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He chose this one for who she was. Another tick on the soft flesh of Shanghai, sucking its blood, feeding on the bloated carcass of the city.

But not for much longer.

She was easy to follow when she left the Black Cat; tracking her through the crowds thronging the Shanghai jungle was no problem.

She walked slowly, her shoes obviously biting into her heels. Well, why wouldn’t they, after a night dancing with men for money? How could she shuffle monotonously around the wooden dance floor, allowing them to slaver over and paw her, stealing a fleeting squeeze of her buttocks whenever they felt like it?

The woman had chosen her life and now he would give her a different choice. One that would set her free for ever.

She raised her arm to stop one of the taxis prowling for customers. It drove straight past her, its ‘for hire’ sign shining brightly through the smoke-raddled air of Shanghai.

Nobody was going to pick her up tonight.

Everyone knew she was his.

Yama had selected her and he did not make mistakes.

The god had first spoken to him in those lost nights when he lay in the shell hole between the trenches. Alone, surrounded by his friends and his enemies. Dead, all of them.

He had not listened at first, not understanding the voice and what it was saying. Yama had whispered to him that he was the god’s angel of death, his fierce right arm in the eternal fight against those who had trespassed against the laws of heaven.

None were to be forgiven. All were to be punished.

Only years afterwards, when he finally arrived in Shanghai, did he comprehend the meaning of the words.

Only then had Yama revealed himself in all his glory and power and wisdom.

Only then did he realise the meaning of his life was death.

His prey limped on, turning off the main road into the warren of miserable alleys lying behind the facade of elegance and sophistication.

She kept glancing over her shoulder, becoming skittish in the last few minutes, aware perhaps she was being hunted.

It didn’t matter. He already knew where she lived. Yama had revealed it to him, just as he foretold everything that was going to happen.

Nothing mattered.

He twisted the lead ring he always wore on his little finger. Yama had told him what to do and the god was always right.

There was a plan. All he had to do was execute it, and her, and the others.

They were all going to be taken into the cold embrace of the god. The voice had told him exactly what to do. This human tick was simply the first step.

The girl ahead hurried her steps, glancing backwards over her shoulder.

Don’t worry, my lovely, your time has come. Don’t hurry to your death.

Her death, the first.

His death, the last.

Danilov was going to die. Yama had planned it all in godlike detail. It was just a question of the right execution.

The thought sent an avalanche of pleasure down his spine. He had waited so long for this moment.

Too long.

He was going to be the judge who sent Danilov to his death.

He was the Judge of Souls.
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There it was again, the noise behind her, to her left this time. Sally Chen glanced over her shoulder. Was there a shadow back there? Did it move?

The same noise again. Like the sound of fingers scraping down a blackboard.

She hurried forward and screamed.

Her foot had touched something soft, hairy. She looked down. A dead cat lay at her feet, its glassy eyes staring into space. She kicked it aside and hurried on.

Her whole body ached. The last nine hours fighting off the groping hands of strangers had exhausted her. The endless rounds of feverish dancing, fake drinks, begging for dance tickets and even more feverish whirling to the syncopated beats had made her as skittish as a cat in a room full of dogs.

There was the sound again, directly behind her this time and closer. She was tempted to bang on one of the doors that lined the lane. But no lights were on and what would she say? A noise had made her scared? They would slam the door in her face, cursing her for waking them up.

She broke into a run, ignoring the pain in her feet, feeling her breath coming quicker and quicker, her footsteps heavy on the cobbles of the lane.

The sound was still behind her, louder now, a scraping sound, getting louder.

It was darker here. Her home was in one of the older lanes; no electric light illuminated the dark corners. Instead, the houses rose on either side, looming over the narrow alleyway.

She ran round a corner. Something hit her, an arm grabbed her body, fingers closing around the top of her shoulder. She struggled against her attacker, hitting as hard as she could with her fists, kicking out with her legs.

‘Miss Chen, Miss Chen, it’s me, Ah Sing, the hot water seller from number twenty-three.’ The old man was cowering in front of her, his arms up to protect his face.

She stopped, her arms raised above her head, ready to strike hard again.

‘Sorry if I startled you. I’m on my way to start the boilers.’

She stared into the old man’s face. It was Ah Sing. The old man often poured her tea on her way out to work.

He stepped backwards, keeping an eye on her all the time. ‘You’re pretty good with your fists. You could be the next Huang Fei Hung, fight the British maybe, nearly killed me.’

‘I’m sorry, Ah Sing,’ she stammered. ‘Thought I heard a sound, behind me.’ She glanced back over her shoulder again.

Nothing.

‘You shouldn’t be walking home alone. Not at this time.’

She grabbed a few deep breaths of smoke-scented air to calm herself. ‘I’m fine, Ah Sing. My place is just over there.’

‘Do you want me to walk with you?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ll be fine. The noises of the night…’ Her voice trailed off as she realised how ridiculous she sounded.

‘I’ll watch while you go in.’

She walked along the lane to her front door. Ah Sing was still standing there, looking at her. She unlocked the door at the front, turning back to wave goodbye, but Ah Sing was gone.

Her heels clattered on the wooden stairs as she climbed to her apartment. She fumbled in her pocket for the other key and opened the front door.

Why wouldn’t it open?

She pulled the key out, checked that it was the right way up and pushed it into the lock again

Finally, it clicked. She pushed open the door and hurried in, slamming it behind her, slotting the deadbolt into place. Her flatmate could bang on the door when she came home… if she came home.

At last, Sally Chen was safe. She leant with her back to the door, breathing heavily. ‘Should have taken a taxi, hang the expense, the streets aren’t safe any more,’ she said out loud to herself, her voice echoing in the empty room.

A faint glow came from the kitchen.

Perhaps her flatmate hadn’t found a man to take her home after all. ‘Ah Mei, are you there?’ she asked tentatively.

No answer.

She stepped forward. The faint glow was brighter now. ‘Ah Mei, are you home?’

Again, no answer.

Why had Ah Mei left a light on in the kitchen? She knew it cost money. Why did she waste so much money?

She walked towards the kitchen. The light flickered. Ah Mei must have left the stove burning. She would talk to her tomorrow, tell her off for her extravagance when they had so little to spare.

She pushed open the kitchen door. It wasn’t the stove at all. It was a single candle burning on the table, its flame flickering in the breeze.

Why had Ah Mei lit a candle?

It was the question troubling her as the hand came over her mouth and she sucked in the first few breaths of formaldehyde.
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She was so easy to trap, a young moth attracted to an innocent light. Why were they all so stupid?

He removed his mask as he prepared her body for the test. She wouldn’t wake up now for a long while. An injection in the crook of her arm before he had taken her from the apartment had transported her to the land of Morpheus for another four hours.

The choice he would give her would soon clear her head, though. A choice he would force all of them to make. The ultimate irony; they would have a choice he had never been allowed.

Until the voice spoke to him and he finally understood why he had been chosen.

He removed her shirt and skirt. Such cheap material, doused with an even cheaper perfume, fighting desperately to smother the odour of sweat and losing miserably. And then there were her partners. Those odious men, dripping charm and condescension, as they pulled their purchased dancers closer to their bodies, hugging the flat chest through the flimsy material.

How did she survive? How did she face the nightly parade of paws and stubbed toes and sweaty palms and tobacco-soaked breath?

He shuddered. ‘Needs must, I suppose.’

Just as his needs must be satisfied. But his need was on a much higher plane than hers. He must cleanse the world. That’s what Yama had told him to do.

And he must start here, today.

He took out his knife and incised the Chinese characters into the woman’s neck. She moaned and grunted through the morphine, but stayed unconscious.

He stepped back and looked at his knifework. Not bad, neatly done, just as Yama had told him.

The newspapers, with their typical appeal to the baser human emotions, had called him the Character Killer. But all that was in the past; now was the time for revenge.

He had waited so long for this moment. Hours lying on the old boat with its stench of fish, patiently biding his time as the wounds on his chest healed. The scars from Danilov’s bullets still red and vivid on the skin.

Afterwards, the slow recovery, followed by the intense pain of the cosmetic surgery to change his face. He liked his new look, the rakish moustache giving him a touch of Douglas Fairbanks’ swagger and charm.

He had a new job now. He couldn’t go back to his old profession. His previous life was dead and out of its corpse Yama had created a new being. The job was beneath him, of course, barely using a tenth of his talents. But it did allow him all the time he needed to put his plan into action.

He had laid the foundations, built the trap, created the snare. He knew Danilov, knew his weaknesses, where and what to exploit. There would be no mistakes this time. Yama had told him exactly what to do.

This woman was just the first move. The endgame was when Danilov took his own life, five days from now.

The man realised he was getting ahead of himself. Stay in the now, he cautioned himself. Concentrate on what must be done at this moment.

His old life was dead but his killer was still alive.

Not for long.

He noticed a blue vein through the transparent pale skin of her thigh. Blood pumping through the veins carrying life and energy to her soul.

It was time to give her the choice she had to make. To put her soul to the test.

She was a pawn in a game that could only end with one outcome.

The death of Danilov.
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Through the teeming rain, the squad of uniformed police carried the coffin to the graveyard from the hearse. Drops formed on the peaks of their caps, dripping on to their blue-serge shoulders. Strachan had insisted his mother be buried in the same grave as her husband, his father, in Siccawei cemetery.

Detective Inspector Danilov stood next to his detective sergeant in front of the open grave, leaving the police pall-bearers space to manoeuvre the coffin into position. Coir matting covered the base of the grave with two wings flowing out of the rectangular hole. At the side, a hill of dirty brown clods of soil lay glistening in its skin of rain.

The soil of Shanghai, the city of Danilov’s redemption and of his sorrow.

The service had been brief and economical. A short address by the Commissioner of Police, a eulogy from the vicar, a few hymns, sung out of tune by an aged choir, accompanied by an even older organist. The mourners, dressed in black to match the colour of the sky, marched out to the graveyard led by the young vicar.

Only two people looked different from the rest. True to his mother’s tradition, Strachan was dressed in white from head to toe. White shoes, white trousers, white sackcloth shirt. His shoulders were hunched over, his head down, staring at the dark earth beneath his feet.

Only one other mourner looked like him; Strachan’s Uncle Chang. He had come dressed in the traditional white sackcloth and hood, looking like a refugee from some Ku Klux Klan movie by D.W. Griffith. Nobody else from Strachan’s family attended, the banishment decreed so many years ago by a grandfather disappointed with her marriage to a foreigner still in place at her death as it had been during her life.

Only Uncle Chang had disobeyed the grandfather’s edict, the man who did exactly as he wanted, without fear of anybody else, the Mandarin’s seal he carried a powerful force even in a Republican world.

Now she lay in a wooden coffin, shot to death by a killer intent on removing all knowledge of his crimes. Strachan should never have asked his mother to help shelter the only witness in her home. But Danilov knew such regrets were pointless. You can never change the past, as he himself knew so well.

The rain swept down from the louring, grey skies, drowning everything in a sludge of dirty, coal-stained water. The forest of black umbrellas following the coffin assembled around the grave.

Danilov touched Strachan’s arm, gently urging him forward.

Together with Uncle Chang, they moved next to the grave as the coffin was lowered into the ground by the police pall-bearers. Opposite, the priest from St Andrews intoned, ‘May her soul and the souls of all the faithful departed through the mercy of God rest in peace.’

The man was young and nervous, a tremolo in his voice and his glasses already steaming up. He tugged at the side of his dog collar to release the sweat forming beneath his shirt as he spoke.

Danilov knew Strachan didn’t believe in the Western God, but he had gone through with the usual rites. His mother expected it of him. The duty of a child to a parent.

Danilov looked over at the slender figure of his daughter across the abyss of the grave. The girl, noticing his stare, gave him a single nod in return. It was a very Russian reaction, withholding emotion in the presence of others, holding back what was felt. She reminded him so much of his wife; the way she tilted her head, the hair swept back from her forehead, the small smile dangling at the edge of her lips as if she knew a secret but wasn’t revealing it to anybody, least of all him.

