.�
His father looked at him, disapproval clear in his eyes. �It is not traditional.�
�We�re trying to make everything as traditional as we can, Dad. But my apartment is hardly big enough for everyone. Xiao Ling wanted to be there, and of course Xinxin.� Xiao Ling was Li�s sister, Xinxin her daughter. Since her divorce from a farmer in Sichuan, Xiao Ling had taken Xinxin to live in an apartment in the south-east of Beijing, near where she had a job at the joint-venture factory which built the Beijing Jeep. Xiao Ling had always been closer to her father than Li, and maintained regular contact with him.
His father stared at him for a long time before slowly shaking his head. �Why an American?� he asked. �Are Chinese girls not good enough?�
�Of course,� Li said, restraining an impulse to tell his father that he was just being an old racist. �But I never fell in love with one.�
�Love!� His father was dismissive, almost contemptuous.
�Didn�t you love my mother?� Li asked.
�Of course.�
�Then you know how it feels to be in love with someone, to feel about them the way you�ve never felt about anyone else, to know them as well as you know yourself, and know that they know you that way, too.�
�I know how it feels to lose someone you feel that way about.� And the old man�s eyes were lost in reflected light as they filled with tears.
�I lost her, too,� Li said.
And suddenly there was fire in his father�s voice. �You didn�t know your mother. You were too young.�
�I needed my mother.�
�And I needed a son!� And there it was, the accusation that he had never put into words before. That he had been abandoned by his son, left to his fate while Li selfishly pursued a career in Beijing. In the traditional Chinese family, the son would have remained at the home of his parents and brought his new wife to live there too. There would always have been someone to look after the parents as they grew old. But Li had left home, and his sister had gone shortly after to live with the parents of her husband. Their father had been left on his own to brood upon the death, at the hands of Mao�s Red Guards, of the woman he loved. And Li suspected he resented the fact that Li had shared an apartment in Beijing with Yifu, that Li had always been closer to his uncle than to his father. He fought against conflicting feelings of anger and guilt.
�You never lost your son,� Li said.
�Maybe I wish I�d never had one,� his father fired back, and Li felt his words like a physical blow. �Your mother only incurred the wrath of the Red Guards because she wanted to protect you from their indoctrination, because she tried to take you out of that school where they were filling your head with their poison.� And now, finally, he had given voice to his deepest resentment of all. That if it wasn�t for Li his mother might still be alive. That they would not have taken her away for �re-education�, subjected her to the brutal and bloody struggle sessions where her stubborn resistance had led her persecutors finally to beat her to death. Just teenagers. �And maybe my brother would still have been alive today if it hadn�t been for the carelessness of my son!�
Li�s tears were blinding him now. He had always known that some twisted logic had led his father to blame him for his mother�s death. Although he had never felt any guilt for that. How could he? He had only been a child. His father�s blame, he knew, had been cast in the white heat of the horrors he had himself faced in that terrible time, marched around the streets in a dunce�s hat, pilloried, ridiculed and abused. Imprisoned, finally, and brutalised, both physically and mentally. Was it any wonder it had changed him, left him bitter, searching for reasons and finding only blame?
But to blame him for the death of his uncle? This was new and much more painful. He still saw the old man�s eyes wide with fear and disbelief, frozen in the moment of death. And his father blaming him for it hurt more than anything else he might ever have blamed him for, because in his heart Li also blamed himself.
He stood up, determined that his father should not see his tears. But it was too late. They were already streaming down his face.
�I have to go,� he said. �I have a murder inquiry.� And as he turned towards the door, he saw the bewildered look on his father�s face, as if for the first time in his life it might have occurred to the old man that blame could not be dispensed with impunity, that other people hurt, too.
�Li Yan,� his father called after him, and Li heard the catch in his voice, but he didn�t stop until he had closed the apartment door behind him, and he stood shaking and fighting to contain the howl of anguish that was struggling to escape from within.

VII

Margaret had waited up as long as she could. On TV she had watched a drama set in the countryside during the Cultural Revolution. It was beautifully shot, and although she had not been able to understand a word of it, the misery it conveyed was still powerful. It had depressed her, and now her eyes were heavy and she knew she could stay up no longer.
As she undressed for bed, washed in the moonlight that poured in through her window, she saw her silhouette on the wall, bizarre with its great swelling beneath her breasts, and she ran her hands over the taut skin of it and wondered what kind of child she and Li were going to have. Would it look Chinese, would it be dark or fair, have brown eyes or blue? Would it have her fiery temper or Li�s infuriating calm? She smiled to herself, and knew that however their genes had combined, it would be their child and she would love it.
The sheets of the bed were cool on her warm skin as she slipped in between them, disappointed that she was going to spend the night alone, that Li had not come as he had promised. She thought about Wen and her childish, smiling face, and that fraction of a second when it had clouded. You verr lucky, she had said of Margaret about Li, and Margaret wondered now if that moment of shadow had signalled that all was perhaps not entirely well between Wen and Sun. But it was no business of hers, and she had no desire to know. Her own life was complicated enough.
For once she had not been the only mother-to-be whose partner had failed to turn up. Sun, of course, was not there. But for the first time that Margaret could remember, Yixuan had been on her own as well. Jon Macken had not been with her.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key in the lock, and her heart leapt. Li had come after all. She glanced at the clock. It was nearly eleven. Better late than never. But as soon as he opened the bedroom door she knew there was something wrong. He only said, �Hi,� and she could not see his face, but somehow his voice in that one word had conveyed a world of unhappiness.
She knew better than to ask, and said simply, �Come to bed.�
He undressed quickly and slipped in beside her. He had brought with him the cold of the night outside, and she wrapped her arms around him to share her warmth and banish the night. They lay folded around each other for a long time without saying anything. In the vertical world, outside of their bed, he always towered over her, dominant and strong. But here, lying side by side, she was his equal, or greater, and could lay his head on her shoulder and mother him as if he were a little boy. And tonight, she sensed that somehow that was what he needed more than anything. She spoke to him then, out of a need to say something. Something normal. Something that carried no weight to burden him.
�Jon Macken didn�t turn up today at the antenatal class,� she said. �First time since I�ve been going there.� Li didn�t say anything, and she went on, �Turned out his studio was broken into last night. You know, he�s got some little shop unit down at Xidan. Secure, though. He had an alarm system and everything installed. So it must have been professionals.� Li grunted. The first sign of interest. She knew that work was always a good way to bring him out of himself. �Anyway, the weird thing is, they didn�t really take much. Trashed the place and took some prints or something, and that was it. He says the police were useless. Yixuan thinks they probably didn�t care much about some �rich American� getting done over. Insurance would pick up the tab, and anyway shit happens, and it�s probably better happening to an American than a Chinese.�
Li snorted now. �That sounds like paranoia to me,� he said.
�Maybe it wouldn�t seem that way if you were on the receiving end.�
�The receiving end of what? Does he speak Chinese?�
�No.�
�So he�d have trouble telling the cops exactly what had happened, or what he�d lost. And they�d have as much trouble telling him that there were nearly fifty thousand cases of theft in Beijing last year, and that they�ve as much chance of finding the perps as getting a Green Card in America.�
Margaret sighed. �Does that mean you won�t look into it for him?�
�What!�
�I told Yixuan you�d ask about it.�
�What the hell did you tell her that for?�
�Because she�s my friend, and I�m your wife. Well, almost. And what�s the point in being married to one of Beijing�s top cops if you can�t pull a few strings?�
His silence then surprised her. She had thought she was doing a good job of drawing him out. She had no idea that she had touched a raw nerve. So she was even more surprised when he said, �I�ll ask about it tomorrow.�
Finally she drew herself up on one elbow and said, �What�s wrong, Li Yan?�
�Nothing that a family transplant wouldn�t cure.�
�Your father,� she said flatly.
�According to Dad, not only did I abandon him, but I was responsible for the death of my mother, as well as�� But he broke off, and couldn�t bring himself to say it.
Margaret had always known that Li had a difficult relationship with his father. And God knew, she understood well enough. Her relationship with her own mother was less than ideal. But she felt a surge of anger at his father�s cruelty. How could Li possibly be responsible for his mother�s death. �As well as what?� she asked softly.
�Yifu.�
She heard the way his throat had constricted and choked off his voice, and she wanted just to hold him for ever and take away all his pain. She knew how he felt about Yifu, how the guilt had consumed him in the years since his murder. Why did they have to kill him? he had asked her time and again. It was my fight, not his. What right did his father have to lay the blame for that on his son? What did he know about any of it anyway, what had happened and why? Margaret was dreading meeting him, dreading being unable to hold her tongue. Her record in the field of tactful silence was not a good one. She sought Li�s lips in the darkness and kissed him. She felt the tears wet on his cheeks and said, �Li Yan, it was not your fault.� But she knew she could never convince him. And so she held him tighter and willed her love to him through every point of contact between them.
He lay in her arms for what felt like an eternity. And then, �I love you,� she said quietly.
�I know.� His voice whispered back to her in the dark.
She kissed his forehead and his eyes, and his cheeks and his jaw, and ran her hands across his chest and found his nipples with her teeth. It was their last night together before her mother would arrive tomorrow and invade her space like an alien. She wanted to make the most of it, to give herself to Li completely, to give him the chance to lose himself in her and for a short time, at least, leave his pain behind him. Her hands slid over the smooth contours of his belly, fingers running through the tangle of his pubic hair, finding him there growing as she held him. And then he was kissing her, running his hands over her breasts, inflaming sensitive nipples and sending tiny electric shocks through her body to that place between her legs where she wanted to draw him in and hold him for ever.
The knocking on the door crashed over their passion like a bucket of ice cold water. She sat up, heart pounding. The figures on the bedside clock told her it was midnight. �Who the hell�s that?�
Li said, �Stay in bed. I�ll go see.� He slipped out from between the sheets and pulled on his trousers and shirt. He left the bedroom as the knocking came again. At the end of the hall he unlatched the door and opened it to find himself looking into the face of a skinny girl with straggling shoulder-length hair. It was a pinched face, red with the cold, and she was hugging her quilted anorak to keep herself warm. She looked alarmed to find herself confronted by the tall, dishevelled, barefoot figure of Li.
�What do you want? Who are you looking for?� he demanded, knowing that she must be at the wrong door.
�No one,� she said in a tremulous voice. �I�m sorry.� And she turned to hurry away towards the stairwell and retrace her steps down the eleven flights she must have climbed to get here, for the lift did not operate at this time of night. In the landing light, as she turned, Li saw that she had a large, unsightly purple patch on her left cheek. He closed the door and went back along the hall to the bedroom.
�Who was it?� Margaret asked. She was still sitting up.
�I don�t know. Some girl. She must have got the wrong apartment, because she took off pretty fast when she saw me.�
Margaret�s heart was pounding. �Did she have a large purple birthmark on her face?�
Li was surprised. �Yes,� he said. �You know her?� He couldn�t keep the incredulity from his voice.
Margaret had forgotten all about her. But in any case, could never have imagined that she would come at this time of night. �Her name is Dai Lili. She is the athlete who said she wanted to speak to me last night at the stadium.�
Now Li was astonished. �How in the name of the sky did she find out where you live?�
�I gave her my card.�
Now he was angry. �Are you mad? When? Last night?�
�She tracked me down to the maternity hospital this afternoon. She was scared, Li Yan. She said she had to speak to me and asked if she could come here. What else could I say?�
Li cursed softly under his breath with the realisation that he had just been face to face with the only person in this case who was prepared to talk � if not to him. �I could still catch her.�
Margaret watched anxiously as he pulled on his shoes and ran to the door. �You need a coat,� she called after him. �It�s freezing out there.� The only response was the sound of the apartment door slamming shut behind him.
The cold in the stairwell was brutal. He stopped on the landing and listened. He could hear her footfall on the stairs several floors down. For a moment he considered calling, but feared that she might be spooked. So he started after her. Two steps at a time, until a sweat broke out cold on his forehead, and the tar from years of smoking kept the oxygen from reaching his blood. Five floors down he stopped, and above the rasping of his breath could hear the rapid, panicked patter of her steps floating up to him on the cold, dank air. She had heard him, and was putting even more space between them.
By the time he got to the ground floor and pushed out through the glass doors he knew she was gone. In the wash of moonlight all he could see was the security guard huddled in his hut, cigarette smoke rising into the night. Even if he knew which way she had gone, he realised he could never catch her. She was a runner, after all, young, at the peak of her fitness. And he had too many years behind him of cigarettes and alcohol.
He stood gasping for a moment, perspiration turning to ice on his skin, before he turned, shivering, to face the long climb back to the eleventh floor.
Margaret was up and waiting for him, huddled in her dressing-gown, a kettle boiling to make green tea to warm him. She didn�t need to ask. His face said it all. He took the mug of tea she offered and cupped it in his hands, and let her slip a blanket around his shoulders.
�What did she want to speak to you about?� he asked, finally.
Margaret shrugged. �I don�t know. And since it�s unlikely she�ll come back again, we probably never will.�
�I don�t like you giving out your address like that to strangers,� Li said firmly.
But Margaret wasn�t listening. She had a picture in her head of the girl�s frightened rabbit�s eyes at the stadium the night before, and the anxiety in her face when she spoke to her that afternoon. And she felt afraid for her.

Chapter Six


I

Li pulled up on the stretch of waste ground opposite the food market and walked back along Dongzhimen Beixiao Jie to Mei Yuan�s stall on the corner.
He had slept like a log in Margaret�s arms, but a wakened early, enveloped still by the fog of depression his father had brought with him from Sichuan. And he had known he would have to return to his apartment before his father woke, to prepare him breakfast, and to shower and change for work. The night before, Li had taken him a carry-out meal from the restaurant below, but he had eaten hardly anything and gone to bed shortly after ten. As soon as Li had thought the old man was asleep, he had crept out and driven across the city to spend his last night with Margaret.
But when he returned this morning, the old man did not eat his breakfast either. He had accepted a mug of green tea and said simply to Li, �You did not come home last night.�
Li had seen no reason to lie. �No. I stayed over at Margaret�s,� he had said, and before his father could reply, cut him off with, �And don�t tell me it�s not traditional, or that you disapprove. Because, you know, I really don�t care.�
The old man had been expressionless. �I was going to say it is a pity I will not meet her before the betrothal.� He had waited for a response, but when Li could find nothing to say, added, �Is it unreasonable for a man to want to meet the mother of his grandchild?�
It did not matter, apparently, what Li said or did, his father had a way of making him feel guilty. He had left him with a spare key and fled to the safety of his work.
Now, as he approached Mei Yuan�s stall, to break his own fast with a jian bing, he thought for the first time of the riddle she had posed two days before. He had given it neither time nor consideration and felt guilty about that, too. He ran it quickly through in his mind. The woman had come to see the I Ching expert on his sixty-sixth birthday. He was born on the second of February nineteen twenty-five. So that would mean she came to see him on the second of February, nineteen ninety-one. He was going to create a number from that date, put her age at the end of it, and then reverse it. And that would be the special number he would remember her by. Okay, so the date would be 2-2-91. But what age was the woman? He ran back over in his mind what Mei Yuan had told him, but could not remember if she had said what age the girl was.
�I missed you yesterday.� Mei Yuan had seen him coming and had already poured the pancake mix on to the hotplate.
�I had a�� he hesitated. �A meeting.�
�Ah,� she said. And Li knew immediately that she knew he was hiding something. He gave her a hug and quickly changed the subject.
�I am in the middle of a murder investigation.�
�Ah,� she said again.
�And my father arrived from Sichuan.� He was aware of her eyes flickering briefly away from her hotplate in his direction and then back again. She knew that relations between them were difficult.
�And how is he?�
�Oh,� Li said airily, �much the same as usual. Nothing wrong with him that a touch of murder wouldn�t cure.�
Mei Yuan smiled. �I hope that�s not the investigation you are conducting.�
�I wish,� Li said. �It would be an easy one to break. Only one suspect, with both motive and opportunity.� Flippancy was an easy way to hide your emotions, but he knew she wasn�t fooled.
She finished his jian bing and handed it to him wrapped in brown paper. She said, �When the dark seeks to equal the light there is certain to be conflict.�
He met her eyes and felt as if she were looking right into his soul. And he was discomfited by it. Because he knew that all she could have seen there would be dark thoughts, resentment and guilt.
�You have read the teachings of Lao Tzu in the Tao Te Ching,� she said. It was not a question. She knew this because she had given him the book, the Taoist Bible � although Taoism was a philosophy rather than a religion. He nodded. �Then you know that the Tao teaches, be good to people who are good. To those who are not good be also good. Thus goodness is achieved.�
Li bit into his jian bing and felt its soft, savoury hotness suffuse his mouth with its flavour. He said, �You certainly achieved goodness with this, Mei Yuan.� He was not about to swap Taoist philosophy with her at eight o�clock in the morning.
She smiled at him with the indulgence of a mother. �And did you achieve a solution to my riddle?�
�Ah,� he said, and filled his mouth with more jian bing.
Her black eyes twinkled. �Why do I feel an excuse coming on?�
�I haven�t had time,� he said lamely. �And, anyway, I couldn�t remember what age you said the young woman was.�
�I didn�t.�
He frowned. �You didn�t?�
�It is the key, Li Yan. Find it, and you will open the door to enlightenment.�
�Is that also the philosophy of the Tao?�
�No, it is the philosophy of Mei Yuan.�
He laughed, and tossed some coins into her tin. �I will see you tomorrow night,� he said.
As he turned to head back to the Jeep, she said, �Your young friend came yesterday.� He stopped, and she drew a book out from her bag. �He brought me this.�
It was a copy of the Scott Fitzgerald classic, The Great Gatsby. �You haven�t read it, have you?� Li asked.
�No,� Mei Yuan replied. �But neither has anyone else.� She paused. �He said his friend gave it to him to lend to me.� She ran her finger along the spine. �But this is a brand new book, never opened.�
Li smiled. �He means well.�
�Yes,� Mei Yuan said. �But he lies too easily. Tell him if he wants to give me a book, I will be happy to accept it. But I would prefer his honesty.�
* * *
Li stopped at the door of the detectives� office. �Where�s Sun?�
�He�s out, Chief,� Wu said.
Li glanced at the TV, which was flickering away in the corner with the sound turned down. �And so is Deputy Section Chief Tao, I guess.�
Wu grinned and nodded. �All the swimming finals this morning, the athletics this afternoon.�
�How are we doing?�
Wu shrugged. �Could be better. They�re ahead on points, but there�s some big races still to come. Do you want me to keep you up to date?�
�I think I can live without it.� Li glanced over at Qian�s desk. The detective was concentrating on typing up a report, two fingers stabbing clumsily at his computer keyboard. He had never quite got comfortable with the technology. �Qian?� He looked up. �I want you to look into a burglary for me. It�s probably being handled by the local public security bureau. An American photographer called Jon Macken. He had a studio down on Xidan. It was broken into the night before last.�
Qian frowned. �What interest do we have in it, Chief?�
Li said. �None that I know of. Just take a look at it for me, would you?�
�Sure.�
He was about to go when Qian stopped him. �Chief, I left a note on your desk.� He hesitated, and Li had the distinct impression that everyone in the room was listening, even though they appeared still to be working. �Commissioner Hu Yisheng�s office called. The Commissioner wants to see you straight away.� Several heads lifted to see his reaction. Now he knew they�d been listening. And why.

II

The noise of diggers and demolition resounded in the narrow Dong Jiaminxiang Lane. A couple of bicycle repair men sat huddled against the cold in the weak winter sunshine opposite the back entrance to the headquarters of the Beijing Municipal Police. The stone arch which had once led to the rear compound had been demolished, and the entrance was blocked by heavy machinery, a digger, a crane.
Li picked his way past them to the red-brick building which still housed the headquarters of the Criminal Investigation Department, although for how much longer he did not know. The building looked shabby, covered in the dust of demolition, windows smeared and opaque. Most of the sections had long since moved to other premises around the city, and the original CID HQ across the way � once the home of the American Citibank � was now a police museum.
Even in the outer office of the divisional head of CID, Li could hear the insistent rasp of a pneumatic drill and the revving of engines as machines moved earth and concrete in preparation for whatever new development was being planned. Commissioner Hu�s secretary called him to let him know that Li was there, and after a moment he emerged from his office pulling on his jacket. He nodded toward Li. �Section Chief.� And then told his secretary, �Can�t think with all this goddamn noise. If anyone�s looking for me, we�ll be next door.�
They swung past the workmen crowding the old entrance, and Li followed the Commissioner up the steps of the museum, between tall columns, and through its high, arched entrance. Inside, they were confronted by an elaborately carved totem pole dedicated to the �soul of the police�, a bizarre-looking monument whose centrepiece was the crest of the Ministry of Public Security. But here, in this old marble building, the work of the demolition men outside was a distant rumble and there was a sense of peace.
�I used to have my office on the top floor,� the Commissioner said, and they climbed several floors, past exhibits which illustrated the history of the police and fire departments, gruesome murders and horrific fires. The top floor was a celebration of the modern force, mannequins modelling the new uniforms, an electronic shooting range where you could pit your wits against video baddies. But it was dominated by a huge curved stone wall, twenty feet high, carved with cubist-like representations of the features of policemen past. Eyes, noses, mouths, hands. This was the Martyrs� Wall, a monument to all the police officers of Beijing who had died on active duty since the creation of the People�s Republic in 1949. There were strategically placed flowers to commemorate the dead, and a large book, on a glass dais, which named all of the fifty-nine officers who had so far gone to join their ancestors.
A group of uniformed policemen was being given an official tour, and a young female officer wearing a headset which amplified her voice across the top floor, was describing the history and purpose of the monument. When she saw the Commissioner, she cut short her speech, and the group moved discreetly away to try their luck on the electronic range. Li stood staring up at the wall. It was the first time he had visited the museum.
�Impressive, isn�t it?� Commissioner Hu said.
Li looked at him. He was a short man with an impressively large head, and Li wondered if maybe he had modelled for some of the faces on the wall. His hair was greyer than the last time Li had seen him, and the first lines were beginning to etch themselves on an otherwise smooth face. �Unusual,� Li said diplomatically.
�You know your uncle is listed among the Martyrs?�
Li was shocked. It was the first he had heard of it. �But he did not die on active duty,� he said. �He was retired.�
�He was murdered by the subject of an active investigation. And in light of his outstanding record as a police officer, it was decided that his name should be included in the roll of honour.�
Oddly, Li found this unexpectedly comforting. His uncle had not passed into the unsung annals of history, to be forgotten with the death of living memory. He had been given immortality of a kind, a place among heroes, which is what he had been.
The Commissioner was watching him closely. He said, �There are two matters I want to discuss with you, Section Chief.� He glanced across the floor to make sure they would not be overheard, and lowered his voice. �I received a call last night from the Procurator General regarding the official report into the death of the weightlifter, Jia Jing. It had been drawn to his attention that the report was not entirely accurate.� Li opened his mouth to speak, but the Commissioner held up a hand to stop him. �His enquiries on the subject revealed this to be true. He also discovered that since you attended the incident you must have known this to be the case. And yet you signed off the report as being an accurate representation of events. The Procurator General is furious. And frankly, Section Chief, so am I.�
Li said, �And who was it who drew the Procurator General�s attention to this alleged inaccuracy?�
�I don�t think that�s the point.�
�I think it�s very much the point.�
The Commissioner took Li firmly by the arm and steered him closer to the wall. His voice reduced itself to an angry hiss. �Don�t play games with me, Li. I think you know very well who it was. Loyalty is not something you inherit with the job. You have to earn it. And I am hearing that all is far from well between you and another senior member of your section.�
�If I�d been Section Chief at the time of his appointment, he would never have got the job.�
The Commissioner glared at him. �Don�t flatter yourself, Li. The decision would not have been yours to make.� He let go of Li�s arm and took a deep breath. Although Li towered over him, he was still a solid and imposing figure in his black dress uniform, with its three shining silver stars on each lapel. �Are you going to tell me why this report was doctored?� Even his use of the word �doctored� rang a bell for Li.
Li said quietly, �Perhaps you should ask the Minister, Commissioner.�
Hu narrowed his eyes. �Are you telling me the Minister asked you to alter an official report?� Li nodded. �And do you think for one minute he would admit to that?�
And Li saw for the first time just what kind of trouble he could be in. He said, �One or two minor facts were omitted purely to save embarrassment for the people involved. That�s all. Nothing that materially affected the case.�
�The fact that the Chinese weightlifting champion was screwing the wife of a senior member of BOCOG is hardly a minor omission, Section Chief.�
�The Minister��
Hu cut him off. �The Minister will not back you up or bail you out on this, Li. Take my word for it. In the current climate, he has far too much to lose. Everyone from the lowliest officer to the Minister himself must be seen to be beyond reproach. Don�t forget that his former Vice-Minister was sentenced to death for his misdemeanours.�
Li protested, �Li Jizhou took nearly half a million dollars in bribes from a gang of smugglers! Saving a few blushes over a marital indiscretion is hardly in the same league.� But he was kicking himself. He knew he should never have agreed to it.
The Commissioner glared at him angrily. �You�re a fool, Li. Fortunately, it�s not too late to do something about it. Get the officer concerned to issue a full and accurate report, and we will redefine the current report as �interim� and withdraw it.�
Li knew there was no way around it. When the revised report found its way into circulation, scandal was inevitable. And given the high profile of Jia himself, there was a good chance it was going to find its way into the media as well. All he could think about were Jia�s parents, the sad old couple he had encountered on the doorstep of their son�s apartment. He said, �The current investigation into the death of Jia and several other leading athletes looks like turning into a murder investigation, Commissioner.�
The Commissioner was clearly shocked. �I thought he died of a heart attack.�
�He did. But in common with all the others, he was suffering from what we think was a virally induced heart condition that would certainly have killed him, if fate had not delivered the blow first. At least one of those others was murdered � the swimmer Sui Mingshan. And three others who supposedly died in a car accident were dead before the car crashed.�
The Commissioner looked at him thoughtfully. �And your point is?�
�That Jia looks certain to become attached to a murder inquiry that is going to shake Chinese athletics to the core, Commissioner. Bad enough with the Beijing Olympics looming on the horizon. How much worse if there is a link between Jia and a high-ranking member of the Beijing Organising Committee of the Olympic Games?�
The Commissioner took a long moment to consider his point. At length he said, �Take no action for the moment, Section Chief. I will speak to the Procurator General. And others. And I will let you know my decision.� He paused. �But just don�t think you�ve got away with anything. Do you understand?�
Li nodded and felt the scrutiny of the Commissioner�s probing eyes trying to decipher what lay behind Li�s consciously blank expression. �You said two things, Commissioner.�
�What?�
�You wanted to speak to me about two things.�
�Ah�yes.� And for the first time Commissioner Hu avoided his eyes. �It is a matter I had intended to raise with you this week anyway.�
�To tell me I had been allocated a married officer�s apartment?�
Anger flashed quickly in Hu�s eyes and he snapped, �You know perfectly well there�s no question of you getting an apartment!�
Li felt the resentment that had been simmering inside him for weeks now start bubbling to the surface. If the Commissioner thought Li was going to make this easy for him, he was mistaken. �Really? That�s the first time anybody has ever conveyed that particular piece of information to me. So I don�t know how I would know it, perfectly well, or otherwise.�
For a moment he thought the Commissioner was going to strike him. �You sonofabitch, you really are hell-bent on putting an end to your career, aren�t you?�
�I wasn�t aware I had much of a choice, Commissioner.�
�My office asked you several weeks ago,� the Commissioner said in a very controlled way, �for information about your intention to marry the American pathologist, Margaret Campbell. That information has not been forthcoming.�
�That information,� Li replied evenly, �was provided in full detail when I made my application for married accommodation. Nothing has changed.�
�So you�re still intent on marrying her?�
�Next week.�
The Commissioner took a very deep breath and raised his eyes towards the faces gazing down on them from the Martyrs� Wall. �You really are a fool, Li, aren�t you? You know that it is Public Security policy that none of its officers may marry a foreign national.� He sighed his frustration. �In the name of the sky, why do you have to marry her? We�ve turned a blind eye to your relationship up until now.�
�Because I love her, and she�s carrying my baby. And I�m not going to creep around at night making clandestine visits to see my lover and my child. If marrying her is such a threat to national security, I�d have thought conducting an illicit affair was an even greater one. And if you�re prepared to turn a blind eye to that, then aren�t you just being hypocritical?�
The Commissioner shook his head in despair. �I don�t know what your uncle would have thought of you.�
�My uncle always told me to be true to myself. He used to say, the universe is ruled by letting things take their course. It cannot be ruled by interfering.�
�And there is nothing I can say that will change your mind?� Li shook his head. �Then I will expect your resignation on my desk by next week.�
�No.�
The Commissioner looked at Li in astonishment. �What do you mean, no?�
�I mean I am not going to resign, Commissioner. If you are going to insist on enforcing this policy, then you are going to have to remove me from my post.�
The Commissioner narrowed his eyes. �You really are a stubborn�arrogant�bastard, Li.� His raised voice caused heads to turn in their direction from the shooting range. He quickly lowered it again. �If you insist on following this course, then believe me, I will strip you of your commission and I will remove you from the force. You will lose your apartment, and your pension, all medical rights and rights to social security. And who will employ a disgraced former police officer?� He paused to let his words sink in. �Have you really thought this through?�
Li stood rock still, keeping his emotions on a tight rein. In many ways he hadn�t thought it through at all. His application for a position with Beijing Security had been a half-hearted attempt to face up to the realities of his situation. But, in truth, he had been burying his head in the sand and hoping that somehow it would all go away.
�For heaven�s sake, Li, you are the youngest Section Chief in the history of the department. You are one of the most highly regarded police officers in China. What kind of woman is it who would ask a man to give all that up for the sake of a wedding ring?�
�Margaret hasn�t asked me to give up anything,� Li said, quick to her defence.
�What do you mean? She must know what�ll happen if you marry her.� Li said nothing, and the Commissioner�s eyes widened. �Are you telling me you haven�t told her? That she doesn�t know?�
Li blinked rapidly as he felt his eyes start to fill. �She has no idea.� And for the first time he saw what looked like pity in the Commissioner�s eyes.
�Then you�re an even bigger fool than I thought,� he said with sad resignation. �It is just a shame that your uncle is not here to talk some sense into your bone head.�
�If my uncle were here,� Li said stiffly, �I am certain he would be appalled by his old department�s lack of flexibility. He always said to me, if you cannot bend with the wind, then you will break.�
The Commissioner shook his head. �Then it�s a pity you didn�t listen to him.� He snapped his hat firmly back on his head and nodded curtly. �You can expect notice to clear your desk in a matter of days.� And he turned and walked briskly away towards the stairwell.
Li stood, a solitary figure, by the Martyrs� Wall and felt their eyes upon him. The dead were his only company, and he was not sure he had ever felt quite so alone.
* * *
Heads lifted in only semi-disguised curiosity as Li strode into the detectives� office. Tao was standing by Wu�s desk reading through a sheaf of forensic reports, peering over the top of his thick-rimmed glasses. He glanced up as Li came in, and his hand fell away, lowering the papers he was holding beyond the range of his lenses. Li looked at him very directly. �A word, please, Deputy Section Chief.� And he walked into Tao�s office leaving his deputy to follow him in with every eye in the office on his back. Li closed the door behind them and turned to face Tao, his voice low and controlled. �I�ve been fighting an urge to kick the living shit out of you all the way across town,� he said.
�That wouldn�t be very smart.� Tao removed his glasses as if he thought Li might strike him yet. �I would bring charges.�
Li said dangerously, �You wouldn�t be in a condition to do anything, Tao. They�d be feeding you with a spoon for the rest of your days.� Tao held his peace, and Li said, �The only thing that stopped me was something my uncle taught me years ago. If you are offended by a quality in your superiors, do not behave in such a manner to those below you. If you dislike a quality in those below you, do not reflect that quality to those who work over you. If something bothers you from the man at your heels, do not push at the one in front of you.�
�Sound advice,� Tao said. �Pity you didn�t take it.�
Li glared at him for a long time. �You went behind my back on the Jia Jing report.�
Tao shook his head. �No,� he said. �I tried to speak to you about it the other day, but you were �too busy�.� His lips curled as he spat out the words. �A lunch appointment, I think.� He hesitated, as if waiting for Li to say something.
�Go on.�
�I had a call from Procurator General Meng yesterday morning asking me to verify the details contained in Wu�s report.�
�Why did he call you and not me?�
�I would have thought that since you had signed off the report and he was seeking verification, that was obvious.�
�So you told him I�d had it doctored.�
�No. I had Wu come into my office and tell me exactly what happened that night. I then passed that information on to the Procurator General as requested. I play things by the book, Section Chief Li. I always have. And the way things are these days, I would have thought even you might have seen the merit in doing the same.� His supercilious smile betrayed just how safe he thought he was, with Li�s expulsion from the force only a matter of days away. It was clearly an open secret now.
Li gazed on him with undisguised loathing. He knew he had been wrong to interfere with Wu�s report. He had ignored one of old Yifu�s basic precepts. If there is something that you don�t want anyone to know about, don�t do it. There was no such thing as a secret. A word whispered in the ear can be heard for miles, he used to say. And Li had also, as Tao took such glee in pointing out, ignored Yifu�s advice on treating others as you would wish them to treat you. And in the process had made an enemy of his deputy. It did not matter that he did not like the man. He had treated him badly, and that had come back to haunt him, like bad karma. What made it even worse, the salt in the wound, was the knowledge that Tao would probably succeed him as Section Chief. It was almost more than he could bear. �Even if you feel that I am not owed your respect, Deputy Section Chief, my office most certainly is. You should have spoken to me before you spoke to the Procurator General.� Tao started to protest that he had tried, but Li held up a hand to stop him. This was hard enough to say without having to talk over him. �And in the future, I will try to make a point of listening.�
Tao seemed taken aback, realising perhaps that his boss had come just about as close to an apology as he was ever likely to get. It fluttered between them like a white flag of truce, as uneasy as it was unexpected. He made a curt nod of acknowledgement, and Li turned and left his office, ignoring the curious eyes that followed him through the detectives� room to the door. As he walked down the corridor to his own office, he fought the temptation to feel sorry for himself. Next week they would take away the job he loved. But he was determined to crack this bizarre and puzzling case of the dead athletes before they did, to at least go out with his head held high. And to do that, he would need friends around him, not enemies.