One day he would find his wife and son, bring them all together again. Six years was a long time to be separated but he would reunite them all, if it was the last thing he did in life.

Up above, a lark trilled its song in the rain. A battleship-grey sky set off the stark lines of the plane trees around the graveyard. The black umbrellas solid against the wavering drizzle. Danilov could feel the cold damp seep through his new suit, the one his daughter had made him buy for the funeral. The hard edge of the new collar on the white shirt chafed against his neck.

The vicar had finished speaking. All the mourners were looking at Strachan, waiting for him to make the first move. Danilov nudged him on the arm again. The detective sergeant started as if woken from a dream. He looked at Danilov through red-rimmed, tired eyes, before stepping forward to pick up a lump of dark earth, dropping it on to the coffin, where it landed with a soft thud on the brass nameplate.

At the head of the grave stood a marble stone, stained by pastel green, white and yellow lichen.


Sacred to the loving memory of

Hamish Alexander Strachan

Police sergeant, father and husband.

A brave man who gave his life for Shanghai.

1882–1919



Danilov stared at the headstone. Strachan would have to find room on it for his mother’s name, spoiling the symmetry of the letters. A shame.

Uncle Chang beckoned him forward to the edge of the grave. He picked up a lump of the dark soil, dropping it on top of the coffin. One day, his daughter would be doing the same for him, mourning his death. The thought sent a shudder down his spine. It was too early to think like that; he still had so much to do.

As if reading his thoughts, Strachan asked him, ‘Was it worth it, sir? Both of them dying for nothing.’

Danilov thought for a moment before answering. ‘They didn’t die for nothing, Strachan. They both chose to protect those less fortunate than themselves, allowing them to live in peace.’

‘I wish I could believe that, sir.’

Danilov sighed. ‘Our job is to protect the weak from the wolves, Strachan, it’s what gives our lives meaning.’

‘And our deaths, sir?’

Before Danilov could answer, Uncle Chang signalled for them to move away to allow other mourners to say their last respects.

Danilov took Strachan’s arm. ‘We should go now.’

For a moment, the detective hesitated, then he nodded and they both moved away.

Danilov could hear the soft thuds of earth landing on wood, as his colleagues from the police force stepped forward to drop the soil of Shanghai on to the coffin. A soft echo of sound, burying the wooden box and the body within its tomb of earth.

Strachan stood in the correct position, waiting for the mourners to walk past, Uncle Chang on one side and Danilov on the other.

Chief Inspector Boyle was the first to clasp both his hands. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss, Detective Strachan.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Strachan obeyed the formalities.

‘I wish it could have happened under different circumstances.’

‘So do I, sir.’

‘But you mustn’t blame yourself. You weren’t to know’

Danilov looked across at Strachan. The detective’s shoulders were rounded as if he was carrying all the sins of the world on them. With the addition of one extra, just for him.

‘But I should have known, sir. It was my job to know.’

‘You’re being too harsh on yourself. Who could predict what a madman would do?’

Chief Inspector Boyle stood waiting for a response for a few moments, before nodding his head and turning to go.

‘Good luck, sir,’ Strachan finally blurted out.

‘Thank you, Detective Strachan. Retirement has come earlier than I thought it would.’ He looked all around him. ‘I’ll miss all this.’

‘Shanghai, sir?’

‘Shanghai. And its people.’ With those words, he nodded once more and moved on.

Danilov remained by Strachan’s side for the blur of handshakes and accompanying words from a long line of Strachan’s colleagues, some in the blue uniform of the Shanghai Police and others in the mufti of the detective force.

‘So sorry for your loss.’

‘Heartfelt commiserations.’

‘We’ll pray for her.’

Then, Inspector Cartwright was standing in front of Strachan, with Meaker by his side. Why had these two come here?

‘My condolences on your loss,’ said Cartwright. Meaker stepped forward and shook his hand, the alcohol on his breath fogging the air.

‘My condolences,’ Meaker echoed before licking his moustache.

After what had happened, these two were the last people Danilov expected to see at the funeral. Strachan mumbled a response, but they had both moved away, Meaker stumbling over a clod of earth.

The line seemed to go on for ever. More hands were stuck out, words mumbled, sorrows expressed.

Finally, everybody had moved away and only the inspector, his daughter and Uncle Chang remained with Strachan.

‘When are you coming back to work?’ Danilov asked.

Elina nudged her father, chastising him with her bright-green eyes.

‘Tomorrow, sir, if it’s okay with you?’

‘The sooner, the better.’

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to take more time off, David? Sort out your mother’s affairs?’ said Elina.

Danilov noticed she called him David. When had they become so close?

‘I would prefer to be working, Miss Danilova.’

She leant forward and whispered in Strachan’s ear, then she stepped back, took her father’s elbow and guided him away, walking towards the main road.

‘What did you say to him?’

‘I just said he shouldn’t blame himself.’

‘Who should he blame?’

Elina pulled her arm away from her father. ‘Sometimes, Father, you can be too cold.’

‘Sympathy doesn’t help at times like this, Elina.’

‘Is that how you managed to survive?’

Danilov thought of the years alone in Shanghai. Throwing himself into work had helped him forget the loss of his daughter, wife and son. And, in the evening, losing himself in the smoke-scented dreams of the opium pipe. Last year, he had found Elina; now all he had to do was reunite the rest of his family. It was that hope that kept him alive.

Hope.

Strachan and his uncle joined them before he could answer his daughter.

Uncle Chang stuck out his hand. ‘It has been a pleasure meeting you again, Inspector Danilov.’

‘I wish we could have met under better circumstances.’

‘If you need any help with your investigations, please don’t hesitate to call on me. My door is always open.’

The man walked off towards the main gate of the cemetery, where the houses of Shanghai crept up to the boundaries of the city of the dead, threatening to invade the land but kept at bay by superstition and fear.

Strachan took one last look back at his mother’s grave. The gravediggers were already shovelling the dark Shanghai soil on top of her coffin.

‘It’s time to go now, David,’ Elina said.

Danilov touched Strachan lightly on the arm. The rain still swept down, the smell of fresh earth filled the air, and behind them the rattle of the car engine echoed among the headstones as it waited at the main road.

Reluctantly, he turned away.

Danilov watched him walk slowly out of the main gates. The image of an old man carrying a heavy samovar on his back flashed though his mind. Was it an old folk tale? Or a song? Or something his father had told him years ago?

He couldn’t remember, but it came back to him now as Strachan walked away.

It wasn’t a happy memory.
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‘Sally, I’m happy to see you’re awake.’

The voice came from above her and to the left. Beneath her the ground was soft and clammy. She scraped the earth with her fingers. Immediately, the smell of decay assaulted her nostrils; a scent of death with the tang of fish.

She lifted her head off the ground, instantly letting it fall back again, an earthen pillow to cradle her tired head.

How had she got here? Was she drunk last night?

She shook her head, trying to free it from the shackles of dullness. Dancing to ‘Snake Hips’. A hand on her backside. Sailors falling out of a bar. A dead cat, teeth pulled back in a scream of agony. Running through the alleys. Ah Sing, his hands cold. Home. Safe. A light calling her forward.

The cold touch of the rag on her mouth.

The smell filling her nostrils.

Dark.

The blackness of night.

‘Hello, Sally.’

The voice again, above her.

She lifted her head again. Above her, a light shone directly down, trapping her in its glare. Around it, she could just see the dark outline of a circular edge.

How had she got there? What happened?

She grabbed a handful of the dark soil, letting it dribble through her fingers. Again, the stench of death and fish and sweat and damp enveloped her.

Her underclothes and body were covered with the stuff, clogging her hair, fingers and feet.

Where was she? What was she doing here?

She opened her mouth to scream.

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Sally.’

She turned her head to where she thought the voice came from. As she did, a stab of pain shot through her neck. She touched the skin below her ear. It was wet and sticky and she felt the raised edges of a cut.

Another stab of pain shot through her as she brushed her fingers across the open wound, red clots of blood coating her fingers.

Her blood.

‘What have you done to me? Why am I here?’ Her voice came out as little more than a choked squawk. She tried again, ‘What am…?’ But only the first few words escaped from her mouth before she collapsed in a fit of coughing.

‘You shouldn’t have screamed so much last night, Sally.’ The voice again. A slow, educated voice with each syllable pronounced carefully and correctly like a child reading a textbook. ‘Nobody can hear you screaming. Not here, not now.’

She peered up into the light but couldn’t see the top. Walls of dark earth glistened beneath the bright, unblinking eye. The voice came from somewhere behind the light, hidden behind its intense whiteness.

She grabbed a handful of earth and flung it upwards.

‘Such a waste of effort, Sally. Save your strength. I have something for you to do, a little test, for which you will need every twitch of your elegant muscles.’

‘Let me out of here,’ she croaked once again, collapsing in a long spasm of coughing.

‘Tut, tut, I am disappointed in you. For such a mature woman, you do behave like a young girl.’

Sally sat up and peered into the light again, imagining it to be her own spotlight, the one whose rays she drowned in on the dance floor. She paused and smiled in the winsome way she used with the men who bought her dance tickets. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘That’s better,’ the voice from above said enthusiastically. ‘I knew you would come round. You have a choice, Sally. Everybody in life has a choice. Yours, though, is a little different.’

She was listening to the voice, trying to understand the meaning behind the words. ‘What do you mean, a choice?’

‘You can either stay in the pit and die slowly from starvation…’

‘Or…?’

‘Or, you can climb out. If you are able to get out, you go free. It’s that simple.’

Out of the light, a length of rope uncoiled beside her.

‘Pull it. I’ve tied it securely up here to a support.’

There was silence from above. All she could hear was the sound of muffled breathing, like the bellows of a broken pump.

‘You are probably wondering why I am doing this.’

‘I don’t want to know,’ she croaked.

‘Well, you’re going to hear anyway. You’ve been a bad girl, Sally, who’s lied about everything.’

‘I didn’t lie…’

‘Ah, but you did. Your lies cost Gordon Cowan his life. How else did the thugs find him before Danilov?’

‘How do you know about that? Nobody knows.’

‘But I know. I know everything. How much did they pay you? Five dollars? Not much for a man’s life.’

Sally hugged her legs tighter. How did he know? How could he know?

Up above, the voice changed. ‘You have been judged and sentenced, Sally Chen. But you have a chance to redeem yourself. Everybody has a chance at redemption. All you have to do is climb out. If you can make it, you go free.’

‘And if I don’t.’

‘You die here, slowly. Starve to death, actually. Unless, of course, the rats get you first.’

‘You bastard, you fucking bastard.’

‘Now, now, Sally, no need for abuse. I’ll leave you alone. I’ll also leave the light on. I know you don’t like to be in the dark. It’s your choice. You can take your chance at redemption or you can die slowly and extremely painfully.’

The soft slide of shoes on an earthen floor, walking away from the light, a door opening and closing. She stopped breathing, listening for any other sounds.

Nothing except a faint buzz from the light. ‘Is anybody there?’ she whispered.

There was no answer.

She looked up towards the light, following the trail of the rope. If she squinted her eyes, she could see an area darker than the rest, a faint line where the edge of the pit met the clear air. She guessed it was about fifteen feet away. She pulled at the rope hanging from above. It stretched slightly in her hands. She tugged, harder this time, leaning back with her whole body, pulling as hard as she could.

The rope didn’t give at all.

A searing pain shot through her neck once more. Take it easy, Sally. Fresh drops of blood dribbled from the wounds and ran down on to her shoulders. She reached up with her right hand to block out the light, trying to shield her face, ignoring the pain in her neck.

She reached up as high as she could on the rope. Getting a firm hold with her hands, she pulled herself up, gripping the bottom of the rope with her legs. It was just like school, with the mad gym teacher who loved to show how strong he was by performing the flag at the top of the pole. Silly old fool. She had shown him, though, climbing the rope faster than he could. But she had been eleven then and young and thin and fit. Now she was twenty-seven, and her arms and legs weren’t nearly as strong.

Once again, she grasped the rope as high as she could, pulling herself up and gripping it between her thighs and ankles. She hung there and the rope began to sway with the weight of her body.