III

Margaret�s taxi dropped her on the upper ramp at Beijing Capital Airport, a bitter wind blowing dark cloud down from the north-west, the air filled with the sound of taut cables whipping against tall flagpoles. She entered the departure lounge and took an escalator down to the arrivals hall below. The large electronic board above the gate told her that her mother�s flight was on time and she groaned inwardly. Any delay would have given her a brief reprieve. A few more moments of freedom before falling finally into the family trap that would hold her at least until after the wedding.
A sleazy-looking young man wearing a leather jacket with a fur collar sidled up. �You want dollah?�
�No.� Margaret started walking away.
He followed her. �You want RMB? I shanja marni.�
�No.�
�You want taxi? I get you good price.�
�I want peace. Go away.�
�Real good price. Only three hundred yuan.�
�Fuck off,� she breathed into his face, and he recoiled in surprise from this fair-haired foreign devil with the mad blue eyes.
�Okay, okay,� he said and scuttled off in search of someone more gullible.
Margaret sighed and tried to calm herself. But the imminent arrival of her mother was making her tense beyond her control. She had put off even thinking about it until the very last minute. Almost until she had gone in search of a taxi to take her to the airport. Although they had spoken on the telephone, they had not met face to face since Margaret�s trip to Chicago for her father�s funeral. And then, they had only fought. She had been her daddy�s girl. He had given her hours of his time when she was a child, playing endless games, reading to her, taking her to the movies or out on the lake in the summer. By contrast, her earliest recollections of her mother were of a cold, distant woman who spent hardly any time with her. After Margaret�s brother drowned in a summer accident, she had become even more withdrawn. And as Margaret grew older, her mother only ever seemed to pick fault with her. Margaret, apparently, was incapable of doing anything right.
The first passengers came through the gate in ones and twos, dragging cases or pushing trolleys. And then slowly it turned into a flood, and the concourse started filling up. Passengers headed for the counters of the Agricultural Bank of China to change money, or out to the rows of taxis waiting on the ramp outside. Margaret scoured the faces, watching nervously for her mother. Finally she saw her, pale and anxious amongst a sea of Chinese faces, tall, slim, lipstick freshly applied, her coiffured grey-streaked hair still immaculate, even after a fifteen-hour flight. She was wearing a dark green suit with a cream blouse and camel-hair coat slung over her shoulders, looking for all the world like a model in a clothes catalogue for the elderly. She had three large suitcases piled on a trolley.
Margaret hurried to intercept her. �Mom,� she called and waved, and her mother turned as she approached. Margaret tipped her head towards the three cases. �I thought you were only coming for a week.�
Her mother smiled coolly. �Margaret,� she said, and they exchanged a perfunctory hug and peck on the cheek, before her mother cast a disapproving eye over the swelling that bulged beneath her smock. �My God, look at you! I can�t believe you went and got yourself pregnant to that Chinaman.�
Margaret said patiently. �He�s not a Chinaman, Mom. He�s Chinese. And he�s the man I love.�
Whatever went through her mother�s mind, she thought better of expressing it. Instead, as Margaret steered her towards the exit, she said, �It was a dreadful flight. Full of�Chinese.� She said the word as if it left a nasty taste in her mouth. Her mother thought of anyone who was not white, Anglo-Saxon, as being barely human. �They ate and snorted and snored and sneezed through fifteen hours of hell,� she said. �And the smell of garlic�You needn�t think that I�ll be a regular visitor.�
�Well, there�s a blessing,� Margaret said, drawing a look from her. She smiled. �Only kidding. Come on, let�s get a taxi.�
At the rank, they were approached by another tout. �You want taxi, lady?� he said.
�Yes,� said Margaret�s mother.
�No,� said Margaret
�We do,� her mother protested.
�Not from him. It�ll cost three times as much.� She steered her mother towards the queue. The wind whipped and tugged at their clothes, and destroyed in fifteen seconds the coiffure which had survived fifteen hours of air travel. Her mother slipped her arms into her coat and shivered. �My God, Margaret, it�s colder than Chicago!�
�Yes, Mom, and it�s bigger and dirtier and noisier. Get used to it, because that�s how it�s going to be for the next week.�
A middle-aged man came and stood behind them in the queue. He was wheeling a small case. He smiled and nodded, and then very noisily howked a huge gob of phlegm into his mouth and spat it towards the ground. The wind caught it and whipped it away to slap against a square concrete pillar supporting luminescent ads for satellite telephones.
Margaret�s mother�s eyes opened wide. �Did you see that?� she said in a stage whisper.
Margaret sighed. It was going to be a long week. �Welcome to China,� she said.
* * *
Margaret�s mother stared in silence from the window of their taxi as they sped into the city on the freeway from the airport, and Margaret tried to imagine seeing it all again through new eyes. But even in the few years since Margaret�s first trip, Beijing had changed nearly beyond recognition. New high-rise buildings were altering the skyline almost daily. The ubiquitous yellow �bread� taxis had been banished overnight in a desperate attempt to reduce pollution. The number of bicycles was diminishing more or less in direct relation to the increase in the number of motor vehicles. At one time there had been at least twenty-one million bicycles in Beijing. God only knew how many vehicles there were now on the roads. Giant electronic advertising hordings blazed the same logos into the blustery afternoon as you might expect to find in any American city. McDonald�s. Toyota. Sharp. Chrysler.
They hit the Third Ring Road, and started the long loop round to the south side of the city. �I�d no idea it would be like this,� her mother said. She turned her head in astonishment at the sight of a young woman on the sidewalk wearing a miniskirt and thigh-length boots.
�What did you think it would be like?�
�I don�t know. Like in the tourist brochures. Chinese lanterns, and curling roofs, and streets filled with people in blue Mao suits.�
�Well some of these things still survive,� Margaret said. �But, really, Beijing is just a big modern city like you�d find anywhere in the States. Only bigger.�
It took nearly an hour to get to Margaret�s apartment block on the north side of the campus. Margaret�s mother cast a sharp eye over her surroundings � looking for fault, Margaret thought � while their taxi driver carried each of the heavy cases into the lobby, and stacked them in the elevator. There was no sign of the sullen operator. Just the debris of her cigarette ends on the floor and the stale smell of her cigarette smoke in the air.
The driver smiled and nodded and held the elevator door open for them to get in.
�Xie-xie,� Margaret said.
�Syeh-syeh? What does that mean?� her mother demanded.
�It means, thank you.�
�Well, aren�t you going to give him a tip?�
�No, people don�t give or expect tips in China.�
�Don�t be ridiculous.� She waved her hand at the taxi driver. �Don�t go away.� And she fished in her purse for some money. She found a five dollar note and held it out.
The driver smiled, embarrassed, and shook his head, waving the note away.
�Go on, take it,� her mother insisted.
�Mom, he won�t take it. It�s considered demeaning to accept tips here. You�re insulting him.�
�Oh, don�t talk nonsense! Of course he wants the money. Or does he think our American dollars aren�t good enough for him?� And she threw the note at him.
The taxi driver stepped back, shocked by the gesture, and stood watching as the note fluttered to the floor. The doors of the elevator slid shut.
Margaret was furious and embarrassed. �That was an appalling thing to do.�
�Oh, don�t be ridiculous, Margaret, as soon as those doors closed you can be sure he was pocketing that note quicker than you could say�syeh-syeh.�
�Oh, yes?� Margaret angrily stabbed the button with the outward pointing arrows and the doors slid open again. Beyond the glass at the far side of the lobby they saw the driver hurrying down the steps to his cab. The five dollar note lay untouched on the floor. Margaret turned to her mother. �Don�t ever do that again.�
* * *
�I don�t expect to be treated like that by my own daughter,� her mother said, as they got the three huge cases into the tiny hallway of Margaret�s apartment. �We�ve never gotten along well, you and I, Margaret. But you are my daughter. And at least I made the effort to be here. No matter how much I might disapprove, I have come halfway around the world to be at your wedding. I think I�m entitled to a little consideration in return.�
Margaret kept her teeth firmly clenched and closed the door behind them. �Your bedroom�s this way,� she said, leading her mother up the hall. For the first time, Mrs. Campbell stopped to take in her surroundings. She looked into the bedroom, whose double bed nearly filled the room. It was necessary to squeeze past an old wooden wardrobe to reach the small desk beneath the window which acted as a dressing-table.
�You live here?� Her mother was incredulous. She marched down the hall and cast an eye over the tiny kitchen before turning into the living room. A three-seater settee took up nearly half the room. There was one easy chair and there were two dining chairs next to a gate-leg table pushed up against the wall by the window. Margaret took most of her meals alone at the gate-leg, or off her knee in front of the twelve-inch television set. There was no disguising the horror on her mother�s face. �The whole apartment would fit into the sitting room at Oak Park.� She turned earnestly to her daughter. �Margaret, what have you been reduced to in this God-forsaken country?�
�I�m perfectly happy here,� Margaret said, lying. �I have everything I need. And, anyway, after the wedding Li and I will be moving into family accommodation provided by the police. They�re big apartments.�
Her mother was struck by another horrifying thought. �Margaret, you do have another bedroom here, don�t you?�
�Nope. Just the one.�
�Well, I hope you�re not expecting me to share a bed with you?�
�No, Mom, I�ll be sleeping on the settee.�
Her mother looked at her. �Is that wise? In your condition?�
�Maybe you�d like to sleep on the settee, then.�
�You know I couldn�t do that, Margaret. Not with my back.�
And Margaret permitted herself a tiny, bitter smile. That fleeting moment of worry about her pregnant daughter sleeping on the settee was the extent of her mother�s concern.
Another thought occurred to Mrs. Campbell. �I hope you�re not an early bedder,� she said. �You know how I don�t sleep so well. I like to sit up late watching television.�
�Mom, you can watch television as much as you like, but you do realise it�s all Chinese?�
�What? Don�t you have any American channels?�
�You�re in China, Mom. People here speak Chinese. They don�t watch American television.�
�I suppose the Communists wouldn�t allow it.�
Margaret shook her head in despair. �Nobody would understand it!�
It took nearly an hour for them to unpack and find places for all of her mother�s clothes. And for the first time, Margaret realised just how limited her space really was. She could not imagine trying to cope in this apartment with a baby, and fervently hoped Li would be allocated their new home before the child was born. Her mother was clearly having doubts about whether she could last out until the wedding. �Is it really a week till you get married?�
�Six days,� Margaret said. �But we have the betrothal meeting tomorrow night.�
�What on earth is that?�
�It�s kind of where Li Yan officially asks me to marry him. In front of both families.�
�You mean I�m going to have to meet his people tomorrow?�
�Just his father. His mother died in prison during the Cultural Revolution.� Mrs. Campbell looked shocked. Such things just didn�t happen in the United States. �But Li�s sister and his niece will be there as well. We�ve rented a private room in a restaurant, and we�ll have a traditional meal.�
Mrs. Campbell screwed up her face. �Margaret, you know I don�t like Chinese food.�
�They don�t have Chinese food in China, Mom.�
Her mother frowned. �Don�t they?�
�No, they just call it food here.� And Margaret added quickly. �Just eat what you can. Another traditional thing we�re going to have, before the meal, is an exchange of gifts. Between the families.�
Mrs. Campbell was startled. �But I haven�t brought anything.� She wouldn�t have liked anyone to think of her as mean. Particularly if they were Chinese.
�Don�t worry, it�s nothing too elaborate. We�ll get what we need tomorrow.�
�Such as?�
�Well, an easy one is money. Just a token amount. Usually ninety-nine yuan, or even nine hundred and ninety-nine. Nine is a very lucky number in China, because it is three times three, and three is the luckiest number of all.�
�Hmmm-hmmm,� her mother said. �And who is it who gives the money? Them or us?�
�Well, I think we should, since we�re a little better off than they are.� She knew that would please her mother. Anything that underscored her sense of superiority. �Other gifts are things like tea, dragon and phoenix cake, a pair of male and female poultry��
�I have no intention of giving or receiving hens,� Mrs. Campbell said firmly, rising up on her dignity. �They�re dreadful, smelly creatures. And what would we do with them? You couldn�t keep them here!�
Margaret couldn�t contain her smile. �People in the city don�t exchange real poultry, Mom. Just symbols. Usually china ornaments, or paper cut-outs.�
�And what would we do with a picture of a hen?�
Margaret shook her head and pressed on. �They also usually give candy and sugar, maybe some wine, or tobacco. But tea is the most important one. Because, traditionally, both families will want the couple to provide them with as many descendants as there are tea leaves.�
Mrs. Campbell cocked an eyebrow. �That would be a little difficult in a country that only allows couples to have one child, would it not?�
And for a dreadful moment, Margaret saw and heard herself in her mother. The tone. The withering sarcasm. And she was not at all sure that she liked it. Like catching an unexpected glimpse of your own reflection, revealing an unflattering side of yourself you don�t usually see.
Her mother went on, �I�m not sure I approve of any of it.�
�What do you mean?�
�This�betrothal meeting, and God knows what the wedding itself will be like! Margaret, it all smacks to me of heathen ritual. You were brought up a good Christian, I don�t know why you couldn�t have had a simple church ceremony. But, then, I suppose these Communists are all atheists.�
She headed back down the hall to the living room. Margaret sighed and followed, and found her, hands on hips, looking around the tiny room and shaking her head. �And if you think I�m going to spend the next six days sitting around in this pokey little place all day doing nothing, you�re very much mistaken.� She delved into her purse and pulled out a brochure. Margaret recognised a photograph of the Gate of Heavenly Peace. �My travel agent told me if there was one thing worth seeing while I was here, it was the Forbidden City. Of course, I saw it in the film, The Last Emperor, but it�s quite another thing to see a place for yourself.� She glanced at her watch. �And no time like the present.�
Margaret wished she had never even told her mother she was getting married. �Aren�t you tired, Mom? I mean, wouldn�t you like a lie-down. It�s the middle of the night back home.�
�If I sleep now, I�ll never sleep tonight. And there�s nothing like a bit of fresh air for keeping you awake.�

IV

Li had all the reports on his desk in front of him. Autopsy, forensic, toxicology. Reports from officers on every case under investigation. The official results, faxed to Section One that morning, of all the dope tests carried out on the dead athletes in the weeks and months before their deaths. He had read through everything. Twice. From the accounts of the �witnesses� to the death of the cyclist, to Sun�s accounts of their visits to the apartments of Sui Mingshan and Jia Jing. Still nothing made any sense to him. None of them, it seemed, had been taking drugs. The random urine tests, and the results from toxicology, bore each other out.
And why would anyone fake the deaths of people who had already died, apparently from natural causes? The odd thing here was that in the case of the three relay sprinters, none of them had even consulted a doctor in the recent past, so clearly they had no idea they were unwell. But where had they been when they died, prior to being bundled into their ill-fated car and sent speeding into a lamppost? And had they all died at the same time? Li found it baffling.
They had no evidence whatsoever that the cyclist had been the victim of foul play. But the witnesses to his �accidental� death were, very conveniently, unavailable to them, and distinctly unreliable.
And he, too, had had his head shaved.
The shaving of the heads worried Li. He felt that somehow this had to be the key to the whole sordid mystery. Was it some kind of ritual? A punishment? And this mystery virus which would probably have killed them all. Where had it come from? How had they been infected? Who wanted to cover it up, and why? No matter how many times Li turned these things over in his mind, it brought him no nearer to enlightenment. There were so many blind alleys he might be tempted to turn into, wasting precious time and deflecting him from the truth. He was missing something, he was sure. Something simple, something obvious that he just wasn�t seeing. Something that would make all the difference and maybe, just maybe, tip him in the right direction.
A knock on the door disturbed his thoughts. He called irritably, �Come in.�
It was Qian. �Sorry to disturb you, Chief. I got the information you asked for on the break-in at that photographer�s studio.�
Li frowned, for a moment wondering what photographer Qian was talking about. And then he remembered. The American married to Margaret�s Chinese friend at the antenatal classes. He almost told Qian to forget it, but he had taken it this far, he might as well hear him out now. He waved him into a seat. �Anything interesting?�
Qian shrugged. �Not really, Chief.� He sat down and opened a folder containing a one-page report from the investigating officers, and notes he had taken during a telephone conversation with the photographer himself. �Just a break-in. The photographer�s name is Jon Macken. An American. He�s worked in Beijing for more than five years. Married to a local girl.�
�Yeh, yeh, I know all about that,� Li said impatiently. �What did they take?�
�Well, that�s the only strange thing about it, Chief. They didn�t take anything. A roll of film. That was it.�
�Are we investigating petty robberies now?� Tao�s voice startled them both. He was standing in the open doorway with an armful of folders.
Li said, �I asked Qian to look into this one for me.�
Tao came in and laid the folders on Li�s desk. �For signing, when you have a moment,� he said. Then he glanced at the folder in Li�s lap. �What�s our interest?�
�I don�t know,� Li said. �Maybe none. Why don�t you draw up a chair, Deputy Section Chief, and listen in? Then we can decide together.�
Tao hesitated for a moment, but Li knew he would take up the offer. Curiosity, pride, and the fact that it was a first. Tao was hungry for Li�s job, and here was a titbit to whet his appetite. He brought a chair to the desk and sat down at the window end of it. Neutral territory. Neither one side nor the other. Qian recapped for him.
�So why would someone go to the trouble of breaking into a studio with an alarm system just to steal a roll of film?� Li asked.
�It was a used roll,� Qian said. �I mean, Macken had already taken a whole bunch of pictures with it and developed them.�
�So it was the negatives that were taken,� Tao said.
�That�s right. They made a bit of a mess of the place, but that was all that he can find missing.�
�And what was on the film?� Li asked.
�Nothing of much interest,� Qian said. �Macken�s been commissioned to take pictures for a glossy brochure advertising a club that opened in town about six months ago. He�d been there on a recce the day before and taken a few pictures for reference. Just gash stuff. Nothing that you would think anyone would want to steal.�
�Well, that�s something we�ll never know,� said Tao, �since he no longer has them.�
�Oh, but he has,� Qian said. �Apparently he�d already taken a set of contact prints. He�s still got those. He told me he�d looked at them all very carefully, but can�t find a single reason why anyone would want to steal the negatives.�
�Maybe they didn�t,� Tao said. �I mean, not specifically. It might just be coincidence that it was those ones that were taken.�
�This place that he�s been commissioned to photograph. What is it, a night club?� Li asked.
�No, nothing like that, Chief.� Qian�s eyes widened. �Actually, it sounds like a really amazing place. Macken told me all about it. It�s some kind of investment club for the very rich.�
Li frowned. �I don�t understand.�
Qian said, �It costs you a million yuan just to join, Chief. A million!� He repeated the word with a sense of awe, as if in rolling his tongue around it again he might actually be able to taste it. �And that then entitles you to five million in credit.�
�Credit for what?� Tao asked.
�Investment. This place is plumbed into stock exchanges around the world. If you�re a member you can buy and sell stocks and shares anywhere at the touch of a button. Macken says it�s got about thirty private rooms with TV and lounge chairs, two restaurants, four conference rooms, a communications centre that feeds the latest stock market quotes on to every TV screen in the place. There�s a sauna, swimming pool�you name it.�
�A high-class gambling den, in other words,� Tao said with a hint of disapproval.
Li was shaking his head in wonder. �I had no idea places like that existed,� he said, and then he remembered Beijing Snow World, and thought that maybe he was more out of touch than he realised.
Qian shrugged. �Like everything else, Chief. It�s all change these days. It�s hard to keep up.�
Tao stood up. �Well, it doesn�t sound like there�s much there to interest us,� he said.
Li said, �I agree. I think we�ll leave it to the locals.�
Qian closed his folder and got to his feet. �There was just one other thing,� he said. Li and Tao waited. �Macken got the job because he and his wife are friends with the personal assistant of the club�s Chief Executive. She recommended him.� He hesitated. �Well, apparently, she�s disappeared.�
Li scowled. �What do you mean, disappeared?�
�Well, there�s not necessarily anything sinister about it,� Qian said quickly. �It�s just, you know, she�s a young girl, early twenties. Lives on her own and, well, nobody seems to know where she is. Macken says he can�t raise her by phone, she�s not at her work��
�Oh, for heaven�s sake,� Tao said dismissively. �She could be anywhere. I mean, has anyone actually reported her missing � apart from Macken?�
Qian shook his head. Tao looked at Li, who shrugged. �Pass it back to the bureau,� Li said. He had more important things on his mind.

V

Overhead lights reflected off the surface of polished marble on the floors and walls and pillars. At the top of the stairs, Margaret handed their tickets to a girl wearing trainers and an army greatcoat who turned timid, dark, inquisitive eyes to watch them descend to the platform below.
�I don�t see why we couldn�t have taken a taxi,� Mrs. Campbell said breathlessly.
�I told you, Mom, it would take twice as long. The subway�ll get us there in ten minutes.�
�If only it hadn�t taken us half an hour to get to the subway!�
In fact, it had taken twenty minutes to walk to the subway station at Muxidi, wind-chill reducing temperatures to minus twelve or worse. And her mother had complained every step of the way, tottering precariously on unsuitably high heels. Margaret had told her that the walk through the Forbidden City itself would take nearly an hour and that she needed sensible shoes. But her mother said she didn�t have any. Margaret suspected it was more a case of keeping up appearances. Image had always been very important to Mrs. Campbell.
They had only a matter of minutes to wait on the nearly deserted platform before a train arrived that would take them east to Tiananmen Square. Mrs. Campbell endeavoured to recover both her composure and her coiffure. The train was half-empty, and they found seats easily. A hubbub of chatter in the compartment ceased as they came in, but the silence was not at first apparent because of the recorded announcement in Chinese and English informing them which station was next. In this case, Nanlishi Lu. Then there was the rattle of wheels on rails. Margaret became aware of her mother nudging her.
�What is it?�
�Everyone�s staring at us.� It was her mother�s stage whisper again.
Margaret glanced down the carriage and saw that nearly everyone was indeed watching them, in silent but unabashed curiosity. It was something Margaret had long since ceased to notice. But even today the sight of a westerner still drew stares of astonishment. Sometimes people would ask to touch Margaret�s hair, and they would gaze, unblinking, into her eyes, amazed at their clear, blue colour. �That�s because we look so strange,� she said.
�We look strange?� Mrs. Campbell said indignantly.
�Yes,� Margaret said. �We�re a curiosity. A couple of bizarre-looking, round-eyed foreign devils.�
�Foreign devils!�
�Yangguizi. That�s the word they have for us when they�re not being too polite. Literally, foreign devils. And then there�s da bidze. Big noses. You see, you might think the Chinese have got flat faces and slanted eyes. They think we�ve got prominent brows and gross features, and have more in common with Neanderthal Man. That�s because they consider themselves to be a more highly evolved strain of the species.�
�Ridiculous,� Mrs. Campbell said, glaring at the Chinese faces turned in her direction.
�No more ridiculous than those white, Anglo-Saxon Americans who think they�re somehow better than, say, the blacks or the Hispanics.�
�I don�t!� her mother protested.
But Margaret was on a roll. �You see, Mom, the lowliest Chinese peasant will look down his nose at the richest American, because he can look back on a civilisation that is thousands of years old. Their name for China translates as the Middle Kingdom. That�s because to them, China is at the centre of everything on earth, and its inhabitants superior to those who live on the periphery. And that�s you and me. So while you might like to look down on some people back home, here you are the one who is looked down on.�
This was clearly a revelation to Mrs. Campbell. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. �Ridiculous,� she said under her breath. But now she avoided meeting any of the eyes that were turned in her direction.
Margaret smiled to herself.
The wind almost blew them over as they emerged from the escalators at Tiananmen West, like the earth exhaling its frozen winter breath in a great blustering sigh. Margaret took her mother�s arm and hurried her along the broad, paved sidewalk, past the white marble bridges that spanned the moat, to the Gate of Heavenly Peace, red flags whipping in the wind all around Mao�s portrait. Mrs. Campbell, clutching her coat to her neck, turned and followed Mao�s gaze south. She had seen pictures of the portrait and the gate many times on the news. It was the clich� TV reporters could never resist, delivering countless reports to camera with Mao and the gate behind them. �Where�s the square?� she said.
�You�re looking at it.�
Mrs. Campbell�s eyes widened. �That�s the square?� She soaked it up. �Margaret, it�s huge.� In the dull haze of this windy, winter�s afternoon, she could not even see its southern end. The History Museum to the east, and the Great Hall of the People to the west were on the very periphery of their vision.
Margaret said, �We can walk across it afterwards.� And she steered her mother through the arched tunnel that took them under the Gate of Heavenly Peace and into the long concourse that led to the towering roofs of the Meridian Gate and the entrance to the Forbidden City itself. Through lines of gnarled cypress trees a constant procession of people walked the concourse in either direction, well-wrapped for warmth, although here the grey-slated buildings that lined the enclosure afforded a measure of protection from the wind. Elaborate stalls in the style of the ancient city sold tourist trinkets and hot drinks. Young girls dressed in the clothes of royal concubines posed with visitors to have their photographs taken. Tinny voices barked constant announcements through megaphones mounted on poles, disembodied voices whose anonymous owners were tucked out of sight.
A scruffy looking man approached them obliquely. �You want seedy lom?�
Mrs. Campbell said, �Sadie Lom? What�s he talking about?�
�CD Rom,� Margaret elucidated, and turning to the tout said firmly, �No.�
�How �bout DVD? Hally Potallah. I got Hally Potallah.�
�Does my mother really look like someone who wants to watch a Harry Potter movie?� Margaret said. The tout looked confused. �That�s a no,� she added, and she whisked her mother quickly away. �If anyone tries to sell you anything, just walk away,� she told her. �Don�t speak or meet their eye.�
She took her own advice several times as they then ran the gauntlet of touts trying to sell glossy guide books on the Forbidden City, only to arrive at the ticket office outside the Meridian Gate to find chains stretched between poles fencing it off, and a large sign in Chinese erected outside.
�You want buy book?� a voice at her elbow said.
She turned to the owner of the voice, an old peasant woman, and said, �What does the sign say?�
�Close,� the old lady said.
�Closed?� Margaret was incredulous. �It can�t be.�
�Big work inside. They fix.�
�Renovation?�
The old lady nodded vigorously. �Yeh, yeh, yeh. Renovation. You can still see. Buy book.�
�I don�t believe it,� Margaret�s mother said. �What do I tell the folks back home? I went to China, and it was shut?�
* * *
Tiananmen Square was busy, perhaps because the Forbidden City was closed. But there were more people than usual strolling its vastness, in spite of the bitter wind that raked across it. The air was filled with kites that dipped and swooped in the wind, red faces turned upwards, gloved hands tugging on taut lines. Groups of peasants up from the country posed for photographs with the Gate of Heavenly Peace in the background, and the queues at Mao�s mausoleum seemed longer than usual, pan-faced peasants standing patiently waiting to see the body of the man who had led their country through so many turbulent decades, lying preserved now in its glass case. Margaret�s mother declined to join the line. She had had enough.
�I�m getting tired, Margaret. Perhaps we should go home.� Words Margaret was relieved to hear.
They went through the pedestrian subway and up the stairs to the north side of Chang�an Avenue where they could get the underground train home. As they emerged again into the icy blast, Mrs. Campbell, still tottering on her unsuitable heels, stumbled and fell with a shriek of alarm. Margaret tried to catch her, but her mother�s arm somehow slipped through her fingers. She clattered on to the pavings and sprawled full length, all thoughts of trying to retain her dignity vanishing with the pain that shot through her leg from the knee which took the brunt of her weight.
Margaret crouched immediately beside her. �Mom, are you okay?�
�I�m fine, I�m fine.� But there were tears smearing her mother�s eyes, and as she turned to try to get up, Margaret saw the blood running down her shin from the gash on her knee. Her stocking was shredded.
�Don�t try to move,� Margaret said. �You�re bleeding. I�ll need to bandage it.�
As she fumbled in her purse searching for a clean handkerchief, Margaret became aware of a crowd gathering around them. The Chinese were inveterate busybodies. They always had to know what was going on, and to see for themselves. Once a crowd began to gather, like Topsy it just grew and grew. A woman picked up Mrs. Campbell�s purse and handed it to her. Another knelt down and held her hand, gabbling away to her incomprehensibly. Margaret found a packet of antiseptic wipes and started cleaning the wound. It wasn�t deep, a graze really, but her mother winced as the antiseptic stung. Someone offered her a piece of candy, but she waved it away. There were so many people around them now, they were cutting out most of the light. Margaret pulled out a hanky � she always kept a clean one for emergencies � and tied it around the knee to stop any further bleeding. �It�s okay, Mom, it�s just a graze. You can try and get up now.� And she took her mother�s arm to help her up.
There was an immediate gasp from the crowd, and several pairs of hands drew Margaret away. One woman issued a stream of rapid-fire Mandarin into her face. Margaret had the distinct impression she was being lectured for some misdemeanour, and then she realised that�s exactly what was happening. She was pregnant. She should not even be attempting to help her mother up. The crowd was incensed.
To Mrs. Campbell�s extreme embarrassment, she was lifted vertical by many hands and put back on her feet. Her leg buckled under her and she yelped in pain. But the crowd supported her. �I can�t put any weight on it,� she called to Margaret. Her distress was clear in the tears rolling down her cheeks.
�We�ll need to get a taxi,� Margaret said, discomposed by the fact that she appeared to have lost all control of the situation.
A small man in blue cotton trousers bunched over dirty trainers, and an overcoat several sizes too large, raised his voice above those of the other onlookers and took charge of Margaret�s mother. The crowd parted, like the Red Sea, and he led the elderly American lady through them, hobbling, to his trishaw which he had drawn up on to the sidewalk.
Mrs. Campbell�s distress increased. �Margaret, he�s touching me,� she wailed. �His hands are filthy, where�s he taking me?�
Margaret hurried to take her elbow. �Looks like you�re getting your first ride in a trishaw, Mom.�
He eased her up on to the padded bench seat mounted over the rear axle of his tricycle. The flimsy cotton roof had flaps extended down the back and at each side creating an enclosure which afforded at least a little protection from the weather. Margaret climbed up beside her and told him their address.
The crowd was still gathered on the sidewalk, noisily debating events, and no doubt discussing whether or not Margaret should even be out of the house. Margaret smiled and waved her thanks. �Xie-xie,� she said, and the thirty or more people gathered there burst into spontaneous applause. The driver strained sinewy old legs to get the pedals turning, and they bumped down into the cycle lane heading west.
It was a long and arduous cycle, taking nearly forty minutes. Mrs. Campbell, pale and drawn, sat clutching her daughter�s arm. Her face was smudged and tear-stained, her hair like a bird�s nest blown from a tree in a storm. All dignity was gone, and her pride severely dented. The bleeding from her knee had stopped, but it was bruised and swelling. �I should never have come,� she kept saying. �I knew I shouldn�t have come.� She shuddered. �All those horrible people with their hands on me.�
�Those �horrible� people,� Margaret said angrily, �had nothing but concern for your well-being. Do you think if you�d fallen like that on a Chicago street anyone would even have stopped to ask if you were all right? Someone would almost certainly have run off with your purse. And I can just see a taxi driver stopping to give you a lift home.�
�Oh, and I suppose your precious Chinese coolie is giving us a lift out of the goodness of his heart.� Mrs. Campbell was not far from further tears.
�He is not a coolie,� Margaret said, shocked, and lowering her voice. �That�s a terrible thing to say.�
When they finally reached the apartment block, the trishaw driver helped Mrs. Campbell out of the cab, waving aside Margaret�s offer of help, and insisted on taking her mother into the elevator and up to the apartment. Only when he�d got her seated in the living room did his expression of serious concentration slip, and a wide smile split his face.
�Oh, my God,� Margaret�s mother breathed. �Look at his teeth!�
He had one solitary yellow peg pushing out his upper lip, and three on the bottom. Margaret was mortified and delved hurriedly into her purse to retrieve some yuan notes. �How much?� she asked him. �Duoshao?� He grinned and shook his head and waved his hand. �No, no, you must,� Margaret insisted, and tried to push five, ten yuan notes into his hand, but he just backed away. And Margaret knew that having once refused he could not change his mind without losing face, mianzi.
�Zai jian,� he said and started for the door.
Margaret caught his arm. �You have a child?� she said.
He looked at her blankly and she looked around the room frantically for something to convey her meaning. There was a small framed photograph on the table of Li�s niece, Xinxin. She grabbed it and pointed at Xinxin and then at the driver. �You have a child?�
He frowned for a moment, perplexed, and then caught her drift. He nodded and grinned, then pointed to the photograph and shook his finger, before pointing it at himself.
�You have a son,� Margaret said. And she held up the folded notes and pushed them into his hand. �For your son.� And she pointed again at the photograph of Xinxin and then at him.
Clearly he understood, for he hesitated a moment, uncertain if his pride would allow him to accept. In the end, he closed his hand around the notes and bowed solemnly. �Xie-xie,� he said.
When he had gone, Margaret went back into the living room and stood glaring at her mother, who by now was feeling very sorry for herself. �You never even said thank you to him,� Margaret upbraided her.
�I don�t speak the language.�
Margaret shook her head, fury building inside her. �No, it�s not that. The truth is, he doesn�t count. Isn�t that right? He�s just some Chinese peasant with bad teeth.�
�And an eye for a fast buck. I saw he wasn�t slow to take that wad of notes you pushed at him.�
Margaret raised her eyes to the heavens and took a deep breath. When she had controlled the impulse to strike the woman who had brought her into this world, she said, �You know, there was a time when I first came here, that I saw Chinese faces as very strange, quite alien.� She paused. �Now I don�t even see them as Chinese. Maybe one day you�ll feel that way too, and then you�ll see them for what they are � just people. Just like us.�
Mrs. Campbell turned doleful eyes on her daughter. �In the light of my experiences to date, Margaret, that seems highly unlikely.� And she let her head roll back on the settee and closed her eyes.
�Jesus!� Margaret hissed her frustration. �I wish I�d never asked you to the wedding.�
Her mother opened eyes that brimmed with tears. �I wish I�d never come!�

Chapter Seven


I

Li cycled up Chaoyangmen Nanxiaojie Street as the first light broke in a leaden sky. He had taken his father out for a meal the night before, and they had sat staring at each other in silence across the table as they ate. For all the hurt and misunderstanding that lay between them, they had nothing to say to each other. He had been tempted to call Margaret and suggest he drop by, but it was her first night with her mother and instinct had told him to stay well away. He would meet her soon enough at the betrothal. Instead he had gone to bed early, and risen early to be free of the atmosphere that his father had brought to the apartment. He wasn�t sure when he would get away from the office tonight, so his sister had agreed to collect the old man from Li�s apartment and take him to the Imperial Restaurant on Tiananmen Square where they had booked the room for the betrothal meeting. Li was dreading it.
The narrow street was busy with traffic and bicycles. Braziers flared and spat sparks on the sidewalk as hawkers cooked up breakfast in great stacks of bamboo steamers for workers on the early shift. Everyone wore hats today and more muffling. Although it was perhaps a degree or two milder, the air was raw with a stinging humidity that swept in on a north wind laden with the promise of snow.
It was too early for Mei Yuan to be peddling her jian bing on the corner of Dongzhimen Beixiaojie. Right now she would be among those hardy practitioners of tai chi, who would have gathered among the trees of Zhongshan Park as soon as it opened its gates. He would catch breakfast later.
Lights flooded out from the offices of Section One into the dark, tree-lined Beixinqiao Santiao, as Li wheeled his bike past the red gable of the vehicle pound and chained it to the railing at the side entrance. The first officers were arriving for the day shift as the night shift drifted home for something to eat and a few hours� sleep.
Wu was at his desk when Li popped his head around the door of the detectives� room. The television was on, and he was watching an early news bulletin. He jumped when Li spoke. �Anything new overnight?�
�Oh, it�s you, Chief.� He hurriedly turned the sound down on the television. �We got beat in the swimming. And didn�t do too well in the track and field either. We might just have pinched it, only the women�s three thousand meters champion failed to turn up, and the Americans took it by half a lap.�
Li sighed. �I was talking about the investigation, Wu.�
�Sorry, Chief. Nothing really. A lot of legwork and not much progress.�
The door of Tao�s office opened, and Qian emerged from it clutching an armful of folders, juggling them to free a hand to switch out the light. �Morning, Chief.�
�Qian. I thought it was a bit early for the Deputy Section Chief.� Qian grinned and dumped the folders on his desk.
Li was halfway up the corridor before Qian caught up with him. �Chief,� he called after him, and Li stopped. �It�s probably nothing, but since you were interested in the break-in at that photographer�s studio, I thought you might like to know.�
�What�s that?� Li asked, his interest less than lukewarm. He continued on up the corridor. Qian followed.
�I got a call from the local bureau first thing to let me know. There was another break-in again last night. Only this time Macken was there and they gave him a bit of a going over.�
Li stopped. �Is he alright?� He had a picture in his memory of Macken as a small, fragile man. It wouldn�t take much to damage him.
�Just cuts and braises, I think. The thing is, Chief, it was something very specific they were after.� He paused, knowing he had Li�s interest now.
�What?� Li said.
�The contact prints he made from the negatives they stole the night before.�
Li scowled. He was more than interested now. �How the hell did they know he�d taken contact prints?�
Qian made a tiny shrug. �That�s what I wondered, Chief. I mean, outside of the local bureau, and the three of us, who even knew he�d made them?�
Li glanced at his watch and made an instant decision. �Let�s go see him.�
* * *
Macken and Yixuan lived in a small two-bedroom apartment on the tenth floor of a new tower block development in Chaoyang District. Yixuan was not at home when they arrived, and Macken showed them into his study. It was a small, untidy room, walls stuck with prints that had been pasted there for reference. The Macintosh computer on his desk was almost submerged by drifts of papers and prints and stacks of books, mostly of or about photography. A bureau pushed against one wall was stuffed to overflowing with more paperwork and rolls of exposed film. Strips of negatives hung from a length of wire strung across the window.
��Scuse the mess, folks,� Macken said. �I�m gonna have to get this goddamn place cleared out before the baby arrives. It�s gonna be the nursery.� He pulled out a pack of cigarettes. �You guys smoke?� He grinned shiftily. �Only room she�ll let me smoke in. And only when she�s out. She says I�ve got to give up when the baby arrives. God knows why. I only smoke �cos there�s no other way to get filtered air in this goddamn city.�
Qian took one. Li declined, and Macken lit up. He had a bruise and swelling beneath his left eye, and a nasty graze on his forehead and cheek. Macken caught Li looking.
�They threatened to do a lot worse. And, hey, I�m no hero. So I gave �em the contacts.�
Li said, �Would you be able to describe them?�
�Sure, they were Chinese.� He shrugged and grinned. �What can I tell you?� His smile faded. �What I can�t figure is how the hell they knew I had them.�
�Who else knew?� Li asked.
�Outside of me, Yixuan, and the officers from the bureau, no one. Except you guys, I guess.� He puffed on his cigarette. �So when the officers from the bureau came the second time, I didn�t tell them I still had a copy. I suppose it�s safe enough to tell you.�
�You made two contact sheets?� Li said.
�No. After the negatives got taken the other night I scanned the contacts into the computer.� He searched about through the mess of papers on his desk and found a Zip disk. He held it up. �Brought �em home with me, too. Wanna take a look?�
Li nodded, and as Macken loaded the file into his computer, glanced at Qian. Qian�s English was limited, and Macken�s was quickfire and very colloquial. Li wondered how Qian had managed with him on the phone the other day. �You following this?�
Qian shrugged. �Just about.� And, as if he had read Li�s mind, added, �His wife translated for us yesterday.�
Macken brought the contact sheet on to his screen. Each photograph was tiny and difficult to interpret. �I can blow �em up, one by one,� he said. �Quality�s not great, but at least you can see �em.� With the mouse, he drew a dotted line around the first picture, hit a key and the print filled the screen. It was very grainy, but clearly a shot of a swimming pool, stained glass windows along one side, mosaic walls at either end depicting scenes from ancient China. �Can�t figure why anyone would want to steal this shit,� he said. �I mean, they�re not even good pics. I just rattled �em off for reference. You wanna see �em all?�
Li nodded, and Macken took them through each of the prints, one by one. Shots of comfortable lounge seats arranged around giant TV screens, massage rooms with one to four beds, the sauna, the communications centre with young women wearing headsets sitting at banks of computers arranged in a pentagon around a central pillar. There was a restaurant, a tepinyaki room, a conference room. In a shot of the main entrance, light falling through twenty-foot windows on to polished marble, there were five figures emerging from a doorway. Three of them, in lounge suits, looked like management types, with expensive haircuts and prosperous faces. Li could nearly smell the aftershave. A fourth was a big man who wore a tracksuit and had long hair tied back in a ponytail. A fifth, unexpectedly, was white, European or American. He looked to be a man in his sixties, abundant silver hair smoothed back from a tanned face against which his neatly cropped silver beard was starkly contrasted. He looked paunchy and well fed, but unlike the others was dressed casually, in what looked like a corduroy jacket, slacks and old brown shoes. His white shirt was open at the neck.
Li asked him to hold that one on screen. �Do you know who these people are?�
Macken said, �The one on the left is the CEO. The bigwig. The other two suits, I dunno. Other management, I guess. They all look like clones, these people. The guy in the tracksuit is a personal trainer. They got a gym down the stairs, you�ll see it in a minute. Members can ask the trainer to design workouts just for them. The guy in the beard, no idea.�
�Can you give me a printout of that one?�
�Sure. I can print them all off if you want.�
�That would be good.�
Macken resumed their journey through the remaining contacts. The gym was well equipped with every mechanical aid to muscle-building you could imagine, plus some. Macken cackled. �Looks like the kind of place they might have put you in the Spanish Inquisition.�
There was a shot of the toilets, marble and mirrors in abundance. �Goddamn john smelled like a flower shop,� Macken said. �Gives the lie to that old joke about Chinese toilets. You know it?� Li shook his head. �How long does it take to go to the toilet in China?� Li shrugged and Macken grinned. �As long as you can hold your breath.� He laughed at his own wit. �But that place is so goddamn clean you could eat your dinner off the floor.� Li was not amused.
They came to a picture of a large office with a checkerboard wall at one end opposite a huge horseshoe desk and a glass meeting table with five chairs around it. One wall was also completely glass, with an armed security guard standing self-consciously by the door. The room was filled with potted plants, and a young woman stood by the desk dressed all in black, flared trousers and a polo-neck sweater. Her hair was drawn back from an attractive, finely featured face with a slash of red lipstick. �That�s JoJo,� Macken said, and he turned to Qian. �You know, the one I told you about yesterday.� Qian nodded.
Li said, �The one you thought was missing.�
�I don�t just think it,� Macken said. �She is missing.� His flippancy deserted him, his twinkling expression replaced by a frown of genuine concern. �After I spoke to you people yesterday I made a real effort to try and track her down. She�s not at her work. I phoned several times and they said she hadn�t been there for days. I�ve called her apartment about ten times. No answer. Her cellphone�s been disconnected. Her emails get returned as undeliverable. I even got Yixuan to call her parents, but they haven�t heard from her in weeks.� He half smiled. �My reasons for wanting to find her ain�t entirely altruistic. She set this job up for me, but I ain�t signed a contract yet, and without a contract there ain�t no money.�
�When did you take the pictures?� Li asked.
�Day before yesterday.�
�So she�s only really been �missing� for two days.�
Macken thought about it and shrugged. �I guess. Seems longer.�
Li nodded towards the screen. �Why the armed guard?�
�Oh, they got this big collection of priceless artefacts in the boss� office.� He pointed at a door beyond the desk. In there. �Vases, jewellery, ancient weapons, you name it. Worth a goddamn fortune.�
�Do you have a picture of it?�
�Nah. They wouldn�t let me in there. I was real damn curious. Asked, you know. But they weren�t having any of it.�
Li turned to Qian. �I think we�d better pay this place a visit, don�t you.�

II

The Beijing OneChina Recreation Club was in the heart of a redeveloped area of Xicheng District on the west side of the city. The twin apartment blocks above it had views over Yuyuantan Park and the lake. The entrance sat back from the road, behind a high stone wall. Armed security guards manned electronic gates. Beyond, a small ornamental garden had been created in the heart of what was otherwise pure cityscape. A cobbled path serpentined its way through manicured grass to a summerhouse with exaggeratedly up-turned eaves at its four corners. An artificial stream, which in summer would be alive with carp, was frozen solid. Great attention had been paid to the feng shui of this place. Li and Qian climbed nine steps to the doors, and Li glanced into a large glass room displaying Ming vases and artefacts of war, bronze weapons two thousand years old, a skull of earliest Han man. Facing them as they entered were three gold statuettes fronting a huge tapestry woven in gold thread. Li had called ahead on his cellphone, and they were expected. Two girls in shimmering gold qipaos bowed to them in greeting as they entered, and a tall young man in a dark suit asked them to follow him.
He led them through hushed corridors, walls lined with pale hessian, past polished beechwood doors, tables with statues and flowers, and unexpected groupings of sofas and lounge chairs in odd private corners. They passed the glass wall of what Li recognised as the communications centre. The girls at the computers glanced at them as they passed. At the end of the hall they took an elevator up two floors to the administration level and out into the office where JoJo had stood by her desk watching Macken take his photographs. Thick-piled carpets deadened their footsteps as the flunky led them past the armed guard at the entrance. He knocked on the door behind JoJo�s empty desk and waited until he heard a voice invite them to enter. Then he opened the door and let Li and Qian in.
Li recognised the CEO from the photograph. He was young, perhaps only thirty, with the square-jawed, round-eyed good looks of a Hong Kong film actor. His silk suit was beautifully cut, and as he shook Li�s hand, Li noticed that his fingernails were not only manicured, but glazed with a clear varnish.
�I�m very pleased to meet you, Section Chief Li,� he said. �Your reputation goes before you. I�m Fan Zhilong, chief executive of the company, and the club.� His cheeks dimpled attractively when he smiled, and his manner was easy and confident. He gave Qian�s hand a cursory shake. �Come in, come in.� He closed the door behind them, and they crossed an acre of cream carpet to a boomerang-shaped black lacquer desk. Three chairs were arranged along the near side of it, and Fan urged them to be seated while he rounded the desk to his executive leather. He lifted a couple of business cards and handed one to each of them and then sat back.
Li glanced at the card. Fan Zhilong was CEO of OneChina Holdings Limited, a company listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, and owners of the Beijing OneChina Recreation Club. He looked up to find Fan regarding him thoughtfully. �What can I help you with, Section Chief?� The desk in front of him was almost empty. There was a diary, a blotter, a pen holder and a leather-bound calculator. At the far end was a keyboard and flat screen monitor. Mr. Fan did not seem like a man overburdened with paperwork.
�I am hoping that I can, perhaps, be of assistance to you,� Li said. And as he spoke, he noticed the large alcove beyond the desk. The priceless artefacts of which Macken had spoken were arranged on black shelves lining the three walls, each with its own spotlight. Plates, vases, daggers, tiny figurines. A baby grand piano sat in the centre of the space, beautifully carved, polished and lit in the cross-beams of the various spots.
Fan�s dimples reappeared. �I�m intrigued.�
�We are investigating a break-in at the studio of the photographer you commissioned to photograph the club for your publicity brochure.�
�Ah, yes. Mr. Macken. The American. Of course, the job has not exactly been promised to him. We still have to approve his submission.� Fan paused. �A break-in?�
�Yes,� Li said. �What�s odd is that the only thing stolen was the negative of the film he shot here in your club.�
Fan looked suitably perplexed. �Why would anyone want to steal that? Are you sure that�s what they were after?�
�They came back the following night when they learned he had taken contact prints and demanded that he hand them over.�
Fan frowned. �Well, I�m sure it�s all very puzzling, but I don�t really see what it has to do with us.�
�Perhaps nothing at all,� Li said. �But it turned out that Macken had copied his contact prints into his computer. So fortunately he still had copies that we were able to look at.� He lifted a large envelope. �In fact he was able to run off prints for us.�
�May I see?� Fan leaned across the desk, and Li handed him the envelope. He drew out the prints to look at them.
�It was while he was showing me them that Mr. Macken told me about the items you have on display here in your office, explaining that was why you have an armed guard on the door out there.� Li paused. �That�s when it occurred to me that the people who were after these prints may well have been in search of pictures of the interior of the club in preparation for a robbery.�
Fan glanced up at him. �You think so?�
�It�s possible, Mr. Fan. Just what kind of price would you put on your�� he nodded towards the alcove ��collection?�
�The insurance company valued it at around five million yuan, Section Chief. They would only insure it if we provided armed security. We�re pretty well prepared for any eventuality. So I�m not too concerned about the possibility of a robbery.�
�That�s reassuring to hear, Mr. Fan.� Li held out his hand for the photographs. �But I thought it worth making you aware of what had happened.� Fan slipped the prints back in the envelope and handed them across the desk. �I�ll not waste any more of your time.� Li stood up. �It�s quite a place you have here. Do you have many members?�
�Oh, yes, we�ve done brisk business since we opened six months ago. However, it was a massive investment, you understand. Three years just to build the complex. Which is a long time to tie up nearly thirty million dollars of your capital. So we are always anxious to attract new members.�
�Hence the brochure.�
�Exactly. And, of course, the photographs will also be going on to our Internet site. So they�re hardly a state secret.� Fan paused. �Would you like a look around?�
�I�d be very interested,� Li said. �As long as you are not viewing us as prospective clients. One membership would cost more than the combined year�s earnings of my entire section.�
Fan smiled ingratiatingly, dimples pitting his cheeks. �Of course. But, then, we do have special introductory rates for VIPs such as yourself. We already count several senior figures in the Beijing municipal administration among our members, as well as a number of elected representatives of the National People�s Congress. We even have some members from the Central Committee of the CCP.�
Li bridled, although he tried hard not to show it. This sounded to his experienced ear like both a bribe and a threat. A cheap membership on offer, as well as a warning that Fan was not without serious influence in high places. Why on earth would he feel the need to make either? He said, �Is membership exclusively for Chinese?�
�Not exclusively,� Fan said. �Although, as it happens, all of our members are.�
�Oh?� Li pulled out the prints again and flipped through them until he found the photograph of the four Chinese and the Westerner. He held it up for Fan to see. �Who�s this, then?�
Fan squinted at the picture and shrugged. �I don�t know.�
�But that�s you in the photograph, isn�t it?�
�Yes.� He looked at the picture again. �I think he was a friend of one of the members. They are allowed guests. But I can�t remember who he was.� He held out his hand towards a door opposite his desk. �If you�d like to follow me, gentlemen.�
The CEO led them into a private lounge, and then beyond a screen to double glass doors leading to the swimming pool they had seen in Macken�s photographs. The coloured light from the stained-glass windows shimmered across the surface of the pool in a million fractured shards. The air was warm and humid and heavy with the scent of chlorine. �One of the perks of the job,� Fan said. �An en-suite pool. I can take a dip any time I like.�
He led them down a tiled staircase to the sauna below. In a large chamber, walls and floor lined with pink marble, they sat on a chaise longue to remove their shoes and slide their feet into soft-soled slippers. Another dark-suited flunky led them into a long corridor flanked by pillars. At intervals along each wall, the carved heads of mythical sea creatures spouted water into troughs of clear water filled with pebbles and carp. The sauna area was huge. The floors were laid with rush matting, and the walls lined by individual dressing-tables with mirrors and hair-driers for the more vain among the members. There were private changing rooms, and cane furniture with soft cream cushions. The sauna itself lay behind floor-to-ceiling glass walls, and steps led up to a bubbling plunge pool that swept around a central column. More water cascaded from a modern sculpture, and hidden lighting created a dramatic visual effect to accompany the sounds of rushing water.
�We�re very proud of our sauna,� Fan said. �It is a great favourite with our members.�
He took them through into the lobby which served the physiotherapy and massage rooms. A pretty girl in club uniform smiled at them from behind a reception desk. The rooms were as Li and Qian had seen them in Macken�s photographs, low beds covered with white towels facing large TV screens. Li wondered what activities other than the buying and selling of international stock really took place in these rooms.
Upstairs, Fan took them through several conference rooms and into his own private entertainment area. Soft settees were set around low tables and a pull-down projection TV screen. There was a large, round banqueting table, and through an arch, the aural accompaniment to the food was provided in the form of a grand piano, with chairs and music stands set out for a string quartet.
�Although, essentially, the entertainment room is provided for the use of the CEO,� Fan said, �it can also be hired out by members. As, of course, can the main dining room itself, as well as several smaller dining rooms. But the tepanyaki room is the most popular for private functions.� He led them down a corridor into a small oblong room where it was possible to seat eight around a huge rectangular hotplate where a Japanese chef would prepare the food as you waited.
Li had never seen such opulence. And it was hard to believe that while China�s nouveau riche gambled their new-found wealth on the international exchanges, and sat here dining on exotic foods, or basking in the sauna, or swimming languidly from one end of the pool to the other, people a matter of streets away shared stinking communal toilets and counted their fen to pay for an extra piece of fruit at the market. He found it distasteful, almost obscene. A bubble of fantasy in a sea of grim reality.
They followed Fan back through a labyrinth of corridors to the main entrance hall. Fan looked back over his shoulder. �Give you a taste for the good life, Section Chief?�
�I�m quite happy with my life the way it is, thank you, Mr. Fan,� Li said. He glanced at a plaque on the wall beside tall double doors. THE EVENT HALL, it read. �What�s an event hall?�
�Just what it says, Section Chief,� Fan said. �A place where we hold major events. Concerts, ceremonies, seminars. I�d let you see it, but it�s being refurbished at the moment.�
They stopped at the front door to shake hands, watched by staff standing to attention behind desks that lined the hall to left and right.
�I appreciate your visit and your concern, Section Chief, and in the light of what you have told me, I will consider asking for a review of our security.� He nodded towards the glass antiques room. �We have exhibits in there worth several millions as well.�
Li was about to open the door when he paused. �Oh, by the way,� he said, �Mr. Macken seemed rather concerned about the whereabouts of your personal assistant, JoJo.�
Fan raised an eyebrow. �Did he?� But he wasn�t volunteering any information.
Li said, �Perhaps we could have a word with her before we go?�
�Sadly, that�s not possible, Section Chief. I fired her.�
�Oh? What for?�
Fan sighed. �Inappropriate behaviour, I�m afraid. JoJo had one of our apartments upstairs. It went with the job. I discovered she was �entertaining� members up there after hours. Strict rule of the club. Staff are forbidden to fraternise with the membership.�
�Which means you threw her out of her apartment as well?�
�She was asked to leave immediately, and I put a stop on her cellphone account, which was also provided by the company.�
�Have you any idea where she went?�
�None at all. I do know she had a boyfriend in Shanghai at one time. Perhaps she�s gone off there to lick her wounds.�
When they were out on the street again, Li turned to Qian. �What do you think?� he asked.
Qian grinned. �I think if he�d offered me a cut-price membership I�d have bitten his hand off.�
Li nodded thoughtfully. �What I don�t understand is why he made the offer at all. If he�s got nothing to hide, he�s got nothing to fear from me. So why try and buy me off?�
�You�re getting paranoid in your old age, Chief. Just think of the kudos he�d get from having Beijing�s top cop on his books.�
�Hmmm.� Li was thoughtful for a moment. Then he said, �I think we�ve probably been wasting our time on this, Qian. Better get back to the section.�

III

As they parked outside Section One, the first flakes of snow fluttered on a wind with an edge like a razor. Tiny, dry flakes that disappeared as they hit the road. There were too few of them yet for there to be any danger of them lying. Moments earlier, as they had passed Mei Yuan�s corner, Li had seen her stamping her feet to keep them warm. Business was slow, but Li had no time to eat and so they had not stopped.
On their way up the stairs they met Tao in the stairwell coming down and had a brief conference on the landing of the second floor. Li made an effort to be civil, and told him about the developments with Macken and their visit to the club.
�So you think someone�s planning to rob the place?� Tao asked.
�It�s a possibility,� Li said. �I�ve warned them of it. But their security�s pretty good, so I don�t see that there�s much else we can do.�
Tao nodded. �I have a meeting with the administrator,� he said. �I�ll be back in about an hour.� He got a further half a dozen steps down the stairs before he stopped and called back, �You have heard about the athlete who�s gone missing?�
Li frowned. �No.� And then he remembered Wu saying something about someone not turning up for a race.
�Chinese three thousand meters indoor champion,� Tao said. �Failed to show up for her race last night. Now, apparently nobody can find her.�
A dozen detectives were gathered around the TV set in the detectives� room. A few faces turned towards the door as Li and Qian came in. Sun waved him over. �Chief, this could be important.�
There was a news bulletin on air, reporting on the aftermath of the China � USA indoor athletics meeting, and the failure of the Chinese distance runner, Dai Lili, to turn up for her race the previous evening. She had been favourite to win the three thousand meters, and if she had that would have been enough to tip the overall points balance in China�s favour. So there were a lot of unhappy people around this morning. And still no sign of Dai Lili. The American press had cottoned on to the fact that there was something strange going on, and given Beijing�s promise of free and open reporting during the Olympic Games, the authorities were reluctant to clamp down too hard on the foreign media. There was live coverage of a veritable media scrum outside the Capital Indoor Stadium, with both foreign and domestic journalists pressing for an official statement. In the background Li could hear an American reporter speaking to camera. �The failure of Chinese champion Dai Lili to turn up for the event, comes on top of a disastrous month for Chinese athletics in which up to six of the country�s top athletes have died in unusual circumstances�� So the genie was out of the bottle. And there would be no way now to get it back in.
Wu was saying, �She lives on her own in an apartment on the north side, Chief, but apparently there�s nobody home. Her parents say they don�t know where she is either. And given our current investigation, I figured maybe it was worth following up.�
Li nodded. �What do we know about her?�
�Not much yet,� Sun said. An image of her face flashing on to the screen caught his eye. �That�s her.�
Li looked at the face and felt the skin prickling all over his head. He had seen her for only a few moments in poor lighting on the landing of Margaret�s apartment, but the birthmark was unmistakable. She had wanted to speak to Margaret. Margaret had given the girl her address, and she had already turned up there once. Given the fate met by six of her fellow athletes, it was all just too close to home for comfort.
He said to Sun, �Get your coat. We�re going to the stadium.�
* * *
Li and Sun had to elbow their way through the crowds of reporters and cameramen gathered outside the official entrance to the stadium, bigger flakes of snow falling now with greater regularity. The mood of the media was more subdued than Li had seen earlier on television, the cold sapping energy and enthusiasm. Hostile eyes followed the two detectives to the door, where Li rapped on the glass and showed his ID to an armed guard inside.
Supervisor of Coaching Cai Xin was not pleased to see them. �I have better things to do with my time, Section Chief, than to waste it on fruitless police interviews.� His mood had hardly been improved by defeat.
Li said evenly, �I can arrange, Supervisor Cai, to have you taken to Section Six for interrogation by professionals if you�d prefer.�
Which stopped Cai in his tracks. He looked at Li appraisingly, wondering if this was a hollow threat. Cai was a man not without influence after all. �I don�t see what possible interest the police could have in any of this,� he said.
�We have six dead athletes,� Li said. �And now a seventh has gone missing. So don�t fuck with me, Cai. Where can we talk?�
Cai took a deep breath and led them to his private room, trackside, where he had spoken to Li and Margaret three nights earlier. The colour had drained from his face, a mix of anger and fear. �I could have you reported, Section Chief, for speaking to me like that,� he hissed, and he glanced at Sun.
Sun shrugged. �Seemed perfectly civil to me, Supervisor Cai,� he said, and Cai saw that there would be little point in pursuing his indignation. Better just to get this over with.
�What do you want to know?� he said curtly.
�Who told the media about the dead athletes?� Li asked.
�I�ve no idea. But when six of your best Olympic prospects fail to turn up for a major international event, then questions are going to be asked. And some of those deaths are hardly secret. The car crash which all but wiped out my relay team was reported in the China Daily last month.�
�Why didn�t Dai Lili turn up last night?�
�You tell me? She seemed very cosy with your American friend.�
Li sensed Sun turning to look at him. But he kept his focus on Cai. �What makes you think that?�
�I saw them talking out there in the lobby the other night.�
�After you�d given your athletes strict instructions not to speak to either of us,� Li said, and Cai immediately flushed.
�I don�t know anything about that,� he said.
�Yeh, sure,� Li said. �And I suppose you never asked her what it was she was speaking to Doctor Campbell about.�
�No, I didn�t.�
�Wouldn�t she tell you? Was that the problem? Did you fall out over it? Is that why she failed to turn up?�
�This is preposterous!�
�Is it? She was very keen to speak to Doctor Campbell about something. Something she never got the chance to do, because she ran off scared when she saw you. I don�t suppose you�d know what it was she wanted so urgently to tell her?�
�No, I wouldn�t. And I resent being questioned like this, Section Chief. I resent your tone and I resent your attitude.�
�Well, you know what, Supervisor Cai? You probably don�t know it, but my investigation into your dead athletes has turned into a murder inquiry. And there�s a young girl out there somewhere who could be in very grave danger. For all I know, she might be dead already. So I don�t particularly care if you don�t like my tone. Because right now yours is the only name on a suspect list of one.�
Cai blanched. �You�re not serious.�
�You�ll find out just how serious I am, Supervisor Cai, if I don�t get your full co-operation. I want her home address, her parents� address, her telephone number, her cellphone number, her email address, and any other information that you have on her. And I want it now.�
As they crossed the bridge over the river beyond the stadium, Sun breathed in the lingering scent of the sewer and his face wrinkled in disgust. He blew out his cheeks and hurried to the other side. He turned as Li caught him up. �You were a bit hard on him, Chief,� he said. �You don�t really consider him a suspect, do you?�
�Right now,� Li said, �he�s the best we�ve got. He�s the only common factor. He was known to all of the victims. He�s hostile and defensive, and he has a very dodgy track record on the subject of doping. He gave his athletes instructions not to talk to me the other night, and then saw Dai Lili speaking to Margaret. Suddenly Dai Lili goes missing. Big coincidence.�
�What did she want to speak to Doctor Campbell about?�
Li shook his head in frustration. �I wish I knew.�

IV

Dai Lili�s parents lived in a crumbling siheyuan courtyard in a quarter of the city just west of Qianmen and south of the old city wall which had protected the imperial family and their courtesans from the vulgar masses that thronged outside the gates of the ancient capital. In the days before the Communists, the streets here were full of clubs and restaurants and gambling dens. It was a dangerous place to venture alone in the dark. Now Qianmen was a vibrant shopping area, filled with boutiques and department stores, fast food shops and upscale restaurants.
Li inched his Jeep through the afternoon traffic on Qianmen�s southern loop, past sidewalks crowded with shoppers buying long johns and Afghan hats. A young woman dressed as Santa Claus stood in a doorway hailing passers-by with a loudspeaker, urging them to buy their loved ones jewellery this Christmas.
They took a left into Xidamochang Street, little more than an alleyway lined with barber shops and tiny restaurants where proprietors were already steaming dumplings for that night�s dinner, dumplings that were particularly delicious if allowed to go cold, and then deep fried in a wok and dipped in soy sauce. They narrowly missed knocking down a haughty girl in a full-length hooded white coat who refused to deviate from her path. Cyclists wobbled and criss-crossed around them, collars pulled up against the snow that was driving in hard now on the north wind.
About three hundred meters down, they parked up and went in search of number thirty-three. Bamboo bird cages hung on hooks outside narrow closes, birds shrilling and squawking, feathers fluffed up against the cold. Outside number thirty-three, a young man in a fawn anorak was throwing a ceramic bead into the air for a grey and black bird which would return to land on his outstretched left hand for a piece of corn as a reward for catching it.
The entrance to the home of Dai Lili�s parents was through a small red doorway in a grey brick wall. The carcasses of several bikes lay around outside, cannibalised for their parts. A narrow close led over uneven slabs into a shambolic courtyard stacked with the detritus of half a century of people�s lives, overspill from homes barely big enough for their occupants. Nothing, apparently, was ever thrown away. Li asked an old woman with bow legs and a purple body warmer over an old Mao suit where he could find the Dai family, and she pointed him to an open doorway with a curtain hanging in it. Li pulled the curtain aside and smelled the sour stench of stale cooking and body odour. �Hello? Anybody home?� he called.
A young man emerged from the gloom, scowling and aggressive. �What do you want?� His white tee-shirt was stretched over a well-sculptured body, and there was a tattoo of a snake wound around his right arm, its head and forked tongue etched into the back of his right hand.
�Police,� Li said. �We�re looking for the parents of Dai Lili.�
The young man regarded them sullenly for a moment then nodded for them to follow him in. He flicked aside another curtain and led them into a tiny room with a large bed, a two-seater settee and a huge television on an old dresser. A man in his fifties sat smoking, huddled in a padded jacket, watching the TV. A woman was squatting on the bed, dozens of photographs spread out on the quilt in front of her. �Police,� the boy said, and then stood in the doorway with arms folded, as if to prevent further intruders or to block their escape.
Li inclined his head so that he could see the photographs that the woman was looking at. They were pictures, taken trackside, of Dai Lili bursting the tape, or sprinting the last hundred meters, or arms raised in victory salute. Dozens of them. �Do you know where she is?� he said.
The woman looked at him with dull eyes. �I thought maybe you were coming to tell us.�
�Why?� Sun asked. �Do you think something has happened to her?�
The man turned to look at them for the first time, blowing smoke down his nostrils like an angry dragon. �If something had not happened to her, she would have been there to run the race.� There was something like shame in his eyes where once, Li was sure, there would only have been pride.
�Do you have any idea why she didn�t turn up?�
Dai Lili�s father shook his head and turned his resentful gaze back on the television. �She tells us nothing,� he said.
�We don�t see her much,� said her mother. �She has her own apartment in Haidian District, near the Fourth Ring Road.�
�When was the last time you saw her?�
�About two weeks ago.�
�How did she seem?�
Her father dragged his attention away from the screen again. �Difficult,� he said. �Argumentative. Like she�s been for months.� There was anger mixed now with the shame.
�Things haven�t been easy for her,� her mother said quickly in mitigation. �Her sister has been going downhill fast.�
�Her sister?� Sun asked.
�Ten years ago she was the Chinese ten thousand meters champion,� the old woman said, the pain of some unhappy recollection etching itself in the lines on her face. �Lili wanted so much to be like her. Now she is a cripple. Multiple sclerosis.�
�Lili�s done everything for her!� Li and Sun were startled by the voice of the young man in the doorway coming unexpectedly to his sister�s defence, as if there were some implicit criticism in his mother�s words. The two detectives turned to look at him. He said, �That�s all that ever drove her to win. To get money to pay for the care of her sister. She doesn�t live in some fancy flat like all the rest of them. Everything she�s ever earned has gone to Lijia.�
Sun said, �Where is Lijia?�
�She is in a clinic in Hong Kong,� her father said. �We have not seen her for nearly two years.�
�They say she is dying now,� the mother said.
�Could Lili have gone to see her?� Li asked.
The mother shook her head. �She never goes to see her. She couldn�t bear to look at her, to see her wasting like that.�
Li said to her father, �You said Lili was argumentative.�
�She never used to be,� her mother said quickly. �She used to be such a lovely girl.�
�Until she started winning all those big races,� her father said, �and making all that money. It was like she felt guilty for being able to run like that while her sister was withering to a shadow.�
�If anything made her feel guilty it was you.� There was unexpected bitterness in the voice of Dai Lili�s brother. �Nothing she could ever do would make her as good as her sister. Not in your eyes. And you resented it, didn�t you? That she was the only one who could do anything to help Lijia. While all you could ever do was sit on your fat ass and watch TV and collect your invalidity from the state.�
And Li noticed for the first time that Dai Lili�s father had only one leg. The left trouser leg was empty and folded under him on the settee. Li�s eyes strayed to a crude-looking prosthetic limb propped in the corner of the room, straps hanging loose and unused. When he looked up again, the boy had left the room. �Do you have a key for her apartment?� he asked.
* * *
The snow was lying now in the street, the merest covering, pretty in the lights from the windows and streetlamps, but treacherous underfoot. There was very little light left in the sky, helping to deepen the depression that Li carried with him from the house. He checked his watch and handed Sun the keys of the Jeep.
�You�d better take it,� he said. �You�ll be late for your antenatal class.�
�I don�t care about the class, Chief,� Sun said. �It�s Wen having the baby, not me. I�ll go to the girl�s apartment with you.�
Li shook his head. �I�ll get a taxi. And then I�m going straight on to the betrothal meeting.� He summoned a smile from somewhere. �Go on. Go to the hospital. It�s your baby, too. Wen�ll appreciate it.�

V

The Tian An Men Fang Shen Imperial Banquet Restaurant stood on the east side of Tiananmen Square behind stark winter trees hung with coloured Christmas lights. Margaret�s taxi dropped them on the corner, at the foot of stairs leading to twin marble dragons guarding the doors to the restaurant. Mrs. Campbell�s knee, bandaged and heavily strapped, had stiffened up so that she could hardly bend it. To her mother�s indignation, Margaret had borrowed a walking cane from an elderly neighbour. �I am not an old lady!� she had protested, but found that she was unable to walk without it. An affront to her self-image and her dignity.
Margaret helped her up the steps, and they were greeted inside the door by two girls dressed in imperial costume � elaborately embroidered silk gowns and tall, winged black hats with red pompoms. The entrance to the restaurant was filled with screens and hanging glass lanterns, its ornamental cross-beams colourfully painted with traditional Chinese designs. A manageress, all in black, led them past the main restaurant and into the royal corridor. It was long and narrow, lanterns reflecting off a highly polished floor. The walls were decorated with lacquered panels and red drapes. There were private banqueting rooms off to left and right. Li had booked them the Emperor�s Room, and Margaret�s mother�s jaw dropped in astonishment as she hobbled in ahead of her daughter. A four-lamp lantern hanging with dozens of red tassels was suspended over a huge circular banqueting table. Each of seven place settings had three gold goblets, a rice bowl, spoon, knife and chopstick rest, also in gold, and lacquered chopsticks tipped with gold at the holding end. Each serviette was arranged in the shape of an imperial fan. At one end of the room, on a raised dais, were two replica thrones for the emperor and empress. At the other, through an elaborately carved wooden archway, cushioned benches and seats were gathered around a low table on which all the presents from each family were carefully arranged. Soft Chinese classical music plinged gently through hidden speakers.
Mei Yuan had been sitting on the long bench waiting for them. Earlier in the day Margaret had taken the gifts from the Campbell family to Mei Yuan�s siheyuan home on Qianhai Lake. Mei Yuan, acting as Li�s proxy, had selected the gifts from the Li family and arrived early at the restaurant to set out the offerings from both families and await the guests. She stood up, tense, smiling. Margaret looked at her in wonder. Mei Yuan�s hair was held in a bun on the top of her head by a silver clasp. She wore a turquoise blue embroidered silk jacket over a cream blouse and a full-length black dress. There was a touch of brown around her eyes, and red on her lips. Margaret had never seen her dressed up, or wearing make-up. She had only ever been a small peasant woman in well-worn jackets and trousers and aprons, with her hair pulled back in an elastic band. She was transformed, dignified, almost beautiful. And Margaret felt tears prick her eyes at the sight of her.
�Mom, I�d like you to meet Mei Yuan, my very best friend in China.�
Mrs. Campbell shook Mei Yuan�s hand warily, but was scrupulously polite. �How do you do, Mrs. Yuan?�
Margaret laughed. �No, Mom, if it�s Mrs. anything, its Mrs. Mei.� Her mother looked confused.
Mei Yuan explained. �In China, the family name always comes first. I am happy for you simply to call me Mei Yuan.� She smiled. �I am very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Campbell.�
There was an awkward exchange of pleasantries about flights and weather before the conversation began to run dry. They all took seats as a girl in a red patterned tunic and black trousers poured them jasmine tea in small, handleless, bone china cups, and there was a momentary relief from the need to make small talk as they all sipped at the hot, perfumed liquid. To break the silence, Mei Yuan said, �Li Yan did not come for his breakfast this morning.�
Mrs. Campbell said, �Margaret�s fianc� takes his breakfast at your house?�
�No, Mom. Mei Yuan has a stall on a corner near Li Yan�s office. She makes kind of hot, savoury Beijing pancakes called jian bing.�
Mrs. Campbell could barely conceal her surprise, or her horror. �You sell pancakes on a street corner?�
�I make them fresh on a hotplate,� Mei Yuan said. �But really only to feed my passion in life.�
Margaret�s mother was almost afraid to ask. �And what�s that?�
�Reading. I love books, Mrs. Campbell.�
�Do you? My husband lectured in modern American literature in Chicago. But I don�t suppose that�s the kind of reading you�re used to.�
�I am a great admirer of Ernest Hemingway,� Mei Yuan said. �And John Steinbeck. I am just now reading The Great Gatsby by Scott Fitzgerald.�
�Oh, you�ll enjoy it,� Mrs. Campbell said, for the moment forgetting who she was talking to. �A talented writer. But Gatsby was the only really great thing he wrote. He was ruined by alcohol and his wife.�
�Zelda,� Mei Yuan said.
�Oh, you know about her?� Mrs. Campbell was taken again by surprise.
�I read about them both in Mr. Hemingway�s autobiography of his time spent in Paris.�
�A Moveable Feast. It�s a wonderful read.�
�It made me so much want to go there,� Mei Yuan said.
Mrs. Campbell looked at her appraisingly, perhaps revising her first impressions. But they had no opportunity to pursue their conversation further, interrupted then by the arrival of Xiao Ling and Xinxin with Li�s father. Xinxin rushed to Margaret and threw her arms around her.
�Careful, careful,� Mei Yuan cautioned. �Remember the baby.� Xinxin stood back for a moment and looked at the swelling of Margaret�s belly with a kind of wonder. Then she said, �You�ll still love me after you have your baby, won�t you, Magret?�
�Of course,� Margaret said, and kissed her forehead. �I�ll always love you, Xinxin.�
Xinxin grinned, and then noticed Mrs. Campbell. �Who�s this?�
�This is my mommy,� Margaret said.
Xinxin looked at her in astonishment. �You are Magret�s mommy?�
�Yes,� Mrs. Campbell said, and Margaret saw that her eyes were alive for the first time since she had arrived. �What�s your name?�
�My name�s Xinxin, and I�m eight years old.� And she turned to Xiao Ling. �And this is my mommy. Xiao Ling. But she doesn�t speak any English.�
Mei Yuan took over then and made all the introductions in Chinese and English. Mrs. Campbell remained seated after Margaret explained that she had injured her leg in a fall. The last to be formally introduced were Margaret and Li�s father. Margaret shook the hand which he offered limply, and searched for some sign of Li in his eyes. But she saw nothing there. His old man�s face was a blank, and he turned away to ease himself into a seat and turn a disconcertingly unblinking gaze on Margaret�s mother.
Xinxin was oblivious to any of the tensions that underlay relations among this odd gathering of strangers and said to Mrs. Campbell, �What�s your name, Magret�s mommy?�
�Mrs. Campbell.�
Xinxin laughed and laughed. �No, no,� she said. �Your real name. Your given name.�
Mrs. Campbell seemed faintly embarrassed. �Actually, it�s Jean.�
�Jean,� Xinxin repeated, delighted. �That�s a nice name. Can I sit beside you, Jean?�
The elderly American flushed with unexpected pleasure. �Of course, Xinxin,� she said, trying very hard to pronounce the name correctly.
And Xinxin climbed up on the bench beside her and sat down, her feet not touching the floor. She took Mrs. Campbell�s hand quite unselfconsciously and said, �I like Magret�s mommy.� And in Chinese to Li�s father, �Do you like Jean, too, Grandad?�
And Margaret saw him smile for the first time, although she had no idea what was said in the exchange between grandfather and grandchild. �Sure I do, little one. Sure I do.�
And then they all sat smiling at each other in awkward silence. Margaret glanced at her watch. �Well, the only thing missing is Li Yan. As usual. I hope he�s not too late.�

VI

The taxi dropped Li on the edge of a wide slash of waste ground. There were no lights, the road here was pitted and broken, and the driver refused to take his car any further. Looking back, Li could still see the tall streetlights on the Fourth Ring Road, catching in their beams the snow that drove horizontally across the carriageway. He could only just hear the distant roar of the traffic above the whining of the wind. Somehow, somewhere, the driver had taken a wrong turn. Li could see the lights of the tower blocks where Dai Lili lived, but they were on the other side of this bleak, open stretch of ground where hutongs and siheyuans, once home to thousands, had been razed to the ground. It was easier to walk across it than have the driver go round again to try to find the right road.
He watched the taillights of the taxi recede towards the Ring Road, and pulled up his collar against the snow and the wind to make his way across the wasteland that stretched in darkness before him. It was harder than he had imagined. The tracks left by great heavy treaded tyres churning wet earth in the Fall had frozen solid and made it difficult to negotiate. Frozen puddles had disappeared beneath the inch of snow that now lay across the earth, making it slippery and even more treacherous.
He knew that he was already late for the betrothal. But he had come this far, and once he got to the apartment he would call on his cellphone to say he would be another hour. He slipped and fell and hit the ground with a crack. He cursed and sat for a moment in the snow nursing a painful elbow, before getting back to his feet and pushing on again towards the distant towers, cursing his luck and his situation. It was another fifteen minutes before the lights of the courtyard in front of the first tower picked out the cars that were parked there, and threw into shadow the bicycles that sheltered under corrugated iron. He was almost there.
A voice came out of the darkness to his left, low, sing-song and sinister. �What do we have here?�
�Someone�s lost his way.� Another voice from behind.
�Lost your way, big man?� Yet another voice, off to his right this time. �We�ll set you on your way. For a price.�
�Better hope you got a nice fat wallet, big man. Or you could be a big dead man.� The first voice again.
Li froze and peered into the darkness, and gradually he saw the shadows of three figures emerging from the driving snow, converging on him from three sides. He saw the glint of a blade. He fumbled quickly in his pocket for the penlight he kept on his keyring, and turned its pencil-thin beam on the face of the nearest figure. It was a young man, only seventeen or eighteen, and he raised a hand instinctively to cover his face. Snowflakes flashed through the length of the beam.
�You boys had better hope you can run fucking fast,� Li said, realising he was shouting, and surprised by the strength of his own voice.
�What are you talking about, shit-for-brains?� It was the first voice again. Li swung the torch towards him and he stood brazenly, caught in its light.
�I�m a cop, you stupid little fuck. And if I catch you you�re going to spend the next fifteen years re-educating yourself through labour.�
�Yeh, sure.�
Li pulled out his ID, holding it up and turning the penlight to illuminate it. �You want to come closer for a better look?�
There was a long, silent stand-off in which some unspoken message must have passed between the muggers, because almost without Li realising it they were gone, slipping off into the night as anonymously as they had arrived. He peered through the driving snow but could see nothing, and he felt the tension in his chest subsiding, and the air rushing back into his lungs, stinging and painful. God only knew how close he had been to a knife slipped between the ribs. Nice place to live, he thought.
* * *
Dai Lili�s apartment was on the seventh floor. The elevator was not working, and Li was grateful that the runner had not lived twenty storeys up. He unlocked the stairgate and climbed wearily up seven flights of stairs. Every landing was piled with garbage, and there were usually three or four bicycles chained together on each. A smell of old cabbage and urine permeated the whole building. Green paint peeled off damp walls, and vandals had scrawled obscenities in all the stairwells. Most of the doorways had padlocked steel grilles for additional security.
Li could not help but make a comparison with the homes of the other athletes he had visited in the last few days. There was none. They were at opposite ends of the social and financial spectrum. Here lived the poor of Beijing, rehoused in decrepit tower blocks thrown up to replace the communities which the municipal planners had seen fit to demolish. They had been just as poor then, but the traditional Chinese values of family and community had survived a thousand years of poverty, and people had felt safe, a sense of belonging. Overnight their security, their communities and their values, had been destroyed. And this was the result.
The security gate on Dai Lili�s door was firmly locked, but the light-bulbs in the hallway had been stolen and it took Li several minutes, fumbling in the dark with his penlight, to find the right key and unlock it. When, finally, he got the door itself open, he stepped into another world. The foul odours which had accompanied him on his climb were absent from the cool, sterile atmosphere of the apartment. He hurriedly closed the door to keep the foul stuff out, and found the light switch. The apartment was small. Two rooms, a tiny kitchen, an even smaller toilet. Naked floorboards had been sanded and varnished a pale gold. The walls were painted cream and unadorned with pictures or hangings. There was little or no furniture. A bed and a small desk in one room. Nothing in the other except for a padded grey mat on the floor, about two meters square. A series of diagrams had been pinned to one wall illustrating a sequence of exercises designed to tone every muscle group in the body. Li could see the impressions in the mat where Lili must have performed her last set of exercises. But there was nothing to indicate when that might have been.
There were no curtains on the windows, and he stood for a moment looking south at the lights of the city, and the snow driving through them out of a black sky. He turned and cast his eyes around the room. What kind of creature was she that could live in a place like this? Spartan, without personality, without warmth.
He went back to the bedroom. The single bed was dressed with a white duvet and one pillow, neatly plumped and cold to the touch. Sliding doors revealed a built-in closet. Her clothes hung there in neat rows. Tracksuits and tee-shirts and shorts. Nothing for dressing up. Socks and panties were carefully stacked on shelves, and half a dozen pairs of trainers and running shoes sat side by side on a shoe-rack in the bottom of the closet. On the desk, a hairbrush still had some strands of her hair caught between its bristles. There was a comb, a tub of facial astringent, unscented. No make-up. This girl was obsessive. There was room for only two things in her mind, in her life; her fitness and her running.
In the kitchen there were fresh vegetables in a rack, fresh fruit in a bowl on the worktop. In the cupboard Li found packets of brown rice, tinned fruit and vegetables, dried lentils and black beans. In the tiny refrigerator there was tofu and fruit juice and yoghurt. No meat anywhere. Nothing sweet. No alcohol. No comfort eating.
The toilet was spotlessly clean. A shower head on the wall drained through a grille built in to the concrete floor. There was anti-bacterial soap in the rack, a bottle of unperfumed hypo-allergenic shampoo. Li opened a small wall cabinet above the sink and felt the hair stand up on his neck and shoulders. This girl, who wore no make-up, who used unscented soap and shampoo, who cleaned her face with unperfumed astringent, had two bottles of Chanel sitting in her bathroom cabinet, side by side. The same brand as the after-shave he had found in the homes of Sui and Jia Jing. He sprayed each in turn into the cold, clear air of the toilet and sniffed. One he did not recognise. It had a harsh, lemon smell, faintly acidic, certainly not sweet. The other he knew immediately was the same as the aftershave he had breathed in at Jia Jing�s apartment. Strange, musky, like almonds and vanilla. Again, bitter. No hint of sweetness.
It was a coincidence too far, bizarre and unfathomable, and he cursed himself for not having paid more attention to his earlier concerns about the same scents turning up in the other apartments. They had made an impression on him at the time, but it had been fleeting and all but forgotten. He slipped one of the bottles into his pocket and started going through the apartment again in the minutest detail. He lifted the mat in the main room and rolled it into a corner. There was nothing else in the room. In the bedroom he checked inside every shoe, and went through the pockets of all the jogpants. Nothing. He was about to leave the room when something caught his eye lying against the wall on the floor beneath the desk. Something small and gold-coloured that was catching the light. He went down on his knees to retrieve it, knowing that he had found what he was looking for. He was holding a little cylindrical aerosol breath freshener, and suspected that when he finally found this girl she was going to be long dead.
In the hallway outside her apartment, he had locked the door and the gate before remembering that he had meant to call the restaurant to tell them he would be late for the betrothal. He cursed under his breath and fumbled to switch on his phone in the dark. He pressed a key and the display lit up. The slightest of sounds made him lift his head in time to see a fist, illuminated by the light of his phone, in the moment before it smashed into his face. He staggered backwards, dropping his phone, gasping and gagging on the blood that filled his airways. Someone behind him struck him very hard on the back of the neck and his legs buckled. He dropped to his knees and a foot caught him on the side of his head, smacking it against the wall. He heard his own breath gurgling in his lungs before a blackness descended on him, soft and warm like a summer�s night, and his pain melted away.

VII

Plates of food sat piled on the revolving centre of the banqueting table. Delicacies served to the emperor. Snake and scorpion, five-flavoured intestine, jelly fish, sea slugs. And more mundane fare. Meat balls and sesame buns, soup and dumplings. Everything hot had long since gone cold. And everything cold seemed even less appetising than when served. Nothing had been touched. Margaret�s mother had spent much of the time eyeing the table with great apprehension and, Margaret thought, when Li failed to appear and the meal appeared destined to remain uneaten, considerable relief. The gifts in front of them remained unopened.
Margaret was angry and worried at the same time. It was more than an hour since Mei Yuan had called Section One to find out what had happened to Li. Nobody knew. And there was no response from his cellphone. The atmosphere had deteriorated to the point where the tension between the two families gathered for the betrothal was very nearly unbearable. Conversation had long since dried up. Mei Yuan had done her best to stay animated and fill the silences with her chatter. But even she had run out of things to say, and they all sat now avoiding each other�s eyes. Xinxin was fast asleep with her head on Mrs. Campbell�s lap, purring gently, the only one of them unconcerned by the fact that her uncle was more than two hours late.
The two waitresses who had brought the food stood on either side of the door exchanging nervous glances, concerned, embarrassed, and resisting a temptation to giggle. They quickly stood aside as the manageress entered briskly with a harrassed-looking Qian in tow. His face was flushed, colour blushing high on his cheeks beneath wide eyes that betrayed his concern.
Margaret was on her feet immediately. �What is it?�
Qian spoke quickly, breathlessly, in Chinese for several seconds and Margaret turned to Mei Yuan to see the colour drain from her face. She looked at Margaret and said in a small voice, �Li Yan has been attacked. He is in the hospital.�
* * *
Li had been drifting in and out of consciousness for some time, aware of a dazzle of overhead light, the beeping of a machine off to his left, winking green and red lights registering on the periphery of his vision. He had also been only too aware of a pain that appeared to have wrapped itself around his chest like a vice. His head throbbed, and his face felt swollen and incapable of expression. His tongue seemed extraordinarily thick in a dry mouth that tasted of blood. Just to close his eyes and slip away was a blissful escape.
Now he was aware of a shadow falling over his eyes and he opened them to see Margaret�s worried face looking down at him. He tried to smile, but his mouth hurt. �Sorry I was late for the betrothal,� he said.
She shook her head. �The lengths you�ll go to just to get out of marrying me, Li Yan.� And her words brought back to him a dark cloud of recollection, his meeting with the Commissioner. Had it really only been yesterday morning? She added, �The doctor says nothing�s broken.�
�Oh, good,� Li said. �For a moment there I thought it was serious.� Margaret�s hand felt cool on his skin as she laid it gently on his cheek. It had taken her half an hour to get a taxi, another hour to get to the hospital. The snow had turned to ice on the roads and the traffic had slithered into chaos. �Who did this to you, Li Yan?�
�Some punk kids.� He cursed his carelessness. They must have followed him up to the seventh floor and waited in the dark for him to come back out.
�Not related to the case?�
�I don�t think so. Just muggers. They threatened me outside and I scared them off.� They had taken his wallet, his cellphone, the keys of the apartment, his Public Security ID.
�Not far enough,� Margaret said.
He raised himself up on one elbow and groaned with the pain. �What are you doing?� she said, concerned.
He pointed to a chair across the room. �The plastic bag on that chair,� he said with difficulty. �You�ll find my jacket inside.� He found it hard to believe now that he had had the presence of mind to get the first officer on the scene to strip it off him and bag it. He had become conscious when Dai Lili�s neighbour from the end of the hallway had nearly fallen over him in the dark. Almost his first thought was the bottle of perfume in his pocket. His fingers had found broken glass as they felt for it in the dark, the strange musky-smelling liquid soaking into the fabric. �There�s a bottle of perfume in one of the pockets. Broken. Only, I don�t think it�s perfume that was inside it. I�m hoping there�s enough of it soaked into the fabric of the jacket for you still to be able to analyse it.�
Margaret left him briefly to look inside the bag. She recoiled from the smell. �Jesus, who would wear perfume like that?� And she knotted the bag tightly.
�Athletes,� Li said. �Dead athletes. I found it in the apartment of the girl who was so keen to talk to you.�
Margaret was shocked. �Is she dead?�
�Missing. But I�m not confident of finding her alive.� Margaret returned to the bed, perching on the edge of it and taking his hand.
�I don�t like what�s happened to you, Li Yan. I don�t like any of this.�
Li ignored her concern. �In one of the other pockets you�ll find a small aerosol breath freshener. I�d like to know what�s in it.�
�We�re not going to know any of that stuff till tomorrow,� Margaret said, and she pushed him gently back down on to the bed. �So there�s no point in worrying about it till then. Okay?�
His attempt at a smile turned into a wince. �I guess.� He paused. �So what did you make of my father?�
Margaret thought about how his father had barely even looked at her during their two-hour wait in the restaurant. �It�s difficult to know,� she said tactfully, �when someone doesn�t speak your language.�
Li frowned. �He speaks English as well as Yifu.�
Margaret felt anger welling suddenly inside her. �Well, if he does, he didn�t speak a word of it to me.�
Li closed his eyes. �He is an old bastard,� he said. And he opened his eyes again to look at Margaret. �He disapproves of me marrying outside of my race.�
�Snap,� Margaret said. �My mother�s exactly the same. If only she�d known he spoke English they could have passed the time exchanging disapproval.� She squeezed his hand. �Oh, Li Yan, why did we bother with any of them? We should just have eloped.�
�If only it was that easy.�
She sighed. �What are we going to do?�
�About what?�
�The betrothal. We can�t get married if you don�t ask me.�
�I�ll re-book the restaurant. We�ll do it tomorrow night.�
�You�re in no fit state,� she protested.
�You said there was nothing broken.�
�You�re concussed. They�ll not let you out if you�re still that way in the morning.�
�I�m out of here first thing tomorrow,� Li said. �Whether I�m concussed or not. That girl�s missing. If there�s the least chance that she�s still alive, then I�m not going to lie here feeling sorry for myself when somebody out there might be trying to kill her.�

Chapter Eight


I

Bicycle repair men sat huddled around a brazier, wind fanning the coals and sending occasional showers of sparks off to chase after the snow at its leading edge. About three inches had fallen overnight and Beijing had ground to a halt. There were no ploughs or gritters or low-traction vehicles for spreading salt on the roads. Just a slow-motion ballet of vehicles gliding gently into each other and bicycles dumping their riders unceremoniously in the middle of the road. Even the siren and flashing blue light on Li�s Jeep was unable to speed their progress, and only its four-wheel drive had kept them on the road.
Sun pulled into the kerb outside the Beijing New World Taihua Plaza at number 5 Chongwenmenwai Street and slithered around to the passenger side to help Li out. Li pushed him aside irritably, and eased himself down to the street. The strapping on his chest, beneath his shirt, helped support him, but if he bent or twisted, it still hurt like hell. His face was swollen, black under each eye, and it was still painful to eat or smile. Not that he was much inclined to smile today. Sun reached in beyond him to retrieve the walking stick that Wu had brought into the section that morning. It had belonged to his father and had a large rubber stopper at the end of it. What irked Li more than being given it was that he found it very nearly impossible to get around without it. Especially in the snow. He snatched it from Sun and hobbled over the frozen pavement to the entrance.
The security guard remembered them. He couldn�t take his eyes off Li as he rode up with them in the elevator to the fifteenth floor.
�What are you looking at?� Li growled.
�Fall in the snow?� the security man ventured.
�No, I got the shit kicked out of me by a gang of muggers. Hazards of the job. Still want to be a cop?�
The security man opened the door to Sui�s apartment and Li tore off the crime scene tape rather than try to duck under it. They went straight to the bathroom. The Gillette Mach3 razor and the box of four heads was still on the shelf above the sink. But the two bottles of Chanel aerosol aftershave and the gold-coloured breath freshener were gone.
�Shit!� Sun said. He opened the bathroom cabinet. �They�re not here.�
Li pushed him out of the way. �They must be.� But the cabinet contained only the spare box of toothpaste, the packs of soap, the unopened box of aspirin and the jar of cotton pads. He turned angrily towards the security guard. �Who the hell�s been in here?�
�No one,� the security man said, shaken. He saw his hopes of joining the force flushing away down the toilet. �Just cops and forensics. You people.�
�And you�d know if there had been anyone else?� Sun said.
�No one gets into the building who�s not supposed to be here.� The security man was very anxious to please. �The only other people with access to the apartment would be staff.�
Sun�s cellphone rang. Li reflexively went for the phone that he normally kept clipped to his belt, before remembering that the muggers had taken it. Sun answered, then held the phone out to Li. �Wu,� he said. Li had sent Wu over to Jia Jing�s apartment to get the aftershave from the bathroom there.
�Chief,� Wu�s voice crackled in his ear. �I can�t find any aftershave. Are you sure it was in the bathroom cabinet?�
Li had also sent Qian over to Dai Lili�s apartment to get the bottle of perfume he had left behind, but he knew now that, too, would be gone. And he began to wonder if his attackers had, after all, been the muggers he had taken them for. He told Wu to go back to the section and handed the phone back to Sun.
�What�s happened?� Sun asked.
Li shook his head. �The aftershave�s gone there, too.� Sun�s cellphone rang again. �That�ll be Qian, no doubt with the same story.� Sun answered the phone. �Wei?� And he listened intently for a few moments. Then he snapped his phone shut and turned thoughtful eyes on Li.
�What is it?�
�They found a body in Jingshan Park,� Sun said. �A young woman.�
* * *
Jingshan Park was situated at the north end of the Forbidden City, on an artificial hill constructed with earth excavated from the moat around the Imperial Palace. Five pavilions sited around the hill represented the five directions of Buddha � north, south, east, west and centre. Each had commanding views of the city, and in more clement weather, Li often climbed up to the central Wanchunting Pavilion � the Pavilion of Everlasting Spring � at the very top of the hill, to look down upon the capital city of the Middle Kingdom and try to unravel the endless complications of his life. Today, in the snow, and following his battering of the night before, he did not relish the climb. Or the complications that awaited him.
The police had closed off the park, and a large crowd was gathered in the road outside the south gate. Li and Sun had to push their way through. Inside, a dozen or more uniformed officers milled around on the cobbled concourse, watching a teenage girl dressed in the red embroidered costume of an empress sweeping a path through the snow with a long-handled broom. It was falling almost as fast as she cleared it. But with the tourists ejected, and no one to pose with her for photographs, it was the only way she had of keeping warm. Mournful vendors stood beneath the pillars of their empty stores, ruing the loss of a day�s income and cursing the killers of the girl on the hill for making their lives just that little bit harder.
Detective Sang hurried across the concourse from the path that led up the hill. �Got to be careful on these steps, Chief. They�re lethal in the snow. We�ve already had several accidents on the marble stairs at the top.�
Through the evergreen cypresses that climbed the steep slopes of the hill, Li could just see, blurred by the falling snow, the four upturned corners of the Wanchunting Pavilion with its three eaves and its golden glazed-tile roof. �Where is she?� he asked.
�The Jifangting Pavilion, Chief.�
Li knew it, and his eyes panned west to see if he could spot the green-glazed tiles of its octagonal two-tiered roof. But it was obscured by the trees. They began the long climb.
�One of the park attendants found her about an hour after they opened up this morning, Chief,� Sang told them on the way up. �The weather meant there weren�t too many people in the park first thing, or she�d probably have been found earlier. Poor guy�s been treated for shock.�
�The attendant?�
�Yeh. It�s pretty messy up there, Chief. Blood everywhere. She must have been brought here during the night and butchered. She was left lying on this kind of stone dais thing under the roof. Looks like there might have been a statue on it or something at one time.�
�A bronze Buddha,� Li said. �It was stolen by British and French troops in nineteen hundred.� He had a clear picture in his mind of the tiny pavilion, open on all sides, its roof supported on ten blood red pillars, the carved stone dais at its centre protected by a wrought iron fence.
It took nearly fifteen minutes to climb the serpentining path up the side of the hill, stepping gingerly on the last few steps to where the track divided, heading east up to the summit and the Pavilion of Everlasting Spring, and west down to Jifangting, the Fragrance Pavilion. Through the trees below them, Li saw its snow-covered roof, and the crowd of uniformed and plain-clothes officers around it. Harassed forensics officers were attempting to keep everyone at bay in order to try and make sense of the tracks in the snow. But it was way too late now, Li knew. And in all likelihood the original tracks of the killer would have been covered by several more inches of snowfall.
He and Sun made their way carefully down the path in Sang�s wake.
�In the name of the sky, Li, can you not keep these goddamn moron detectives off my snow!� Li turned to find himself looking into the tiny coal black eyes of senior forensics officer Fu Qiwei. But it was anger that burned in them today, not mischief. They opened wide when he saw Li�s face. �Fuck me, Chief! What happened to you?�
�Collision with a fist and a foot. Surely you can�t make any sense of these tracks now, Fu?�
�Weather centre says it stopped snowing sometime during the night. Sky cleared for about an hour and temperatures dropped before the cloud rolled back in and there was more snow.�
�So?�
�Killers� tracks could be frozen under the second fall. We already got some good prints from the blood on the floor inside. If you can keep your flatfoots from trampling all over it, we might be able to brush the snow back down to the frozen stuff.�
�Alright,� Li shouted. �Anyone who is not essential get back up the hill now!�
Detectives and uniformed officers moved away in quiet acquiescence, leaving Fu�s team nearly invisible in their white Tivek suits. Doctor Wang and his photographer from pathology stood shivering under the roof, sucking on cigarettes held between latex fingers. The body had been covered with a white sheet. Normally, by now, blood would have soaked through it, stark against the white. But the blood, like the body beneath it, was frozen solid. And it was everywhere all around the pavilion, caught in its vivid crimson freshness by the freezing temperatures. Li had rarely seen so much blood. It lay in icy pools and frozen spurts all around the central dais, rivulets of it turned to ice as it ran down the carved stonework.
He took a deep breath. No matter how often you came face to face with it, you never got used to death. It took him by surprise every time, a chill, depressing reminder of his own mortality, that he, too, was just flesh and blood and would one day lie cold and lifeless on a slab.
Off down to their left he saw the sweeping eaves of the north gate of the Forbidden City, and the russet roofs beyond, laid out in perfect symmetry. Through the pillars of the pavilion he could see, on its island in the middle of Beihai Lake, the White Dagoba Temple, turned into a factory during the Cultural Revolution. Immediately below, the factories of today belched smoke out into the haze of snow and pollution that filled the Beijing sky. Somewhere, below them and to the east, near the south gate, was the locust tree from which the last Ming emperor, Chong Zhen, had hanged himself to escape the marauding Manchu hordes. This was a place not unused to change, or to death.
A grim-faced Wang approached him. �It�s a messy one, Section Chief,� he said. �I never really understood what blood lust meant until today. These bastards must have gorged themselves on it, must have been covered in it from head to toe.�
�More than one?�
�At least half a dozen, judging by the footprints in the blood.� He sighed. �I counted more than eighty stab wounds, Chief. These guys brought her up here, stripped her naked, and just kept stabbing her and stabbing her. Long bladed knives. I�ll be able to tell more accurately when I get her on the table, but I�d say nine to twelve inches long.� He shook his head. �Never seen anything like it. You want to take a look? We�ve still got to do the pics.�
Li had no real desire to see what lay beneath the sheet. Wang�s description of how she died had been graphic and sickening enough. He pictured her as he had seen her for those few moments in the hallway outside Margaret�s apartment. She had been so young and timid, her small face marred by its purple birthmark. And he saw her in the photographs her mother had been looking at on the bed, breaking the tape, smiling, exultant. �Let�s do it,� he said.
They stepped carefully up to the dais and Wang pulled back the sheet. She looked as if she were covered in large black insects, but Li quickly saw that they were the wounds left in her flesh by the knives. She was covered in blood, and it was pooled all around her where once a statue of Buddha had smiled benignly on the world. Her flesh was blue-tinged and stark in its contrast with the blood which had leaked out from every hole made in her by the knives. Her black hair was fanned out on the stone, stuck to the frozen blood. Longer than Li remembered it. He frowned. The birthmark was gone. He stood staring at her in confusion before the mist cleared and he realised it was not who he had expected to see. It was not the runner, Dai Lili. It was Jon Macken�s missing friend, JoJo. Only, now she wasn�t missing any more.

II

Their taxi crawled slowly over the humpbacked Qianhai Bridge that marked the intersection between Qianhai and Houhai Lakes. It had stopped snowing but the roads were still treacherous, and a sky the colour of pewter promised more to come. Out on Houhai, two men had cut a hole in the snow-covered ice, and sat on boxes fishing and smoking. The taxi took a left and followed the lake down a tree-lined street, grey brick courtyards on either side of narrow hutongs running off to their right.
�This is ridiculous, Margaret,� Mrs. Campbell was saying for the umpteenth time. �I would have been perfectly all right staying in the apartment on my own.�
�You don�t come all the way to China, Mom, and spend your entire time on your own in a room ten feet square.�
�You live in one,� her mother pointed out. �And I seem to recall spending more time than I care to remember sitting in a restaurant without eating, with people who couldn�t speak my language.�
Margaret sighed. She had asked Mei Yuan to look after her mother today so that she could check out the lab results on Li�s perfume and breath freshener. But Mrs. Campbell wasn�t pleased. �I don�t need a babysitter,� she had said.
The taxi drew up outside Mei Yuan�s siheyuan, and Margaret asked the driver to wait. She helped her mother out of the car and supported her left arm as she hobbled through the red gateway into the courtyard beyond. Mrs. Campbell looked around with some distaste. �She lives here?� Margaret had thought it one of the tidier siheyuan she had seen.
Mei Yuan greeted them at the door. �Good morning, Mrs. Campbell.�
And Mrs. Campbell put on her brave face. �Mei Yuan,� she said, her pronunciation still less than perfect.
�I thought today I might teach you how to make jian bing.� Mei Yuan smiled mischievously.
�Jan beeng?� Mrs. Campbell frowned.
�Yes, you remember, Mom, I told you. That�s the Beijing pancakes that Mei Yuan makes at her stall.�
Her mother looked horrified. But Mei Yuan took her hand to lead her into the house. �Don�t worry, I�m sure I can find you some heavy clothes to keep you warm.�
Margaret said quickly, �Got to go. Have a good day. I�ll catch up with you later.� And before her mother could object she was gone, and the taxi went slithering off down the lakeside road.
* * *
The corridor on the top floor of Section One was deserted. Margaret looked into the detectives� room, but it was empty. She heard the distant hum of the central heating boiler, and the muted tapping of fingers on keyboards coming from another floor. She walked on down the corridor and heard voices coming from the big meeting room at the end. Lots of voices, some of them raised. She heard coughing and the clearing of throats, a brief ripple of nervous laughter. She smelled the cigarette smoke out here. And then one voice silencing the others, grave and authoritative. She recognised it immediately. Li. When she had phoned the hospital earlier he had already gone. She was glad to hear that there was nothing wrong with his voice at least. She smiled to herself and went into his office and closed the door to wait for him.
His desk was piled high with folders and strewn with all manner of papers. There were binders piled along the wall beneath the window and on top of the filing cabinet. She could not imagine what was in them all, or how Li ever found time to read them. The Chinese police, it seemed to her, were obsessed by paperwork, by the minutest collection of every shred of evidence, no matter how small, no matter how remotely connected. There were rarely any sudden leaps forward in an investigation. It was always pedantic and painstaking, and took for ever. Li, alone among the policemen she knew here, had developed an unnervingly accurate instinct for the cases he worked, would follow an intuition, make a leap of faith. He cracked more cases, more quickly, than anyone else. But he went against tradition, rubbed his superiors up the wrong way, stepped on toes, made enemies. By comparison, the cutting up of dead bodies was child�s play.
She smiled to herself and sat in his seat and saw Macken�s prints strewn across the desk beneath an open folder. She moved the folder aside and began idling through the photographs. She had no idea what they were. Grainy colour prints of some very upmarket sort of establishment. A swimming pool, sauna, restaurants, conference rooms. She stopped for a moment and looked at a picture of a girl standing by a desk looking at the camera. An attractive girl with her hair pulled back rather severely. She dropped it and moved on, stopping again at the only other picture with people in it. Three young men in dark suits, a fourth, bigger man, in a tracksuit, and a Westerner. A man perhaps in his middle sixties, with a head of well-groomed white hair and a close-cropped silver beard. He was tall. Taller than the Chinese, and good-looking in a rugged, sunbed sort of way. While the men in suits looked stiff and formal, the Westerner appeared relaxed, his open-necked shirt worn like a badge of informality. The odd thing was that he seemed vaguely familiar. Margaret was puzzled, because she knew that she didn�t know him, and anyway China was somehow the wrong setting. And yet the grainy quality of the picture was strangely apposite. And then she knew she had seen his picture in a newspaper, or a newsreel. Where, or when, she had no idea. But the familiarity of his face made it likely that she had seen it more than once. She struggled to try to find a context for it, but infuriatingly nothing would come. She put the picture down. If she forced her conscious attention elsewhere, perhaps her subconscious would do the hard work for her.
It was then that she noticed the pile of photographs lying on the top folder on the desk. From her oblique angle she could see that they were taken at a crime scene. A body lying in blood. She pulled them down to take a look and was shocked by the number of stab wounds puncturing the young woman�s naked body. She could see, even from the photograph, that a knife, or knives, had rained down on her in repeated slashing strokes. Although, oddly, they did not appear to be frenzied strokes like you might expect when so many wounds had been inflicted. There was something almost regular, controlled, about them. It smacked of ritual. And then she looked at the face and realised it was the attractive girl standing by the desk in the photograph she had been looking at just moments earlier.
* * *
Li had been caught off-balance by the death of JoJo. His whole mindset had been elsewhere, focused on another case, and he had been so certain that the girl under the sheet would be Dai Lili. Although in retrospect, searching through the rationale which had led him to that expectation, he had found none. There were dozens of young women murdered every year.
But not like this.
The detectives in the room who had been at the scene were still shocked by the image of the girl in the pavilion, blood frozen on the stone. Men who had seen things they cared to remember only in their worst nightmares. But something about the sheer brutality of JoJo�s murder, the extraordinary number of stab wounds, had left each and every one of them shaken. Yet one more image to file away in the darkest recesses of their minds.
The detectives who had not been there were shocked by the photographs strewn across the desk.
Everyone listened in silence now as Li took them through the events of the preceding day when he and Qian had followed up what had initially seemed like a minor break-in at a photographer�s studio. A sequence of events which had led them to an instant recognition of the girl in the park, and the thought that perhaps in some way the break-in and the murder might be connected.
They kicked around the idea that the photographs had been stolen in preparation for a burglary, that JoJo was in some way involved. It was she who had got Macken the job of taking the pics, after all. But if she was involved, why would they need Macken�s photographs? Surely her inside knowledge would have been far more useful? And as the club�s CEO had pointed out, the pictures were going to be published anyway, in a glossy brochure, and on the Internet. And why would any of this have led to her murder, particularly in such a brutal and bloody way? Li was specifically concerned that she had been taken someplace so public, where she was bound to be discovered, laid out on the stone dais as if on a sacrificial altar.
�You think somebody�s trying to tell us something, Chief?� Wu asked.
�I don�t know if it�s aimed at us,� Li said. �But it�s as if her killers were making a statement of some kind. There�s something incredibly cold and calculated about her murder. Although she was naked, there�s no hint of any sexual motivation. I mean, if you�re going to take a girl to a park in the middle of the night, strip her, stab her to death and then leave her spread out on a stone slab for the world to see, you�d have to have a reason, wouldn�t you? And the fact that there were half a dozen or more of them involved, means there was collusion, planning.� He shook his head. �Like some kind of ritual, or sacrifice, or both.� Unknowingly he had touched on the same thought as Margaret, although for different reasons.
He was both horrified and intrigued, but also acutely aware that time was running out, at least for him. And this case was a distraction, a sideshow at the main event. His announcement that he was putting Sun in charge of it was met with silence. Most of the officers in the room were more senior than Sun, and any one of them might have cause to feel resentful, or jealous. But Li needed them focused on the dead athletes. He snatched a glance at Tao sitting at the other end of the table, and saw the animosity simmering silently in his eyes. The most natural thing would have been for him to delegate the JoJo murder to his deputy. But he was unwilling to place too much trust in Tao. He quickly looked away. There were bigger issues than office politics.
�I don�t want us losing our focus on the athletics case,� he said. �Because the events of the last twenty-four hours are starting to raise some serious issues, not least for our own investigation.� He paused. �Someone with inside knowledge has been tampering with evidence.�
This time the silence around the table was positively tangible. Even the smoke from their cigarettes appeared to freeze in mid-air. Li explained himself, going through, step by step, the sequence of events which had led him the previous evening to Dai Lili�s apartment in Haidian District, and the discovery of the Chanel perfume and the gold-coloured aerosol breath freshener. �It would stretch credibility beyond acceptable limits to believe that Jia, Sui and Dai all used the same scents, and all carried the same aerosol breath freshener.� He laid his hands out flat on the table in front of him. �Now, I have no idea what the significance of perfumes and breath fresheners are. But that they have significance in this case is beyond doubt. After I took one of the Chanel bottles from Dai�s apartment last night, all the other bottles disappeared from the other apartments.�
Qian said, �How do you know they weren�t taken before that?�
�I don�t,� Li said. �Except that you yourself went this morning to get the bottle I left in Dai Lili�s apartment last night, and it was gone. I suspect now that my attack was not, after all, unrelated to the case, and that the bottle I took would have been taken by my attackers if it hadn�t broken in my pocket. But the very fact that I had taken it clearly alerted someone to the fact that I suspected a significance. And so, all those seemingly innocent bottles in the other apartments had to go.�
�Are you suggesting that someone within the section is responsible for that?� Tao asked, and there was no mistaking the hostility in his voice.
�No,� Li said. �I�m not. But somebody is watching us very carefully. Somebody seems to know enough about what we�re doing and where we�re at to stay one step ahead of us.� He took a long, slow breath. �I thought, last night, that the breath freshener I took from Dai�s apartment was still in my jacket pocket. Now, I took a bit of a battering, and in all the confusion, I could have been wrong about this. But when I got back here from Jingshan this morning, I got a call from the lab at Pau J� Hutong to tell me they couldn�t find any breath freshener.� More silence. �Doctor Campbell took the jacket last night from the hospital to the lab, sealed in an evidence bag. It was locked in the repository overnight until the technicians came in this morning. No breath freshener. It may be that it wasn�t there in the first place, that my attackers took it last night. Or it may be that someone removed it from the repository during the night. Either way, apparently they didn�t know that we already had another one.�
�That�s right,� Wu said suddenly, remembering. �Jia Jing had one on him. We found it when we went through his stuff at the autopsy.�
Li nodded. �So we still have something to analyse. And what the stealers of the perfume didn�t realise either, is that there was enough of it soaked into my jacket for us to analyse that, too. With luck, we�ll have the results of both those tests later today.�
�What about the girl?� Sang said. �The runner, Dai Lili. What do you think has happened to her?�
�I have no idea,� Li said. �But I have no doubt that her disappearance is related to all the other cases. And I don�t expect to find her alive.� He let that thought sink in for some moments. �But until we know she�s dead, we have to assume that she�s not. And that means we�ve got to move this case forward as fast as we possibly can.� He sat back and looked around the faces in the room. �So who�s got anything fresh?�
Qian raised a finger. �I dug up some interesting financial facts and figures, Chief.� He flipped through his notebook. �I�ve been going through bank statements, checking accounts, assets�Seems like all these athletes had pretty extravagant lifestyles. Expensive apartments, flashy cars, nice clothes. And, sure, they all had money in their bank accounts that any one of us would be happy to retire on. Prize money, sponsorship�But not nearly enough to cover their costs.�
Li leaned forward on his elbows. �How do you mean?�
�They were all living way beyond their means. I mean, way beyond their officially declared earnings, or what was going through their bank accounts. They all had credit cards, but they didn�t use them much. Meals and air fares and stuff. Everything else was paid for in cash. Cars, computers, clothes. And the monthly rental on those expensive apartments? Cash again. They�d all show up at the letting office every month with big wads of notes.�
�So somebody was paying them in cash,� one of the detectives said.
�What for?� Wu asked.
Qian shrugged. �Who knows? It certainly wasn�t for throwing races. I mean, they were all winning big time. Real medal prospects.� He chuckled. �And you can hardly pay someone to win. I mean, not in advance.�
The room fell silent yet again. So what were they being paid for?
Wu cleared his throat noisily and stuck a piece of gum in his mouth. �I came across something interesting,� he said. �Don�t know if it means shit, but it�s a strange one.�
�They don�t come much stranger than you, Wu,� another detective said, and a brief ripple of laughter relieved a little of the tension.
�What is it?� Li asked.
Wu said, �Well, I noticed from a couple of the statements that some of the deceased had been suffering from the flu not long before they died.� Li suddenly remembered Sui�s coach, Zhang, when they interviewed him at the poolside. He had a bout of flu about ten days ago, he had said of Sui. Knocked the stuffing out of him. And Xing Da�s father. He had told Li that Xing was supposed to have visited his parents at the end of October, for his mother�s birthday. But he phoned to say he couldn�t come, because he and some other members of the team had picked up the flu at a meeting in Shanghai.
Wu went on, �So I checked. Turns out that every one of them, including our weightlifter, who we know died of natural causes, suffered from the flu within six weeks of their death.� And he looked at the detective who had made the smart quip earlier. �Which seems pretty fucking strange to me.�
* * *
Tao�s eyes were ablaze with anger. �He�s a puppy!� he spluttered. �The newest kid on the block, still wet behind the ears. You can�t put him in charge of a serious investigation like this.�
There was just Li and Tao and a lot of smoke left in the room after the meeting. Li had known he would have to face the storm. �He may be the newest kid on the block, but he�s also one of the brightest,� he said. �And, anyway, I need everyone else on the other case.�
Tao squinted at him. �Do you really think you�re going to crack this one before they kick your ass into touch next week? I mean, that�s what this is all about, isn�t it?� The gloves were off now.
�Well, if I don�t, at least you�ll know I�ve been keeping the hot seat well warmed for you. And that�s what you really want, isn�t it? My seat. So that you can bury the work of this section under goddamn drifts of paperwork, like the bureaucrat and pedant that you are.�
�I believe in good, disciplined police work.�
�That would tie this whole section up for so long the entire Olympic team would probably be dead by the time you cracked the case.�
�And you�re making such great strides forward, Section Chief.� Tao�s voice was dripping with sarcasm. He was no longer making any attempt to disguise his contempt for his boss, or to even pay lip service to the respect due a senior ranking officer. �Do you know how humiliating it is for me to have the most junior officer in the section assigned to a case over my head?�
�If you were less fixated on rank and position, Tao, and more concerned with getting the job done, you wouldn�t see it that way. And then you wouldn�t need to feel so humiliated. But if you think that making detectives wear suits, and fining them for saying fuck, constitutes �good disciplined police work�, then God help this section when I�m gone.� And he turned to march out and leave Tao festering on his own.
* * *
Margaret looked up from his desk as Li banged into his office and he almost dropped his files, so startled was he to see her there. �What are you doing here?� he snapped.
�I came along to see if I could help make sense of the tests they�re doing for you at the pathology centre.� She stood up. �But if you�re going to be like that, I�ll just go home again.�
�I�m sorry,� he said quickly. �It hasn�t been a good morning.�
She took in his battered face. �You look awful.�
�Thank you. That makes me feel so much better.� He dumped his files on the desk.
�What�s happened?�
And he told her. About the other bottles of perfume and aftershave going missing. The breath freshener disappearing from his pocket, although through the blood red mist of his beating, he could not be certain it had still been there. �You didn�t look in the pockets, did you?� She shook her head.
And then he told her about the girl in the park.
She lifted up the photographs from the desk. �This her?� He nodded. �Who is she?� And she was shocked to learn that JoJo was a friend of Macken and Yixuan. �What happened about the break-in at his studio?�
He shrugged. �We don�t know.�
�Are they connected?�
�Don�t know that either.�
The phone rang and he snatched the receiver. Margaret watched a deep frown furrow his brow as he conducted several quickfire exchanges. He listened for a long while then, and finally he hung up to gaze thoughtfully past her into some unseen place. She waved a hand in his line of vision. �Hello? Are we still here?�
He re-focused on her. �That was Chief Forensics Officer Fu at Pau J� Hutong. He had the results of the analysis from the lab.�
�And?�
�The perfume�s alcohol-based. The scent is a mix of almond and vanilla. Just like it smelled. Not very pleasant, but not very sinister either.�
�And the breath freshener?�
Li shrugged. �Apparently it�s just breath freshener. Active ingredient Xylitol.� He ran his hands back over his finely stubbled head. �I don�t understand. I really thought this was going to be a breakthrough.�
�In what way?� Margaret asked.
He shook his head. �I don�t know. I just thought it was too much of a coincidence.� He flung his arms out in frustration. �And, I mean, somebody went into those apartments and stole those other bottles. Took the other breath fresheners.�
�Maybe they were just trying to put you off the scent,� Margaret said. Then she made a tiny shrug of apology. �Sorry, no pun intended.�
But he was still hanging on to one last hope. �Fu said there was something else they discovered. He said it would be easier to show me than tell me.�
Margaret came round the desk. �Well, let�s go see.�
* * *
The Pau J� laboratories of forensic pathology at the Centre of Criminal Technological Determination were bunkered in the bowels of a multi-storey white building tucked unobtrusively away in a narrow hutong behind the Yong Hegong Lamasery. Just about ten minutes from Section One. Li parked in the snow outside, and took Margaret�s arm as they went up the ramp, past armed guards, into the basement of the centre. He still needed his stick for support.
Fu greeted them enthusiastically. �We got some good footprints frozen under the snow at Jingshan,� he told Li. �We�ve now got seven quite distinctly different treads. So there were a minimum of seven of them involved in the actual murder. And this�� he held up a glass vial with a blob of white, frothy liquid at the bottom of it, ��was careless. Someone gobbed. We found it frozen solid in the snow. So now we�ve got DNA. You catch the guy, we can put him at the scene.� He turned and smiled at Margaret and switched to English. �Sorry, Doctah. English no verr good.�
Li said impatiently, �You were going to show me something to do with the perfume.�
�Not the perfume,� Fu said. �The bottle.� He took them through glass doors into a lab. Everything was white and sterile and filled with flickering fluorescent light and the hum of air-conditioning. On a table sat the Chanel bottle partially reconstructed from the pieces found in Li�s pocket. Beside it, drying on a white sheet, was the label. Distinctive cream lettering on black. Chanel №�23. It was torn and creased, and the black ink had turned brown where it had soaked in the perfume. It had also streaked and run through the cream lettering.
�Cheap crap,� Fu said in English.
�Chanel is hardly cheap, or crap,� Margaret said.
�Chanel, no,� Fu said grinning. �But this no Chanel.�
�What do you mean?� Li asked.
Fu reverted to Chinese. �I went to the expense of buying a bottle of Chanel from the Friendship Store,� he said. And he lifted the bottle out of a drawer, placing it on the table beside the broken one and its damaged label. �It was the cheap ink that made me wonder,� he said. �So I thought I would compare it to the real thing.�
Margaret lifted the bottle from the Friendship store and looked very carefully at the lettering. There were subtle, but distinct differences, and the black was deeper, sharper. She looked at the label recovered from Li�s bottle. �It�s a fake,� she said.
�Yeh, it fake,� Fu confirmed. �And you know how I know for sure?� He looked at them both expectantly. But, of course, they didn�t know. �We phone Chanel,� he said. �They don�t make number twenty-three.�

III

�It just doesn�t make any sense.� Li�s mood had not been improved by their visit to Pau J� Hutong. They had made the short trip back to Section One in silence. These were almost the first words he had spoken, standing on the third-floor landing one floor down from his office, trying to catch his breath. His beating the previous night had taken more out of him than he would care to admit.
Margaret said, �Just about every label on every market stall in China is a fake.�
�Yes, I know, but these athletes were all earning incredible amounts of money. Apart from the fact that they could afford the real thing, why would they all go out and buy the same fake Chanel?� And almost as an absurd afterthought, �And why were they all using breath freshener?�
�There�s a lot of garlic in Chinese food,� Margaret said. Her flippancy turned his glare in her direction. She gave a small, apologetic smile. �Sorry.�
They carried on up to the top floor. Li said, �I�ve got to go and talk to some people about this. If you wait in my office I�ll be along in a few minutes and call you a taxi.�
�You�ve called me a lot worse,� Margaret said. But her attempts to lighten his mood with a little humour fell on unreceptive ears. He went into the detectives� room, and she shrugged and headed on down the corridor to his office. When the taxi came, she would pick up her mother from Mei Yuan�s stall and retreat to that tiny oasis of calm that was her apartment. Except, now that she had to share it with her mother, there was very little calm left in it.
There was a man standing staring out of the window in Li�s office when she walked in. He turned expectantly at the sound of the door opening, and she recognised him immediately as Li�s deputy, Tao Heng. A man, she knew, whom Li detested. He seemed startled, behind his thick, square glasses, to see her.
�Oh,� he said. �I�m sorry. I was waiting for the Section Chief.� He looked embarrassed. His face was flushed, and she saw that he was perspiring. As if he had read her mind, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead.
�He�ll be along in a moment,� Margaret said.
�I�ll not wait,� Tao said, and he walked briskly to the door, avoiding her eye. She moved aside to let him past, and he dodged awkwardly around her. He stopped in the doorway, still holding the handle, and turned back. For a moment he hesitated, and then he said, �I suppose it�ll be a relief to you, not to have him coming home every night railing about his �pedantic� deputy.�
The bitterness in his voice was shocking. In fact, Li hardly ever talked about Tao, although his deputy clearly thought he did. Some giant chip on his shoulder. Margaret was startled, confused. �I�m sorry, I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Tao appeared to regret immediately that he had said anything, but he seemed unable to control himself. It was as if he could no longer contain the flood of vitriol that he had been holding back to release against Li, and it was starting to leak out anyway. �What are you going to do? Take him back to America? I suppose there are any number of agencies over there who would consider it a feather in their cap to have an ex-Chinese cop of Li�s standing on their books.�
Bizarrely, Margaret wondered for a moment at the quality of Tao�s English, before remembering that he had worked for years with the British in Hong Kong. And then she replayed his words for their meaning and felt the cold chill of a dreadful misgiving creep across her skin. �Ex-Chinese cop?�
Tao looked at her blankly, and then a mist cleared from his eyes. �You don�t know, do you?� A smile that Margaret could have sworn was almost gleeful spread across his face. �He hasn�t told you.�
Margaret�s shock and disbelief reduced her voice nearly to a whisper. �Told me what?�
And just as quickly, the glee slipped from Tao�s face, as if he were having second thoughts about whether or not this was something to be pleased about. He became suddenly reticent, shaking his head. �It�s not for me to say.�
�You�ve started,� Margaret said, shock and fear now fighting for space with anger. �You�d better finish.�
Tao was no longer able to meet her eye. �It�s policy,� he said. �Just policy. I can�t believe you don�t know.�
�What policy?� Margaret demanded.
He took a deep breath, as if indicating that he had also taken a decision. He looked her straight in the eye, and she felt suddenly disconcerted by him, afraid. �It is impossible for a Chinese police officer to marry a foreign national and remain in the force. When Li marries you, his career will be over.�
* * *
Li had seen Tao come into the detectives� room and thought he looked oddly flushed. His deputy had avoided making eye contact with anyone in the room and hurried into his office, shutting the door firmly behind him. Li had thought no more of it. When he got back to his office he was surprised not to find Margaret there. He called the switchboard and asked if anyone had ordered a taxi for her. But no one had. He looked out the window at the brown marble facade of the All China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese, snow clinging to the branches of the evergreens that shaded its windows, and saw Margaret on the street below, walking quickly towards the red lanterns of the restaurant on the corner and then turning south towards Ghost Street. He was puzzled only for a moment, before turning his mind to other things.
* * *
The road was rutted with snow and ice. Bicycles and carts bumped and slithered across it. Snow, like a dusting of icing sugar, covered the rubble in the ugly gap sites the demolishers had created, if it was possible to create anything by destruction. Margaret was in danger of turning her ankle, even falling, as she hurried, oblivious, through the crowds of late morning shoppers and cyclists that choked the main approach to the large covered food market. Through tears blurring vision, she was unaware of the looks she was drawing from curious Chinese. She cut an odd figure here in north-west Beijing as she strode towards Ghost Street, her long coat pushed out by her bulging belly, golden curls flying out behind her, tears staining pale skin.
How could he not have told her? But as soon as the question formed in her mind she knew the answer. Because she would not have married him if he had. His work was his life. How could she have asked him to give it all up? Of course, he knew that, which is why he had decided to deceive her.
But you can�t build a relationship on lies, she thought. You can�t build a relationship on deception. He had been stalling her for weeks on the issue of the apartment for married officers. And how stupid was she that she hadn�t suspected? That it had never even occurred to her that there would be a price to pay for getting married? And how had he been going to tell her after the deed had been done? What did he imagine she would think, or say, or do?
The thoughts were flashing through her mind with dizzying speed. She stumbled and nearly fell, and a young man in a green padded jacket and blue baseball cap grabbed her arm to steady her. It had been an instinctive reaction, but when he saw that the woman he had helped was a wild-eyed, tear-stained yangguizi, he let her go immediately as if she might be electrically charged. He backed off, embarrassed. Margaret leaned against a concrete telegraph post and tried to clear her brain. This was crazy. She was being a danger to her baby. She wiped her eyes and took deep breaths, trying to steady herself. What in God�s name was she going to do?
The snow, which had earlier retreated into its leaden sky, started to fall again with renewed vigour. Big, soft, slow-falling flakes. Suddenly Beijing no longer felt like home. It was big and cold and alien, and she felt lost in it, wondering how it was possible to feel like a stranger in a place so familiar. And yet she did. The irony was, that a hundred meters down the road, Mei Yuan would be turning out jian bing in the lunchtime rush, and Margaret�s mother would be with her. There was no chance for her to be alone, to find some way of coming to terms with all this before she had to face Li again. Her mother would be expecting her, and there was no way she could abandon her ten thousand miles from home in a city of seventeen million Chinese.
She dried her remaining tears and thanked God that the ice-cold wind would explain her red-rimmed watering eyes and blotchy cheeks. She sucked in a lungful of air and headed off, more carefully this time, towards the corner where Mei Yuan plied her trade. As she approached it, she saw that there was a large crowd gathered around the stall. She eased herself through the figures grouped on the sidewalk and realised that it was a queue. Mei Yuan hardly ever did this kind of business. And then Margaret saw why. Mei Yuan was standing a pace or two back from the hotplate, supervising, as Mrs. Campbell made the jian bing with an expertise Margaret found hard to believe. Even harder to believe was the sight of her mother in a blue jacket and trousers beneath a large chequered apron, with a scarf tied around her head. The Chinese were jostling to be first in line, eager to be served by this foreign devil making their favourite Beijing pancake.
Mrs. Campbell glanced up as she handed a jian bing to a smiling Chinese and accepted a five yuan note. She caught sight of Margaret as she handed over the change. �You�ll have to take your place in the line,� she said. �You�ll get no favours here just because you�re another da bidze.� And her face broke into a wide grin. Margaret was struck by just now natural and unselfconscious the smile was. She was not used to seeing her mother this happy. It was inexplicable.
�What are you doing?� she said.
�What does it look like I�m doing?�
�Yes, but why?�
�Look at the line. That�s why. Mei Yuan says we�re doing ten times her normal business. And anyway, it�s easy, and it�s fun.� The queue, meantime, had grown bigger as more Chinese gathered around to watch this exchange between the two foreign women. Mrs. Campbell looked at the first in line. She was a middle-aged woman warmly wrapped in her winter woollies, eyes wide in wonder. �Ni hau,� Mrs. Campbell said. �Yi? Er?�
�Yi,� the woman said timidly, holding up one finger, and the crowd laughed and clapped.
Margaret looked at a smiling Mei Yuan. �When did my mother learn to speak Chinese?� she asked.
�Oh, we had a small lesson this morning,� Mei Yuan said. �She can say hello, goodbye, thank you, you�re welcome, and count from one to ten. She also makes very good jian bing.� Then a slight frown of concern clouded her happiness. She inclined her head a little and peered at Margaret. �Are you alright?�
�Yes, I�m fine,� Margaret said quickly, remembering that she wasn�t. �I was just coming to collect my mother to take her home.�
�I�ll get a taxi back later,� Mrs. Campbell said without looking up from her jian bing. �Must make hay while the sun shines.�
Mei Yuan was still looking oddly at Margaret. �Are you sure you�re okay?�
�Of course,� Margaret said, self-consciously. She knew her face was a mess, and she knew that Mei Yuan knew there was something wrong. �Look, I have to go. I�ll see you later, Mom.�
She knew she should be happy at this unexpected change in her mother, a woman who had stood on her dignity all her life, who never ventured out with a hair out of place or her make-up incomplete. And here she was, dressed like a Chinese peasant selling hot pancakes from a street stall. Freed somehow from the constraints of her own self-image. Free, for the first time that Margaret could remember, to be unreservedly happy. Perhaps playing at being someone else allowed her to be truly herself for the first time in her life. Mei Yuan was having a profound effect on her.
But Margaret was unable to break free from the constraints of her own unhappiness, and as she slipped into the back seat of a taxi on Ghost Street, she was overwhelmed again by a sense of self-pity.
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The apartment was strangely empty without her mother. It was amazing how quickly you could get used to another presence in your home. Even one that was unwelcome. Margaret shrugged off her coat, kicked off her boots and eased herself onto the sofa. She felt her baby kicking inside her, and it set her heart fluttering with both fear and anticipation of a future which had been thrown into complete confusion in the space of a couple of hours. She didn�t want to think about it. And so she stretched out on the sofa and found herself looking out of an upside down window at the snow falling thick and fast. She closed her eyes, and saw the face of the bearded westerner in the photograph on Li�s desk, almost immediately followed by a certain knowledge of who he was. She sat bolt upright, heart pounding. Fleischer. Hans. John of the Flesh. The mental translation she had done of his name at the time. Doctor. Shit!
Immediately she crossed to her little gate-leg table and lifted one of the leaves. She set her laptop on it and plugged it in, and while it booted up got down on her hands and knees to unplug the telephone and replace it with the modern cable from her computer. She drew in a chair and dialled up her Internet server. This was good, she thought. Something else to fill her mind. Something, anything to think about, rather than what she was going to do at the betrothal meeting tonight.
She had first heard of Doctor Hans Fleischer during her trip to Germany in the late nineties to give evidence on behalf of her dead client, Gertrude Klimt. The prosecutors had brought charges against many of the doctors in the former East German state who had been responsible for feeding drugs to young athletes. But the one they most wanted, the biggest fish of all, had somehow swum through their net. Doctor Fleischer had simply disappeared. His photograph had been in all the German papers; old newsreel of him at the trackside during Olympic competition in the eighties had played endlessly on German newscasts. There were various rumours. He had gone to South America. South Africa. Australia. China. But no one knew for certain, and the good doctor had successfully avoided his day in court, and a certain prison term.
Margaret had set Google as both her home page and her search engine. She tapped in �Dr. Hans Fleischer� and hit the return key. After a few seconds her screen was filled with links to dozens of pieces of information on Fleischer harvested from around the Internet. Mostly newspaper and magazine articles, transcripts of television documentaries, official documents copied on to the net by activists. Almost all in German. Margaret scrolled through the list until she hit a link to a piece on him carried by Time magazine in 1998. She clicked on the link and up came the text of the original story. Half a dozen photographs that went with it confirmed Margaret�s identification. He had sported a beard then, too. Close-cropped, unlike his hair, not quite as silver in those days, shot through with a few streaks of darker colour. He had not even bothered to try to disguise himself. Perhaps he had assumed that he would be safe in China, anonymous.
The article traced Fleischer�s career from a brilliant double degree in sports medicine and genetics at the University of Potsdam, to his meteoric rise through the ranks at the state-owned pharmaceutical giant, Nitsche Laboratories, to become its head of research, aged only twenty-six. The next five years were something of a mystery that not even Time had been able to unravel. He had simply disappeared from sight, his career at Nitsche mysteriously cut short. There was speculation that he had spent those missing years somewhere in the Soviet Union, but that is all it ever was. Speculation.
Then in 1970 he had turned up again in the unlikely role of Senior Physician with the East German Sport Club, SC Dynamo Berlin. At this point, the Time piece fast-forwarded to the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the demise of the German Democratic Republic. The files of the East German secret police, the Stasi, fell into the hands of the press. And there, the true role of Doctor Fleischer was revealed for the first time. An agent of the Stasi, codenamed �Schwartz�, Fleischer had been instrumental in establishing and controlling the systematic state-sponsored doping of GDR athletes for nearly two decades.
Pioneering the use of the state-developed steroids, Oral-Turinabol and Testosterone-Depot, his initial success in developing a new breed of super athletes was startling. From a medal count of twenty at the 1972 Olympics, East German competitors doubled their medal tally to forty in just four years, in the process winning eleven out of the thirteen Olympic swimming events in 1976.
Most of the athletes had come to him as children, taken from their parents and trained and educated in a strictly controlled environment which included administering the little blue and pink pills on a daily basis. Pills which turned little girls into hulking, masculine, sex-driven winning machines, and little boys into growling, muscle-bound medal winners. Fleischer had always assured them that the pills were nothing more than vitamin supplements. He had been an austere father-figure whom the children had nicknamed Father Fleischer. But by the time they were old enough to realise that the pills they had been swallowing during all those years were more than just vitamins, the damage had already been done. Both to their psyches and their bodies. Many of them, like Gertrude Klimt, would later die of cancer. Others had to endure a different kind of living hell; women giving birth to babies with abnormalities, or finding that their reproductive organs had been irreparably damaged; men made sterile, or impotent, or both; both sexes, in their thirties, suffering from debilitating tumours.
In the nineties, when the truth finally emerged, these children, now adults, had wanted their revenge. Many of them handed back the medals they had won and came forward to give evidence at the trials of their former coaches, nearly all of whom had been involved in doping the athletes in their care. But the one they had most wanted to see in the dock, the one who had promised them the earth and fed them the poison, Father Fleischer, was gone.
The Time article quoted sources as saying that he had left SC Dynamo Berlin sometime in the late eighties, before the house of cards came tumbling down, and returned to work for Nitsche. There he was reported to have been involved in research to develop a new method of stimulating natural hormone production. But it had never come to anything, and he had disappeared from Nitsche�s employment records in the Fall of 1989. By the time the Wall came down in 1990, he had disappeared, apparently from the face of the earth.
Until now.
Margaret looked at an on-screen photograph of him smiling into the camera, a tanned, nearly handsome, face. But there was something sinister in his cold, unsmiling blue eyes. Something ugly. She shivered and felt an unpleasant sense of misgiving. He was here, this man. In Beijing. And Olympic athletes were dying for no apparent reason. Surely to God this wasn�t another generation of children, Chinese this time, whose lives were being destroyed by Father Fleischer? And yet, there was nothing to connect him in any way. A chance snapshot taken at a recreation club for wealthy businessmen. That was all.
Margaret re-read the article, pausing over the speculation surrounding his activities after leaving the Berlin sports club. It had been rumoured that he had been involved in the development of a new method of stimulating natural hormone production. She frowned, thinking about it. Stimulating natural hormone production. How would you do that? She went back to his original qualifications. He had graduated from Potsdam with a double degree. Sports medicine. And genetics. None of it really helped. Even if he had found a way of stimulating natural hormone production in those dead athletes, autopsy results would have shown abnormally high hormone levels in their bodies. She shook her head. Maybe she was simply looking for connections that didn�t exist. Maybe she was simply trying to fill her mind with anything that would stop her from thinking about Li, about how he had lied to her, and what she was going to do about it.