She gripped with her legs and pulled up with her arms. The rope was swaying more violently now, swinging like a pendulum from side to side.

Her body crashed into the wall of the pit. A sharp pain sliced through her. Her head swam with pain.

She looked down. Her arms and legs were covered in long red lines. The lines thickened and formed red drops, dripping on to the earthen floor. Her underclothes had long slashing marks across them as if a deranged seamstress had attacked the material with scissors.

The pain seared through her body but still she hung on to the rope.

She stared at the wall. Tiny points of light glinted against the darkness. The rope was swinging again. She tried to twist away but only succeeded in turning her left side to the wall.

Again, she felt the slicing pain sear through her body. She pulled up on the rope with her arms, desperately trying to escape from the pit, but her arms gave way, and she fell to the floor, landing heavily on her back.

‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. The walls of your pit are covered in razor blades. It’s a hill of knives, don’t you know?’

He was there. He’d never left. He had been watching her all the time, struggling on the end of the rope. Another wave of pain surged through her arms and legs.

‘You’ll have to avoid the blades if you want to get out. Nobody said it was going to be easy.’

Sally looked into the light. For the first time, she could see somebody standing at the edge of the pit, silhouetted against the light. At the top of the body was a dark mass where the head should have been. A black mass with no features on it at all.

She screamed again.

It was the last thing she did before her world went dark.
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Strachan returned home after a painful two hours at the police club where he had to suffer more condolences, commiserations and heartfelt sorrows. He was glad when he could finally leave the tea, cakes and potted beef sandwiches and escape into the fresh, coal-smoked air of Shanghai.

He had walked around on his own for a while, not knowing where he was going. The streets were full of people going about their business; rickshaw drivers sat smoking cheroots as they waited for their passengers, workmen hammered iron rods into shape to form the bars on windows, beggars crouched in the middle of a forest of rags, their hands held out in supplication, elegant women in tight qipaos and the latest high heels tottered past them, ignoring the detritus at their feet, hawkers extolled the excellence of their noodles, trams rattled by filled with faces.

The streets of Shanghai, always full of life and people. So many people. Going about their business as if nothing had happened.

And nothing had happened. His mother had died but these people didn’t know her and they cared even less. He was the only one who cared. The only one who would miss her.

At one point a man had bumped into him on the street. Without thinking, Strachan lashed out, pushing him backwards into a wall, his right hand gripping the man’s throat. He squeezed tighter and tighter and tighter. The man struggled for breath, fighting to stay alive, kicking feebly with his legs, trying to grab the detective’s arm.

Seeing the fear in the man’s eyes, Strachan’s anger ebbed away, and he let him drop to the pavement, gasping for breath like a stranded fish.

He walked away and carried on walking, roaming the city like a ghost looking for a home.

Somehow, he found himself in front of his own house. It was as if his feet had arrived home without any conscious involvement from him.

He hesitated in front of the door. Should he go in? Or would it be better to walk away and never come back. Find somewhere else to live, far away from here.

Shaking his head, he inserted the key in the lock and pushed the door open. He half expected to hear her voice call to him from the kitchen. ‘You’re back, David. I’ve made some soup for you.’

But there was no welcoming voice, not any more.

The aroma of her cooking still suffused the hallway. The warm, earthy smell of a pig’s ear soup, sitting on the stove for hours, gradually building and developing a wonderfully gelatinous flavour.

A few steps into the kitchen. There was no pot bubbling on the stove, only the black range staring back at him, its cast iron polished to an ebony shine by years of his mother’s sweat.

A tap dripped off to his left. He would have to get it fixed, something he had been promising his mother he would do for a long time.

Another promise he had broken.

In the far corner, there were no more bloodstains on the wall. Somebody had cleaned them up. Nobody would know his mother had been shot and killed here.

But he would know. He would always know.

He backed out of the kitchen and went to sit in the living room. His father’s picture was still staring at him from the mantlepiece.

Joining the police force had been against his mother’s wishes. ‘Be an architect or a doctor,’ she had told him. ‘Look how much building is going up in Shanghai. There’s a profession which will never run out of work.’

But he was set on becoming a policeman, following in his father’s footsteps. He should have listened to her. If he had, she would still be alive. Still cooking her soups in the kitchen. Still waiting for him every night when he came home from work, to listen to his stories of the day.

But she wasn’t.

She was dead.

Because of him.

If only he had protected her better. If only he had not invited the witness to stay with them. If only he had managed to get there earlier.

Too many if onlys.

He sat in the chair and stared at the wall.

On the mantlepiece the clock ticked the hours. His father looked down on him. The house creaked like the bones of an old man getting out of bed.

He imagined himself in a prison cell with a single barred skylight in the ceiling and a wind rustling through a crack in the casement. He could see the world outside but it seemed so far away from where he was; untouchable, unreachable.

And in that sound of the wind and the clock ticking, Strachan finally understood he was alone now.
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Sally Chen was at home alone in her bed, basking in the wonderful time between waking and sleep. Stretching her limbs like a cat after a long nap, her foot touched something solid, followed by sharp, slicing pain.

She woke up.

The arc light was still shining down on her; a constant moon on her darkest day. The walls of the pit were clear now, with little glints of light betraying the presence of the razor blades. Her hands fell to her sides and touched the dark, dank soil with its stench of fish and damp and mould.

She was still in the pit, sitting on the earthen floor.

She checked her arms and legs. The blood had stopped flowing from most of the cuts, congealing into long, horizontal stripes with a dark crust forming over the top.

As she looked at the wounds, the pain increased. A sharp, screeching pain, coming from a thousand places on her arms and legs and neck. She hugged her body to protect herself from it, but the pain became stronger. Some of her wounds were open again now, the blood oozing out.

How long had she slept? How long had she been there?

Ignoring the pain, she stood up, banging into a snake-like object hanging from the light-filled blackness. She remembered climbing, the rope swinging, the sharp, slicing kiss of the wall.

Where was he? He seemed to be a wraith, silent as a ghost.

She listened for his breathing, drawing on some long-lost sense to become aware of his presence in the blackness outside of the pit.

Nothing.

Why had he taken her? What had she done to deserve this? She was only a dancer, trying to make a living. What had he said? All her life was a lie. But didn’t everybody create little untruths to make life more bearable. Was it so wrong? She had told those thugs where Gordon was hiding, but what else could she have done? Their threats had been obvious; either she told them or she wouldn’t have been dancing for a long while. She couldn’t dance with a broken leg.

A wave of self-pity flowed over her, drowning her in its warm embrace.

Stop it.

Stop it.

You’ve fought all your life to get what you want. You’re not going to let another bastard grind you down. There had been so many of those, there would be no more. She would have to climb again but smarter this time, more carefully, avoiding the wall as much as she could.

She examined her camisole. Already it was frayed and ragged where the blades had sliced through it to get to her skin. She pulled it over her head and stood in her underwear. Taking a handful of earth, she rubbed it into her arms and legs. The pain seared through her head, but she had to protect herself from the kiss of the razor blades.

The rope hung down at her side. If she climbed carefully without letting it swing, she could make it to the top.

She would make it to the top.

She lifted her right leg and wrapped it around the rope, pulling herself up with her arms. Already, she was closer to the top. The edge of the pit wasn’t so black any more and she could see a little brown sliver of the room above.

The rope began to swing towards the wall. She put her hand out to stop it and felt a razor blade slice into her palm. A bright-red gash opened and the blood dripped on to the damp earth.

The voice of reason kicked in. ‘Don’t move, don’t protect yourself. Let the rope swing until it stops and move again.’

She let the rope come to a stop, before reaching up with both hands, gripping it tightly and, at the same time, kicking her leg free. She felt a searing pain as the rope bit into her gashed palm.

Ignore the pain.

The rope swung towards the wall. She gripped it more tightly, watching as the dark walls came closer and closer. She moved her shoulder to stop it touching the side, but her head fell back and her face kissed the blades. The sharp edge bit into her cheek, followed by a slice of pain.

My face, not my face.

Instinctively, she pulled away and the rope began to swing more violently.

Don’t move. Don’t panic.

Blood began to flow on to her neck and underwear. She braced her arms for the impact with the wall again. When it came, it wasn’t as sharp as she expected, just a light kiss. But the pain was immense, flooding her head, drowning her mind.

Must keep going. Don’t give in.

She reached up again. A couple more feet and she should be at the top. The rope swung and she could feel the blades bite into her right arm through the fabric of her torn camisole.

Can’t stop now. Got to keep going.

She pulled herself up once more. The rope was swinging wildly now, the blades slicing into her arms and legs. She could feel the blood flowing down her body and dripping on to the floor.

One more pull. She gritted her teeth, excised the pain from her mind and pulled herself up.

Her head was above the edge now. The pit was in the centre of a whitewashed room, with puddles of water reflecting light on the ceiling.

The rope was swinging less now as she neared the top. It was attached to a hook and crossbeam, two feet above her head. She reached up, one hand fastening on the metal of the crossbeam, then the other. The rope hung by her side. Now she was dangling over the centre of the pit. She swivelled her head and saw the edge. If only she could inch her way over there; it wasn’t far.

She peered through her legs to the pit below. The glint of the razor blades shone from the wall.

She swung her legs, jackknifing from the hip. Her right foot caught the lip of the pit, her toes gripped the edge and fell away again, dangling in mid-air.

Come on, you can do it. Just one more try.

She steadied herself and thrust her legs forward, kicking with all the strength she had left. Her toes caught the edge and stayed there. She pulled up with her arms and pushed off the crossbeam, standing upright on the edge of the pit.

I’ve made it, she thought. I’ve finally made it.

The soft edge of the pit gave way beneath her feet and she was falling backwards.

A hand reached out and grabbed her arm. ‘Well done, Sally, you did much better than I thought.’

She stared into the face of the thing that had grabbed her. There was nothing but darkness. In the black mass of the head, she saw a pair of eyes looking straight at her.

Dark eyes with no soul.

An arm pulled her towards the dark body. She caught the glint of a blade, reflecting the light of the spotlight. A whisper: ‘I did say I would set you free if you made it.’

In slow motion, the blade swept round in a wide arc, stopping just below her left eye, the blade pressing into her skin.

‘You can go,’ the voice whispered, without the lips moving.

It was a mask. He was wearing a black mask. Her body was pushed towards the door, her feet stumbling through pools of stagnant water.

‘One last thing, Sally. I want you to tell Danilov something important. Tell him, “Let the game begin.” Remember to tell Danilov, only him. “Let the game begin.”’

She stumbled out of the door, up some wet and greasy steps and out into the daylight.

It was a bright day, a bright new day. She had to get away from the man and his eyes.

An open door. She stumbled through it, her bare feet bloody on the uneven brick path.

Get away, get away, run, just run.

She ran down the road, screaming loudly, not caring where she went.
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Strachan was still sitting on the chair in front of the fire. There were no flames now, only a few white embers glowing white, the same colour as his funeral sackcloth.

He hadn’t moved for the last two hours, just sat there staring into the dying flames.

A sharp rap on the door.

Strachan hoped it wouldn’t be the neighbours coming to offer their condolences and commiserations. He couldn’t stand any more reminders his mother was dead.

Another sharp knock.

Go away, leave me alone. I don’t want to be with anybody. I don’t want to hear how sorry you are. I don’t want to feel your pain.

A double knock, more impatient now.

Slowly, Strachan stood up and stumbled to the door. He looked through the small square of crinkled glass in the centre and immediately recognised the old hat and slightly hunched posture. A waft of tobacco smoke confirmed his identification. What did the man want?

He opened the door.

‘Good evening, Strachan.’

Danilov stood outside his door, smoking one of his roll-ups, water dripping off the brim of his battered trilby.

‘A naked woman has been found near Soochow Creek screaming my name.’ The inspector brought the roll-up to his mouth, the end flared a bright, intense orange, and he blew a long draught of smoke up to the sky. ‘We have work to do. Let’s get going.’

Strachan took one look back at the house. Inside, it was quiet and empty. The clock ticked on. His father’s picture still sat on the mantlepiece. His mother was not beside the stove.

‘Come on, man, what are you waiting for? I want to get to the hospital before those fools scare the living daylights out of her.’

What was he waiting for?

Nothing. Not any more.

Without putting on his hat and coat, Strachan closed the door and followed Inspector Danilov to the waiting car.
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‘Is she inside, Constable?’

The young Chinese constable stood to attention and saluted. ‘Yes, sir, the doctor treated and sedated her as soon as she arrived.’

They were on the fourth floor of Shanghai General Hospital, outside one of the rooms the police reserved for the victims of crime.

As if hearing his name being called, a man in a white coat, stethoscope dangling from around his neck, appeared next to Danilov. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Possibly, Doctor…?’

‘McLeod. I’m the registrar here. This patient should not be disturbed.’

The doctor was polite but firm. A tall man, he towered over the small Chinese constable standing next to him.

‘I was hoping to ask her a few questions.’

The doctor laughed and as he did so his shoulders moved up and down in tandem. ‘You’ll be lucky. The amount of sedative we’ve given her would keep an elephant asleep for a week,’ he said in his soft, lowland Scots burr.

‘Can I at least look at her?’

The doctor stroked his ginger moustache and nodded, opening the door. Inside the room, the light was dim, a nightlight giving off a pale glow at the side of her bed. Danilov could make out her body beneath the tent of a sheet. Her face was swathed in bandages with only a small hole for her mouth and nostrils. It was like the ghost of Tutankhamun had taken up residence in a hospital room in Shanghai.

The doctor whispered. ‘We treated over one hundred and fifty cuts on her body before we lost count. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.’

‘How is she?’

The doctor closed the door. Still whispering, he said, ‘Too early to say. She’s lost a lot of blood, too much blood. We’ve managed to stabilise her condition and now all we can do is wait. I saw a lot of terrible injuries during the war but nothing like this. Whoever attacked her, wanted her dead.’

‘Any identification on her when she was brought in?’

‘She hardly had any clothes on, never mind ID.’

Danilov pinched his lips with his index finger and thumb. ‘One last thing, Doctor. Did she say anything as you were treating her?’

The man thought for a moment. ‘She kept screaming a name over and over again.’

‘Danilov?’

‘That’s right. How did you know?’

‘I was told. It’s also my name.’

‘Why was she screaming your name, Inspector?’

‘That’s what I need to find out.’ He turned to Strachan standing behind him. ‘Check with the constables who brought her in. Have they seen this woman before?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do it now, Strachan, before they wander off.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan turned and walked down the stairs.

‘Anything else that might be useful, Doctor?’

‘There was something. After we sedated her, before she went under, she suddenly sat up in bed, her eyes open wide, and said, “Tell Danilov, let the game begin.” Then the sedative kicked in and she lost consciousness.’

‘Are you sure it’s what she said?’

‘It was in the clearest English I’ve ever heard. Let the game begin.’
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Danilov stood on the road outside the hospital, smoking one of his roll-ups. The smoke drifting around his face like his own cloud of gas. Why was the woman shouting his name? Did he know her? What did ‘Let the game begin’ mean? He took another long drag, hoping the cigarette would give him a few answers.

Strachan approached him cautiously and coughed.

‘What is it, Strachan? You have all the grace of a bear in cavalry boots; I heard you coming from three miles away.’

‘I’ve completed all the interviews, sir. The local coppers have nothing to add. She was seen running along the walkway covered in blood, screaming your name. They stopped her and called an ambulance immediately. Even when it came, she carried on screaming and babbling in English.’

‘Interesting, Strachan, She didn’t say a word in Chinese?’

‘Not that they heard, sir. They tried speaking to her in Mandarin and Shanghainese, but it was as if she couldn’t hear anything.’

Danilov took another drag of his cigarette, expelling the smoke into the cloud already hanging over his head. ‘Where exactly was she found, Strachan?’

The detective sergeant smiled. ‘I knew you would ask this, sir. They stopped her on Wenchow Road, where it meets Soochow Creek.’

‘Which direction was she running in? Along the river towards the city or back towards Chapei?’

Strachan’s face fell. ‘I didn’t ask, sir.’

‘You’d better find out before they leave.’

Strachan turned to go.

‘And make sure you get a proper description of the woman from them. We need to find out who she is.’

Strachan held up his notebook. ‘Already done, sir.’

Danilov grunted and threw the end of his cigarette on the road, stomping on it with the shiny new boots bought by his daughter specially for the funeral. The tone of his voice dropped as he remembered the service that afternoon. ‘I’m going home now. When you’ve finished with the police from Sinza, you should go home too. We’ll meet at 8.30 tomorrow at the place where she was found. I want to check it out for myself.’

‘Always go back to the scene after the crime, sir?’

‘You’re learning, Strachan.’ Danilov pulled up the lapels of his overcoat to protect himself from the cold night air. ‘My daughter’s waiting up for me. I do hope she hasn’t cooked anything, I can’t face pretending to eat her food.’

He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and hunched his shoulders like an old tortoise retreating into his shell. ‘Good night, Strachan. Don’t work too late.’

‘I won’t, sir. Just one thing, sir?’

‘What is it, Strachan?’

‘The doctor said she had over one hundred and fifty cuts on her body…’

‘Well?’

Strachan scratched his head. His voice when he spoke was tentative. ‘Well, sir, it’s just that it reminds…’

‘It reminds you of the death of Elsie Everett eighteen months ago? She had similar cuts to her body.’

Strachan nodded.

Danilov stroked his chin. ‘The same thought had occurred to me. But her killer is dead. I shot Allen myself on Garden Bridge.’

‘What about his accomplice, Li Min, sir?’

Danilov thought for a moment. ‘Check with the Chinese authorities what happened to him. He was tried in their court.’

‘Yes, sir.’

For a moment, Danilov stood there thinking of something to say to his young detective. Trying to think of the words to soothe the hurt and lessen the guilt. But they wouldn’t come. Not for the first time, he wished his wife was here with him. She would know what to say, and even more, she would know what to do. But it had been nearly six years since he had last seen her. Six years when he had missed her every day, and every hour of every day.

His lips moved but the words wouldn’t come.

‘Good night,’ he finally said, walking along the street towards the bright lights of the city.
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Strachan watched as Inspector Danilov walked away, head down and shoulders hunched.

Why hadn’t he asked the Sinza police which direction the woman came from? It was such an obvious question. Once again, he felt he had disappointed Danilov, just as he had disappointed his mother.

He hurried through the swing doors of the hospital to catch the policemen before they went back to the station. He ran down the steps and found them just leaving the canteen in the basement.

Within a couple of minutes he had the story. She had been running towards the city but they hadn’t seen where she came from. They had just started their shift and were going out to their beat around the Gas Works and Amoy Road Gaol. She had come stumbling towards them wearing just underwear, covered in blood and screaming Danilov’s name. They had wrapped a blanket around her and called an ambulance.

‘She speaking English all time. Saying Danilov’s name and some other stuff. We tried speaking Chinese but she wouldn’t listen. Damn, strange woman, if you ask me.’

Then one of them had leant into Strachan and said, ‘Is this Danilov’s fuck? They have a fight or sum’ting?’

Strachan had clenched his fingers, imagining his fist smashing into the man’s round face. The nose spreading, teeth shattering, blood splattering. Another punch. More blood. The man dropping to the ground.

He unclenched his fist. Kicking the shit out of the man would have given Strachan immense pleasure, but it wasn’t worth it. ‘Get out of here,’ he snarled.

The other constable saw the look on Strachan’s face and quickly hustled his colleague down the corridor and out of the hospital.

Strachan ran his fingers through his dark hair. His work was finished now, but he couldn’t face going home to the empty house, full of the memories of his mother.

Perhaps, he would sit outside the door to the room, in case the woman woke up and wanted to talk. At least he would be doing his job properly for once.

He pressed his keys into the flesh of his thigh through the trouser pocket, feeling the point dig into the skin.

No more mistakes.

He wasn’t going to let anybody down again, least of all Danilov, the one man who trusted him more than he trusted himself.

The sharp point of the key twisted further into the skin of his thigh.

No more mistakes.




Day Two
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‘I think this is where the constables found her, sir.’ Strachan pointed to an embankment beside the Soochow Creek, opposite Wenchow Road.

‘You think or you know, Strachan?’

The detective sergeant kicked himself. He should know better than to use imprecise language with Danilov. ‘I’m certain this is where they found her, sir.’

‘Which direction did she come from?’

Strachan pointed back along Sinza Road. ‘From over there, sir.’

It was quiet for a Wednesday morning. A few people were crossing the road, gingerly stepping over the tram tracks. Rickshaw drivers trotted past, their vehicles piled high with cloth and other material, rather than passengers.

Strachan noticed Danilov’s eyes following the rickshaw drivers. ‘There are five cotton mills beside the upper reaches of the creek, sir.’

Danilov nodded. ‘And what’s that?’ He pointed to a large white concrete tower dwarfing the merchant houses lining the road. Danilov recognised the new Art Deco style immediately by the cleanliness of its lines and almost Egyptian look of the square motifs decorating the rounded sides and top.

‘It’s the new Water Tower, sir. It’s not open yet but will soon supply all the local area with fresh water.’

‘Or as fresh as water ever gets in Shanghai, Strachan.’

‘The water’s good here, sir, best in the city.’

Danilov grunted and began walking back towards Sinza Road. ‘If this is the way she came, Strachan, how long had she been running?’

‘The constables didn’t know, sir.’

They stopped at a T-junction. Opposite them, Sinza Road continued past the Water Tower. Myburgh Road swooped in from their left to form an open area in the centre. Cars, trams, rickshaws, carts and people danced around each other, somehow failing to make contact.

‘How did she run through this junction without anybody stopping her?’

‘I’ll ask at the rice merchant on the corner, sir. He may have seen something.’ Strachan ran off.

Danilov stood in the middle of the hustle and bustle of Shanghai, calmly rolling a cigarette. The people of the city went about their business, ignoring the man standing at the corner of the street. A few rickshaw drivers peddled slowly past him, hoping against hope he would raise his hand and ask to be taken somewhere. Factory chimneys over in Chapei belched out dark brown smoke which drifted across the city to join the clouds of coal dust, petrol fumes and oil vapours from a million woks.

Danilov added to the miasma with three rings of tobacco smoke, each ring slowly dissipating to mingle with the rest of the poisonous gas that was loosely called the air of Shanghai. He was just finishing his cigarette as Strachan returned.

‘The merchant saw a girl running through here yesterday evening, sir, around the same time as the police spotted her.’

‘Why didn’t he stop her?’

‘Thought she was from the refuge around the corner, sir. Nothing to do with him.’

‘Refuge?’

‘The Sinza Refuge. A home run by missionaries. It’s where the courts send women who have nowhere else to go, sir.’

‘Well, let’s take a look, shall we?’
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They were met at the door of the refuge by a middle-aged Chinese woman dressed soberly in black. Her short hair was scraped back severely from her forehead and held in place by a sharp-toothed metal comb.

‘I’ll see if Mr Johnstone is available, but he doesn’t like to be disturbed in the mornings. It’s the time he writes his sermons.’

She walked away. Danilov and Strachan were left standing in the hallway, holding their hats.

‘It’s quiet, sir.’

Strachan was right. The only sound was the ticking of an ancient grandfather clock standing against the far wall. The place had that sour smell beloved of institutions everywhere; a mixture of boiled cabbage, disinfectant and sadness, unbearable sadness.

After a few moments, the woman returned, making no noise as she walked across the bare wooden floor. ‘The chairman will see you now.’

She led them to an antechamber off the main hallway. Mr Johnstone, a tall, elegant man with his few remaining strands of blond hair combed over the crest of his bald head, came out to greet them. ‘I’m afraid we normally don’t allow men into the refuge,’ he stated firmly.

Danilov pulled out his warrant card. Mr Johnstone studied it for a long time. ‘You’d better come to my office,’ he sniffed, finally.