Chapter Nine


I

Li knew there was something wrong the moment he saw her. But with everyone else having arrived at the restaurant before him, there was no opportunity to find out what. �Oh, you made it tonight?� she said with that familiar acid tone that he had once known so well, a tone which had mellowed considerably in the years since they first met. Or so he had thought. �My mother was thinking perhaps you had gone and got yourself beaten up again just so you wouldn�t have to meet her.�
�I did not!� Mrs. Campbell was horrified.
Margaret ignored her. �Mom, this is Li Yan. Honest, upstanding officer of the Beijing Municipal Police. He�s not always this ugly. But almost. Apparently some unsavoury members of the Beijing underworld rearranged his features last night. At least, that was his excuse for failing to come and ask me to marry him.�
Li was embarrassed, and blushed as he shook her mother�s hand. �I�m pleased to meet you, Mrs. Campbell.�
�Uncle Yan, what happened to your face?� Xinxin asked, concerned. Li stooped tentatively to give her a hug, and winced as she squeezed his ribs. �Just an accident, little one,� he said.
�Nothing that a little plastic surgery wouldn�t put right,� Margaret said. He flicked her a look, and she smiled an ersatz little smile.
Xiao Ling gave him a kiss and ran her fingers lightly over her brother�s face, concern in her eyes. �You sure you�re okay?� she asked.
He nodded. �Sure.�
Mei Yuan quickly took over. �Now we�re all here tonight, because Li Yan and Margaret have announced their intention to get married,� she said. �And in China that means a joining together not only of two people, but of two families.� And she turned to the presents which she had set out on the lacquer table for the second night running, and asked Mrs. Campbell and Li�s father to take seats at opposite ends of the table while she presented them.
Ninety-nine dollars from Mrs. Campbell.
Dragon and phoenix cake from Mr. Li.
Sweetmeats from the Campbells.
Tobacco from the Lis.
�A pity none of us smokes,� Margaret said.
Mei Yuan pressed quickly on, and they exchanged bottles of wine, packs of sugar, a set of brightly painted china hens.
When, finally, a tin of green tea was presented to Mrs. Campbell she said, �Ah, yes, to encourage as many little Lis and Campbells as possible.� She looked pointedly at Margaret�s bump. �It�s just a pity they didn�t wait until they were married.� She paused a moment before she smiled, and then everyone else burst out laughing, a release of tension.
Margaret�s smile was fixed and false. She said, �I see Mr. Li is having no trouble with his English tonight.�
The smile faded on the old man�s face, and he glanced at Li who could only shrug, bewildered and angered by Margaret�s behaviour.
But the moment was broken by the arrival of the manageress, who announced that food would now be served, and would they please take their places at the table.
As everyone rose to cross the room, Mrs. Campbell grabbed her daughter�s arm and hissed, �What on earth�s got into you, Margaret?�
�Nothing,� Margaret said. She pulled free of her mother�s grasp and took her seat, flicking her napkin on to her lap and sitting, then, in sullen silence. She knew she was behaving badly, but could not help herself. She should never have come, she knew that now. It was all a charade. A farce.
Tonight�s fare included fewer �delicacies�, following Mei Yuan�s quiet word with the manageress about the sensitivities of the western palate. And so dish after dish of more conventional cuisine was brought to the table and placed on the Lazy Susan. A silence fell over the gathering as the guests picked and ate, and Mrs. Campbell struggled to make her chopsticks convey the food from the plate to her mouth. Beer was poured for everyone, and tiny golden goblets filled with wine for toasting.
Mei Yuan made the first toast, to the health and prosperity of the bride and groom to be. Mrs. Campbell raised her goblet to toast the generosity of her Chinese hosts, and when they had all sipped their wine, cleared her throat and said, �And who is it, exactly, who is going to pay for the wedding?�
Li glanced at Margaret, but her eyes were fixed on her lap. He cleared his throat, embarrassed. �Well, Margaret and I have discussed that,� he said. �It�s not going to be a big wedding. I mean, more or less just those of us who are here tonight, and one or two invited guests. We are going to keep it very simple. A tea ceremony at my apartment, a declaration at the twin altars, and then the banquet. The legal stuff is just a formality. So we thought�well, we thought we�d just pay for it ourselves.�
�Nonsense!� Mrs. Campbell said loudly, startling them. �It may be a Chinese wedding, but my daughter is an American. And in America it is the tradition that the bride�s family pays for the wedding. And that�s exactly what I intend to do.�
�I don�t think I could allow you to do that, Mrs. Campbell,� Li�s father said suddenly, to everyone�s surprise.
But Margaret�s mother put her hand over his. �Mr. Li,� she said, �you might speak very good English, but you don�t know much about Americans. Because if you did, you would know that you do not argue with an American lady on her high horse.�
Mr. Li said, �Mrs. Campbell, you are right. I do not know much about Americans. But I know plenty about women. And I know just how dangerous it can be to argue with one, regardless of her nationality.� Which produced a laugh around the table.
�Good,� Mrs. Campbell said. �Then we understand one another perfectly.� She turned back to her plate, and fumbled again with her chopsticks. She would have preferred a fork, but would never admit it.
�No,� Mr. Li said, and he leaned over to take her chopsticks from her. �Like this.� And he showed her how to anchor the lower of the sticks and keep the top one mobile. �You see,� he said. �It�s easy.�
Mrs. Campbell tried out her new grip, flexing the upper chopstick several times before attempting to lift a piece of meat from her plate. To her amazement she picked it up easily. �Well, I never,� she said. �I always thought chopsticks were a pretty damned stupid way of eating food.� She picked up another piece of meat. �But I guess a billion Chinese can�t be wrong.� She turned to smile at Mr. Li and found him looking at her appraisingly.
�What age are you, Mrs. Campbell?� he asked.
She was shocked. Margaret had told her that the Chinese were unabashed about asking personal questions. But clearly she had not anticipated anything quite so direct. �I�m not sure that is any of your business, Mr. Li. What age are you?�
�Sixty-seven.�
�Oh, well,� she said. �You have a year or two on me.�
�Maybe you remember when your president came to visit China?�
�Our President? You mean George W. Bush?� She wrinkled her nose. �I can�t stand the little man!�
�No. Not Bush. President Nixon.�
�Oh.� She was faintly embarrassed. Nixon had become something of a presidential pariah in the aftermath of Watergate. �Actually, I do.�
�Nineteen seventy-two,� the old man said. �They had just let me out of prison.�
�Prison?� Mrs. Campbell uttered the word as if it made a nasty taste in her mouth.
�It was during the Cultural Revolution, you understand,� he said. �I was a �dangerous intellectual�. I was going to crush all their heavy weapons with my vocabulary.� He grinned. �So they tried to knock the words out of my head, along with most of my teeth.� He shrugged. �They succeeded a little bit. But when they let me out, it was nineteen seventy-two, and I heard that the President of the United States was going to come to China.� He paused and sighed, recalling some deeply painful memory. �You cannot know, Mrs. Campbell, what that meant then to someone like me, to millions of Chinese who had been starved of any contact with the outside world.�
Li listened, amazed, as his father talked. He had never heard him speak like this. He had never discussed his experiences during the Cultural Revolution with his family, let alone a stranger.
The old man went on, �It was to be on television. But hardly anyone had a television then, and even if I knew someone who did, I would not have been allowed to watch it. But I wanted to see the President of America coming to China, so I searched around all the old shops and market stalls where we lived in Sichuan. And over several weeks, I was able to gather together all the bits and pieces to build my own television set. All except for the cathode ray tube. I could not find one anywhere. At least, not one which worked. But I started to build my television anyway, and just three days before your president was due to arrive, I found a working tube in an old set in a junk shop in town. When Nixon took his first steps on Chinese soil, when he shook hands with Mao, I saw it as it happened.� He shrugged, and smiled at the memory. �The picture was green and a little fuzzy. Well, actually, a lot fuzzy. But I saw it anyway. And�� He seemed suddenly embarrassed. ��I wept.�
Margaret saw that her mother�s eyes were moist, and felt an anger growing inside her.
Her mother said, �You know, Mr. Li, I saw that broadcast, too. The children were very young then, and my husband and I stayed up late to watch the pictures beamed live from China. It was a big thing in America for people like us, after nearly thirty years of the Cold War. To suddenly get a glimpse of another world, a threatening world, a world which we had been told was so very different from our own. We were scared of China, you know. The Yellow Peril, they called you. And then, suddenly, there was our very own president going there to talk to Mr. Mao Tse Tung, as we called him. Just like it was the most natural thing. And it made us all feel that the world was a safer place.� She shook her head in wonder. �And all these years later, here I am in China talking to a Chinaman who watched those same pictures, and was as moved by them as we were.�
�Oh, spare me!� Everyone turned at the sound of Margaret�s breaking voice, and were shocked to see the tears brimming in her eyes.
Her mother said, �Margaret, what on earth�?�
But Margaret wasn�t listening. �How long is it, Mr. Li? Two days, three, since I wasn�t good enough to marry your son because I wasn�t Chinese?� She turned her tears on her mother. �And you were affronted that your daughter should be marrying one.�
�Magret, Magret, what�s wrong, Magret?� Xinxin jumped off her chair and ran around the table to clutch Margaret�s arm, distressed by her tears.
�I�m sorry, little one,� Margaret said, and she ran a hand through the child�s hair. �It�s just, it seemed like no one wanted your Uncle Yan and me to get married.� She looked at the faces around the table. �And that�s the irony of it. Just when you all decide you�re going to be such big pals, there isn�t going to be a wedding after all.�
She tossed her napkin on the table and kissed Xinxin�s forehead before hurrying out of the Emperor�s Room and running blindly down the royal corridor.
For a moment, they all sat in stunned silence. Then Li laid his napkin on the table and stood up. �Excuse me,� he said, and he went out after her.
She was out in the street before she realised that she had no coat. The snow was nearly ankle-deep and the wind cut through her like a blade. Her tears turned icy on her cheeks as they fell, and she hugged her arms around herself for warmth, staring wildly about, confused and uncertain of what to do now. The traffic on Tiananmen Square crept past in long, tentative lines, wheels spinning, headlights catching white flakes as they dropped. One or two pedestrians, heads bowed against the snow and the wind, cast inquisitive glances in her direction. The Gate of Heavenly Peace was floodlit as always, Mao�s eternal gaze falling across the square. A monster to some, a saviour to others. The man whose rendezvous with Nixon all those years before had somehow achieved great mutual significance for her mother and Li�s father.
�Come back in, Margaret.� Li�s voice was soft warm breath on her cheek. She felt him slip his jacket around her shoulders and steer her towards the steps.
The girls with the tall black hats and the red pompoms stared at her in wide-eyed wonder as Li led her back into the restaurant. �Is there somewhere private we can go?� he asked. One of the girls nodded towards a room beyond the main restaurant, and Li hurried Margaret past the gaze of curious diners and into a large, semi-darkened room filled with empty banqueting tables. Lights from the square outside fell in through a tall window draped with gossamer-thin nets. While the emperor and empress dined in the room where Li and Margaret had intended to make their betrothal, the emperor�s ministers would have dined here. Now, though, it was deserted. Li and Margaret faced one another beneath a large gilded screen of carved serpents. The silence between them was broken only by the distant chatter of diners and the drone of engines revving in the snow outside.
He wiped the tears from her eyes, but she wouldn�t look at him. He wrapped his arms around her to warm her and stop her from shivering. And they stood like that for a long time, his chin resting lightly on the top of her head.
�What is it, Margaret? What have I done?� he asked eventually. He felt her take a deep, quivering breath.
�It�s what you didn�t do,� she said.
�What? What didn�t I do?�
�You didn�t tell me you would lose your job if we got married.�
And the bottom fell out of a fragile world he had only just been managing to hold together. She felt him go limp.
�Why didn�t you tell me?� She broke free of him and looked into his eyes for the first time, seeing all the pain that was there, and knowing the answer to her question before he even opened his mouth.
He hung his head. �You know why.� He paused. �I want to marry you, Margaret.�
�I want to marry you, too, Li Yan. But not if it�s going to make you unhappy.�
�It won�t.�
�Of course it will! For God�s sake, being a cop is all you�ve ever wanted. And you�re good at it. I can�t take that away from you.�
They stood for a long time in silence before he said, �What would we do?�
She gave a tiny shrug. �I don�t know.� And she put her arms around him and pushed her cheek into his chest. He grunted involuntarily from the pain of it. She immediately pulled away. �I�m sorry. I forgot.�
�How did you know?� he said.
�Does it matter?�
�It does to me.�
�Your deputy told me. Tao Heng.�
Anger bubbled up inside him. �That bastard!�
�Li Yan, he didn�t know that you hadn�t told me.�
�I�ll kill him!�
�No you won�t. It�s the message that matters. Not the messenger.�
�And the message is what?�
�That it�s over, Li Yan. The dream. Whatever it is we were stupid enough to think the future might hold for us. It�s out of our hands.�
He wanted to tell her she was wrong, that their destiny was their own to make. But the words would have rung hollow, even to him. And if he could not convince himself, how would he ever persuade her? His life, his career, his future, were all spiralling out of control. And he seemed helpless to do anything about it.
He felt the weight of the world descend on him. �Will I tell them, or will you?�
* * *
It was half an hour before he got them all into taxis. Mei Yuan promised to see Mrs. Campbell back to Margaret�s apartment. None of them asked why the wedding was being called off, and Li made no attempt to explain, except to say that he and Margaret had �stuff� to sort out. Xinxin was in tears.
When they had gone, he returned to the dining room of the emperor�s ministers and found Margaret sitting where he had left her. Her tears had long since dried up, and she sat bleakly staring out across the square. Her mood had changed, and he knew immediately that the �stuff� he had spoken of was not going to be sorted tonight. He drew up a seat and leaned on the back of it, staring down at the floor, listening to the chatter of diners in the restaurant. He could smell their cigarette smoke and wished to God he could have one himself.
After a very long silence, he said finally, �Margaret�� and she cut him off immediately.
�By the way, I forgot to tell you earlier�� And he knew from her tone that this was her way of saying she wasn�t going to discuss it further.
�Forgot to tell me what?� he said wearily.
�I found a photograph on your desk this morning. One of the ones taken by Jon Macken at the club where that murdered girl worked.�
Li frowned. �Which photograph?�
�A Westerner, with white hair and a beard. He was with some Chinese.�
Li said, �What about him?�
�I recognised him. Not right away. But I knew I�d seen the face before. Then it came to me this afternoon, and I checked him out on the net.�
�Who is he?�
She turned to look at him. �Doctor Hans Fleischer. Known as Father Fleischer to all the East German athletes he was responsible for doping over nearly twenty years.�

II

As they drove, in careful convoy, past the high walls of the Diaoyutai State Guesthouse on the eastern flank of Yuyuantan Park, Li dragged his thoughts away from Margaret. It was nearly an hour since he had taken her home and he wondered now what he would accomplish by his search of the club. There was, after all, nothing to link Fleischer with the deaths of the athletes. And Margaret herself had conceded that there was nothing in the pathology or toxicology to suggest that any of them had been taking drugs. But the coincidence was just too much to ignore. And, anyway, he needed something else to think about.
The Deputy Procurator General had been having dinner at the home of a friend and been annoyed by Li�s interruption. His irritation, however, had probably served Li�s cause. Had he examined in more detail the flimsy nature of the grounds with which he had been presented, he might not have signed the warrant.
As if reading Li�s thoughts, Sun took his eyes momentarily from the road, and tossed a glance towards his passenger. �What do you think we�re going to find here, Chief?�
Li shrugged. �I doubt if this will prove to be anything more than an exercise in harassment, detective. Letting CEO Fan know that we�re watching him. After all, if it�s true that Fan really doesn�t know who Fleischer is, then the link to the club is extremely tenuous.� He slipped the photograph of Fan and Fleischer and the others out of the folder on his knee and squinted at it by the intermittent glow of the streetlights. �But there are other factors we have to take into consideration,� he said. �The break-in at Macken�s studio to steal the film that he took at the club. JoJo�s murder. She was a friend of Macken�s, after all, and it was her who got him the job there in the first place.�
�You think there�s a connection?�
�I think there could be a connection between the break-in and the fact that Fleischer features prominently in one of Macken�s pictures.� He glanced at Sun and waggled the photograph. �Think about it. Fleischer is internationally reviled, an outcast. If he went back to Germany he would end up in jail. Not the sort of person an apparently respectable businessman like Fan would want people to know he was connected to. So you�re coming out of a room in your private club. You�re with Fleischer. You think you�re perfectly safe. And flash. There�s a guy with a camera and he�s just caught the two of you together on film. Maybe you�d want that picture back.�
�But would you kill for it?�
�That might depend on how deep or unsavoury your connection with Fleischer was.� Li sighed. �On the other hand, I might just be talking through a very big hole in my head.�
The convoy ground to a halt at the Fuchengmenwai intersection, and Li peered again at the photograph in his hand. He frowned and switched on the courtesy light and held the print up to it. �Now, there�s something I didn�t notice before,� he said.
�What is it?�
Li stabbed at the plaque on the wall beside the door. �They�re coming out of the Event Hall.�
Sun shrugged. �Is that significant?�
�It was the one place Fan Zhilong didn�t show me and Qian. He said it was being refurbished.� He flicked off the courtesy lamp as the traffic lights turned to green and their wheels spun before catching and propelling them slowly around the corner. He peered across the highway, through the falling snow, and saw the twin apartment blocks rising into the dark above the brightly lit entrance to the Beijing OneChina Recreation Club.
* * *
Fan Zhilong was less than happy to have his club overrun by Li and a posse of uniformed and plain-clothed officers. He strutted agitatedly behind his desk. �It�s an invasion of privacy,� he railed. �Having the place raided by the police is going to do nothing for the reputation of my club. Or for the confidence of my members.� He stopped and glared at Li. �You could be in big trouble for this, Section Chief.�
Li dropped his search warrant on Fan�s desk. �Signed by the Deputy Procurator General,� he said. �If you have a problem, take it up with him.� He paused, then added quietly. �And don�t threaten me again.�
Fan reacted as if he had been slapped, although Li�s voice could hardly have been softer. The CEO seemed shocked, and his face reddened.
Li said, �A girl has been stabbed to death, Mr. Fan. Your personal assistant.�
�My ex-personal assistant,� Fan corrected him.
Li threw the photograph of Fleischer on top of the warrant. �And a man wanted in the West for serially abusing young athletes with dangerous drugs was photographed on these premises.�
Fan tutted and sighed and raised his eyes towards the ceiling. �I already told you, Section Chief, I never met him before the day that photograph was taken. I couldn�t even tell you his name.�
�His victims knew him as Father Fleischer.� Li watched for a reaction but detected none. �And I suppose you still don�t remember the name of the member whose guest he was?�
�You�re right, I don�t.�
�What�s going on, Mr. Fan?� The voice coming from the doorway behind them made Li and Sun turn. It was the tracksuited personal trainer with the ponytail, who was also in the Fleischer photograph. �The members downstairs are packing up and leaving. They�re not happy.�
�Neither am I, Hou. But I�m afraid I have very little control over the actions of Section Chief Li and his colleagues.�
Li lifted the photograph from the desk and held it out towards Hou. �Who�s the Westerner in the picture?� he asked.
Hou glanced at his boss, and then advanced towards Li to take a look at the photograph. He shook his head. �No idea. One of the members brought him.�
�Which one?�
�I can�t remember.�
�How very convenient. I take it he�s not one of the other two in the picture?�
Hou shook his head. �Members of staff.�
�So yourself, and Mr. Fan, and two other members of staff were left on your own, by a member whose name you�ve forgotten, to entertain this Westerner, whose name you don�t remember? Is that right?�
�That�s right,� Hou said.
�How very forgetful.�
Qian appeared in the door leading to JoJo�s office. Along with half a dozen other section detectives, he had been called back on shift to take part in the search. �Chief,� he said. �Remember that Event Hall that was being refurbished? Well, I think you should come and take a look at it.�
* * *
As they went in, Qian flicked on the overhead fluorescents, and one by one they coughed and flashed and hummed. �Sounds like Star Wars,� he said. The Event Hall was huge, marble walls soaring more than twenty feet, tiled floors stretching off towards distant pillars, a ceiling dotted with tiny lights, like stars in a night sky. Li looked around with a growing sense of unease. Long banners hung from the walls, decorated with Chinese characters which made no sense to him. Between the door by which they had entered, and a platform against a curtained wall at the facing end, were three, free-standing ornamental doorways set at regular intervals. Between the third of these and the platform, several items were laid out on the floor. A bamboo hoop large enough for a man to pass through, serrated pieces of red paper stuck to the top and bottom of it. Pieces of charcoal arranged in a square. Three small circles of paper set out one after the other. Two lengths of string laid side by side. These items were flanked on each side by a row of eight chairs, set out as if for a small audience. And then on the platform itself, a large rectangular table with a long strip of yellow paper pinned to its front edge and left hanging to the floor.
Li walked slowly through each of the ornamental doorways towards the platform, and noticed that there were facing doors on each of the side walls. Fan and the ponytail followed him at a discreet distance, watched from the doorway by Qian and Sun and several other officers. �What is this?� Li said.
�Nothing really,� Fan said. �At least, nothing to interest you, Section Chief. Some ceremonial fun and games we have here for the members.�
�You said it was being refurbished.�
�Did I? I probably just meant it was being rearranged for the ceremony.�
�And what exactly does this ceremony consist of, Mr. Fan?�
Fan shrugged and smiled. But not enough for his dimples to show. He looked faintly embarrassed. �It�s a game, really, Section Chief. A bit like a Masonic initiation ceremony. If you know what that is.�
�I didn�t know there were Masons in China, Mr. Fan.�
�There aren�t. It�s just something we made up. The members like it. It makes them feel like they�re part of something, you know, exclusive.�
Li nodded and stepped up on to the platform. The table was strewn with more odd items. He counted five separate pieces of fruit. There was a white paper fan, an oil lamp, a rush sandal, a piece of white cloth with what looked like red ink stains on it, a short-bladed sword, a copper mirror, a pair of scissors, a Chinese writing brush and inkstone. More than a dozen other items were laid out among them, everything from a needle to a rosary. �What�s this stuff?�
�Gifts,� Fan said. �From members. They do not have to be expensive. Just unusual.�
�They are certainly that,� Li said. �What�s behind the curtain?�
�Nothing.�
Li stepped forward and drew it aside to reveal a double door. �I thought you said there was nothing here.�
�It�s just a door, Section Chief.�
�Where does it lead?�
�Nowhere.�
Li tried the handle and pulled the right-hand door open. There was just marble wall behind it. Both the door and its fa�ade were false.
Li looked at Fan, who returned his stare uneasily. The hum of the lights sounded inordinately loud. Li glanced towards Sun and Qian and the other detectives, and then his eyes fell on the club�s personal trainer, and Li noticed for the first time that although it was gathered behind his head in a ponytail, his hair was allowed to loop down over his ears, hiding them from view. The tip of his right ear was just visible through the hair. But the loop on the left lay flat against his head. It looked odd, somehow. Something came back to Li from his secondment in Hong Kong. Something he had heard, but never seen. He stepped up to Hou and pushed the hair back from the left side of his head to reveal that the left ear was missing, leaving only a half-moon of livid scar tissue around the hole in his head. �Nasty accident,� he said. �How did it happen?�
�Like you said, Section Chief, a nasty accident.� Hou flicked his head away from Li�s hand. There was something sullen and defiant in Hou�s tone, something like a warning. Li took another good, long look at Fan and saw that same defiance in his eyes, and felt a shiver of apprehension run through him, as if someone had stepped on his grave.
�I think we�ve seen enough,� he said. �Thank you, Mr. Fan, we�ll not disturb you any longer.� And he walked back through the ornamental doorways to where his detectives stood waiting. �We�re through here,� he said to Qian. Qian nodded, and called the rest of the team to go as they crossed the entrance hall to the tall glass doors.
�What is it?� Sun whispered. He could see the tension in his boss� face.
�Outside,� Li said quietly, and they pushed out into the icy night, large snowflakes slapping cold on hot faces.
Once through the gates, they stopped on the sidewalk. �So what was going on in there, Chief?� Sun asked. �The atmosphere was colder than the morgue on a winter�s night.�
�What direction are we facing?� Li looked up at the sky as if searching for the stars to guide him. But there were none.
Sun frowned. �Fuchengmenwai runs east to west on the grid. We�re on the north side, so we�re facing south.�
Li turned and looked at the building they had just left. �That means we entered the Event Hall from a door on its east side,� he said.
Sun said, �I don�t understand.�
Li hobbled around to the passenger side of the Jeep. �Let�s get in out of this weather.�
The snow in their hair and on their shoulders quickly melted in the residual warmth of the Jeep. Condensation began forming on the windshield, and Sun started the motor to get the blower going. He turned to Li. �Are you going to tell me what�s going on, Chief?�
�These people are Triads,� Li said.
�Triads?�
Li looked at him. �You know what Triads are, don�t you?�
�Sure. Organised crime groups in Hong Kong, or Taiwan. But here? In Beijing?�
Li shook his head sadly. �There�s always a price to pay, isn�t there? It seems we haven�t only imported Hong Kong�s freedoms and economic reforms. We�ve imported their criminals as well.� He turned to the young police officer. �Triads are like viruses, Sun. They infect everything they touch.� He nodded towards the floodlit entrance of the club. �That wasn�t some ceremonial games hall in there. It was an initiation chamber. And trainer Hou, with the ponytail? He must have transgressed at some point, broken some rule. He didn�t lose his ear by accident. It was cut off. That�s how they punish members for misdemeanours.�
�Shit, Chief,� Sun said. �I had no idea.� He lit a cigarette and Li grabbed the packet from him and took one. �Give me a light.�
�Are you sure you want to do this, Chief? They�re dangerous to your health, you know.�
�Just give me a light.� Li leaned over to the flickering flame of Sun�s lighter and sucked smoke into his lungs for the first time in nearly a year. It tasted harsh, and burned his throat all the way down. He spluttered and nearly choked, but persevered, and after a few draws felt the nicotine hit his bloodstream and set his nerves on edge. �I spent six months in Hong Kong back in the nineties,� he said. �I came across quite a number of Triads then. Mostly they were just groups of small-time gangsters who liked the names and the rituals. They call the leader the Dragon Head. All that shit in there, it�s a kind of recreation of a journey made by the five Shaolin monks who supposedly created the first Triad society, or Hung League as they called it, set up to try to restore the Ming Dynasty.�
�Sounds like crap to me,� Sun said.
�It might be crap, but that doesn�t mean they�re not dangerous.� Li drew thoughtfully on his cigarette. �I never came across anything on this scale, though. I mean, these people have serious money. And serious influence.� He shook his head. �I still can�t believe they�re here in Beijing.�
�Can�t we just shut them down?� Sun said.
�On what pretext? That they�re Triads? They�re never going to admit to that, are they? And we don�t have any proof. On the face of it, Fan and his people are running a legitimate business. We have no evidence to the contrary, and after tonight I figure we�ll be hard pushed to find any.� He lowered his window an inch to flick the half-smoked remains of his cigarette out into the snowy night. �We�re going to have to tread very carefully from here on in, Sun. These people are likely to be a lot more dangerous to our health than any cigarette.�

III

Li limped quickly down the corridor on the top floor of Section One, supporting himself on his stick. Thirty hours after his beating outside Dai Lili�s apartment, every muscle in his body had stiffened up. His head was pounding. Concentration was difficult. But he was a man driven. Sun was struggling to keep up with him.
�Go home,� Li told him. �There�s nothing more you can do till tomorrow.� He stopped in the doorway of the detectives� room and looked for Qian.
�You�re not sending anyone else home,� Sun protested.
�No one else has a pregnant wife waiting for them.� He spotted Qian taking a call at someone else�s desk. �Qian!�
�You do, Chief,� Sun persisted.
Li looked at him. �She�s not my wife,� he said. And knew that if Margaret had her way now, she never would be.
�Yes, Chief?� Qian had hung up his call.
�Get on to Immigration, Qian. I want everything they�ve got on Fleischer. Is he still in the country? How long has he been here? What address do they have for him?� He scanned the desks until he saw the bleary face of Wu at his computer. �And Wu, run downstairs for me and ask the duty officer in Personnel for the file on Deputy Tao.�
Several heads around the room lifted in surprise. Wu seemed to wake up, and his jaw started chewing rapidly as if he just remembered he still had gum in his mouth. �They�ll not give it to me, Chief.�
�What?�
�Tao�s a senior ranking officer. They�ll only release his file to someone more senior.�
Li sighed. �I was hoping to avoid having to go up and down two flights of stairs. Can�t you use some of that legendary charm of yours?�
�Sorry, Chief.�
Li turned and almost bumped into Sun. �Are you still here?�
�I�ll ask Personnel if you want.�
�Go home!� Li barked at him, and he set off towards the stairs, his mood blackening with every step.
It was after ten by the time Li got back to his office with Tao�s police employment history, all the records from the Royal Hong Kong Police in six box files. He switched out the light and sat in the dark for nearly fifteen minutes, listening to the distant sound of voices and telephones in the detectives� room. He didn�t really want to think about anything but the investigation, but he could not get Margaret out of his head. She was firmly lodged there, along with the pain that had developed over the past hour. His eyes had grown accustomed now to the faint light of the streetlamps that bled in through the window from the street below, and he opened the top drawer of his desk to take out the painkillers the hospital had given him. He swallowed a couple and closed his eyes. He couldn�t face going back to confront his father tonight, not after everything that had happened. And he needed to talk to Margaret, to lie with her and put his hand on her belly and feel their child kicking inside, to be reassured that they had, at least, some kind of a future.
He made a decision, switched on his desk light and took out a sheet of official Section One stationery. He lifted his pen from its holder and held it poised above the paper for nearly a minute before committing it to scrawl a handful of cryptic characters across the crisp, virgin emptiness of the page. When he had finished, he re-read it, and then signed it. He folded it quickly, slipped it into an envelope and wrote down an address. He got up and hobbled to the door and hollered down the hall for Wu. The detective hadn�t been prepared to run down two flights of stairs to fetch a personnel file for him, but could hardly refuse to take a letter down to the mail room. It was on the ground floor. A small satisfaction.
When a disgruntled Wu headed off with the envelope, Li returned to his desk and pulled the telephone directory towards him. He found the number of the Jinglun Hotel and dialled it. The Jinglun was Japanese owned, he knew. Neutral territory. The receptionist answered the call. �Jinglun Fandian.�
�This is Section Chief Li of the Beijing Municipal Police. I need to book a double room for tonight.�
When he�d made the reservation, he dialled again. Margaret answered her phone almost immediately. �It�s me,� he said. She was silent for a long time at the other end of the line. �Hello, are you still there?�
�I love you,� is all she said. And he heard the catch in her voice.
�Is your mother there?�
�She�s asleep.�
�I�ve booked us a room at the Jinglun Hotel on Jianguomenwai. Take a taxi. I�ll meet you there in an hour.�
And he hung up. The deed was done, and there would be no going back. He opened the files on Tao.
Much of what was in them he knew already. Tao had been born in Hong Kong. His family had gone there from Canton at the turn of the twentieth century. He had joined the Royal Hong Kong Police, under the British, straight from school. It had been his life, and he had risen through the uniformed branch to the rank of Detective Sergeant in the Criminal Investigation Department. The marriage he had entered into in his early twenties had gone wrong after their baby girl died from typhoid. He had never remarried.
The Hong Kong police had kept meticulous records of his investigations after he moved into the detective branch. He had been involved in several murder investigations, and a huge drugs bust which had netted more than five million dollars� worth of heroin. He had also taken part in a major investigation into Triad gangs in the colony, including some undercover work. Li searched backwards and forwards through the records, but despite what appeared to have been a major police effort to crack down on the Triads, their success had been limited to a few minor arrests and a handful of prosecutions. Li remembered the campaign from his brief exchange period there in the middle-nineties. He remembered, too, the persistent rumours of a Triad insider within the force itself. Rumours that were never fully investigated, perhaps for fear of what such an investigation might turn up. Triads had been endemic in Hong Kong since the late nineteenth century, extending their tendrils of influence into nearly every corner of society. Dozens of apparently legitimate businesses were fronts for Triad organised crime. Bribery and corruption were rife among ethnic Chinese government officials and the police. All attempts by the British to stamp them out had failed. Originally it was the Communists who had driven the Triads out of mainland China, forcing them to concentrate their efforts in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Now, as freedom of movement and economic reform took hold, the scourge of the Triads was returning to the mainland. Britain�s failure was becoming once again China�s problem.
Li closed each of the box files in turn and stacked them neatly on his desk, doing anything that might stop his mind from focusing on the suspicions that were forming there. He was afraid to examine them in case he found only his own prejudice. He did not like anything about Tao. His personality, his approach to police work, the way he treated his detectives. He knew that Tao was after his job. And Tao had told Margaret about police policy towards officers marrying foreigners.
That tipped the balance. Li sighed and let his head fill up with his worst thoughts. Someone close to their investigation had known enough to be one step ahead of them on the bottles of perfume and aftershave. Why not Tao? And someone had told the thieves who broke in to Macken�s studio to steal the film, that he had made contact prints. Only the investigating officers from the local bureau had known that. And in Section One, only Li and Qian. And Tao.
Li screwed up his eyes and pushed his knotted fist into his forehead. The trouble was, there was not one single reason for him to connect Tao with either breach. The fact that he disliked the man was no justification. Even for the suspicion.