His office was a large, comfortably furnished room next door to the antechamber. An oak desk stood in the corner, shielded by a large aspidistra. Finely woven carpets adorned the floor between a comfortable sofa and two armchairs. A stack of old China Inland Mission magazines lay on the coffee table in front of the armchairs. Mr Johnstone gestured for them to sit on the sofa while he took an armchair.

‘How can I help you, gentlemen?’

Danilov stared up at the portrait on the wall in front of him. A pale, rather self-satisfied European man wearing a starched Victorian collar stared back at him. ‘Yesterday, our police found a woman on the embankment of the Soochow Creek not far from here.’

‘I can’t see what that has to do with us.’

‘We were wondering if the woman could have come from your…’ He searched for the right word; English was such an understated language. ‘…Institution.’

‘Nobody has left our refuge recently.’

‘You seem so certain.’

A smug smile crossed Johnstone’s face as he stroked his moustache. ‘I am.’

‘How do you know?’

Johnstone smiled as if dealing with an idiot. ‘We check our residents every morning and every evening at a roll call.’

‘Sounds more like a prison than a refuge,’ said Strachan.

The man stroked his moustache again. ‘These women have been placed here by the courts, Detective Sergeant…’

‘Strachan.’

The man smiled again as if finding something funny in the Scottish name and obviously Chinese face looking at him. He steepled his hands as if in prayer before launching into a long sermon. ‘They have been found guilty of prostitution, selling their bodies. Or they have been thrown out of their homes by their families. Or rejected by their husbands, a not uncommon occurrence in Shanghai. They have been placed here for their own safety. We ensure they work hard, reintroduce discipline into their lives and prepare them for life in the outside world by training them as domestics or cleaners. They even learn the rudiments of the English language through knowledge of the scriptures, of course.’

‘And their children?’ asked Danilov.

‘The children have been placed elsewhere.’ Johnstone sniffed, the smile replaced by a frown. ‘We don’t allow children in this institution. The women will be reunited with them once they have been rehabilitated.’

‘So you are sure the woman we found on the embankment of Soochow Creek wasn’t one of your residents?’

‘Inspector, at roll call we write their names in a log. I can assure you our numbers have remained constant for the last week.’

‘Could I see the log?’

Johnstone shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not; it’s confidential. We endeavour to protect our residents from the evils of the world outside.’ He pointed all around him. ‘To help them, we ensure they are kept busy while they are here and we know their whereabouts at all times. I’m sure you understand I can’t reveal the details of the log to you. Or anybody. I’m sorry.’ Again, he ended his speech with a smug smile.

Danilov could see Johnstone wasn’t sorry at all. Strachan moved uneasily beside him. Danilov put his hand on the young sergeant’s arm.

‘Seeing the log won’t be necessary. All your residents have been accounted for?’

‘We had seventy-eight women here yesterday evening and there were still seventy-eight women here this morning.’

Danilov stood up. ‘Thank you, Mr Johnstone. I think we’ve learnt enough for now.’

Johnstone stopped Danilov and Strachan leaving with a small gesture of the hand. ‘Can I know, what’s so important about this woman, Inspector?’

Danilov smiled. ‘I’m afraid the case is confidential. I’m sure you understand we endeavour to protect the victims of crime. We can’t reveal the details of our investigation to just anybody. I’m sorry.’ Danilov ended his speech with a smile and placed the trilby back on his head.

Johnstone frowned. ‘I should warn you I have many friends in the Shanghai council, Inspector.’

Danilov smiled once more. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Johnstone. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again.’
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Back on the street in front of Central Police Station, Danilov was enjoying the restorative properties of a roll-up. Strachan was next to him eating a bowl of dumplings. Next to Strachan was the ever-smiling hawker waiting for the return of his bowl and chopsticks.

‘Strachan, I can never understand your constant desire to eat.’

‘Neither can I, sir. I put it down to having a Chinese stomach. A love of food helps too.’ For a moment, his mind flashed back to the steaming bowls of soup, cooked by his mother, waiting for him every night when he returned home. She would ask him about his day and he would tell her exactly what had happened, only leaving out the more gory details of an autopsy or killing. A tidal wave of sadness passed through his body. He would never see his mother again. Not in this world anyway. He banished the thought from his mind and concentrated on finishing the dumplings.

‘Well, when you have finally done feeding the wolf…’

‘A Russian idiom, sir?’ he said through mouthfuls of pork and chives.

‘It’s from the Caucasus, I think. Anyway, when you’ve finished eating, I want you to check out the Sinza Refuge. Find out everything you can about it and this Mr Johnstone. What’s his background? Where did he come from? You know the drill.’

‘Why, sir?’

‘He looks vaguely familiar. But I just can’t put my finger on where I’ve seen him before.’

‘Yes, sir,’ mumbled Strachan through a mouthful of dumpling.

‘Any response from the Chinese authorities about Allen’s accomplice?’

‘Li Min? Nothing so far, sir. I’ll follow up right away.’

‘Hurry them along, we can’t wait until the next millennium.’

‘You think he might be responsible, sir?’

‘Somebody is, and that somebody knew enough about Allen’s murders to attack the woman in the same way.’

‘Could be a copycat, sir?’

Danilov took a final drag on his roll-up, throwing the white paper dimp into the gutter. ‘Maybe, but there were differences from before. The main one being the victim is still alive.’ He turned back to Strachan. ‘I see you’ve finished feeding the bottomless pit you call a stomach. Come on, we have work to do.’

Strachan put down the bowl reluctantly. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a grey-haired woman dressed in black, the back of her head just visible behind a metal sign advertising Shanghai beer.

He knew that hair. It can’t be her.

He turned around and stood up to get a better view. The woman was no longer there, vanished like the smoke from a wok.

‘Are you okay, Strachan?’

The young detective nodded slowly.

‘Come on, we have work to do.’

Strachan put his bowl down on the table. The hawker bowed to them both as they left his stall, continuing to bob up and down like a pigeon wooing a lady.

Strachan looked over his shoulder at the place where the woman had been as he walked up the steps to the station.

There was nobody there.
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Inside the station, there was the usual cacophony of noise.

Some people were shouting, some fighting each other, some waving papers over their heads, others simply standing there morosely, waiting for their names to be called.

At the centre of the action, behind a tall mahogany desk, was Sergeant Wolfe, the duty officer.

‘Oi, you there, yes I’m talking to you. Bie nayang zuo,’ he shouted in bad Chinese over the noise of the crowd.

Danilov caught his eye and waved. Wolfe shrugged his shoulders as if to say, what can I do?

Danilov pushed through the crowd and was greeted at the guardrail by a Sikh constable wearing a blue turban. The man opened the half-door, letting them both through into the inner sanctum of the station. They walked along the corridor towards the detective’s room.

‘Inspector Danilov, Inspector Danilov!’ The clatter of heels echoed down the corridor as Miss Cavendish ran after them. ‘Oh, what a relief, I’ve managed to find you.’

‘I don’t believe I was ever lost, Miss Cavendish.’

The middle-aged woman smiled and played with a rope of pearls twisted about her neck. She had come to Shanghai over twenty years ago in the company of her mother on one of the fishing expeditions so beloved of English middle-class women. Fishing not for the denizens of the deep, but for more humble prey: a husband. Unfortunately, she had not been successful in her quest, but had instead discovered marriage to a career as secretary to the Head of Detectives of the station.

‘You are a card, Inspector Danilov. But the meeting is about to start and I was sent to see if you had returned.’

‘What meeting?’

‘You didn’t know?’

‘Miss Cavendish, if I knew, I wouldn’t be asking, would I?’

Miss Cavendish enjoyed these moments when she had a secret or gossip to impart. For Danilov, she was a fountain of knowledge about the happenings in the station, whether these involved the Western, Russian, Chinese or Japanese sections of the police force.

‘Well, Miss Cavendish?’

She leaned in and almost whispered, ‘The new Chief Inspector is here.’

‘Mr Boyle’s replacement? I thought he wasn’t coming till next week.’

‘So did we all, Inspector. But he’s here now and he’s giving a speech. We’d better hurry.’ She took Danilov’s arm. ‘You too, Detective Sergeant Strachan. You can’t escape either.’

‘But, I have work to do… an attempted murder,’ protested Danilov.

‘No exceptions, no absentees. That was the instruction from the new Chief Inspector. He was adamant. Not the same as Chief Inspector Boyle at all.’

She pushed them along the corridor, back the way they had come, turning right instead of going straight on to the lobby. She stopped at a glass-fronted door and knocked. A sharp ‘Enter’ came from inside.

She stepped back and opened the door for Danilov and Strachan.

The full detective complement of Central was gathered in the room. Some were sitting on chairs, others stood in the corner, a few more leant against the wall. At the front was a dapper man, dressed in a pinstriped three-piece suit. The cut was immaculate, with the trousers just breaking over the Oxford brogues. The tie was beautifully proportionate and knotted right in the centre of the throat.

Danilov admired the perfection of it. An obsession with the rituals of clothing was not one of his eccentricities, but he understood the motivation behind it. The appearance of perfection in a chaotic world. How he looked was the one way a man could control his world. And this man controlled himself with an attention to detail Danilov admired.

The man spoke to them. ‘Ah, come on in. You two are…?’

‘Inspector Danilov and Detective Sergeant Strachan, sir.’ It was Miss Cavendish who answered from behind them.

‘Do come in and make yourself comfortable.’ The voice was patrician and educated. A voice at ease with itself. Danilov noticed the head above the clothes was as well manicured as the rest of the man. The hair cut short in regulation fashion, with a sharp white line to indicate the parting. The eyes blue, against the grey of the salt and pepper hair. A pencil moustache, beginning to show flecks of grey, sitting like a trimmed centipede above the lip.

Danilov found a place against the wall. He could see all the other detectives, Japanese, Chinese and Western, looking straight ahead, ignoring the interruption. Cartwright and Meaker, however, were staring dolefully back at him. What were those two doing here?

‘As I was saying before our colleagues entered, my name is Chief Inspector Rock. And before we go any further, my nickname at school and Scotland Yard was Brighton, for obvious reasons.’

There were a few perfunctory laughs from the detectives.

‘But let me make it clear.’ He paused here, letting his gaze wander over the room. ‘To you, I will be Chief Inspector Rock. We are not friends, not pals, not best mates. We are professionals. You report to me and you work for me. If you don’t, you’re out. Do I make myself clear?’

There were a few muttered yesses.

Rock stood up straighter. ‘Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ the detectives answered.

‘Good, now we understand each other, let me make a few other points. Brighton Rock was my nickname because I was a copper through and through. I carried on working even when the Met went on strike in 1919. For me, a copper doesn’t go on strike, ever. I headed the investigation into the poisoning of the Met’s Commissioner, Sir William Horwood, in 1922.

‘Was that the walnut whip poisoning?’

Rock raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘It was, Inspector Danilov. I’m surprised you know about it.’

‘An interesting case, sir.’

‘Anyway, we caught the madman who did it and put him away for life. I also ran the response to the General Strike in 1926, and the investigation into the bent sergeant in C Division, George Goddard. I am a copper’s copper. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’ This time all the detectives answered smartly.

‘I will run this detective squad for the three years of my secondment from Scotland Yard as if I were still a member of the Met. We will be professional. We will be a team. We will work together. There is no place for mavericks on my squad.’ Here he looked pointedly at Danilov. ‘A professional detective force runs methodically, with planning and procedures. It’s not a fly-by-night bunch of hooligans whose one skill is the ability to arrest just enough criminals to keep their bosses happy.’ His hand slammed down on to the desk in front of him. ‘Such behaviour will not be tolerated. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ all the detectives answered, including Danilov.

A smile spread slowly across Rock’s face. The patrician voice returned. ‘Good, I’m glad we understand each other, gentlemen. Continue with your duties.’

There was a scraping of chairs and desks as the detectives rose, stretched, and formed little groups to talk under their breath.

‘Inspector Danilov, I’d like to see you in ten minutes,’ said Rock above the noise of the departing detectives.

‘Of course, sir.’

‘We need to discuss the attempted murder of the woman yesterday. I have a few ideas how we might proceed.’