IV

He took the last subway train south on the loop line from Dongzhimen to Jianguomen. There he found himself an almost solitary figure trudging through the snow in the dark past the Friendship Store, and the bottom end of the deserted Silk Street. There were still some late diners in McDonald�s, and the in-crowd was clouding windows at Starbucks, sipping coffees and mochas and hot chocolates that cost more than the average Beijinger earned in a day. At the Dongdoqiao intersection, the lonely figure of a frozen traffic cop stood rigidly inside his long, fur-collared coat, cap pulled down as low over his face as it would go. The traffic was scant, and the pedestrians few and far between. He was ignoring both, and the snow was gathering in ledges on each of his shoulders. A red-faced beggar came scurrying through the snow towards Li, dragging a wailing child in his wake. He turned away, disappointed, when he saw that Li was Chinese, and not some soft-hearted yangguizi. If only he had known, Li never failed to give a beggar the change in his pocket.
Outside the floodlit entrance of the Jianguo Hotel, a group of well-fed foreigners tumbled out of a taxi and hurried, laughing, into the lobby. Water-skiing plastic Santas frolicked around a fountain in an ornamental pool in the forecourt, and fake snow hung from the roof of a Christmas log cabin. The soft strains of Jingle Bells drifted into the night sky. Li ploughed on past the rows of redundant taxis, drivers grouped together inside with engines running, the heating on, playing cards for money. A golden Christmas tree dotted with fairy lights twinkled opposite the revolving door of the Jinglun Hotel. In the lobby, beneath a giant polystyrene effigy of Santa Claus in his reindeer-drawn sleigh, Christmas party-goers fell out of the restaurant past staff in red and white Santa hats. In here the public address system was playing Silent Night.
Beneath the soaring gold pillars and the tall palm trees, Li saw Margaret sitting at a table on her own. Behind her, in the doorway of the twenty-four-hour caf�, a life-sized animated clown was dancing, and singing The Yellow Rose of Texas in a strange electronic voice which intermittently broke off to scream, �Ha, ha, ha. Ho, ho, ho.�
She stood up as soon as she saw Li. �Thank God you�re here,� she said. �Another five minutes and you�d have been investigating the death of a clown.�
�Ha, ha, ha. Ho, ho, ho,� said the clown, and she glared at it. He took her arm. �Come on, let�s go upstairs.�
* * *
Their room was on the fifth floor, at the far end of a long corridor. Li saw the security camera that pointed along it from the elevators and wondered just who was watching. Although he had asked for a double, they had given him a twin-bedded room. The beds were dressed with garishly patterned quilt covers. He switched out the lights and pulled back the quilt on the bed nearest the window. It was more than big enough for two. He did not draw the curtains, and once their eyes had adjusted there was sufficient ambient light from the avenue below by which to see.
A strange urgency overtook them as they undressed and slipped into bed. The warmth of her skin on his immediately stirred his sexual desire. He kissed her lips and her breasts and her belly, and smelled the sex in her soft, downy triangle of hair. He felt her grip his buttocks and try to pull him into her. But he wanted to wait, to take his time, to savour the moment. �Please,� she whispered to him in the dark. �Please, Li Yan.�
He rolled over and knelt between her legs without entering her and cupped her swollen breasts in his hands, feeling the nipples grow hard against his palms, and he ran his tongue up over her belly, squeezing her breasts together so that he could move his lips quickly from one nipple to the other, sucking, teasing, biting. She arched backwards as he moved up to her neck, and his hot breath on her skin made her shiver. He found her lips, and the sweetness of her tongue, and then he slipped inside her, catching her almost unawares, and she gasped.
They moved together in slow, rhythmic waves for fifteen minutes or more, turning one way, then the other, gripped by their passion, but gentle with the knowledge of their baby lying curled between them, the perfect product of a previous encounter. Until finally, he thrust hard and deep, arching backwards so as not to bear down on her, feeling her fingers biting into his back. She screamed at the moment of his release, and he felt her muscular spasm suck him dry, taking his seed this time for love alone.
Afterwards, they lay for more than ten minutes on their backs, side by side, listening to snowflakes brush the window like falling feathers.
�You�ve been smoking,� Margaret said suddenly.
�Just one. Well, really, just half of one.� He hesitated for a long time, steeling himself for this. �Margaret, we need to talk about the wedding.�
�I�ve done enough talking about that tonight. I had to face my mother, remember, after you dropped me at the apartment.�
�What did she say?�
�I think she was relieved that she wasn�t going to have some Chinese as a son-in-law after all.�
He was silent for several minutes then. �You seem to be taking it very calmly.�
�Do I?� She inclined her head to look at him. �Appearances can be deceptive.�
�So what are you thinking?�
�You mean apart from hating you for not telling me?�
�Apart from that.�
�I�m thinking about how much I just want to hurt you for hurting me,� she said. �For lying to me. For deceiving me.�
�I still want to marry you,� he said.
�Forget it.� And she tried very hard not to succumb to the self-pity which was welling up inside. After all, hadn�t she spent long enough these last weeks debating with herself whether marriage and motherhood were really what she wanted in life? She made a determined effort to force a change of topic. �So how did it go tonight? Did you find Fleischer?�
Li lay back and closed his eyes. He still didn�t have the courage to tell her. So he released his thoughts to run over the night�s events, and shuddered again at the recollection of what he had uncovered at the club. �No,� he said. �But if there�s a connection between Fleischer and the dead athletes, then we�re up against something much more powerful than I could ever have imagined.�
For a moment Margaret forgot her own concerns. �What do you mean?�
�The club where Fleischer was photographed is run by Triads.�
She frowned. �Triads? That�s like a kind of Chinese mafia, isn�t it?�
�Bigger, more pervasive, steeped in ritual and tradition.� He turned to find her watching him intently. �The Event Hall at the club is a ceremonial chamber for the induction of new members. It has an east � west orientation, with doors on all four walls, a representation of the lodges where these original inductions took place. Most times I would have walked into it and never have known, but tonight it was all set up for an induction ceremony.�
He described to her the layout of the hall, with its three, freestanding, ornamental doorways representing the entries to the chambers of a traditional lodge; the items laid out on the floor, symbolic of a journey made by the founding monks.
�The monks came from a Shaolin monastery in Fujian,� he said. �They were supposed to have answered a call by the last Ming emperor to save the dynasty and take up arms against the Ch�ing. But one of their number betrayed them, and most of them were killed when the monastery was set on fire. Five escaped. And they�re what they call the �First Five Ancestors�. According to legend they had a series of extraordinary adventures and miraculous escapes. I mean, literally miraculous. Like a grass sandal turning into a boat so that they could sail across a river and escape the Ch�ing soldiers. During this journey, their numbers grew until they became an army, and they called themselves the �Hung League�. But, then, over the years they became fragmented, dividing into hundreds of different groups or gangs who inducted new members by re-enacting the original legend.� He snorted. �Of course, they never did restore the Ming Dynasty. They turned to crime instead. I guess they were one of the world�s first crime syndicates.�
Margaret listened in horror and fascination. �How do you know all this?�
�I read up on it before I went to Hong Kong. Yifu was a bit of an expert. Our family came from the colony before they moved to Sichuan.�
�And all that stuff on the floor. What did it mean, exactly?�
�I think the bamboo hoop with the red serrated paper was supposed to represent a hole through which the founding monks escaped from the burning monastery. I guess new recruits would have to step through it. The pieces of charcoal laid out on the floor would represent the burned-out remains. The monks are then supposed to have escaped across a river on stepping stones. I think that�s what the circles of paper were. The two lengths of string, I think, symbolise a two-planked bridge which also aided their escape. They would be held up and stretched tight for the recruits to duck under during the ceremony.�
Margaret was wide-eyed in amazement. �This is bizarre stuff,� she said. �It�s hard to believe that crap like that still goes on in this day and age.�
Li nodded. �It would be laughable if these people weren�t so dangerous. And, believe me, they are.�
�Why are they called Triads?� Margaret asked.
�It was the Europeans who called them that,� Li said. �They were known by all sorts of different names over the years. The term �Triads� might have came from one of them � the �Three United Association�. But I don�t know for sure.�
He told her, then, about the table draped with yellow paper and the strange collection of items laid out on top of it. �I figure the table was some kind of altar. When the monks were escaping from the monastery, a huge yellow curtain was supposed to have fallen on them and saved them from the flames. I think that�s what the yellow paper was supposed to represent.�
�What about the stuff on top of the altar?� She remembered Mei Yuan telling her about the rice bowl and chopsticks placed on a wedding altar to commemorate a death in the family.
�Everything�s related to the original legend,� Li said. �I don�t know all the details. I mean, the rush sandal is obvious. That�s what was supposed to have turned into a boat. I think the white cloth with the red stains represents a monk�s robe smeared with blood. The sword would be used to execute traitors. The punishment for anyone breaking one of the thirty-six oaths of allegiance is �death by a myriad of swords�.�
Margaret felt goosebumps rise up all along her arms and across her shoulders. �That girl you found in the park,� she whispered. �You said she worked at the club.� Li looked at her, the thought dawning on him for the first time. Margaret said, �She died of multiple stab wounds, didn�t she? Laid out on a stone slab like a ritual sacrifice. Or execution.�
�My God,� Li said. �They killed her.�
�But why? She wouldn�t have been a member, would she?�
�No. It�s an all male preserve. But she must have known something, betrayed a confidence, I don�t know�� He sat up in bed, all fatigue banished from body and mind. �They took her up there and stabbed her to death and laid her out for the world to see. Like they were making an example of her. Or issuing a warning.�
�Who to?�
�I don�t know. I just don�t know.� And then Li remembered something which had got lost in a day of traumas and revelations. Something he had meant to ask Margaret about earlier. He turned to her. �Margaret, Wu came up with something at the meeting this morning. It�s maybe nothing at all. But it did seem strange.�
�What?�
�All of the athletes, including Jia Jing, had the flu at some point in the five or six weeks before they died.� He paused. �Could that have been the virus that caused their heart trouble?�
Margaret scowled. �No,� she said. �The flu wouldn�t do that to them.� She thought about it some more. �But it could have done something else.�
�Like what?�
�Activated a retrovirus.�
Li screwed up his face. �A what?�
Margaret said, �We�ve all got them, Li Yan, in our germline DNA. Retroviruses. Organisms that have attacked us at some point in human history, organisms that we have learned to live with because they have become a part of us. Usually harmless. But sometimes, just sometimes, activated by something else that finds its way in there. A virus. Like herpes. Or flu.�
�You think that�s what happened to these athletes?�
She shrugged. �I�ve no idea. But if they all came down with the flu, and that�s the only common factor we can find, then it�s a possibility.�
Li was struggling to try to understand. �And how would that help us?�
Margaret shook her head. �I don�t know that it would.�
Li fell back on the pillow. �I give up.�
She smiled at him and shook her head. �I doubt it. You�re not the type.�
He closed his eyes and they lay side by side in silence, then, for ten minutes or more. Finally she said, �So what are you thinking?�
He said, �I�m thinking about how I quit the force tonight.�
Margaret raised herself immediately on her elbow. She could barely hear her voice over the pounding of her heart. �What?�
�I want to marry you, Margaret.� She started to protest, but he forced his voice over her. �And if you won�t marry me, then I�ll have to live with that. But it won�t change my mind about quitting.� He turned his head on the pillow to look at her. �I wrote my resignation letter before I left the office tonight. It�s in the mail. So all my bridges are burned. No going back.�
�Well, you�d better find a way,� Margaret said brutally. �Because I won�t marry you, Li Yan. Not now. I won�t have your unhappiness on my conscience for the rest of my life.�

Chapter Ten


I

Traffic in the city had already ground to a halt. And there was not even light, yet, in the sky. Li hobbled past lines of stationary vehicles blocking all six lanes on Jianguomenwai Avenue. A few taxis were making their way gingerly along the cycle lanes, cyclists weaving past them on both sides, leaving drunken tracks in the snow. He would have to take the subway to Section One, for what would probably be his last time.
Margaret was still asleep when he left. He had no idea when either of them had drifted off, finally, to escape from their stalemate for a few short hours. But he had wakened early and lay listening to her slow, steady breathing on the pillow beside him. She had looked so peaceful, so innocent in sleep, this woman he loved. This pig-headed, stubborn, utterly unreasonable woman he loved.
He walked quickly to burn up anger and frustration. Not just with Margaret, but with everything in his life. With a bureaucracy that wouldn�t allow him to marry her and still keep his job. With an investigation that grew more obscure the more he uncovered. With his father for blaming him unreasonably for things that were not his fault. With himself for not being able to solve his own problems. With his Uncle Yifu for not being there when he needed him most.
And still the snow fell.
He reached the subway station at Jianguomen, and limped down the steps. Warm air rushed up to meet him. He bought a ticket and stood on a crowded platform waiting for a train going north. A southbound train, headed for Beijing Railway Station, came in on the other line, debouching a handful of passengers before sucking in all the people on the far side of the platform.
Li had seen the face of the driver in his cab as it came in, pale and weary in the early morning, caught for a moment in the dazzle of lights on the platform. As it left, he saw the guard peering from the side window of the cab at the other end. Had the train come in on Li�s side, heading in the other direction, their roles would have been reversed. And he realised consciously for the first time that the trains were reversible. They could be driven from either end. The same going forwards as backwards. And he wondered why something tucked away in the farthest and darkest recesses of his mind was telling him that there was significance in this.
His train arrived, and he squeezed into it to stand clutching an overhead handrail, using his free arm to protect his ribs from the other passengers crushing in around him. The recorded voice of a female announcer told them that the next stop was Chaoyangmen. And the significance of the reversible train came to him quite unexpectedly. It was Mei Yuan�s riddle. About the I Ching expert and the girl who came to consult him on his sixty-sixth birthday. Somewhere, beyond awareness, his subconscious had been chipping away at it, and now that the solution had come to him, he wondered why he had not seen it immediately. It was breath-takingly simple.
At Dongzhimen he struggled painfully to the top of the stairs, emerging once more into the cold, bitter wind that blew the snow in from the Gobi Desert. The sky was filled with a purple-grey light now, and the traffic was grinding slowly in both directions along Ghost Street. The demolition men were out already, thankful for once to be wielding their hammers, burning energy to keep themselves warm. The snow lay in ledges along every branch of every tree lining both sides of the street, on walls and window-sills and doorways, so that it felt as if the whole world were edged in white. Even the gap sites looked less ugly under their pristine, sparkling carpets.
Li was surprised to see Mei Yuan serving customers at her usual corner, steam rising in the cold from her hotplate as she scooped up jian bing in brown paper parcels to hand over in exchange for cash. She had rigged up an umbrella from her bicycle stall to fend off the snow as she worked. But the wind was defeating it, and large, soft flakes blew in all around her.
�You�re early,� he said to her.
She looked up, surprised. �So are you.� There was a moment of awkwardness between them. Unfinished business from the betrothal meeting, unspoken exchanges. Confusion and sympathy. Perhaps a little anger. She said, �I�m going to the park later today. With Mrs. Campbell. She expressed an interest in tai chi.�
�Did she?� But he wasn�t really interested.
�Would you like a jian bing?�
He nodded, the smell of the pancakes making him realise for the first time just how hungry he was. Although his head was protected by the hood of his jacket, the snow blew in all around his face, making it wet and cold. Big flakes clung to his eyebrows. He brushed them away. �I�m sorry about last night.�
She shrugged. �Someday, perhaps, you�ll feel like telling me about it.�
�Someday,� he said. And he watched her make his jian bing in silence. When finally she finished it and handed it to him, steaming and deliciously hot in his hands, he took a bite and said, �I figured out your riddle.�
�You took your time,� was all she said.
�I had other things on my mind.�
She waited, but when he said nothing, grew impatient. �Well?�
He took another bite and spoke with his mouth full, savouring both the pancake and his solution. �Wei Chang was the I Ching practitioner, right?� She nodded. �He was born on the second of February, nineteen twenty-five, and he was sixty-six on the day the young woman came to see him. That meant the date was February the second, nineteen ninety-one.� She nodded again. �If you were to write that down it would be 2-2-1991. He wanted to add her age to that and then reverse the number to make a code specially for her. Of course, you didn�t tell me her age. But for this number to be so unusual, so auspicious, the woman had to be twenty-two. That way, the number he was making up for her would be 22199122, yes? Which makes it palindromic. The same backwards as forwards.�
She raised her eyebrows. �I was beginning to despair of you ever working it out.�
�I was distracted.�
�So I gather.�
But he did not want to get into that. �Where did you come across it?�
�I didn�t. I made it up.�
He looked at her surprised. �Really? How in the name of your ancestors did you think of it?�
�The English book I was reading on Napoleon Bonaparte,� she said. �Not a very serious biography. The writer seemed more intent on making a fool of the Frenchman. He referred to an old joke about Bonaparte�s exile on the Mediterranean island of Elba. He was alleged to have said on arriving there, Able was I ere I saw Elba. A perfect palindrome. Exactly the same forwards as backwards. Entirely apocryphal, of course. He was French! Why would he speak in English? But it gave me the idea, and since a palindrome wouldn�t work in Chinese, I made it with numbers instead.�
Li grinned at her, forgetting all his troubles for the moment. �You�re a smart lady, Mei Yuan. Did anyone ever tell you that?�
�All the time.� She smiled, and the tension between them melted like the snow on her hotplate. �It�s an interesting book. I�ll lend it to you if you like.�
�I don�t have much time for reading just now.�
�You should always make time for reading, Li Yan. And anyway, there�s an element of criminal investigation in it. That should interest you.�
And Li thought how very soon he would have no interest of any kind in criminal investigation. �Oh?�
Mei Yuan�s eyes grew distant, and Li knew that she had transported herself to some other place on this earth. It was why she loved to read. Her escape from the cold and the drudgery of making pancakes on a street corner. In this case, her destination was the island of St Helena � the place of Napoleon�s final exile � and a debate now nearly two centuries old. �When the British finally defeated Napoleon,� she said, �he was banished to a tiny island in the South Atlantic where he died in 1821. It has long been rumoured and written that he was actually murdered there to prevent his escape and return to France. It was said that his food was laced with arsenic, and that he died from poisoning.� She reached behind her saddle and pulled out the book, holding it with a kind of reverence. �But according to this, a medical archaeologist from Canada disproved the murder theory nearly one hundred and eighty years after Napoleon�s death.�
In spite of his mood and the cold and the snow, Li found his interest engaged. �How?�
�Locks of his hair were taken at autopsy and kept for posterity. This medical archaeologist, Doctor Peter Lewin, got access to the hair and was able to conduct an analysis of it which disproved the theory of murder by poisoning.�
Li frowned. �How could he tell that from examining the hair?�
�Apparently the hair is like a kind of log of chemicals and poisons that pass through our bodies. Doctor Lewin contended that if Napoleon had, indeed, been poisoned, there would still be traces of the arsenic that killed him in his hair. He found none.�
But Li was no longer interested in Napoleon. He was a long way from St Helena and arsenic poisoning. He was in an autopsy room looking at a young swimmer with a shaven head. To her surprise, he took Mei Yuan�s red smiling face in his hands and kissed her. �Thank you, Mei Yuan. Thank you.�

II

Margaret woke late, disorientated, panicked by unfamiliar surroundings. It was a full five seconds before she remembered where she was, and the blanks in her memory started filling themselves in like the component parts of a page on the internet. Li. Making love. Triads. His resignation. Fighting. His words coming back to her. I quit the force tonight. Like the cold steel of an autopsy knife slipping between her ribs. But she could feel no anger. Only his pain. And she wished that she could make it go away.
But nothing was going to go away. Not this hotel room, nor the bruised sky spitting snow at the window. Nor her mother waking alone in her tiny apartment, nor this baby that was growing and growing inside her.
Or the strange, nagging idea that had haunted her dreams, and was still there in her waking moments, not quite formed and not entirely within her grasp.
She slipped out of bed and took a shower, trying to wash away her depression with hot, running water. But like the scent of the soap, it lingered long after. She dressed and hurried downstairs, glancing furtively at the reception desk as she passed, hoping that Li had paid the bill and that she would not be stopped at the door like some common prostitute.
As the revolving door propelled her out on to the sidewalk, the cold hit her like a physical blow. She stopped for a moment to catch her breath, and saw that the traffic in the avenue was still gridlocked in the snow. No chance of a taxi.
It took her an hour to get back to her apartment, trudging the last twenty minutes through snow from the subway station. One side of her was white where the wind had driven the thick, soft flakes against her coat and her jeans. Her face had frozen rigid by the time she stepped into the elevator. Even had she felt the desire to smile at the sullen operator, her facial muscles would not have obliged. She peeled off her red ski hat and shook out the hair she had flattened beneath it. At least her ears were still warm.
�Mom,� she called out as she let herself into the apartment. But there were no lights on, and it felt strangely empty. �Mom?� She checked the bedroom, but the bed had been made and the room tidied. Her mother was not in the kitchen or the toilet, and the sitting room was empty. There was a note on the gate-leg table beside her laptop. It was written in Mei Yuan�s careful hand.
I have taken your mother to Zhongshan Park to teach her tai chi in the snow.
Margaret felt hugely relieved. Her mother was the last person she had felt like facing right now. She switched on the overhead light and saw her own reflection in the window, and realised that she did not much want to deal with herself either. She switched the light off again and sat down at the table, turning on her laptop. The idea that had germinated in her sleep, taken root and poked through into her waking world, was still there. She did not want to try to bring it too sharply into focus in case she lost it. At least, not just yet.
She connected to the Internet, searched through the list of sites she had visited most recently, and pulled up the Time article on Hans Fleischer. She read it all through again, very slowly, very carefully, and then returned to the top of the profile. He had graduated from Potsdam with a double degree in sports medicine and genetics. Genetics. She scrolled down through the article again and stopped near the foot of it. After his time in Berlin he had returned to Nitsche, where he was said to have been involved in � the development of a new method of stimulating natural hormone production. These things had lodged very consciously with her yesterday. But there had been so many other things competing for space in her thoughts. It was sleep which had found room for them there, and brought them fizzing to the surface. And now the idea they had sparked was taking tangible shape in her waking mind.
She grabbed her coat from where it was still dripping melting snow on to the kitchen floor, and pulled on her ski cap and gloves, a vision of the runner with the purple birthmark filling her mind with a bleak sense of urgency. She had only just stepped into the elevator and asked the girl to take her to the ground floor when the phone rang in her apartment. But the doors closed before she heard it.
* * *
Li tapped his desk impatiently, listening to the long, single ring of the phone go unanswered at the other end. He waited nearly a minute before he hung up. It was the third time he had called. He had phoned the hotel some time earlier, but she had already left. Reception did not know when. There was a knock at the door and Qian poked his head around it. �Got a moment, Chief?�
Li nodded. �Sure.� He felt a pang of regret. After today nobody would call him �Chief� any more.
�I got that information you wanted from Immigration. About Doctor Fleischer.� He hesitated, as if waiting to be invited to continue.
�Well?� Li said irritably.
Qian sat down opposite him and flipped through his notes. �He was first granted an entry visa into China in nineteen ninety-nine. It was a one-year business visa with a work permit allowing him to take up a position with a joint-venture Swiss-Chinese chemical company called the Peking Pharmaceutical Corporation. PPC.� He looked up and chuckled. �Dragons and cuckoo clocks.� But Li wasn�t smiling. Qian turned back to his notes. �The visa has been renewed annually and doesn�t come up for renewal again for another six months. He doesn�t seem to be with PPC any more, though.� He looked up. �Which is odd. Because there isn�t any record of who�s employing him now.� He shrugged. �Anyway, he has two addresses. He rents an apartment on the east side, near the China World Trade Center. And he also has a small country cottage just outside the village of Guanling near the Miyun Reservoir.� Qian raised his eyebrows. �Apparently he owns it.� Which was unusual in the Middle Kingdom, because land ownership was one of those grey areas which had not yet been sorted out in the new China.
Li knew the reservoir well. It supplied more than half the city�s water. A huge lake about sixty-five kilometers north-east of Beijing, it was scattered with islets and bays beneath a backdrop of towering mountains still traced with the remains of the Great Wall. He had spent many weekends there during his student days, fishing and swimming. He, along with a handful of close friends, had often taken the bus from Dongzhimen on a summer�s day, packed lunches in their backpacks, and wandered off into the foothills beyond the reservoir to find rock pools large enough to swim in, away from the crowds. On a clear day, from up in the mountains, you could see the capital shimmering in the distant plain. There was a holiday village on the shores of the lake now, and it had become a popular resort for both Chinese and foreign tourists.
He wondered what on earth Fleischer was doing with a house out there.

III

Margaret slipped into Zhongshan Park by the east gate. Through a huge, tiled moongate, she saw snow-laden conifers leaning over the long straight path leading west to the Maxim Pavilion. But she turned south, past ancient gnarled trees and heard the sound of 1930s band music drifting through the park with the snow. It seemed wholly incongruous in this most traditional of Chinese settings.
Mei Yuan and her mother were not amongst the handful of hardy tai chi practitioners in the forecourt of the Yu Yuan Pavilion. Margaret stood, perplexed for a moment, wondering where else they might be. One of the women recognised her and smiled and pointed in the direction of the Altar of the Five-Coloured Soil.
As she approached the vast raised concourse that created the boundary for the altar, the sound of band music grew louder. But she couldn�t see where it was coming from because of the wall around it. She climbed half a dozen steps and entered the concourse through one of its four marble gates. A gang of women in blue smocks and white headcovers leaned on their snow scrapers on the fringes of a large crowd of Zhongshan regulars gathered around a couple dancing to the music. Margaret recognised Glenn Miller�s Little Brown Jug, and even from here could see that the couple were gliding across the snow-scraped flagstones like professional ballroom dancers.
She searched the faces of the onlookers as she drew closer, and spotted Mei Yuan watching intently. But there was no sign of her mother. She eased through the crowd and touched Mei Yuan�s arm. Mei Yuan turned, and her face lit up when she saw her.
�She�s wonderful, isn�t she?� she said.
Margaret frowned. �Who is?�
�Your mother.� Mei Yuan nodded towards the dancers, and Margaret saw with a shock that the couple dancing so fluidly through the falling snow comprised an elderly Chinese gentleman and her mother.
Margaret�s hand flew to her mouth and she couldn�t help exclaiming, �My God!� She watched for a moment or two in stunned disbelief, and then remembered her mother�s fall. �What about her leg? She could hardly walk yesterday.�
Mei Yuan smiled knowingly. �It�s amazing what a little sexual frisson can do to aid recovery.�
Margaret looked at her as if she had two heads. �A little what?�
�She�s quite a flirt, your mother.�
Margaret was shaking her head in disbelief, at a loss for words. �My mother!� was all she could find to say.
The music came to an end, and the dancers stopped. The crowd burst into spontaneous applause, and the elderly Chinese gentleman bowed to Mrs. Campbell, before heading off to rejoin his friends. Mrs. Campbell hurried over to where Margaret and Mei Yuan were standing. Her face was flushed and animated, eyes brimming with excitement and pleasure. She was also more than a little breathless. �Well?� she said, beaming at them both. �How did I do?�
�You were marvellous,� Mei Yuan said, with genuine admiration.
�I didn�t know you could dance,� Margaret said.
Mrs. Campbell raised one eyebrow and cast a withering look over her daughter. �There are many things you don�t know about me,� she said. �Children forget that before they were born their parents had lives.� She caught her breath. �I take it the fact that you were out all night is a good sign. Or do I mean bad? I mean, is the wedding off or on? I�d hate to have to go home early. I�m just beginning to enjoy myself.�
Margaret said, �Li is quitting the force. He posted his resignation last night.�
�No!� Mei Yuan put the back of her hand to her mouth.
�He seemed to think that would make me want to marry him again.�
�And did it?� her mother asked.
�Of course not. But I can�t win, can I? I�m damned if I do and damned if I don�t. And I�m damned if I�m going to be either.�
Mrs. Campbell sighed deeply. �Just like her father,� she said to Mei Yuan. �Obstinate to the last.�
�Anyway,� Margaret said, �I�d hate to spoil your fun. Don�t feel you have to go home early on my account. I just stopped by to say I�m going to be busy today.� She turned to Mei Yuan. �If you don�t mind babysitting for a few more hours.�
�Really, Margaret!� her mother protested.
But Mei Yuan just smiled and squeezed Margaret�s hand. �Of course,� she said. And then her face darkened, as if a cloud had passed over it. She still held Margaret�s hand. �Don�t abandon him now, Margaret. He needs you.�
Margaret nodded, afraid to catch her mother�s eye, reluctant to show the least sign of vulnerability. �I know,� she said.
* * *
The snow was lying thick on the basketball court behind the wire fencing. On a day like this the students were all indoors, and Margaret made the only tracks on the road south from the main campus to the Centre of Material Evidence Determination, where she had carried out her autopsies. Inside, the centre was warm and she pulled off her hat and made her way along the first-floor corridor that led to Professor Yang�s office.
His secretary smiled and inquired, in her limited English, after the health of Margaret�s baby, and then she knocked on the professor�s door and asked if he would see Doctor Campbell for a few minutes. Of course he would, he said, and Margaret was ushered in to a warm handshake and an invitation to take a seat. Professor Yang was a tall, lugubrious man with large, square, rimless glasses, and a head of very thick, sleekly brushed hair. He was sometimes a little vague, like an original for the absent-minded professor, but that only disguised a mind as sharp as a razor. It would be easy to under-estimate him on first meeting. Quite a number of people had. To their cost. He was an extremely able forensic pathologist in his own right. But it was his political acumen, and administrative skills, which had propelled him into his current position of power as head of the most advanced forensics facility in China. Samples from all over the country were sent to the laboratories here for the most sophisticated analysis. Its staff were regularly posted on attachment to other facilities around the world, to learn and bring back the latest refinements in DNA testing and radioimmunassay and a host of other laboratory techniques.
He had a soft spot for Margaret. �What can I do for you, my dear?� His English was almost too perfect, belonging in some ways to another era. The kind of English no one spoke any more. Even in England. He would not have been out of place as a 1950s BBC radio announcer.
�Professor, I have a favour to ask,� she said.
�Hmmm,� he smiled. �Then I am certain to oblige. I rather enjoy having attractive young ladies in my debt.�
Margaret couldn�t resist a smile. Professor Yang took the Chinese system of guanxi�a favour given is a debt owed � very literally. �I�ve been working with Section Chief Li on the dead athletes case.�
�Yes,� he said, �I�ve been following it quite closely. Very interesting.�
�I wonder if you might know anyone with a background in genetics. Someone who might be able to do a little blood analysis for me.�
Professor Yang looked as if his interest had just increased. �As it happens,� he said, �my best friend from school is now Professor of Genetics at Beijing University.�
�Do you think he might be prevailed upon to do me a favour?�
�There is, my dear, a certain matter of some outstanding guanxi between myself and Professor Xu.� It was odd how this strangely BBC voice became suddenly Chinese in a single word before returning again to the contorted vowels and diphthongs of his old-fashioned English. �So, of course, if I ask him, he will do me a favour.�
�And then I will owe you.�
He beamed. �I do so much like having guanxi in the bank.�
�I�ll need to retrieve some of the heart blood I took from the swimmer, Sui Mingshan. There should be enough left.�
�Well, let us go and see, my dear,� he said, and he stood up and lifted his coat from the stand behind the door. �And I shall accompany you to the university myself. I do not get out nearly enough. And I have not seen old Xu in a long time.�
Along with the blood, Margaret had sent urine, bile, stomach contents and a portion of liver for analysis. There was still a good fifty millilitres of Sui�s blood in the refrigerator available for testing. Margaret drew off most of it into a small glass vial which she sealed and labelled and packed carefully into her purse.
Professor Yang arranged for a car and driver to take them across town. Ploughs had been out on the Fourth Ring Road, and they made slow but steady progress through the lines of traffic heading north before turning off on the slip road on to Souzhou Street and driving deep into Haidian�s university-land.
Beijing University, known simply as Beida, sat in splendid snow-covered isolation behind high brick walls, an extraordinary rambling campus of lakes and pavilions and meandering footpaths. Professor Xu�s office was on the second floor of the College of Biogenic Science. He could not have been more different from Professor Yang � short, round, balding, with tiny wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of a very small, upturned nose. Yang always cut an elegant figure in his immaculately pressed dark suits. Xu sported a well-worn, padded, Chinese jacket open over a tee-shirt and baggy corduroy pants. He smoked constantly, and his brown suede shoes were covered in fallen ash.
The two men shook hands with genuine pleasure and clear enthusiasm. There was an exchange which Margaret did not understand, but which made them both laugh aloud. Xu turned to Margaret. �He always more lucky than me, Lao Yang. Always with pretty girl on his arm.� His English wasn�t as good as Yang�s.
�That�s because I�m so much better looking than you, Professor,� Yang said. And he turned to Margaret. �He was an ugly boy, too.�
�But smarter,� Xu said, grinning.
�A matter of opinion,� Yang said sniffily.
Xu said to Margaret. �Lao Yang say you need some help. He owe me so-oo many favour. But I do favour for you.� And suddenly his smile was replaced by a frown of concentration. �You have blood?�
Margaret took the vial out of her purse. �I hope it�s enough. I took it from a young man who was suffering from an unusual heart condition. Hypertrophy of the microvasculature.� Yang quickly translated this more technical language. Margaret went on. �I am wondering if his condition might have been brought about by some kind of genetic disorder.�
Xu took the vial. �Hmmm. Could take some time.� He held it up to the light.
�We don�t have much time,� Margaret said. �This condition has already killed several people, and may well kill several more.�
�Ah,� Yang said. He laid the vial on his desk and lit another cigarette. �Why you think there is genetic element?�
�To be honest,� Margaret said, �I don�t know that there is.� She glanced at Yang. �I�m making a wild guess, here. That these people might have been subjected to some kind of genetic modification.�
Yang translated, and Margaret could see that Xu found the suggestion intriguing. He looked at Margaret. �Okay, I give it big priority.�
On the way back in the car, Yang and Margaret sat in silence for some time, watching the traffic and the snow. They were back on the ring road before Yang said to her, �You think someone might have been tampering with the DNA of these athletes?� He, too, was clearly intrigued.
Margaret looked embarrassed. �I�m sorry Professor, I hope I am not wasting your friend�s time. It really is the wildest stab in the dark.�
* * *
A police Jeep, windows opaque with condensation, was parked at the front door of the Centre of Material Evidence Determination when Professor Yang�s car pulled in opposite the basketball court. As the professor helped Margaret towards the steps, the doors on each side of the Jeep opened simultaneously, and Li and Sun got out in a cloud of hot, stale cigarette smoke. Margaret turned as Li called her name, and she saw him limping towards her on his stick. At least, she thought, he still appeared to be in a job. She searched his face anxiously as he approached, and saw tension there. But also, to her surprise, lights in his eyes. She knew immediately there had been developments. �What�s happened?� she asked.
He said, �I know why they shaved the athletes� heads. At least, I think I do. But I need you to prove it.�
Yang said, �Well, let�s not stand here discussing it in the snow, shall we? You had better come along to my office and we�ll have some tea.�
Li could barely contain himself on the walk along the hall to Yang�s office. Well over half the day had gone already, and his revelation was burning a hole in his brain. Yang told his secretary to make them tea, and swept into his office. Li and Sun and Margaret followed. Yang hung his coat on the stand and said, �Well? Are you going to put us out of our misery, Section Chief? Or are you going to stand there dithering until the tea arrives?�
Li said, �It�s the hair. If they were taking drugs there would be a record of it right there on their heads. Even if they managed somehow to get the stuff out of their systems there would still be traces of it in their hair.�
�Jesus,� Margaret whispered. �Of course.� And now that it was out there in front of her, she wondered why it had not occurred to her before.
Li said, �I�ve already done some research on the Internet.� And Margaret knew that the hours she had spent schooling him on how to get the best out of a search engine had been worthwhile. He said, �I found an article in a forensic medical publication. It seems some French scientists recently published a paper on hair analysis in a test group of bodybuilders. They found that�� he fumbled in his pocket for the printout he had taken from the computer. He opened it up, searching for the relevant paragraph. �Here it is�that, quote, long-term histories of an individual�s drug use are accessible through hair analysis, whereas urinalysis provides only short-term information. End quote.� He looked up triumphantly.
Yang said, �But if they all had their heads shaved, how will we ever know?�
Margaret said, �But they didn�t, did they?� She turned to Li. �The weightlifter who died from the heart attack. He still had his hair.�
�And plenty of it,� Li said. �A ponytail halfway down his back.�
Margaret looked troubled. �The only problem is,� she said, �I have absolutely no expertise in this area.� She looked to Professor Yang. �And I�m not sure if anyone here does.�
Yang�s secretary knocked and came in with a tray of tall glasses and a flask of hot tea. �Ah, good, thank you, my dear,� said Yang. �Ask Doctor Pi to step into my office for a few moments, would you?� She nodded, set the tray down on his desk and left. The professor started pouring. �You know Doctor Pi, don�t you, Margaret?� he said.
�Head of the forensics laboratory, isn�t he?�
Yang nodded. �Spent some time last year on an exchange trip to the US.� He smiled. �One of my little hobby-horses, exchange trips.� He started handing full glasses of tea around. �I believe Doctor Pi took part in a study in South Florida to ascertain cocaine abuse in pregnant women by performing hair assays.� He grinned now. �You never know when such skills might come in handy.�
Doctor Pi was a tall, good-looking young man with a slow, laconic manner, and impeccable American English. Yes, he confirmed when he came in, he had taken part in such a study. He sipped his tea and waited expectantly.
�It was successful?� Margaret asked.
�Sure,� he said. �We found we could reliably look at drug exposure months after it had passed out of the urine or the blood. Anything up to ninety days after. A kind of retrospective window of detection.�
Li said, �If we could provide you with a hair sample would you be able to analyse it for us, open up that retrospective window.�
�Sure. We got facilities here that would let me do a pretty sophisticated radioimmunassay.�
�What kind of sample, exactly, would you need?� Margaret asked.
�I�d need forty to fifty strands of hair from the vertex of the scalp, cut at scalp level with surgical scissors.�
Margaret said, �You�d need alignment maintained?�
�Sure. You�ll have to rig up a little collection kit to pack it in, so that you maintain hair alignment and root-tip orientation for me. About two and a half centimeters would provide an average sixty-day growth length.�
Margaret said to Li, �Is the weightlifter still at Pau J� Hutong?�
�In the chiller.�
�Then we�d better get straight over there and give him a haircut.�
Pi sipped his tea. �It would help,� he said, �to know what I was looking for.�
�Hormones,� Margaret said.
�What, you mean like anabolic steroids? Testosterone derivatives, synthetic EPO, that kind of thing?�
�No,� Margaret said. �I mean the real thing. No substitutes or derivatives or synthetics. Testosterone, human growth hormone, endogenous EPO. You can measure the endogenous molecule, can�t you?�
Pi shrugged. �Not easy. Interpretation is difficult because physiological levels are unknown. But we can look at the esters of molecules like testosterone enanthate, testosterone cypionate and nandrolone, and determine whether they are exogenous or not. So I should be able to identify what is endogenous.�
Li looked confused. �What the hell does that mean?�
Professor Yang said, �I think it means, yes, Section Chief.�

IV

The light was fading by the time Margaret got back to the apartment. The snow had stopped falling, but it still lay thick across the city, masking its beauty and its imperfections. She had cut a lock of Jia Jing�s silken black hair according to Doctor Pi�s instructions, and delivered it in its proper orientation back to the Centre of Material Evidence Determination.
Her mother had not yet returned, and there was something cheerless about the place. More so than usual. She felt the radiator in the sitting room and it was barely lukewarm. The communal heating was acting up again. The overhead electric light leeched the colour out of everything in the apartment, and Margaret shivered at the bleak prospect of life here on her own with a baby. There was no question of Li being allowed to share the apartment with her officially. She would not even be allocated a married couple�s apartment � because she was not married to him. And they could not afford to rent privately if Li was unemployed.
She arched her spine backwards, pressing her palms into her lower back. It had started to ache again. Her antenatal class was due to begin in just over an hour. She had not felt like going out again into the cold and dark, but the apartment was so depressing she could not face the prospect of sitting alone in it waiting for her mother to return. A wave of despair washed over her, and she bit her lip to stop herself crying. Self-pity was only ever self-defeating.
She went through to the bedroom and opened the closet. Hanging amongst her clothes was the traditional Chinese qipao which she had bought to wear on her wedding day. She had sat up night after night unpicking the seams and recutting it to accommodate the bulge of her child. Still, it would have looked absurd. She had intended wearing a loose-fitting embroidered silk smock over it, to at least partially disguise her condition. She lifted the qipao and the smock from the rail and laid them out on the bed beside the red headscarf that Mei Yuan had given her, and gazed upon the bright, embroidered colours. Reds and yellows and blues, golds and greens. Dragons and snakes. In the bottom of the closet were the tiny silk slippers she had bought to go with them. Black and gold. She lifted them out and ran the tips of her fingers over their silky smoothness. She threw them on the bed suddenly, knowing she would never wear them, and the tears came at last. Hot and silent. She didn�t know whether she was crying for herself, or for Li. Maybe for them both. Theirs had been a difficult, stormy relationship. They had not made things easy for themselves. Now fate was making them even harder. She had been born in the Year of the Monkey, and Li in the Year of the Horse. She remembered being told once that horses and monkeys were fated never to get on. That they were incompatible, and that any relationship between them was doomed to failure. She felt her baby kick inside her, as if to remind her that not everything she and Li had created between them was a failure. Perhaps their child could bridge the gulf between horse and monkey, between China and America. Between happiness and unhappiness.
A hammering at the door crashed into her thoughts and startled her. It was a loud, persistent knocking. Not her mother or Mei Yuan. Not Li, who had a key. Hastily, she wiped her face and hurried through the hall to answer the door. Before she did, she put it on its chain. The moment it opened, the knocking stopped, and a young man stepped back into the light of the landing, squinting at her between door and jamb. He was a rough-looking boy, with a thick thatch of dull black hair, and callused hands. She saw the tattooed head of a serpent emerging from the arm of his jacket on to the back of his hand. He smelled of cigarettes and alcohol.
�You Doctah Cambo?�
Margaret felt a shiver of apprehension. She had no idea who this young man was. He was wearing heavy, workman�s boots, and could easily have kicked in her door. �Who wants to know?�
�You come with me.�
�I don�t think so.� She tried to close the door, but he was there in an instant, his foot preventing her from shutting it. �I�ll scream!� she said shrilly.
�My sister wanna talk t�you,� he said gruffly, and pushed the door back to the extent of its chain.
�Who the hell�s your sister?�
�Dai Lili.�
Margaret stepped back from the door as if she had received an electric shock. The hammering of her heart was making her feel sick. �How do I know she�s your sister? What does she look like?�
He touched his left cheek. �She got mark on face.�
And Margaret realised what a stupid question she had asked. Millions of people had seen Dai Lili running on television. Her birthmark was her trademark. �No. I need more.�
He fumbled in his jacket pocket and pulled out a dog-eared business card. �She gimme this to give you.� And he thrust it through the gap towards her. It was the card she had given Dai Lili that day outside the hospital. She knew it was the same card because it had the scored-through phone number of her friend scrawled on it.
Margaret took a deep, tremulous breath. The boy was clearly agitated. He kept glancing nervously towards the elevators. It was a big decision for her. She knew she probably should not go, but the picture in her mind of the young runner�s face, the fear in her eyes, was still very vivid. �Give me a minute,� she said, and she closed the door before he could stop her. She shut her eyes, her breath shallow now and rapid. �Shit!� she whispered to herself. And then she went into the kitchen and lifted her coat and hat.
When she opened the door again, the young man seemed startled to see her, as if he had already decided she was not going to reappear. �Where is she?� Margaret asked.
�You got bike?�
�Yes.�
�You follow me.�
* * *
In the detectives� room a crowd was gathered around the television set to watch the ad going out on air. Li had taken the very nearly unprecedented step of asking Beijing TV to put Dai Lili�s photograph out on all of its channels, appealing for any information from the public on her whereabouts. They had set up six lines, with a bank of operators to take calls. Li was certain that she was involved. Somehow. She had been desperate to talk to Margaret, and now she was missing. He was convinced that if they could find her she would be the key to everything. But only if she was still alive. And his hopes of that were not high.
He saw Wu hanging up his telephone. �Any news?� he called.
Wu shook his head. �Nope. According to the security man Fleischer hasn�t been back to his apartment for days. And that place out by the reservoir is some kind of summer house. It�s been shut up all winter.�
Li gasped his frustration. Doctor Fleischer, apparently, had disappeared into thin air. They had officers watching his apartment and the club. Inquiries with his previous employer, Peking Pharmaceutical Corporation, revealed that he had been running their highly sophisticated laboratory complex for the last three years, but had left their employ six months ago, just after his work permit and visa had been renewed. Li headed for the door.
�By the way, Chief,� Wu called after him. �Anything we put in the internal mail last night is history.�
Li stopped in his tracks. �What do you mean?�
�Motorbike courier was involved in a smash on the second ring road first thing this morning. Mail was all over the road�most of it ruined.�
Li lingered in the doorway. Was it fate? Good luck, bad luck? Did it make any difference? He said, �What about the courier?� He did not like to think that the fates might have intervened on his behalf at the expense of some innocent courier.
�Broke his wrist. A bit shaken up. Okay, though.�
But even if his letter of resignation had failed to reach its destination, it was only a stay of execution. Li shook his head to clear his mind. It was not important now. Other things took precedence. He turned into the corridor and nearly collided with Sun.
�Chief, is it okay if I take a couple of hours to go up to the hospital with Wen? I still haven�t made it to one of these antenatal classes yet and she�s been giving me hell.�
�Sure,� Li said, distracted.
�I mean, I know it�s not the best time with everything that�s going on just now��
�I said okay,� Li snapped, and he strode off down the hall to his office.
Tao was waiting for him, standing staring out of the window into the dark street below. He turned as Li came in.
�What do you want?� Li said.
Tao walked purposefully past him and closed the door. He said, �You had my personnel file out last night.�
Li sighed. It did not occur to him to wonder how Tao knew. �So?�
�I want to know why?�
�I don�t have time for this right now, Tao.�
�Well, I suggest you make time.� The low, controlled threat in Tao�s voice was clear and unmistakable.
It cut right through Li�s preoccupation, and he looked at him, surprised. �I�m not sure I like your tone, Deputy Section Chief.�
�I�m not sure I care,� Tao said. �After all, you�re not going to be around long enough for it to make any difference.� Li�s hackles rose, but Tao pressed on before he could respond. �Seems to me it�s a serious breach of trust between a chief and his deputy when you go asking junior officers to pull my file from Personnel. Makes it look like it�s me who�s under investigation.�
�Well, maybe it is,� Li snapped back.
Which appeared to take Tao by surprise. �What do you mean?�
�In the mid-nineties you were involved in an investigation by the Hong Kong police into the activities of Triad gangs there.�
�What�s your point?�
�You spent time working under cover. You got very close to what was happening on the ground. But you didn�t make a single arrest of any note. Not a single prosecution worth a damn.�
�No one working on that investigation did.� Tao had gone very pale.
�And why was that?� Li asked.
�We never got the break we needed. Sure, we could have picked up all the little guys. But more little guys would just have taken their place. It was the brains behind them that we were after, and we never got near.�
�I remember hearing a rumour that was because the Triads were always one step ahead of the police.�
Tao glared at him. �The insider theory.�
�That�s right.�
�There was never any evidence that they had someone on the inside. It was a good excuse thought up by the British for explaining their failure.� The two men stared at each other with mutual hatred. But Li said nothing. And finally Tao said, �You think it was me, don�t you?�
�I didn�t say that.�
�That�s why you pulled my file.�
�We�ve got Triads in Beijing, Tao. Anyone with specialist knowledge could be valuable.�
Tao narrowed his eyes. �You don�t believe that. You think I�m involved.�
Li shrugged. �Why would I think that?�
�You tell me.�
Li turned and wandered towards his desk. �There are certain anomalies in this investigation which require explanation,� he said. �The bottles of perfume removed from their apartments, the return visit by the thieves who robbed Macken.�
Tao looked disgusted. �And you think I was responsible for those�anomalies?�
�No,� Li said. �I had a look at your file, that�s all. You�re the one who�s jumping to conclusions.�
�There�s only one conclusion I can jump to, Section Chief Li. You�re trying to smear my name so I won�t get your job. Some kind of petty revenge.� Tao gave a small, bitter laugh. �Your parting shot.�
Li shook his head. �You�re obsessed with getting this job, aren�t you?�
�I could hardly be worse at it than you.� Tao stabbed a furious finger through the air in Li�s direction. �And one way or the other, I�m not going to let you fuck it up for me!�
Li said, �That�s ten yuan for the swear box, Deputy Tao.�
Tao turned on his heel and stormed out, slamming the door behind him. And Li closed his eyes and tried hard to stop himself from shaking.

Chapter Eleven


I

The snow had begun falling again. In spite of it, crowds jammed the Dong�anmen night market, where dozens of stall holders under red and white striped canopies were frying, barbecuing, steaming, grilling. The smell of food rose with the steam and smoke to fill the night air. Chicken, beef, lamb, fish, noodles, dumplings, whole birds impaled on bamboo sticks, grubs skewered for the grill. It was the most popular eating street in Beijing, where thousands of workers nightly stopped off on their way home to savour Chinese cuisine�s very own version of fast food. Licensed chefs in white coats with red lapels and tall white hats, kept themselves warm over sparking braziers and fiery woks, while hungry customers flitted from stall to stall in search of something special to warm their route home.
Margaret had to cycle hard to keep up with Dai Lili�s brother as he pedalled east, head down, along Dong�anmen, the feeding frenzy to their right fenced off behind red bins and white railings. There was very little traffic, and no one paid any attention to two figures cycling past, hunched against the cold and the snow in heavy coats and winter hats. Her legs were numb with the cold, even through her jeans.
As the lights and the sounds and smells of the night market receded, Margaret saw, looming in the dark ahead, the towering two-tiered Donghua Gate, the east entrance to the Forbidden City. They crossed the junction with Nanchizi Street, a corner grocer store blazing its lights out on to the snow-covered road. At this time, the traffic was usually jammed in all directions, but sense had prevailed and very few motorists had ventured out on untreated streets under inches of snow. The occasional cyclist crossed the junction, heading north or south. Dai Lili�s brother led them east into the dark pool of Donghuamen Street, in the shadow of the Donghua Gate. Normally the gate would be floodlit. But since the palace had closed for restoration work, the east and west gates had been shrouded nightly in darkness. The handful of shops on the north side had closed up early. No one in their right mind was venturing out in this weather unless they absolutely had to. The snow was falling so thickly now it almost obliterated the streetlights.
To Margaret�s surprise, Lili�s brother dismounted under the high red walls of the Donghua Gate. �You leave bike here,� he said. And they leaned their bikes against the wall and she followed him into the shadowed arch of the great central doorway. The gold studded maroon doors were twenty feet high. Lili�s brother leaned against the right-hand door and pushed hard. With a creak deadened by falling snow, it opened just enough to let them slip through. The boy quickly glanced around before he ushered Margaret in and heaved the door closed behind them. They were in a long, cream-painted tunnel that led under the gate and out into a winter garden, stark trees traced in snow. They could see buildings ahead, cast into shadow by the reflected light of the city beyond the walls. Within its walls the Forbidden City lay brooding silently in the dark, six hundred years of history witness to the virgin footsteps Margaret and Lili�s brother made in the snow as they followed a path east, through another gate, and out into the huge cobbled square where once prisoners of war were paraded before the emperor who watched from his commanding position high up on the Meridian Gate. The Golden Water River, which curled through the square, was frozen, its ice covered by a flawless layer of snow. The marble pillars of the five bridges which spanned it stood up like dozens of frozen sentinels guarding this deserted place where the last emperor had once lived in final, splendid isolation, learning about life outside from his Scottish tutor, Reginald Johnston.
Margaret was breathless already. She grabbed the boy�s arm to stop him. �What in God�s name are we doing here?� she demanded.
�I work for�� he searched for the words, ��building firm. We do renovation work, Forbidden City. But work no possible with snow.� He struggled again with the language. �I hide Lili here. No one come. You follow with me.� And he set off across the vast open space of this ancient square towards the twin-roofed Taihe Hall. Margaret breathed a sigh of despair and set off after him, leaving shadowed tracks in luminous snow.
Slippery steps took them up to the ancient gathering place. Through an open gate, between stout crimson pillars, Margaret could see the next in a series of halls standing up on its marble terrace at the far side of another square, flanked by what had once been the gardens and homes of imperial courtiers. By the time they reached it, Margaret was exhausted, and alarmed by cramps in her stomach. She stopped, gasping for air, and supported herself on a rail surrounding a huge copper pot more than a meter in diameter. �Stop,� she called, and Dai Lili�s brother hurried back to see what was wrong. �For God�s sake,� she said. �I�m pregnant. I can�t keep up with you.�
The boy appeared embarrassed. �You take rest. Not far now.�
Suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, a tear in the clouds released a flood of silver light from a full moon, and the Forbidden City lit up all around them, eerie in its deserted silence, a bizarre, secret and empty place at the heart of one of the world�s most populous capitals. The falling snow was swept away on an equally sudden breath of wind, leaving the air clear and still for just a moment before it resumed its steady descent. Their footprints in the square below were an alarming betrayal of their passing there. An engraved notice on a stand beside the copper pot where Margaret leaned revealed that there were three hundred and eight of them in the palace grounds. They had been used to hold water in case of fire. During the winter, fires had been lit under them to keep the water from freezing. No doubt increasing the risk of fire, was the absurd thought that flitted through Margaret�s mind.
She looked ahead, through the next gate, and saw yet another hall, on yet another terrace, and regretted her decision to go with the boy. But she had come too far to turn back now.
�Okay,� she said. �Let�s go. But not so fast.�
The boy nodded, and they set off again, at a more sedate pace. From the terrace of the Qianqing Palace, Margaret could see beyond the walls of the Forbidden City to the lights of Beijing. People were going about their normal lives out there. People in shops and homes and restaurants, people in cars and buses and on bikes. Normal people who saw only the high grey walls of the Forbidden City as they passed and had no idea that there were people in there. People in hiding, people in distress. People in danger.
A sign with an arrow pointed beyond a tall bronze bird and a giant tortoise to the Hall of Ceramics, and Lili�s brother took Margaret�s arm as they carefully negotiated the steps down into an ancient alleyway, and through a gate into a courtyard. They passed the red shuttered windows of a tourist shop advertising souvenirs, and the carving of names on chopsticks. Ceramic roofs dipped and soared above the high walls of narrow streets, rows of pillars cast shadows in covered galleries.
Chu Xiu, the Palace of Gathering Excellence, was built around a quiet courtyard with tall conifers in each corner casting shadows in the moonlight across the snow-covered pavings. Margaret�s legs were turning to jelly as she dragged herself into the enclosure. She had suffered several cramps now, and her apprehension was starting to turn to fear. �I can�t go any further,� she gasped.
�Lili here,� her brother said. �No go any further.� And he took her gently by the arm and guided her across the courtyard, past statues of dragons and peacocks, and up steps to the terrace of the long, low pavilion where the concubine and Empress Dowager Cixi had once lived, and given birth to an emperor.
He whispered loudly in the darkness, and after a moment, Margaret heard a whispered response from inside the pavilion. There were several more exchanges before the door creaked open a crack, and Margaret saw Lili�s frightened face caught in the moonlight, her birthmark like a shadow across her left cheek. She motioned quickly for Margaret to come in. �I wait out here,� her brother said. And Margaret brushed past him, still out of breath, and squeezed into the ancient imperial dwelling.
Inside, pillars and painted beams, ceramic tiles, an ornamental throne, were brushed in shadow. The only light came from a tiny oil lamp which cast flickering illumination upon a very small circle of Lili�s things. A sleeping bag, a pillow, a sports hold all spilling clothes from its gaping top. There were some books, a cardboard box with cans of fruit and empty noodle cartons, a canvas chair, and a small paraffin heater which made no impression on the bone-jarring cold of this utterly inhospitable place.
Margaret took Lili�s hands in hers. They were colder than the corpses that passed through her autopsy room. Margaret said, �You�ve been living here?�
Lili nodded. �Hiding.�
�In God�s name why? What from?�
�They kill me if they find me,� she babbled. �I know when I hear about Sui that I am next. I�ve been so scared for weeks. Everyone dying. And they did it to me, too. I know I am going to die.� Sobs were breaking her voice into almost indecipherable pieces.
�Woah,� Margaret said. �Slow down. If I�m going to understand, you must start at the beginning.� She steered her towards the seat and drew the paraffin heater close, and then draped the sleeping bag around the girl�s shoulders to try to stop her shivering.
�I want to tell you before,� she said. �But it too dangerous.�
Their voices seemed tiny, lost in the rafters of this dark place, whispering among the ghosts of history, the imperial concubines who had once known it as home.
�From the beginning,� Margaret encouraged her gently.
Lili took a deep, trembling breath. �They came the first time maybe six, seven months ago.�
�Who are �they�?�
�I don�t know. Men. Men in suits, men with cars and money. They take me to fancy restaurant and say they can make me big winner. And I make big money.� She looked at Margaret, with a pleading in her eyes for understanding. �But I no wanna make big money. Only be good as my sister.� And her eyes dipped towards the floor. �But, she sick. Can�t run no more. Medical costs ve-err expensive.� She looked at Margaret, appealing her innocence. �I no greedy girl, lady I only say yes for my sister. So I can pay for her. Everything.�
Margaret crouched down beside her and squeezed her arm. �I believe you, Lili. I�m on your side.�
�I say no drug. They say no drug. Minor � physical � adjustment. That is what they say.� She had trouble saying it herself in English. �Minor � physical � adjustment. That is all.� She clutched Margaret�s hand. �They tell me it is safe. There are others. And they tell me some names. I know them, because they are big names. All winning. They tell me I can be big name, too. I am good, but I can be better.�
�Who were the other names?�
�Xing Da. He big hero of me. And Sui Mingshan. They say there are others, but they no tell me. But I know in time. Because from little winners they are all become big winners. Again, and again. So I know, or I can guess.�
�When you agreed to these�minor physical adjustments, what happened then?�
Lili shook her head miserably. �I don�t know, lady. They take some blood from me, and then a week later, maybe ten days, they come and take me to apartment downtown. They put me in a room and I sit and wait for lo-ong time. Then man come in. Foreign man.�
�White hair? Beard?�
Lili looked at Margaret with astonishment, and then perhaps a little fear. �How you know this?�
�He�s been hurting athletes all his life. He�s a bad man, Lili. We�re going to get him.� Margaret paused. �What did he do to you?�
Lili shrugged. �He give me jab.� She patted the top of her left arm. �That�s all.�
�An injection?�
Lili nodded. �Then he say someone else explain, and he leave.�
�Explain what?�
�How it work.� She corrected herself. �How I make it work.�
They heard a dull thud from out in the courtyard, and they both froze in the tiny circle of light that marked the boundary of their world. It sounded to Margaret like snow falling from a roof, but she couldn�t be sure. She leaned over and extinguished the oil lamp, and they were plunged into total darkness. Lili clutched her arm.
�What is it?� she whispered.
�Shhh.� Margaret had put her finger to her lips before she realised the futility of the gesture. Lili could not see her in the dark. They waited for several minutes, listening intently. But there was no further sound. Slowly, Margaret eased herself up into a standing position. One of her knees cracked and it sounded absurdly loud in the absolute still. The black which had smothered her eyes like a mask had turned to grey, and she realised that from somewhere there was a little moonlight seeping into the pavilion. Pillars and statues began to take the faintest shape in the deepest gloom, and she made her way carefully to the door. Lili followed, a tiny cold hand clutching at her coat in case she lost her. Margaret eased the door open a crack and peered out into the dazzling moonlight. Finally, the snow had stopped. The courtyard was empty. She saw the footprints she and Lili�s brother had left in the snow, tracking across the courtyard to the pavilion, and then stopping where they had stepped up on to the veranda. And then his footsteps again when Margaret had gone inside, and he had wandered back down into the square. They headed off towards the south-west corner, and into the deep shadow cast by the long, low building that bounded the south side.
�Can you see Solo,� Lili whispered.
�Solo?� Margaret glanced at her, confused.
�My brother. Is his nickname.�
�No, he�s not there. But I can see his footsteps heading across the courtyard. He must be sheltering in the gallery over there. I can�t see him, though.�
�I�m scared,� Lili whispered.
�Me, too,� Margaret said. �Let�s go find him.� And as the words left her mouth, darkness fell across the courtyard as the sky closed up above them and shut out the moon. �Shit!� she muttered. �Get the lamp, Lili.�
Lili scuttled across the flagstones to retrieve the oil lamp. �I light it?�
�It would help if we could see where we were going. We�ll find your brother and go straight to the police.�
�No police!� Lili said, alarmed.
�Section Chief Li will not let anyone harm you. You have my promise on that,� Margaret whispered. But she saw the doubt in Lili�s face as the girl lit the lamp and they both blinked in its sudden brightness. And then a sharp cramp made Margaret gasp.
�What�s wrong?� Lili said urgently.
Margaret put a hand to her belly and found herself breathing rapidly. �Nothing.� she said quickly. And she took the lamp. �Come on, let�s go.� She forced herself to straighten up and pull the door wider so that they could slip out on to the terrace.
The lamp did not cast its light very far across the courtyard, and its brightness made everything else beyond its range seem even darker. Lili held Margaret�s arm with both hands, and they made their way across the snow, following the footprints which led towards the far side. Suddenly Margaret stopped, and fear touched her like cold hands on hot skin. Two more sets of footprints converged on Solo�s, coming from the left. They must have come up behind him, soundless as ghosts in the snow. There had been a scuffle. Margaret felt Lili�s grip tighten on her arm, and she swung around to her right, and by the light of the lamp they saw Solo lying in the snow, face up, a wide grin across his throat where it had been cut from ear to ear. He was covered in blood which had gouted in great loops across the snow, deep vivid red against the white, as his heart had pumped desperately to compensate for the sudden fall in pressure, only to hasten the blood loss from his severed jugular. Death had been swift and silent.
Lili screamed then, a shrill, feral scream that split the night air, and the shadows of men came at them out of the darkness. Margaret saw a face, pale and tense, caught for a fleeting moment in the light of the lamp as she swung it hard at the leading figure. It appeared to explode against him, oil igniting as it splashed over him through broken glass. In a matter of seconds his whole upper body was alight, his hair, his face. He howled in agony, spiralling away across the courtyard.
By the light of the flames engulfing him, Margaret saw two other men, frozen for a moment in horror as they saw their friend on fire. All thoughts of the women vanished as they dived towards him then, knocking him over to roll him in the snow, desperately trying to extinguish the flames and stop his screams. Margaret grabbed Lili�s hand. �Run!� she hissed, and the two women set off in fear and panic, sprinting across the flagstones in the long gallery and out into the snow of a narrow street that ran north and south. Margaret�s instinct was to head back for the Donghua gate where Solo had led her into the Forbidden City only half an hour before. She pulled on Lili�s arm and they turned south and ran, slithering down the street, alleyways leading off to their right at regular intervals into obscured courtyards. The sky to the south was orange, low clouds reflecting the floodlights in Tiananmen Square. The roofs of palaces and pavilions curled their dark shapes in silhouette against it.
Behind them, they heard the voices of men shouting, and Margaret knew she could never outrun them, even if Lili could. The cramps in her stomach were coming frequently, and were sharply painful. She put a protecting arm around the swelling of her child and feared the worst.
Lili was the stronger of them now, half pulling her up the steps towards the vast open space that lay before the Qianqing Gate. They ran across the terrace, hemmed in by shadowy figures which, as confusion cleared, Margaret realised were the marble pillars of the balustrade that marked its boundary. The voices of their pursuers sounded very close behind them.
Margaret stopped, almost doubled up in pain. �I can�t go on,� she gasped. �I just can�t.�
�We hide,� Lili whispered urgently. �Quick.� And she pulled Margaret into the shadow of the gate.
�Where? There�s nowhere to hide.�
�In pot,� Lili said. And Margaret saw that a huge copper pot flanked each side of the entrance to the gate, the reservoirs once used to guard against fire. She allowed herself to be dragged towards the fence around the nearer of the pots, and with a great effort she clambered over it. Lili helped her up over the lip of the pot, enormous strength in such small hands, and she dropped down into its echoing darkness to crouch in the snow that was gathered in the bottom of it. She heard the patter of Lili�s feet as she scuttled across the terrace to the other side. And then silence. Except for her breathing, which was hard and fast and painful, and deafening in this confined space.
For a long time she heard nothing. The voices that had pursued them were no longer calling in the dark. And then she remembered their footprints, almost at the same time as a shadow loomed over the lip of the pot above her and grabbing hands reached in. She heard Lili scream from across the terrace.

II

Li rode up in the elevator to the eleventh floor. He was cold and miserable and frustrated. No one seemed to know where Fleischer was. It was possible he had already left the country. And the response to their appeal for information on Dai Lili had been poor. People were still afraid of the police in China, and did not want to get involved.
He had no idea whether or not his letter of resignation had made it on to the desk of Commissioner Hu Yisheng, but as yet there had been no response. Not that it mattered now, anyway. However the situation was concluded, its resolution would not be a happy one. All he wanted was to lie with Margaret, sharing their warmth and their child and whatever happiness they could muster. But he knew that, too, was impossible, with her mother a constant presence in her apartment, and his father a black hole in his.
He stepped out on to the landing and took a deep breath, preparing to put a face on things for Margaret�s mother. He had to stop himself from using his key, and knocked instead. After a moment, the door flew open and Li found himself confronted by Mrs. Campbell.
�What kind of hour do you call this?� she said sharply, and then realising that Li was alone, looked up and down the hallway in surprise. �Where is she?�
�Margaret?�
�Well, who else would I be talking about?�
�She�s not here?� Li asked, perplexed.
�Would I be asking you if she was?� Mrs. Campbell snapped.
Mei Yuan appeared behind her. �You�d better come in, Li Yan. We�ve been waiting for her for more than two hours.�
Mrs. Campbell reluctantly stepped aside to let Li into the apartment. He said, �She had an antenatal class tonight.� He looked at his watch. �She should have been back ages ago.�
�What have we just been telling you?� Mrs. Campbell said impatiently.
Li pushed into the sitting room and snatched the phone and dialled the switchboard at Section One. When the operator answered he said, �It�s Section Chief Li. Give me Detective Sun�s home number.� He scribbled it on a notepad, hung up and then dialled again. After a few moments a girl�s voice answered. �Wen?� he said.
�Who is this?� Wen asked cautiously.
�It�s Chief Li.� He paused. �Wen, was Margaret at the antenatal class tonight?�
�Margaret? No,� Wen said. �I was there on my own.�
Li frowned. �On your own?�
�Yes.�
�Sun Xi was with you.�
�No.�
Li was surprised. �But he asked me if he could have the time off to go with you today.� To his dismay Wen began sobbing softly at the other end of the phone. �Wen? Are you alright?� And when she didn�t answer, �What�s wrong?�
Her voice was quivering when she said, �I can�t talk about it. I don�t want to talk about it.� And he heard her crying aloud in the moment before she hung up.
�Well?� Margaret�s mother had been watching him critically from the doorway.
�She didn�t go to her antenatal class.� He was alarmed and puzzled by Wen�s reaction, and more than a little afraid now for Margaret. �She didn�t leave a note or anything?�
�Nothing,� Mei Yuan said. �Just her wedding outfit spread out on the bed, as if she had laid it out ready to wear.�
Li pushed silently past the two women and up the hall to the bedroom. The sight of the qipao, the little silk slippers she had bought, and the brightly embroidered smock, all laid out on the bed with the red headscarf, tied a knot tightly in his stomach, and he felt panic rising in his chest, although he could not have said exactly why. �I�m going down to talk to the security guard on the gate,� he said.
And as he hurried out on to the landing he heard Mrs. Campbell call after him in a shrill voice, �You�ve lost her, haven�t you? You�ve lost my daughter!�
The elevator took an eternity to reach the ground floor. Li ran out, down the steps, still limping, and scuffed his way through the snow to the small wooden hut that provided shelter for the grey-uniformed security guard. The guard was sitting inside, muffled up in his coat and hat, hunched over a small heater smoking a cigarette. He was startled by Li�s sudden arrival. He stood up immediately.
�You know the American lady?� Li said. �Lives on the eleventh floor.�
�Sure,� said the guard.
�Did you see her go out tonight?�
�Yeh. She went on her bike.�
�On her bike?� Li could barely believe it. �Are you sure it was her?�
�Sure I�m sure. The two of them left together. Both on bikes.�
�Two of them?� Li shook his head in consternation. �What are you talking about?�
The guard was becoming uneasy. �It was the guy who went up to see her,� he said. �He stopped here to check that this was the right block. I told him she was on the eleventh floor.�
�Describe him,� Li snapped.
The guard shrugged. �I don�t know. Young, early twenties maybe. Bit scruffy. Looked like a workman.�
�You�re going to have to do better than that,� Li said.
The guard made a face. �I don�t know�� And then he remembered. �Oh, yeh. He had a tattoo. On the back of his hand. It was like the head of a snake or something.�
And Li knew straight away that it was Dai Lili�s brother. He remembered the sullen-faced boy at Lili�s family home, the snake tattoo that twisted around his arm, culminating with the head on the back of his hand. The cellphone on his belt rang. He had forgotten it was there. Wu had loaned him his so that he could be contacted at any time. He fumbled to answer it. �Wei?�
�Chief?� It was Qian. �We�ve got a murder at the Forbidden City. Deputy Tao�s on his way.�
�So why are you telling me?� Li was irritated by the interruption. He couldn�t be expected to attend every murder in the city. And right now, he was much more concerned about Margaret.
�I thought you�d want to know, Chief. Apparently the whole place has been closed down for renovation work. The company have a night watchman on site. He found the east gate lying open about an hour ago, and half a dozen tracks or more coming in and out. He called security, and several armed officers went in with flashlights and followed the tracks in the snow. They found the body of a young man with his throat slit in a courtyard outside the Chu Xiu Palace on the north-west corner. The night watchman recognised him as one of the workers employed by the company.�
�Why would I be interested in this?� Li asked impatiently.
�Because the dead kid is the brother of the missing athlete, Dai Lili.�

III

The Donghua Gate was choked with police and forensic vehicles, blue and orange lights strobing in the dark. Several dozen uniformed officers were standing around in groups, smoking and talking and keeping a growing crowd of curious onlookers at bay. The floodlights had been switched on, and so the red walls and russet roofs that towered above them stood out vividly against the night sky.
Li�s Jeep came roaring up Nanchizi Street, lights flashing, and slewed around the corner into Donghuamen. He leaned on his horn, and the crowd parted to let him through. He jumped out and nearly fell in his hurry to get to the gate. He felt a hand reach out to catch him. A voice. �Alright, Chief?�
He pushed past the officers standing around the open gate and stopped in his tracks. There, leaning against the wall, was Margaret�s bicycle, with its distinctive strip of pink ribbon tied to the basket on the handlebars. Another bicycle was lying in the snow just a few feet away. Tao and Wu emerged from inside the Forbidden City as he looked up. Tao was surprised to see him.
�What are you doing here, Chief?� he asked coolly.
Li found he could barely speak. He nodded towards the bike with the pink ribbon. �That�s Margaret�s bike,� he said. �Doctor Campbell. She left her apartment about two hours ago with Dai Lili�s brother.�
Wu said, �Shit, Chief, are you sure?�
Li nodded.
�Well, she�s not with him now,� Tao said grimly. �There�s just the one body in there.�
�Yeh, but lots of footprints,� Wu said, chewing furiously on his gum.
�You�d better take a look,� Tao said, and his concern appeared genuine.
Li was so shaken he could not even respond. He nodded mutely, and the three men went back through the gate and into the Forbidden City. The lights had all been turned on, and the roofs and walkways, and vast open spaces glowed in the snow like a mediaeval winter scene from some classical Chinese painting.
Fluttering black and yellow tape had been strung between traffic cones to keep investigators from disturbing the tracks left in the snow by the players in whatever tragic drama had unfolded here. A drama whose final act had led to the murder of Dai Lili�s brother. Tao said, �Unfortunately, the night watchman and the security people who originally came in did not take any care over where they put their feet. You can see where their tracks cross the originals.� Some of the older footprints had been partially covered by snowfall but were still clearly visible. �Lucky for us it stopped snowing,� Tao added. Li was feeling anything but lucky.
In the courtyard of the Palace of Gathering Excellence, the body of Dai Lili�s brother still lay where Margaret and his sister had found it. But here, the snow had been savagely disturbed and was difficult to read. The pathologist�s photographer had rigged up lights and was making a meticulous photographic record of the scene. Pathologist Wang stood smoking in the far corner in hushed conversation with Chief Forensic Officer Fu Qiwei. Li and Tao and Wu followed the tape around the perimeter of the square. Wang looked up grimly and took a long pull at his cigarette. �More of the same, Chief,� he said.
�What do you mean?� Li asked.
�Multiple stab wounds. Just like the girl at Jingshan.�
Li glanced at Tao. �I thought he�d had his throat cut.�
�Oh, sure,� Wang said. �That�s what killed him.� And he motioned for them to follow him around to where they could look at the body without disturbing the scene. �The throat was slit left to right. So the killer was almost certainly a right-hander. Severed the jugular and the windpipe. You can see how the blood spurted from the way it fell across the snow. He�d have been dead within two minutes.�
�You said multiple stab wounds,� Li said.
Wang nodded. �Somewhere between thirty and forty of them. If you look carefully, you can see where the knives have cut through his clothing. Of course, he was already dead by then, so there was no bleeding from the wounds.�
�Knives?� Li asked. �Plural?�
�Both from the number of wounds, and the number of prints in the snow, I�d say there were several assailants. At least three.� He glanced at Fu who nodded his silent accord.
�Why would they stab him when he was already dead?� Li said.
�Death by a myriad of swords,� Tao said quietly and Li looked at him. Tao glanced up. �Symbolic,� he added. �Like leaving a calling card.�
Li turned to Fu Qiwei. �What do you think happened here, Fu?�
Fu shrugged. �It�s a matter of interpretation, Chief. Can�t guarantee I�m right, but I�ll have a go.� And he took them around the courtyard, and through his interpretation of the events which had unfolded there. Tao and Wu had already been through it all, but tagged along anyway. �Looks like two people arrived here together first off. Partially covered tracks. One set of prints smaller than the other. Could be a woman. They went into the palace building there on the north side. At least, they stepped up into the shelter of the terrace.�
They followed him around and into the palace itself, now brightly illuminated. Fu pointed to the stuff lying around the floor. �Someone�s been living in here. For several days by the look of it. Empty tins, old noodle boxes. The clothes�� he lifted up a pair or tracksuit bottoms with his white gloved hands, ��sport stuff. Unisex. But small size. Probably a woman.� And he retrieved a long black hair as if to prove his point. �Oddly enough, we also found some of these.� And he took out a plastic evidence bag and held it up to the light so that they could see several long, single, blond hairs. �So she had company. Maybe one of the two people who came calling tonight.�
Li�s stomach turned over, and he found Tao watching him closely.
�The thing is,� Fu said, �there�s a small heater, but no light.� He paused. �But we found the remains of a smashed oil lamp on the other side of the square, near the body. For what it�s worth, here�s what I think might have happened.� And he led them back out on to the steps. �You can see a single set of footprints heading off across the courtyard here. One of the older ones, partially covered. So I figure one of them went inside, the blond, and the other one, the victim, crossed the square where he was jumped by at least three attackers. They cut his throat, and when he was dead, they kneeled around him in the snow and stabbed him repeatedly in the chest and legs. The two inside heard something. They came out with the oil lamp and found the kid lying dead in the snow. Then they got attacked, too. Now, here�s the interesting thing�� They followed him on the safe side of the tape across the square. �There�s been a hell of a ruckus here. Broken glass. Melted snow. We found shreds of burned clothing. And this.� He glanced at Tao and Wu. �I only found it a few minutes ago, after you�d gone.� He shone his flashlight on to a strange, blackened indentation in the snow. �Damned if it doesn�t look like a face print to me.� And Li saw, then, the shape of an eye, a mouth, a nose. Part of a cheek, the curve of a forehead. �I figure somebody got that lit oil lamp full in the face and got pretty badly burned. We�ve recovered particles that I�m pretty sure are going to turn out to be burned flesh and singed hair.�
�Fuck me,� Wu said in awe, then glanced immediately at Tao, wondering if he would be fined another ten yuan for the swear box. But Tao hadn�t heard him.
�Then there was a chase,� Fu said. They followed him along the gallery and out into the narrow street at the end of which a m�l�e of feet had emerged to leave their prints in the snow. �You can see these prints are quite different from the ones that arrived. Only half-prints, mainly left by the ball of the foot. They were running. The three bigger sets of feet after the two smaller ones, I�d say.�
With a heart like lead, Li followed the forensics man along the street, past palaces and pavilions, alleyways and galleries, illuminated now by floodlights, and up steps on to the wide concourse in front of the Qianqing Gate. Tao and Wu walked silently in their wake.
�I guess that the two on the run were probably the women, from the size of their prints. They must have had a bit of a head start, because you can clearly see they went first to one of these copper pots, with one set of tracks leading to the other. They must have hidden inside them.�
Li closed his eyes, conjuring a dreadful image of Margaret crouched inside one of these pots in fear and panic. It was almost more than he could bear.
Fu said, �With all these lights, we can see their tracks quite clearly. Although it was dark then, I figure their pursuers must have been able to see them, too. The pots were no hiding place at all. You can pick out the other prints that followed them, straight to the pots, and then the scuffles around them where they must have dragged the women out. There�s some blood in the snow here.�
And they looked at a smear of vivid red in the frozen white. Li looked away quickly. What were the chances that he was looking at Margaret�s blood in the snow? He could not deal with the thought, and tried to keep his mind focused on the facts. Facts which gave him, at least, a little hope. There was only one body, after all. �What happened then?� he asked, nearly in a whisper.
�They dragged them off,� Fu said. No one had told him that the blonde woman was almost certainly Li�s lover. �Back out to the Donghua Gate. Probably bundled them into a vehicle of some kind, then away.�
Away to where? And why? Li tried hard to think, but his concentration was shot. He felt a hand on his arm, and turned to find Tao looking at him, concerned. Li wondered if it was really sympathy he saw in those dark eyes magnified behind thick lenses. �You okay, Chief?� he asked. Li nodded. �We�ll find her.� And there was an unexpected steel and determination in his voice.
They left Fu and walked back to the Donghua Gate in silence, Li trying to piece together in his mind what must have happened. Dai Lili�s brother had come to Margaret�s apartment and convinced her to go with him to see his sister. Anger flared briefly in his chest. Why in the name of heaven did she go?
The boy must have been hiding his sister in the Forbidden City, but it was hardly a secret that Dai Lili had wanted to talk to Margaret. He had, himself, told Supervising Coach Cai as much. Could Cai be involved as he had first suspected? Li cursed himself now for his indiscretion. They must have been watching Margaret, or the boy. Or both. Whichever, they had followed them to the Forbidden City. There, they had killed the brother and snatched the two women. Why had they not just killed the women as well? Why did they want them alive? Information, perhaps? To know how much was known and by whom? If only they realised how little Li really knew or understood any of it. But until they did, maybe there was still the faintest chance of finding Margaret before they killed her. As they surely would.
They emerged into the floodlights in Donghuamen. Outside the gate the crowd of spectators had swelled. There were more than a hundred of them now, straining to catch a glimpse of whatever might be going on, ignoring the barking of the uniformed officers trying to keep them behind the tape.
Li turned to Wu. �I want arrest warrants for Fleischer, and Fan Zhilong, the CEO of the OneChina Recreation Club. And also for Coaching Supervisor Cai Xin. Soon as we can get them, I want them held at Section One for questioning. Nobody gets to talk to them before me. Understood?�
�You got it, Chief.� Wu shoved a fresh stick of gum in his mouth and hurried off.
Tao walked with Li to his Jeep. He took out a cigarette and offered him one. Li took it without thinking, and Tao lit them both. They stood for nearly a minute, smoking in silence. �I�m sorry,� Tao said eventually.
�About what?�
�About everything.�
A car pulled in behind Li�s Jeep, and the tall, bespectacled figure of Professor Yang stepped out, wrapped tightly in his warm winter coat. �Section Chief,� he called, and as Li and Tao turned, he hurried carefully through the snow towards them. �I�ve been trying to reach Margaret for hours. They told me at Section One that you were here.� He glanced around. �I thought she might be, also.� Fastidiously, he waggled each foot to flick off the accumulated snow from the shiny black leather of his polished shoes.
Li shook his head.
�Well, then, I should pass the information on to you.�
�I don�t really have time just now, Professor.�
�I think it could be important, Section Chief. I know Margaret thought it was.�
It was enough to catch Li�s attention. �What?�
The Professor removed his rimless glasses to polish them with a clean handkerchief as he spoke. �Margaret asked me this morning if I knew anyone who could perform a genetic analysis on a sample of blood that she had taken from the swimmer she autopsied.�
�Sui Mingshan?�
�That�s him. Well, I took her up to see my friend at Beida. Professor Xu. He�s head of the College of Biogenic Science there. Margaret wanted him to analyse the sample to see if he could find any evidence of genetic disorder.� He shrugged and placed his glasses carefully back on the bridge of his nose, smoothing back the hair behind his ears. �She didn�t really confide in me. In either of us. But I know she was hoping for more than that.�
�And what did Professor Xu find?� Li asked.
�Oh, he did indeed find much more than that,� Yang said. �But not a genetic disorder. Genetically modified HERV.� He waited for Li to be impressed.
But Li only scowled. �HERV? What the hell�s that?�
Yang�s face fell as he realised he was going to have to explain. �Ah,� he said. �It�s not a particularly easy concept for the layman.�
�Try me,� Li said.
Yang cleared his throat. �HERV. It�s an acronym, I suppose. From the English. Human endogenous retrovirus.�
�Retrovirus.� Li remembered Margaret talking about retroviruses the previous night. �Margaret told me something about that. It�s in our DNA or something.�
�So you�re not a complete beginner,� Yang said.
�Maybe not,� Li said. �But I don�t have much time. Get on with it, Professor.�
Yang glanced at Tao. �Endogenous,� he said. �Means it�s something produced from within us. These HERV, they�re in all of us. The viral remnants of primeval diseases that afflicted the species during the earliest stages of evolution. No longer harmful to us, but there nonetheless, subsumed into our germline DNA and passed on from father to son, mother to daughter. An integral part of the human genome.� He looked around him. �A bit like footprints frozen in the winter snow. But footprints which cross the borderland between genes and infection. Because, really, they are not genes, they are retroviruses, or bits of retroviruses, to be found in every human cell.� His face was a study of concentration in trying to distil the complexities into bite-sized chunks that his audience might understand. �The thing is, although they are dormant, some scientists believe that occasionally they can be activated��
�By a virus,� Li said, remembering Margaret�s spoken thoughts.
Yang smiled. �Yes,� he said. �Viruses could do it. There could be other factors. But the point is, that once activated, it is possible that they could be responsible for some very dangerous human diseases.�
Li began to see a glimmer of light. �Like thickening of the microvasculature of the heart?�
�Yes, yes, I suppose so,� Yang said, and began himself to see the first glimmers of light.
Li said, �And you�re saying someone has�genetically modified these HERV?�
�It appears that some of them had been removed from our swimmer, modified in some way, and then put back.�
�Why?�
Yang shrugged his shoulders. �I have absolutely no clue, Section Chief. And neither has Professor Xu.� He raised his eyebrows. �But I have an idea that Margaret might.�
Li said grimly, �If I knew where she was I�d ask her.�
Yang frowned, but he had no chance to ask.
�Thank you,� Li said, and he tapped Tao�s arm and nodded towards the Jeep. �Get in.�
Tao looked surprised. �Where are we going?�
�Detective Sun�s apartment.�

IV

The van lurched and bounced over a frozen, rutted track. From the rear of it, where Margaret and Lili had been tied hand and foot and forced to sit with their backs to the door, Margaret could see headlights raking a grim, winter landscape. The skeletons of cold, black trees drifted in and out of vision. Big, soft snowflakes slapped the windshield before being scraped aside and smeared across the glass by inefficient wipers.
She was racked by pain now, and knew she was in serious trouble. She felt blood, hot and wet, between her legs, and every bone-jarring pitch of the van provoked a fresh fork of cramp in her belly. Lili was absolutely silent, but Margaret could feel her fear.
The only sound which had broken the monotonous drone of the engine during their journey was the whimpering of the man Margaret had set on fire. She could smell his burned flesh and singed hair. He lay curled up in the back, almost within touching distance, wrapped in a blanket. Margaret suspected it was fear more than pain which made him cry. His burns were severe enough to have destroyed the nerve-endings. It was possible he felt no pain at all. But he must know he would be disfigured for life.
When they had dragged her from the copper pot, they pushed her to the ground and kicked her until she thought they were going to kill her there and then. She had curled into the foetal position to try to protect her baby. They did not care that she was pregnant. Eventually they had dragged the two women to the Donghua Gate and bundled them into the back of the waiting van. Margaret thought they must have been on the road for more than an hour and a half since then.
She saw brick buildings and slate roofs now, walls and gates, the occasional light in a window. Stacks of bricks at the roadside. Pipes projected from the sides of houses, issuing smoke into the night sky. Margaret could smell the woodsmoke. They were going through a village of some kind. Margaret had no sense of the direction they had taken when they left the capital. They could be anywhere. But wherever it was, she knew, there was no chance that anyone was ever going to find them there. After a few minutes, they left the village behind, and entered a dense copse of trees before emerging again into open country. A solitary light shone in the blackness, and gradually it grew brighter as they got closer, before the van finally juddered to a halt outside the gate of a walled cottage. The double green gates stood open, and the light they had seen was an outside lamp above the door of what appeared to be an L-shaped bungalow.
The driver and his passenger opened the van doors and jumped down. After a moment the back doors were thrown open, and Margaret and Lili nearly fell out into the snow. Rough hands grabbed them and pulled them out into the freezing night. Margaret was bruised and aching, and the joints in her legs had seized up, buckling under her. She could barely stand. The two men crouched in the snow to untie their feet, and they were led through the gate, along a winding path to the door of the cottage. Margaret could see that the red brick dwelling had been renovated some time recently. The windows were a freshly painted green, the garden trimmed and manicured beneath a layer of snow. Gourds hung drying from the eaves and the orange of frozen persimmons lined the window ledges.
The door was unlocked and the two women were pushed through it into a small sitting room. One of the men flicked a switch, and a harsh yellow light threw the room into sharp relief. Whitewashed walls, rugs strewn across the tiled floor, a couple of old couches, a writing bureau, a round dining table under one of the windows looking out on to the garden. Two wooden chairs with woven straw seats were brought in from another room, and Margaret and Lily were forced to sit in them, side by side. Their feet were tied again, and their hands untied and then re-tied to the backs of the chairs.
The men who had brought them in had an urgent conversation in low voices, and one of them went out to the garden to make a call on his cellphone. After a few minutes, he returned and waved his friend to follow him. The second man switched off the light as he left. Margaret and Lili heard the engine of the van coughing into life, and the whine of the gears as it reversed and slithered through a three-point turn before accelerating off into the night, its headlights dying into blackness.
It was some minutes before Margaret found the ability to speak. �What did they say?� she asked, and was surprised at how feeble her voice sounded in the dark.
�They take their friend for medical treatment. The one who is burned. The driver talk to someone on the phone who say they will be here soon.� Lili�s voice sounded very small, too.
The ropes were burning into Margaret�s wrists and ankles, and she knew there was no chance of freeing them. They sat, then, in silence for what seemed like hours, but may have been no more than fifteen or twenty minutes. And then Lili began sobbing, softly, uncontrollably. She knew they were going to die. As Margaret did. Margaret closed her eyes and felt her own tears burn hot tracks down her cheeks. But they were more for her lost child than for herself.
After, perhaps, another ten minutes, they saw lights catch the far wall of the cottage through the side windows, and they heard the distant purr of a motor. As it grew closer, so Margaret�s fear increased. She tried hard to free her hands, but only succeeded in burning the skin down to raw flesh.
The vehicle drew up outside the gate. The headlights went out, and then they heard three doors bang shut. Footsteps crunched in the snow, and Margaret turned her head towards the door as it opened. The overhead light, when it came on, nearly blinded her, and a man she recognised as Doctor Hans Fleischer walked in. He wore a camel-hair coat with a silk scarf and leather gloves, and his suntan made him seem incongruous here, implausibly prosperous. He beamed at the two women, and then focused his gaze on Margaret. �Doctor Campbell, I presume,� he said. �Welcome to my humble abode.� His English was almost accentless.
Another man came in behind him. Chinese, much younger, immaculately dressed.
�I don�t believe you know Mr. Fan, my generous benefactor,� Fleischer said. �But he knows all about you.�
The CEO of the Beijing OneChina Recreation Club smiled, dimpling his cheeks. But he appeared tense, and he did not speak.
Margaret became aware that a third man had entered. She craned her neck to look at him, but he had his back to them as he shut the door behind him. Then he turned, and for a moment hope burned briefly in Margaret�s heart. It was Detective Sun. And then just as quickly the flame died. He could not even meet her eye. And she knew that he was one of the bad guys, too.

Chapter Twelve


I

An armed PLA guard, fur collar turned up on a long green coat, stood chittering in the sentry box at the back entrance to the compound of the Ministry of State and Public Security. Snow was gathering on his red epaulettes, on the shiny black peak of his cap, and on his boots. He glanced impassively at Li and Tao as Li turned his Jeep through the gate and then took a right along the front of the apartment blocks allocated to junior public security officers and their families. Lights from windows fell out in yellow slabs across the snow.
Li pulled in outside the third block along, and he and Tao got out and took the elevator to the seventh floor. From the window on the landing Li could see the lights from his apartment in the senior officers� block, and knew that his father was waiting for him there on his own. He had not seen him in forty-eight hours. And he had no idea for how much longer he would be able to call the apartment his. But none of that mattered. He did not care whether he was still a police officer tomorrow or just another citizen, whether he was married to Margaret or not, whether they shared an apartment or lived apart. All that mattered was that he would find her before they killed her.
Tao knocked loudly on Sun�s door, and after a few moments Wen opened it. Li was immediately struck by how much she appeared to have aged in just a few days. There were dark rings beneath her eyes, and red blotches on pale cheeks. She did not appear surprised to see them.
�He�s not here,� she said dully.
�May we come in?� Li asked.
She stood aside mutely, and they walked past her into a small hallway. She closed the door and led them through to a living room with a glazed terrace that overlooked Zhengyi Road below. It was almost exactly like the apartment Li had shared for so many years with his Uncle Yifu. There was very little furniture in the room, and packing cases were still stacked against one wall. Another stood in the middle of the floor, partially unpacked, its contents strewn around it.
Wen wore a tight-fitting smock that emphasised the swelling of her child. She stood with her palms resting on her hips, just above the buttocks. A pose that Li had often seen Margaret adopt. It sent a jolt through him, like an electric shock.
�Where is he?� he asked.
She shook her head. �I have no idea.�
He looked at her contemplatively for a moment. �Why did you start crying when I phoned earlier?�
She sucked in her lower lip and bit down on it to stop herself from crying again. �I never know where he is,� she said, her voice breaking. �I�ve hardly seen him since I got here.� She threw her hand out in a gesture towards the packing cases. �I�ve had to do all this myself. We haven�t had a meal together in days. He doesn�t get in until two or three in the morning.� And she couldn�t stop the sobs from catching in her throat. �Just like it was in Canton. Nothing�s changed.�
�How was it in Canton?� Li asked quietly.
She brushed aside fresh tears. �He was always out. More than half the night sometimes.� She breathed deeply to try to control herself and looked up at the ceiling as if it might offer her guidance. �If it had been other women, maybe that would have been easier to take. Maybe you can compete with other women.� She looked at Li. �He was a gambler, Section Chief. He loved it. Couldn�t ever let a bet go.� She paused. �How do you compete with that?� She couldn�t face them, then, and turned away towards the terrace, folding her arms beneath her breasts in a gesture of self-protection, walking up to the glass and staring out into the snowy darkness. �He ran up terrible debts. We had to sell nearly everything. And then, when he got the job here, I thought maybe it would be a fresh start. He promised me�for the baby.� She turned back into the room and shook her head helplessly. �But nothing�s changed. He behaves so strangely. I don�t know him any more. I�m not sure I ever did.�
Li was both shocked and dismayed by her description of a young man he had once thought was like a younger version of himself. It was not the Sun Xi he knew, or thought he knew, the detective he had been nurturing and encouraging. What shocked him even more, was how badly he had misjudged him. He glanced at Tao. Had he also been as wrong about his deputy? What was it Police Commissioner Hu had said to him? Loyalty is not something you inherit with the job. You have to earn it. He certainly hadn�t done anything to earn Tao�s loyalty. Perhaps, after all, he just wasn�t cut out for management.
Tao said to Wen, �When you say he�s been behaving strangely, what do you mean?�
She gasped and threw her hands up in despair. �I found a piece of paper folded into one of his jacket pockets. It had a poem written on it. Some stupid poem that didn�t even make any sense. When I asked him about it he nearly went berserk. He snatched it from me and accused me of spying on him.�
Tao was frowning. �What kind of poem?�
�I don�t know. Just a poem. I found it a couple of days later between the pages of a book in his bedside table. I didn�t say anything, because I didn�t want to be accused of spying again.�
�Is it still there?� Li asked.
She nodded. �I�ll get it.�
She returned a few moments later, with a grubby sheet of paper folded into quarters, well rubbed along the folds. She thrust it at Li. He took it and opened it carefully and spread it out on the table. He and Tao leaned over it. The poem was written in neat characters. It had no title and was unattributed. And, as Wen had said, appeared to make very little sense.
We walk in the green mountains, small paths, valleys and bays,
The streams from the high hills are heard murmuring.
Hundreds of birds keep on singing in the remote mountains.
It is hard for a man to walk ten thousand Li.
You are advised not to be a poor traveller
Who guards Kwan Shan every night, suffering from hunger and cold.
Everyone said he would visit the peak of Wa Shan.
I will travel around all eight mountains of Wa Shan.


Li was completely nonplussed �It�s not much of a poem,� he said.
Tao said quietly, �None of the Triad poems are.�
Li blinked at him, confused now. �What do you mean?�
�It�s a tradition which has mostly passed from use,� Tao said. �But there are still some Triad groups who practise it. Members are given personal poems to memorise. They can be interrogated on them to verify their identification.� He lifted the sheet of paper. �But they are supposed to destroy them once they have been memorised.�
Wen was listening to their exchange with growing disbelief. �What do you mean, Triads?� she said. �Are you telling me Sun Xi is a Triad? I don�t believe it.�
Tao looked at Li and shrugged. �Canton was one of the first areas in mainland China the Triads moved back into after the Hong Kong handover. If Sun had got himself into financial trouble with his gambling he would have been a prime candidate for Triad recruitment. And a big feather in their caps, too. A detective in criminal investigation.�
�Even more so now,� Li said. �Now that he�s an elite member of Beijing�s serious crime squad.� He felt sick, suddenly remembering Mei Yuan�s appraisal of him. He lies too easily, she had said. And he had been Sun�s mentor and confidant. He had been succouring the cuckoo in the nest, his personal dislike of Tao leading him to look in all the wrong places. He was almost unable to meet his deputy�s eye. �I guess it�s me who owes you the apology,� he said.
�What are you talking about!� Wen was nearly hysterical. �He�s not a Triad! He can�t be a Triad!�
Tao paid her no attention. He said to Li. �Apologies are not what�s important now, Chief. Finding Doctor Campbell is.�

II

A small lamp on a drinks table somewhere close by cast the only light in the room. Fleischer had switched off the ceiling light. �My eyes have grown rather sensitive as I have got older,� he had explained unnecessarily.
Then he had leaned over her, as if wanting to get a better look. He had a warm, friendly face, avuncular, the smooth white hair and cropped silver beard lending the impression of an old family friend. Trustworthy, sympathetic. Until you saw his eyes. Margaret had looked straight into them when he leaned into the light, and thought she had never seen such cold, blue eyes in her life.
She was having trouble concentrating now. She was gripped by almost unbearable cramps every few minutes, and feared that she was going to give birth right there, still tied to the chair.
Fleischer was oblivious to her distress, and she had the impression that he was showing off to her, preening himself before someone who might just recognise his genius. He also seemed oblivious to the others in the room. CEO Fan and Detective Sun hovering somewhere just beyond the light of the lamp, shadowy figures whose impatience Margaret could feel, even through her pain. And poor Dai Lili. She simply didn�t count. A guinea-pig. A failed experiment. She whimpered quietly, slumped in her chair.
�We selected seven altogether,� Fleischer was saying. �Making sure we represented the major disciplines; sprinting, distance running, a swimmer, a weightlifter, a cyclist. Each of them was in the top half dozen in their respective sports. Already talented, but not necessarily gold medal winners. And that was key. They had to be good to start with.� He was pacing in and out of the light, restless, energised by his own brilliance.
�And what did you do to them?� Margaret said. She pushed her head back and forced herself to focus on him.
�I made them better,� he said proudly. �I produced the first genetically modified winners in the history of athletics. Human engineering.� He paused, and grinned. �You want to know how I did it?�
And Margaret did. In spite of her pain and her predicament. But she was damned if she was going to let Fleischer know it. So she said nothing, just staring back defiantly.
�Of course you do,� he said. �You think I don�t know?� He drew a chair out of the darkness and into the circle of light, turning it around so that he could sit astride the seat and lean on its back, watching Margaret closely as he spoke. �All the drugs that these idiot athletes around the globe are still using to improve their performances are synthetic. Copycats. All they can ever do is emulate what the body does of its own accord in the world�s best natural athletes. Real testosterone and human growth hormone, building muscle and strength. Endogenous EPO feeding oxygen to tired muscles. That�s what makes winners. That�s what makes champions.� He shrugged. �In any case it�s hard to take drugs now without being detected. Here in China they cracked down after all those embarrassments in the nineties. They made it illegal to supply banned drugs to athletes. An athlete found guilty of doping faces a four-year ban here. His coach, anything up to fifteen years.� He grinned again. �So we have to be a little more clever. Because now they can test at any time. With only twenty-four hours� notice, if you have been taking a banned substance, there is no way to get it out of your system. So I do two things.� He held up one finger. �First, I programme the body to produce naturally what it needs. If you run fast I increase the testosterone. If you run long, I increase the EPO. If you lift big weights, I increase the growth hormone.� He held up another finger. �And second, if they want to test you, I programme your body to destroy the excess.�
Margaret gasped as another cramp gripped her, and she wondered fleetingly if Fleischer thought she was perhaps gasping in admiration. She controlled her breathing, and felt a fine, cold sweat break out across her forehead. �How?� she managed to ask.
�Ah,� Fleischer said. �The sixty-four thousand dollar question. In this case, perhaps, the sixty-four million dollar question.�
�I suppose that�s how you got these athletes to agree to be your guinea-pigs, was it? With money?�
�Oh, that was a part of it, Doctor. But only a part. You have to ask yourself why an athlete wants to win. Why they will put themselves through all that grinding pain and hard work, all that blood, sweat and tears. After all, they were doing it way before the monetary rewards made it financially worthwhile.� He paused long enough to allow her to consider his question. And then he answered it for her, �Vanity, Doctor. It�s that simple. A desperate need for self-esteem, or the esteem of others. Fame, celebrity. And they are utterly single-minded in the pursuit of it.� He chuckled. �So, you see, it wasn�t hard to convince them. After all, I was promising to deliver what it was they all wanted. Like a god, I could make them winners. Or not. It was their choice. But it was irresistible.�
�Only to cheats,� Margaret said.
Fleischer was indignant. �They weren�t cheating. They weren�t taking drugs. I engineered them to be better. Naturally. It�s the future, Doctor, you must know that. The enhancement of human performance by means of genetic manipulation. And not just in athletics. We�re talking about every aspect of human life. Health, intelligence, physical capability. Soon we�ll all be able to pop a pill to make us better in every way. Drugs to genetically treat those who are well, rather than those who are sick. And there�s a fortune to be made from it. Well people can work and pay for their medicines. They live longer than sick people, and so they can buy their medicines for longer. Sick people get cured or die. Either way, they stop buying medicine. Well people just get better and better. Like my athletes.�
�Really?� Margaret was not impressed. �Six of them are dead. You don�t get many corpses winning races.�
Fleischer frowned and shrugged aside her unwelcome observation like some irritating insect that buzzed around his head. �A glitch,� he said. �One we can put right.�
Margaret dug her fingernails into her palms to stop herself from passing out. With a great effort she said, �You still haven�t told me how you did it.�
The German�s smile returned. �HERV,� he said.
Margaret frowned. �HERV?�
�You know what HERV is?�
�Of course.�
He was positively gleeful. �It is so deliciously simple, Doctor, it gives me goosebumps each time I think of it. Human endogenous retroviruses comprise about one percent of the human genome. I chose the HERV-K variant, because it is known to carry functional genes. It was an easy enough matter to isolate pieces of HERV-K from blood samples, and then amplify those pieces by cloning them in a bacterium. Are you following me?�
�Just about.� Margaret�s voice was no more than a whisper, but her brain was still functioning, and she felt somehow compelled by Fleischer�s icy blue eyes, and the nearly mesmeric delight he took in his own genius.
�I was then able to modify the cloned HERV, embedding in it genes with a unique promoter which would stimulate hormone production. In some cases the promoter would stimulate the athlete�s body to produce increased amounts of testosterone, or human growth hormone. In others it would stimulate increased quantities of EPO. It depended upon whether we wished to increase speed or strength in a sprinter or a weightlifter, or whether we wanted to increase stamina in a distance runner or a cyclist.� He leaned further into the light. �Did you know that EPO can increase performance by up to fourteen percent? Fourteen percent! It gives an athlete a phenomenal edge. If you are already one of the top half dozen distance runners in the world, you become unassailable. You will win every time.�
In spite of everything, Margaret found the concept both fascinating and horrifying. But there were still gaps in her understanding. �But how? How did you make it work?�
He laughed. �Also simple. I re-infected them with their own HERV. A straightforward injection, and the modified retrovirus carried the new genes straight into the chromosome.�
Margaret shook her head. �But, if suddenly these athletes are creating excesses of whatever hormone it is you�ve programmed them to produce, they would OD on it. It would kill them.�
Fleischer was terribly amused by this. He laughed. �Forgive me, Doctor. But you must think I am incredibly stupid.�
�Stupid is not the word I would have used to describe you,� she said, working hard to maintain eye contact.
His smile faded. �The genes can be switched off and on,� he snapped. �If you want me to be technical about it, the hormone promoter is triggered by a chemical which is recognised by the enzymes acting at the promoter to synthesise the RNA message for the protein hormone.�
�You can be as technical as you like,� Margaret managed dryly. �But it doesn�t mean I�ll understand it.�
Fleischer�s returning smile was smug. He was in the ascendancy again. �I�ll keep it simple for you, then. One chemical activates the gene. Another switches it off. And a second HERV is activated by a third chemical.�
�What�s the function of the second HERV?�
�Stimulated by the third chemical, a protease enzyme in the second modified HERV will, literally, munch up the excess hormone. It can be activated at a moment�s notice so that the presence of increased hormone in the system is undetectable. Quite simply because it�s not there any more.� He waved a hand dismissively. �A mere refinement. Because at the end of the day, the IOC and all their stupid testing bodies cannot say that naturally produced endogenous hormone constitutes doping.�
Margaret let another wave of pain wash over her, and then tried to refocus. �So you engineered these seven athletes to produce, within themselves, whatever hormone would best enhance their particular discipline. And also the ability to flush it out of their systems at a moment�s notice, so they could never be accused of doping.�
�Makes it sound devilishly simple when you put it like that. Don�t you want to know how they were able to switch the hormone producing genes off and on?�
�I�ve already worked that one out,� Margaret said.
�Have you?� Fleischer was taken aback, perhaps a little disappointed.
�The bottles of aftershave, and perfume.�
His smile was a little less amused. She had stolen his thunder. �You�re a very clever lady, aren�t you, Doctor Campbell? Yes, the aerosols act like a gas. The athlete only has to spray and inhale, and the unique chemical content of each scent, ingested through the lungs, sends the requisite message to the appropriate gene. Hormone on, hormone off.�
�And the breath freshener?�
�Triggers the destructive protease to chew up the excess hormone.� He straightened up in his seat and beamed at her triumphantly. �Genetically engineered winners. Virtually guaranteed to break the tape every time.�
From the depths of her misery, Margaret gazed at him with something close to hatred. �So what went wrong?�
And his face darkened, and all his self-congratulatory preening dissolved in an instant. �I don�t know,� he said. �Well, not exactly. There was some kind of recombination between the introduced and the endogenous HERV. It created something we could never have foreseen. A new retrovirus which attacked the microscopic arteries of the heart.� He was thoughtful for a long time, gazing off into some unseen middle distance. Then, almost as if realising he still had an audience, he said, �Of course, we did not know that at first. It was all going so well. All our athletes were winning. We were monitoring them all very closely. And then suddenly our cyclist dropped dead without warning. Of course, I knew immediately there was a problem. But the last thing we wanted was anyone performing an autopsy. So we arranged for him to die �by accident�. The body was removed from its coffin before it was burned at the crematorium, and then we were free to perform our own examination. Which is when we discovered the thickening of the microvasculature.�
�And you knew that your retrovirus had caused that?�
�No, not immediately. It wasn�t until the three members of the sprint relay team became ill after coming down with the flu, that I began to piece things together. We knew that the cyclist had suffered from the flu shortly before he collapsed. That was when I realised that the retrovirus was being activated by the flu virus, and that there was nothing we could do about it. We kept all three athletes at our clinic, and they died within days of each other. An autopsy on one of them, after he had been �cremated�, confirmed all my fears.�
�So you decided to get rid of the rest of your guinea-pigs before someone else started figuring it all out.�
�The risks were too great.� Fan Zhilong moved into the light, startling them both. They had all but forgotten that there were others there. He said, �We could not afford to have any of our athletes take fright and start to talk.�
Margaret looked at him with disgust, seeing only his expensive haircut and his designer suit, his manicured hands and his air of confident invulnerability. �And you funded all this?� He inclined his head in acknowledgement. �Why?�
�Why?� He seemed amused by what he clearly thought was a silly question, and dimples pitted his cheeks. �Because I am a gambler, Doctor Campbell. We are all gamblers here. And like all gamblers, we spend our lives in pursuit of the impossible. The sure thing.� His supercilious smile did not reach his eyes. �And there can hardly be a safer bet than an athlete who is guaranteed to win. Our little experiment in human engineering here in China was going to be just the beginning. Had it been successful, there are athletes around the world who would not have taken much persuading to join our winners� club. Membership a guarantee of success. The potential rewards could have run to millions. Tens, maybe even hundreds, of millions.�
�Only there is no such thing as a sure thing, is there, Doctor Fleischer?� Margaret turned her contempt on the German doctor and saw that he appeared suddenly to have aged. All Fan�s talk of �woulds� and �coulds� and �might have beens� perhaps bringing home to him, finally, that it was all over. �You must be very proud of yourself. Tricking young athletes in Germany into taking drugs that left them dying or disabled. And then exploiting the greed and insecurity of young Chinese athletes to pursue your insane idea of a genetically modified world. Only to kill them in the process. There�s no such thing as a sure thing in science, either. Unless you think you�re God. Only, gods are supposed to be infallible, aren�t they?�
Fleischer gave her a long, sour look, and then he eased himself out of his chair and stood up. �I�ll get it right next time,� he said.
�I�m afraid there won�t be a next time,� Fan said, and Fleischer turned towards him in surprise as Fan drew a small pistol from inside his jacket and fired point blank into the old man�s face.
Lili screamed as Fleischer momentarily staggered backwards, blood pouring from the place where his nose used to be. Then he dropped to his knees and fell face forward on to the floor. Margaret was very nearly more startled by the scream than the shot. She had forgotten that Lili was there. The young athlete had not uttered a sound during the entire exchange.
Fan stepped back fastidiously to avoid getting Fleischer�s blood on his shoes. He looked at Margaret. �The police are far too close to the truth,� he said. �We have to remove all the evidence.� And he raised his gun towards Margaret and fired again. Margaret screwed up her face, bracing herself against the impact of the bullet and felt nothing but the ear-splitting sound of the second shot ringing in her head in the confined space. There was a moment of silence and confusion, and then she opened her eyes in time to see Lili tipping forward, crashing to the floor, still tied to her chair. Most of the back of her head was missing.
Margaret felt herself start to lose control. Of her mind, of her body. She just wanted it all to be over. But Fan was in no particular hurry.
�I suppose your boyfriend is going to wonder what happened to you,� he said softly. �Maybe he�ll think you just changed your mind about getting married and took off back to America. Maybe he won�t even care. But one thing is certain, he�ll never find you. So he�ll never know.� He turned and nodded to Sun who was still hovering just beyond the reach of the light. �You do it.�
Sun stepped forward. He looked pale and shocked. �Me?�
�I�m not used to asking twice,� Fan said.
Without meeting her eye, Sun slipped a gun from a holster strapped high under his leather jacket and raised it unsteadily towards Margaret. She looked straight at him, the tears running silently down her face. �At least have the guts to look me in the eye, Sun Xi,� she said. And she saw the fear and confusion in his eyes as they flickered up to meet hers. �I hope your child, when he is born, will be proud of you.� A series of sobs broke in her throat, robbing her momentarily of her power of speech. She gasped, struggling to control herself, determined to have her final say. �And I hope every time you look him in the eye you�ll see me. And remember my child.�
�Get on with it!� Fan snapped impatiently. And Sun turned and put a bullet straight through the centre of Fan�s forehead. There was barely time for Fan to register surprise. He was dead before he hit the floor.
Sun turned back to Margaret. He shook his head. And through her own tears, she saw that he was weeping, too. �I never knew it be like this,� he said pathetically. �I sorry. I so sorry.� He raised his gun again and Margaret wanted to close her eyes. But she couldn�t. And she saw him turn the barrel towards himself, sucking it into his mouth like a stick of candy. Now she closed her eyes, and the roar of the shot filled her head, and when she looked again he was lying on the floor. Four dead people lying all around her, an acrid smell that filled the cold air, and a pain that gripped her so powerfully that all she wanted to do was join them.
Through the window, she thought she could see the lights of the village twinkling in the distance. But she knew it was too far. They would never hear her shouts. She looked down and saw that the tops of her jeans were soaked with blood. And she knew that she would not have to wait much longer.

III

Li was exhausted by the time he and Tao got back to Section One. Physically and mentally. Somewhere, he had lost his stick, and found it hard to walk without it. He was closer to despair than he had ever been in his life. Closer to simply giving up. It all seemed so hopeless. It was perhaps two, maybe three hours, since Margaret had been taken from the Forbidden City. The chances of her still being alive were so remote he could not even contemplate them. If he could, he would have wept. For Margaret, for their child, for himself. But his eyes remained obstinately dry, full of the grit of failure.
His office felt bleak and empty, and lacking in any comfort under the harsh overhead fluorescent striplight. Tao said, �I�ll get some tea and check on developments.� He left Li to slump into his chair and survey the detritus of his working life that covered every inch of it. A life that seemed far away now, a life that belonged to someone else.
On top of the �in� tray was a faxed report from Doctor Pi at the Centre of Material Evidence Determination. In the two and a half centimeters of Jia Jing�s hair, he had found a record of regular concentrations of human growth hormone. But this was no synthetic substitute. It was the real thing, produced by his own body, in amounts that peaked way above normal concentrations, and then dipped again to normal, or below normal, levels. All at regular intervals over a two-month period.
Li let the report fall back into the tray. It hardly mattered now that he knew why the heads of the athletes had been shaved. That somehow they had been producing concentrations of endogenous hormone to enhance their performances. And that someone had cut off all their hair to hide that fact. Without Margaret, nothing in the world mattered to him any more.
Which was when he saw the envelope in the internal mail tray, its distinctive red, gold and blue public security emblem embossed on the flap, and he knew that it came from the office of the commissioner. He sat staring at it for a long time, unable, or unwilling, to make himself reach out and open it. Just one more thing that no longer mattered. Wearily he lifted it from the tray and tore it open. A cryptic acknowledgement of receipt of his letter of resignation. So it had reached the commissioner after all. And confirmation that he was relieved of all duties with immediate effect. Deputy Section Chief Tao was to assume interim control of the section until his replacement was appointed.
Li let the letter slip from his fingers and flutter to the desk. He wondered if Tao knew. If he had been summoned, or telephoned, or whether there was a letter from the commissioner waiting for him in his in tray, too.
Tao came in, then, with two mugs of steaming hot green tea and put one of them down in front of Li. His eye fell on the letter, and he glanced at his old boss. Li shrugged. �I guess you�re the chief now.�
Tao said, �Apparently the commissioner�s office has been trying to contact me all evening. My cellphone was bust.� He grimaced. �There was a letter on my desk, too.�
A rap on the door broke the moment, and a flushed-looking Qian hurried in. �Chief, we just got a report from the Public Security Bureau out at Miyun that residents in the village of Guanling reported hearing gunfire. They seemed to think the shots came from a cottage just outside the village.�
Li could barely muster interest. �What�s that got to do with us?�
Qian was surprised. �Guanling, Chief? That�s where Fleischer has his holiday cottage.�
And hope and fear filled Li�s heart at the same moment, as the implications of Qian�s words hit home. He looked at Tao who sighed, resigned. �I could say I didn�t open the letter till tomorrow,� he said.
Li was on his feet immediately. �I want every available detective,� he said to Qian. �Armed. I�ll sign out the weapons.�
* * *
For most of the drive out to the reservoir, the snow had stopped falling. Brief blinks of moonlight illuminated a silver-white landscape, and in between the world was smothered with darkness, limiting vision to the range of their headlamps. As they drove through the village in careful convoy, a few shreds of light momentarily illuminated the snow-capped mountains beyond, with their peaks and clefts and shadows. There were lights in nearly every window, and dozens of villagers were out on the frozen tracks that intersected their homes. Through a clutch of dark evergreens, they saw the blue flashing lights of the local police who had surrounded the cottage, with strict instructions not to enter.
The local bureau chief shook Li�s hand. �There hasn�t been a sound or a movement from in there since we got here, Chief,� he said in a low voice. He nodded towards a sleek, shiny black Mercedes parked at the gate. �Keys are still in the ignition.� He took out a notebook and started flipping through the pages. �I got them to phone in the number. It�s registered to�� he found the name, ��to some guy called Fan Zhilong.�
Li felt a tightness across his chest. He was not surprised, but that did nothing to diminish his sense of dread. He waved Wu and Sang to the far side of the gate. Wu took his pistol from its shoulder holster and flicked away his cigarette butt, still chewing feverishly. Li could have sworn he was enjoying this, living out for real something he might have watched in a movie, or on an American cop show. Tao and Qian followed him to the nearside gatepost, and they all took out their weapons.
The house was deathly quiet. They could not see anything through the windows, but there was a soft light burning somewhere inside. There were several sets of tracks leading to and from the house, partially covered over by a recent fall. And even as they watched, the first flakes of a fresh fall began to drift down from a black sky. Li started cautiously along the path, and waved the others to follow. They fanned out across the garden, snow creaking beneath their feet like old floor-boards. But even when they reached the house, their view of the interior was still obscured by condensation inside the glass.
Gingerly, Li tried the door handle. It turned easily and the door slipped soundlessly off the latch. He nodded to the others, and after the briefest hesitation, they burst in, shouting as they went, issuing instructions to whoever might be there to get down on the floor with their hands on view. Gun barrels panned left and right to cover the room. And almost immediately they fell silent, breath condensing in rapid bursts in ice cold air filled with the sticky scent of drying blood. There were four bodies on the floor, and a sickening amount of blood. Sun, Fan and Fleischer, and Dai Lili, still tied to the chair, tipped on her side. It was all Li could do to stop himself from being sick.
His eyes raked across the carnage in confusion, before coming to rest on a figure slumped in a chair. It was a moment before he realised that it was Margaret. Her face was ghostly pale, her head lying at a slight angle, mouth gaping. She was soaked in blood from the waist down, and with an awful sense of the inevitable, Li knew that she was dead.

IV

Something out there was trying to get in. Something without shape or form, trying to penetrate the darkness. It was light, and it was pain, all at once. Confused sensations making no sense in a world without beginning or end. And then it was there, blinding her, coming from beyond the protective cover of her eyelids as they broke apart to allow the outside in. From somewhere a long way away, the pain which had forced them open, was suddenly very close. It was sharp and shocking. She coughed and nearly choked, and the cough sent the pain stabbing through her like the prongs of a fork. Still the world was a blur. Only her pain was focused. Somewhere down there. She made an effort and felt her hand move, soft cotton on her skin, and she shifted it towards her belly where she had carried her child for eight long months. And the swelling was gone. Her baby was no longer there. Only the pain remained. And it bubbled up through her to explode in her throat, a deep howl of anguish.
Immediately she felt a hand on her forehead. Cool and dry on her hot skin. She turned her head and a shadow fell across her eyes, blurred by her tears. The sound of a voice. Low and soothing. A hand took hers. She blinked hard and saw Li�s poor, bruised face swim into focus.
�My baby�� Her voice tailed away into sobbing. �I lost my baby��
�No,� she heard him say, inexplicably, and she fought hard to make sense of this world that was crashing in on her. She was in a room. Pastel pink. An air-conditioning unit. A window. Grey light in the sky beyond it. And Li. �Our child is fine,� he was saying, and she could not understand. How could their child be fine if it was no longer inside her. She tried to sit up, and the pain seared across her belly like fire. But it made everything sharper somehow. Li was smiling his reassurance.
�How�?�
�They cut you open. A Caesarian section. It was the only way to save the baby. They said it was�� he searched to recall exactly what they had said, ��abruptio placenta. The placenta tore off a bit and the two of you were losing blood.�
Margaret managed a nod.
�They said maybe you being tied to the chair like that saved both of you.�
�Where is it?�
�Not it.� He paused for emphasis. �He.� And there was no doubting the pride in his smile. �We have a baby boy, Margaret.� And he squeezed her hand. She wanted to laugh, but all that came were tears. He said, �They put him in an incubator straight away, because he was four weeks premature. But he�s a strong boy. Like his daddy.�
And from outside the limits of her conscious reach came the tiny sound of a baby crying, and she forced herself to look beyond Li, and saw her mother there with a swaddle of soft wool and cotton in her arms. She leaned over and laid the bundle beside Margaret on the bed. And Margaret turned to see her son for the first time. A pink, wrinkled little face, crying hard to let them know he was alive.
She heard her mother�s voice. �He looks just like his father. But, then, all babies are ugly.�
And finally Margaret was able to laugh, sending another spasm of pain forking through her. Her mother was smiling. Margaret whispered, �So you don�t mind having a Chinese grandchild?�
�You know, it�s strange,� her mother said. �I don�t see him as Chinese. Just my grandson.�

V

Li heard the roar of the traffic out on Xianmen Dajie as he stepped from the door of the hospital into the long, narrow car park. Gangs of workmen with wooden shovels had cleared it of snow the previous evening, but overnight another inch had fallen and the workers had not yet returned for the early shift to clear it again.
But it had stopped snowing for the moment, and the first grey light of dawn smudged the sky in the east. The clouds had lifted. The day seemed less threatening, somehow, less dark. Like life. Li no longer needed his stick. There was a spring in his step. He felt free. Of responsibility, of fear. He was suffused by an overwhelming sense of happiness.
The car park was deserted. There were only a few cars parked there, belonging, no doubt, to the senior consultants � since very few others could afford to own a motor vehicle. By contrast, hundreds of bicycles were squeezed together, fighting for space under the snow-covered corrugated roof of the bicycle shed.
Li crunched carefully over the frozen snow towards his Jeep. Plunging temperatures during the night had formed an icy crust which he had to break by stepping heel first. His breath gathered in wreaths around his head, and through all his euphoria one tiny, nagging doubt came bubbling up from somewhere in the darkness to burst unexpectedly into his consciousness.
A picture started replaying itself in his head. He saw himself sitting in his office with Tao and Qian. They were discussing the break-in at the studio of the American photographer. He could hear Qian saying, He�d been there on a recce the day before, and taken a few pictures for reference. Just gash stuff. Nothing that you would think anyone would want to steal.
And Tao responding, Well, that�s something we�ll never know, since he no longer has them.
Oh, but he has, Qian had come back at him. Apparently he�d already taken a set of contact prints. He�s still got those.
Li found the keys of the Jeep in his pocket and unlocked the door. He climbed in to sit in the driver�s seat and stare blindly through the windshield at nothing his eyes could see. Sun had not been there during that conversation. So how could he have known about the contact prints?
Suddenly a hand curled around his forehead and forced it back with a jolt against the headrest, holding it there like a vice. And he felt the sharp blade of a knife piercing the skin of his neck. He froze, knowing that any attempt to free himself would kill him.
He heard the hot breath of Tao�s voice in his ear. �Sooner or later,� Tao said, �I knew you would figure it out.� Almost as if he could read Li�s thoughts. �You arrogant big bastard. You thought that Sun was your prot�g�, your boy. But he was mine. Right from the start. Always.� He issued a small, sour laugh. �And now we both know it, and you have to die.�
Li sensed the muscles in Tao�s arm tensing. He glanced in the rearview mirror, and saw Tao�s face in the moment before he died, eyes wide and enormous behind the dark frames of his glasses. He felt the blade cutting into his flesh. And then a roar that almost deafened him. Glass and smoke and blood filled the air. And Tao was gone. Li was aware of blood running down his neck and put his fingers to the wound, but it was barely a scratch. He turned to see Tao sprawled across the rear seat, blood and brain and bone splattered across the far window.
And into his confusion crashed a voice he knew. He turned, still in shock, and saw a face. A jaw chewing on a flavourless piece of gum. �Shit, Chief,� Wu said. �I only came to see how Doc Campbell and the baby were. I�d have handed in the gun last night, only you weren�t there to sign for it.� He looked at Tao with disgust. �Bastard,� he said, with something like relish in his voice. �At least I won�t have to put any more money in the swear box.�
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