‘Ten minutes, sir?’

Rock looked at his watch. Danilov noticed it was an elegant gold Rolex. ‘At noon, precisely.’

‘Yes, sir’

Rock left the room, followed by Miss Cavendish.

A collective sigh of relief went round the detectives.

‘It looks like you’re fucked, Danilov. This one won’t put up with your shite like Boyle did.’ The speaker was Cartwright, still sitting on his chair, a roll of fat dripping over the top of his trousers.

‘What are you doing here, Cartwright?’

‘As soon as Boyle left, I was on the phone straight away. Knew Rock from the army days. We weren’t in the same unit, but I helped him out a few times. Good man.’

‘I’m happy to hear you are friends, Cartwright.’

‘No, you’re not. And you know why you should be unhappy?’

‘I’m sure you’re about to tell me.’

The man smiled, his moustache twitching over his top lip. ‘Because you’re fucked, Danilov. I give you two weeks before Rock has you out in the Badlands with a bog brush in your hand, inspectin’ toilets. You’ll never have time to find your wife when that happens. She’ll stay as lost as the day you left her in Minsk, or whatever rat-infested city you came from.’

The words cut Danilov to his core. Cartwright, despite his oafishness, was smart enough to know Danilov’s weakness.

‘It’s always amused me, the supposedly smart detective who can’t even find his own wife.’ Cartwright nudged Meaker sitting beside him. As if waiting for his cue, the other detective chuckled.

Danilov checked his watch. Time to put an end to this. ‘Talking about wives, it pains me to see that yours has left you again. Does your Japanese mistress still kiss you on the cheek every time you leave her?’

Cartwright quickly wiped his cheek, removing the smudge of red lipstick that had been there since breakfast. Meaker laughed at him.

‘And you, Inspector Meaker, still wasting your money on the greyhounds at the Canidrome, are we? I would have thought a man of your intelligence knew it was all rigged. I’m sure you’ll pay them back eventually. How much do you owe? Four hundred dollars?’

‘How did you know?’ blurted out Meaker.

‘Your collar is ragged and your left shoe has a hole in it. You obviously can’t afford new ones. And throughout Chief Inspector Rock’s speech you kept looking at the piece of paper in your hand. A betting slip, if I’m correct. Twenty dollars on some old dog at 20-1. If you win, you’ll be able to pay them off nicely.’

‘You bastard…’

‘I’m sorry to tell you, but it will come in fourth, so my sources tell me. Come on, Strachan, we have work to do and a Chief Inspector to meet.’

They both left the room, the shouts of Meaker striking their backs. ‘You think you’re so fucking smart, Danilov, but I’ll get you. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll get you.’
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‘Come in and sit down, Inspector.’

Danilov strode into Chief Inspector Rock’s office. The studied informality of Boyle’s day was gone. The picture of racehorses behind the desk had been removed and replaced by a blackboard. The desk itself, formerly covered in pictures of Boyle’s wife, ashtrays, cigar and cigarette boxes, and the detritus of the day, had been cleared. A tray had been placed in each corner, one marked ‘In’ and the other ‘Out’. The in-tray was empty while the out-tray was full. And where a large onyx ashtray had once sat, there was now one of the new intercoms. Miss Cavendish was available at the touch of a button instead of the traditional loud bellow.

In the centre of the desk, a pristine blotting pad sat with three pens at its head: one blue, one red and one black. Next to it, at a ninety-degree angle, lay a black desk diary with Rock’s name engraved in gold on the cover

Danilov sat in the single bentwood chair facing the desk. He heartily approved of the Chief Inspector’s neatness. It wasn’t quite perfect, though. The pens were ten degrees off the horizontal. He wondered whether he should point it out.

Rock took out a file from the desk drawer. Danilov didn’t know he had a file. Certainly, none had existed in Boyle’s day. Miss Cavendish would have told him if it did.

‘Danilov – a Russian name, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Straight down to business. None of the small talk or offers of cigarettes that had been Boyle’s way of opening any conversation.

Rock’s eyes scanned the document. ‘Joined the force in 1925. Previously with the Russian Imperial Police?’

‘Yes, sir. Based in Minsk.’

‘But you’re not Byelorussian?’

Danilov was surprised. Not many Englishmen knew Minsk was in Byelorussia. ‘No, sir, my father was in the Imperial Civil Service. A vice-governor, seconded from Moscow. I stayed in Minsk and joined the police.’

Rock’s eyebrows flickered slightly. ‘Not a normal career for the son of a vice-governor?’

‘No, sir.’ Danilov thought back to the arguments with his father. Long, bitter arguments. His father had been disappointed in his choice. ‘The only good police force is one that employs fewer criminals than it catches,’ he had said during one of their fights. But the words had only spurred him on to join up and make a difference, however small.

‘Hmm.’ Rock stroked the end of his moustache with his right hand, pressing the immaculately groomed hairs back into a position they had never left. ‘It says here, you were seconded to Scotland Yard In 1911.’

‘Yes, sir. I spent two years in London. We never did catch the Russian anarchists we were searching for.’

Rock looked up from the file. ‘Before or after Sidney Street?’

‘During, sir. I was in the initial raiding party and stayed till the end.’

‘So you saw Svaars and Sokoloff being carried out?’

Danilov nodded. ‘I tried to negotiate with them in Russian, but they were having none of it. As Latvians, they saw it as their duty to die.’

‘Hmm. Before my time, I’m afraid. Who did you work with?’

‘Deputy Commissioner Stevenson.’

‘Again, never knew him. Didn’t join the force until 1918, straight from the Military Police.’

‘So I heard, sir.’

Rock stared at him before returning to read from the file. ‘Married with two children?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Danilov waited for the next words from Rock.

‘Separated from wife and children during the Revolution. They are presumed missing…’

‘Not true, sir.’

Again the flicker of the eyebrow. ‘Really? My sources are usually impeccable.’

The source was obviously the one person who knew everything that was happening in the station: Miss Cavendish.

‘My wife and son were last seen in Vladivostok. My daughter, Elina, is with me in Shanghai. I was reunited with her last year.’ Danilov looked at his feet. ‘I will find my wife and son, sir. They are out there waiting for me, somewhere.’ Cartwright’s sneer came back to him. ‘The supposedly great detective who can’t even find his own wife.’ He looked up and stared at his new boss. ‘I will find them one day.’

‘Hmm. I’m sure you will, Danilov. Never married myself; couldn’t find the right woman or the right time. Married to the job, I think.’

Danilov stayed silent.

Chief Inspector Rock closed the file, setting it back in the drawer in the desk. He leant forward, folding his arms on the white blotter. ‘Listen, Danilov. You have a reputation as a maverick. In my force, there is no room for those who don’t play by the rules. There are procedures to follow, forms to be filled in, plans to execute. We will be professional. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Rock leant back and smiled again. The smile of a cat who has just eaten the cream. ‘Now, tell me about this attempted murder.’

‘Not much to say at the moment. A naked woman found running through the streets of Shanghai.’

‘She was shouting your name, I believe.’

He was well informed, thought Danilov. ‘Apparently, she was, sir. She’s in Shanghai General at the moment, under sedation.

‘Why was she shouting your name? ‘

‘That’s what I have to find out, sir.’

‘Do you know the woman?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

Chief Inspector Rock raised one eyed quizzically.

Danilov felt he should explain. He hated explaining. ‘She has over one hundred and fifty cuts to her body and is wrapped in bandages. I was unable to see her face.’

Chief Inspector Rock rubbed his nose as if removing a fly that had landed there. ‘No identification?’

‘She was just wearing underwear when she was found. No ID on her.’

Rock cleared his throat. ‘Well, get on with it, man. Find out who assaulted this woman and find out quickly. Look for the patterns. Has anybody else been assaulted in a similar way recently? Has anybody just been released from prison with a record of offences against women? Has anybody been charged with a similar assault but released?’

Danilov was impressed. These were exactly the questions he had been asking himself, searching for the patterns in this crime. ‘I agree completely, sir, Detective Sergeant Strachan is checking as we speak.’

‘Good, make sure he doesn’t slacken off. I heard his mother was recently murdered,’ Rock said bluntly

He was well briefed. ‘Correct, sir.’ Danilov looked for a trace of empathy in the face of the man sitting in front of him but found none.

‘Make sure he works hard. Nothing like work to help a man get over grief. Give him no time to brood, Danilov.’ Rock returned to the papers in front of him, picking up the red pen to write something in the margin.

Danilov realised the interview was over. ‘I look forward to working with you, sir.’

Rock coughed again. Without looking up, he said, ‘Likewise, Inspector Danilov. Catch the man and catch him quick. I want this solved.’

‘I think this could be more difficult and dangerous than we think, sir.’

‘What’s that?’ Rock’s eyes darted up from his memo. ‘Difficult and dangerous? Utter tosh. He’s just another criminal who deserves to be caught.’

There was a single rap on the door. Danilov could see two shapes through the frosted glass.

‘I said I wasn’t to be disturbed.’

The door opened anyway. A flustered Miss Cavendish and a cool Strachan were framed in the doorway.

‘I’m sorry for intruding, Chief Inspector, but Detective Sergeant Strachan needs to see the inspector urgently.’

Rock sighed. ‘What is it, man?’

‘A body has been found at the Shanghai Club, sir. A murder…’

Danilov nodded once and stood up. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Chief Inspector.’

‘Of course, Danilov. Report back to me as soon as you’ve finished with the crime scene. I want to know everything.’

Danilov hurried out of the door, hearing Chief Inspector Rock’s words repeated as he left the office. ‘I want to know everything.’

He didn’t bother to answer.
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It was one of those beautiful November days in Shanghai when the fine, egg-shell-blue sky had driven away the iron-grey clouds. After a short drive through light traffic, Strachan turned left off Bubbling Well Road into the circular drive of the Shanghai Country Club.

The main building, covered in white stucco, had a quiet elegance, reminding Danilov of a smaller version of the buildings of St Petersburg.

A quiet elegance shouting money and power.

Inside, the lawns were shaved and manicured to perfection, with mown stripes of green creating an elegant living chess board.

‘Another world.’

‘Sorry, sir?’

Danilov shrugged his shoulders. ‘Have you ever been here, Strachan?’

‘What, me, sir?’

Danilov glanced round the back of the car. ‘Who else? I can’t see anybody else sitting in the car with us.’

‘This club is not for the likes of me, sir. Never been here before.’

‘Neither have I. It’s a first for both of us, it seems.’

The Shanghai Country Club was one of those places few people had seen and even fewer had been allowed to enter. Outside its walls, the population of Shanghai fought and struggled, kicked and screamed, loved and hated. But here, in its eleven immaculately groomed acres of lawns, shrubs, trees and fountains, all was at peace. A peace enjoyed by a privileged elite as if by right. There was no official race bar, but no Russians or Chinese ever became members. Membership was by invitation only and, by some odd chance, none of them had ever been invited.

They were met at the entrance portico by a small man in a dark suit, rubbing his hands vigorously. Two Western police constables were standing outside waiting.

Danilov pushed his way out of the car. ‘Why are my men not guarding the body?’

The small man stopped rubbing his hands and stood up straighter. ‘Nobody is allowed into the club unless they are a member or in the company of a member.’

‘This is a crime scene. Your rules no longer apply.’ He gestured for his men to follow him into the club.

The small man stood in his way.

‘The body is at the back, in the gardens.’ He indicated with his arm a path leading around the building.

Danilov nodded. ‘You two stay here. Nobody is to go in or out. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir,’ the elder of the two answered.

‘I must protest… our members…’

Danilov ignored him, turning to the policeman instead. ‘It’s Matthews, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir. We worked together on the dress shop murder.’

‘I remember it well, Matthews.’ He glanced across at the manager of the club. ‘Nobody is to go in or out, Matthews. If anybody gets in your way, arrest them. Is that clear?’

Matthews smiled. ‘As a vodka martini, sir.’

He turned back to face the manager. ‘Where is the body?’

The manager was about to protest once more, but took one look at Danilov’s face and decided against it. ‘I’ll show you.’

He walked off down the gravel path leading around the building.

‘Who discovered the body?’

‘One of our gardeners. He was sweeping the area, making sure everything was as it should be.’

They turned a corner. Even in late November, the flower beds were still bright with colour. Off to the left, a large ornate fountain splashed its song. More lawns stretched into the distance, the long stripes mown into the grass creating an illusion of perspective.

Shanghai was far away. A world and a wall away.

‘What time was the body found?’

‘Around an hour ago.’

‘What time exactly?’ Danilov persisted.

‘Well, as soon as it was discovered, the gardener spoke to the head gardener, who then spoke to me. I walked over from my office, checked the body was deceased.’ Here the man sniffed, as if anybody would have the temerity to die on his property. ‘I talked to the senior member present who advised ringing the police.’

‘You mean to tell me you didn’t call us as soon as the body was found?’

‘We have to follow protocol. In emergency situations such as these, the senior member present must be consulted before any action can be taken. It’s club rules.’

‘I’ll ask again, when was the body found?’

The manager looked at his watch. ‘I would say around 12.30.’

They walked along the path and across the lawn. On the balcony of the club, three couples were watching them, glasses in hand.

The manager strode ahead. ‘The body is behind the trees. I asked the head gardener to keep watch while I waited for you. I mean, what if a member saw it?’ He seemed to think a little more. ‘Or worse, a member’s child?’

A new path curved around a gingko tree festooned with bright, yellow-gold leaves at the end of the lawn. As they walked around it, an old man, back bent like a branch of hawthorn, stood up from his seat on the ground.

‘This is the gardener who found the body.’

‘Strachan, can you interview him?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The manager pointed to the path as it curved around a rock formation. ‘The body is on a bench over there.’

Danilov followed the path, walking slowly, looking around him as he did so. It felt like he was being watched but he couldn’t see anybody. The high walls surrounding the Country Club prevented the intrusion of interlopers.

He looked back towards the club building. This area was hidden from the balcony. Anybody could have placed the body here, but they would have to have known the layout of the club. And how many people were aware of what lay behind these high, whitewashed walls?

He turned the corner and stopped. It was as if somebody had punched him in the stomach, knocking every last breath out of him

‘Not again,’ he whispered. ‘Not again.’
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He watched Danilov arrive with his young sergeant. The man never seemed to age. He was still as tall, lean and badly dressed as always.

They were greeted by the bumbling figure of the manager, as obsequious as ever. What a fool the man was, with his love of rules and regulations, and his petty adherence to them. The words of Eliot came to him. ‘These fragments I have shored against my ruins.’

Shame about Eliot. A terrible man, an awful publisher, and an even worse poet.

He followed the inspector and his sergeant as they walked round the side of the building and vanished from view. Strolling quickly through the club to the back terrace, he saw them appear on the path leading to the lawn. On his way, he had almost bumped into that pompous fool Langlands. The last person he wanted to meet right now.

Moving to the side of the casement, hidden from view by a heavy curtain, he watched Danilov cross the lawn heading towards his little surprise. The manager dropped back, refusing to go any further. The young sergeant took the old gardener by the arm and began to speak to him. Danilov strode on, vanishing behind the rocky outcrop.

What he wouldn’t give to see Danilov’s face right now. Would it be a look of shock? One of horror? Or would it be one of realisation?

A pity he would never be able to see it for himself. Alas, he had to forgo some pleasures in order to achieve his final goal.

Such was life. And death.

His final pleasure would be staring into Danilov’s eyes as the man placed the noose around his neck. He would savour the anticipation, enjoy the fear, relish the vision of dangling legs and strangled cries.

Don’t get ahead of yourself. Not now.

He let the curtain fall back into place, obscuring his view.

Let the game begin.
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Danilov walked slowly forward, the body becoming clearer with each step.

It was sitting upright on the bench, shaded by an old lacebark pine. From a distance, the body seemed to be wearing a long pink shirt. As he moved closer, Danilov could see the material wasn’t expensive. A rough cotton without the easy flow of a good fabric.

He took another few steps forward, his foot stumbling against a stone lying in the middle of the path.

The body had no face.

There were no eyes. Or nose. Or lips. Or mouth. Nothing that could define it as human. None of those facial characteristics that identify and separate us as human beings. Just blond hair flowing from nothing.

Another step forward.

Danilov felt the body was a man not a woman. There was an indefinable solidity to it, a breadth to the shoulders, a roughness to the size and shape of the hands shouting maleness, not the soft elegance of a woman.

The body’s arms were stretched out in front, resting on its lap, fists clenched. On the wrists, Danilov could see the marks of a thin rope. The arms were crossed horizontally by sharp red lines, as if somebody had taken a pen and ruler to draw across the skin.

The shift wasn’t dyed pink; it was blood giving the garment colour. Blood that had flowed from a deep gash in the neck on to the chest and been absorbed by the fabric like a sponge.

‘Not again,’ he said out loud.

He was standing over the body now, looking down at it. He knelt and touched the back of the hand. It had that peculiar, dough-like softness of death. He could see the hairs growing in profusion above the large knuckles. Definitely male hands.

He looked up into the emptiness of the face. There was something covering it, making it look featureless and inhuman. A thin film of plaster of Paris, or something similar, had been applied and smoothed over the features, removing all definition.

He heard footsteps on the gravel behind him.

‘Oh my God.’

Strachan was standing there, staring at the body on the bench, his mouth slightly open, breathing heavily.

‘Make sure nobody comes anywhere near here,’ Danilov ordered.

There was no answer.

‘Strachan, did you hear me?’

‘She’s like the one before. Elsie Everett. The one we found in the park.’

‘Detective Sergeant Strachan, pull yourself together,’ Danilov snapped. ‘Get those two coppers to guard the area. When they are here, call Dr Fang. Tell him we have a customer for him. Keep everybody away until Fang’s people get here. Understand?’

Strachan stopped staring at the body, his eyes focusing on Danilov. ‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’

The detective sergeant ran back to the club building, his feet crunching on the gravel.

Danilov took one last look at the body sitting on the bench. It looked as if it was just enjoying the afternoon sunshine of a pleasant November day in Shanghai. He could see all the cuts; hundreds of sharply defined, bright-red slashes across the arms and legs. And the one deep gash that had once been a throat.

He remembered the day nearly two years ago. An actress with the same blonde hair – Elsie Everett was her name – found sitting on a bench in a park, her body also covered in cuts. They had eventually caught the murderer, Thomas Allen, a member of Special Branch. The Character Killer, the newspapers had dubbed him, because he carved Chinese characters into the bodies of his victims. Danilov had shot him twice in chest, watched as the man tumbled into Soochow Creek.

He had to be dead. Nobody could have survived.

Danilov could see no characters carved on the skin, but they might be concealed beneath the sodden fabric. Dr Fang would be able to tell for sure. The sooner the body was taken to the pathologist the better. Only then could the investigation begin.

He looked away from the body. The bench was in a small clearing, with just one tree shading it. A beautiful place to sit and read or enjoy a quiet game of chess.

A beautiful place, spoilt utterly.

He sniffed the air. For once, the sweet scent of roasting sweet potatoes was missing. The hawkers and their pots of charcoal and sweet potatoes had yet to discover this place. He suspected they would never discover it. The one place in Shanghai where you would never find them.

He walked back to the stone he had tripped over. What was it doing in the middle of an immaculately groomed path? He bent down and examined it closely. Was it just another stone or something else? A clue? Using a handkerchief freshly ironed by his daughter that morning, he picked it up and placed it in his pocket.

‘Excuse me.’ The man coughed in the peculiar way the British had of announcing an unexpected arrival.

‘What are you doing here? Nobody is allowed here.’

‘Do not use that tone of voice with me. I am the senior British member and I demand to know what is going on.’ He looked past Danilov’s shoulder and saw the body sitting on the bench. ‘My God!’

‘This is crime scene, nobody is allowed here, Mr…?’

The senior British member dragged his eyes away from the body, quickly regaining his composure. ‘Langlands, Geoffrey Langlands. I’m with the bank.’

‘I do not care if you’re with the Bolshoi Ballet, nobody is allowed here. Please return to the club; my men will interview you later.’ Danilov advanced towards him, using his body to move him away and shield the victim from view. Where was bloody Strachan?

Strachan arrived with two new police constables as if he had heard the inspector call his name.

‘Strachan, please escort Mr Langlands to the clubhouse. You two stay here. Form a cordon around the body. Nobody is allowed to come anywhere near until the photographers and Dr Fang’s men have finished their work.

‘Yes, sir,’ all three echoed in unison.

Danilov turned back to the dead body before Langlands could protest any more. It was still sitting there in its blood-soaked shift, eyes hidden behind a mould of plaster of Paris.

For a moment, Danilov imagined he saw a tremor in one of the hands as if it wanted to reach out a finger and point straight at him.

But it was only the wind.

He was sure it was only the wind.
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Danilov went to see Chief Inspector Rock as soon as he returned to Central. The man was as efficient as before, wasting no time on the niceties of small talk.

‘Give me the details, Danilov.’ He sat there with his pen in his hand, ready to write down everything the inspector said.

‘Definitely murder, sir. An unidentified body found in the gardens of the Shanghai Country Club. Death appears to have been caused by a deep gash to the throat, but I will know more when Dr Fang reports.’

‘The pathologist?’

‘The best I’ve ever worked with. Detailed, exact, he doesn’t miss anything.’

Rock wrote in his notebook. ‘Good. Unlike most coppers, I believe that science has a place in our investigations. As an aid to our plans and procedures, of course.’

‘Dr Fang is more than an “aid”, sir. I find his examination of the victims of murder indispensable in solving the crime.’

Rock stroked his moustache again. ‘Hmm, that’s as may be, Danilov. But police work is about doing the slog, documenting the details, following a plan. We should never jump to conclusions based on the outlandish speculations of some medical doctor.’

‘Dr Fang would never speculate, sir. He only believes in facts.’

‘We should get on perfectly.’ Rock leant forward once more. ‘I’ve heard the murder bears a startling resemblance to the Character killings from eighteen months ago?’

How did he know? How had he found out so soon? Somebody was feeding the Chief Inspector information. ‘There are some similarities, sir. I’ll know more after the autopsy by Dr Fang.’

‘Were the injuries similar to the woman you found yesterday?’

‘Superficially, sir, but I’ll know…’

‘…more when Dr Fang has completed the autopsy. I get the message, Danilov. You place tremendous reliance on this doctor of yours. I hope he delivers.’ Rock closed his notebook. ‘The powers that be have already rung me about the body at the Country Club.’

‘I thought so, sir. We met one of the members, a…’

‘…Mr Langlands.’ Chief Inspector Rock finished his sentence again. ‘He’s made a complaint that you were rude.’

‘I wanted the crime scene to be undisturbed, sir. Nobody was allowed anywhere near it.’

Rock smiled. ‘I understand completely, and you performed your duties correctly, Inspector. Let me worry about Mr Langlands and his complaint. Your job is to find the killer. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Rock stood up quickly. ‘Keep me informed. Come and see me after the autopsy. I will ask Miss Cavendish to tell you the time of your appointment.’

The interview was over. Danilov turned to go, stopping with his hand on the doorknob. Chief Inspector Rock was already reading another file. ‘One question, sir?’

‘What is it, Danilov?’

‘I was wondering what plans and procedures you have for dealing with a serial killer?’
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Lieutenant Deschamps locked the door to his office. Time to escape before Major Renard called him back for more work. Why was it the major always found new jobs for him at five o’clock?

It had happened today as he was about to leave. Renard called him into his office with its deep-red Aubusson carpet and fine Sèvres porcelain. He stood in front of the man’s desk waiting to see what he wanted. Renard kept him standing there, of course, without looking up, pretending he had something to finish before he could attend to Deschamps.

The games the man played, learnt on Petain’s General Staff during the war. Political games, not war games. Renard knew nothing of war, but he knew a lot about the petty humiliations, studied insolence and partial truths of bureaucracy. He was a master at it.

Eventually, the major picked up his pen and signed the bottom of the document with a flourish. ‘Lieutenant, how many years have you worked in the French Concession?’

‘Four years in the Surete, sir. I came here in 1926.’

‘Good. You will be the perfect man for this job.’ He pushed a bulky file across his desk. ‘Paris has asked for the numbers and variety of hats issued to the French police in the Concession.’

‘Hats, sir?’

‘Yes, hats, Lieutenant. The things you put on your head.’

‘Why would they want to know, sir?’

Major Renard shrugged his shoulders in a typically Gallic manner. ‘Why does Paris want to know anything?’

Deschamps picked up the bulky file. ‘I’ll start work on it, sir.’

‘Good.’

Major Renard began rereading the document he had signed. Lieutenant Deschamps knew the interview was over. He saluted, turned and walked across the lush carpet to the exit.

‘Oh, Deschamps…’

The lieutenant stopped in his tracks.

‘Paris needs the figures by tomorrow morning.’

Putain. Espèce de con.

Deschamps then did what all good bureaucrats do when faced with an impossible deadline for a meaningless task: he made the figures up.

Of course, they were couched in a cloud of caveats and subjunctive clauses, referencing obscure documents and statistics, but made up they were. He calculated that, by the time Paris had checked the figures against its own, had twelve meetings about the discrepancy and finally asked for clarification, it would be 1933 and Deschamps would be long gone. When that time came, if it ever did, another poor lieutenant could make his own figures up.

Deschamps smiled at his cleverness as he left Renard’s office and walked the long corridor on the third floor of the Surete. Only seven o’clock; he had managed to type the document quickly, leaving the file on Renard’s desk.

An Annamese constable saluted as he left the building and he returned the salute, still smiling broadly.

Rossana would be waiting.

His lovely Rossana.

It wasn’t her real name but he didn’t care. He had discovered her one night in a brothel on rue Doumer. She was waiting for customers in the living room and he had gone there to relax after a particularly trying day with the major. He hadn’t intended to indulge in the favours of any of the ladies that evening, but as soon as he saw her his commitment to celibacy disappeared.

She was Russian, of course, with long chestnut hair and those cat-like eyes that are a peculiar feature of women from the Caucasus. Her French was charming; just enough to make conversation without becoming boring. She claimed to be the daughter of a prince, as they all did. But he didn’t care. She could have been the daughter of a street sweeper for all it mattered to him; he wasn’t screwing her lineage.

A short time later, he had set her up not far from his office, in a small flat on rue du Consulat. She spent a small fortune making it look ‘just so’ but he didn’t care. In her arms and body, he found a refuge from the petty games of Major Renard. That escape was priceless.

Occasionally, he wondered if he was Rossana’s only lover. Did she share her charms with others? But as soon as the question crept into his mind, he dismissed it. What did it matter if there were others? Such petty jealousies were for the likes of Renard, not for him.

He stopped in front of a flower stall on the street. The shopkeeper produced a bowl of lilies of the valley.

She loved their rich scent and bell-shaped flowers against the verdant green of the leaves. He loved the fact that, in November in Shanghai, he could buy a flower reminding him of May Day in France.

He paid the woman and carried the bowl up the steps of Rossana’s apartment block in rue du Consulat. One of the apartments built in the new Art Deco style, all the rage in Paris and a fashion statement of modernity in Shanghai. Out with the old and in with the new was the city’s motto. If only that applied to Major Renard too.

Balancing the pot of flowers in one hand, Lieutenant Deschamps took out his keys and let himself into the apartment. Strange – Rossana usually ran to greet him as soon as the door opened. ‘Rossana,’ he shouted.

The apartment was silent.

‘Rossana, I’m home.’

Again no response.

Damn the woman, she’s supposed to be here waiting for me. He stomped into the living room. Empty. A pile of fashion magazines lay strewn on the couch alongside the morning’s paper.

Odd. The apartment was usually so tidy when he came home.

He walked into the bedroom. The curtains were drawn and it was dark. But he could see the shape of a body lying on the bed. ‘Rossana, why didn’t you answer when I called?’

Silence.

‘Rossana, are you ill?’

He stepped into the dark room and walked over to the bed. Rossana was lying on top of it, fully clothed, her eyes closed. He reached out to touch her shoulder, to gently wake her up.

No response.

He moved his arm along the shoulder to touch her face.

Still no response.

‘Rossana won’t be providing her usual favours this evening, Lieutenant.’

Before Deschamps could turn around, he felt the sharp jab of a needle in his neck between the ear and the top of his uniform collar. He tried to grab the arm that held it, but either he moved too slowly or it was too quick.

His vision was blurring already. He wanted to turn his body to confront the voice behind him but he couldn’t. He tried to move his legs but they remained rooted to the spot like plane trees. His throat was suddenly parched. Why was he so thirsty?

Before he could answer his own question, he felt himself falling forward into the unloving arms of his mistress. The last thing he felt before he lost consciousness was the smoothness of her skin against his cheek.

As smooth as death, he thought as he closed his eyes.
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The capture of the lieutenant had been easier than he expected. The man was in the full flush of love, bearing flowers for his mistress.

What a disappointment.

He had expected a struggle at least. Something to test his new-found skills, but it was not to be.

He put them both together in the box. Deschamps would wake up soon and discover the inert body of his mistress lying next to him. She wasn’t dead, of course. Only injected with a neurotoxin to give the appearance of death. Something he had picked up from the Japanese when he had gone there for the surgery to his face.

The surgeon had spent a long time explaining the dangers of the extract from the liver of the fugu fish.

A small vial could kill sixty people, while a fraction of that could give one person the appearance of death.

That would be the first pleasure he would enjoy today. The look on Deschamps’s face as his mistress began to stir and come back life.

Priceless.

And afterwards, there would be a second.

A choice. He was preparing the choice Deschamps would face. He liked to give them a choice, it was only fair. After all, didn’t we make choices every day of our lives?

Choices to be good or evil.

To love or hate.

To help or hinder.

To kill or save.

The choices of life. And of death.

Deschamps had made a choice two years ago. A choice that had led to the death of a family, killed in the collapse of a new building he had approved for habitation. The developer had paid him well for his signature.

Deschamps would have to make another choice later today. But whatever choice he made, he would die.

That’s the problem with choices; sometimes they both ended up in the same place, whichever way one chose.
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‘Sit down, Strachan, you’re making me nervous with all your pacing about.’

The detective’s office was empty by this time of night, most of the duty detectives either out on the streets dealing with fights between soldiers, or eating at one of the many hawker stalls surrounding the station.

Strachan reluctantly sat down behind his desk. Danilov was already sitting behind his, rolling a cigarette, the tobacco freshly bought from Rostov’s that morning. A roll-cut Waverley mixture from Lambert and Butler, still with the fresh, moist texture of wet heather when he rubbed it between his finger and thumb. He knew even before he had lit the first cigarette this was going to be a good smoke.

And he needed it. This murder needed the clarity only good tobacco gave him. The clarity to perceive what was happening through the fog of unknowns.

He licked the paper and sealed the simple white tube, lighting it from a box of matches positioned on the right edge of the ashtray, three inches away from the desk light.

He inhaled. The tobacco was as smooth as he imagined with just a hint of burnt toast at the back of his throat.

Strachan waited as Danilov went through his ritual of cigarette smoking, itching to ask the question that had consumed him since the Shanghai Country Club.

‘Is it a copycat, sir?’

‘I don’t know.’ Danilov inhaled again, blowing out three concentric circles as he exhaled smoke from deep in his lungs. ‘There are similarities to Allen’s modus operandi…’

Strachan looked at him, puzzled.

‘Way of working, Strachan. Most criminals have a preferred way of working. Burglars will use the same method to get into a house every time. Con men play the same cons over and over again. The world is always full of those who believe they can get rich by doing nothing.’

‘And killers?’

‘The same is true of killers. This murder bears some similarity to the death of Elsie Everett.’

‘The victim had exactly the same cuts.’

Danilov rapped his desk with his knuckles and glared at his detective sergeant. ‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Strachan.’

‘Sorry, sir.’

‘It appears this victim was killed in the same manner as Elsie Everett, but we will let the good doctor tell us more when we see him tomorrow morning.’

‘Another visit to the morgue, sir?’

‘Yes, Strachan. Your favourite place, I know.’

‘It’s not the bodies that give me the jitters, sir, it’s Dr Fang.’

‘Strachan, where have you picked up this disgusting modern slang? The “jitters”…’

‘The radio, sir. American detective stories.’

‘Well, listen to something else. We are real detectives hunting for a real killer, not some made-up voices of actors on the radio.’

‘Yes, sir. What about the victim in the hospital, sir? It appears she was attacked in the same way.’

Danilov blew another long stream of smoke up to the already kippered ceiling of the office. ‘Correct, Strachan. Anything back on her?’

‘Nothing, sir. She’s still unconscious. I talked to the duty doctor earlier. It’s not looking good. She’s lost a lot of blood and her wounds are infected.’

‘We should go there later this evening, check it out, as your American radio serials have a habit of saying.’

Danilov stubbed out his cigarette and thought about rolling another. There was something marvellous about the way the act of rolling a slim white tube concentrated the mind. He leant forward to take a leaf of paper from the packet. ‘Did you contact the Chinese authorities?’

‘About Mr Allen’s accomplice, Li Min?’

Danilov nodded as he concentrated on getting the thin strands of tobacco evenly distributed over the pristine white paper.

‘He was sentenced to be executed the day after he was handed over to the Chinese courts.’

Chinese nationals, even though they had committed crimes in the International Settlement, had to be handed over to the Chinese authorities in Chapei for trial and punishment.

‘That was quick.’

‘Apparently, the trial was over in fifteen minutes, sir. However, my friend in the Chinese police confirms the sentence was never carried out. It was commuted to life imprisonment.’

Danilov stopped rolling his cigarette. ‘Why?’

Strachan rubbed his thumb and first two fingers together in the universal sign for money.

‘Find out where he’s held, Strachan. We may have to pay him a visit.’

‘Already done, sir. The interview with him is at seven tomorrow morning in Chapei. Sorry it’s so early, sir, but the Chinese authorities won’t allow any other time.

‘Perfect, the sooner the better.’ Danilov tamped the newly rolled cigarette against the wood of his desk. A few orange strands fell on to the table. He collected these, carefully placing them back into his tobacco pouch.

‘Do you think he’s behind these attacks, sir? Carrying on Allen’s work?’

Danilov looked over his shoulder. ‘You ask me and I ask who, Strachan? We need to check out every line of enquiry.’

Danilov lit the cigarette and inhaled the warm, smooth tobacco. ‘We cannot rule anybody out of our enquiries.’ Danilov spoke the words through a cloud of smoke from the cigarette. It hung like a shroud above his head before slowly dissipating into the walls of the detective room. ‘And our Mr Johnstone from the Sinza Refuge?’

‘Nothing, sir.’

Danilov sat forward. ‘Nothing?’

‘He was appointed superintendent of the refuge eighteen months ago. Apparently, he arrived in the city from Harbin where he was the head of a similar organisation. Nothing before that, sir.’

‘Keep going, Strachan, I want to know all about Mr Johnstone. His face is familiar, but I can’t put my finger on where I’ve seen him before.’

‘Yes, sir. One thing has been puzzling me. You said there were other similarities with Elsie Everett, sir.’

‘Did I?’

‘You did, sir.’

‘Other than the presumed method of her death by a thousand cuts?’

Strachan nodded.

Danilov held up his right hand and began counting off the fingers. ‘The position and placement of the body, sitting on a bench facing the onlooker. The wrists showed signs of having been bound by thin ropes. The body wasn’t naked but dressed in a thin cotton garment, just like Elsie. And finally…’

Strachan smiled. ‘The hair was died blond too. The same shade of platinum blond.’

‘Well remembered, Detective Sergeant.’

‘Who could forget, sir.’

Danilov took another drag on his cigarette. ‘It’s the differences that are more significant, I think.’

‘The face was covered, unlike Elsie’s.’

‘Correct, Strachan. Why cover the face in something like plaster of Paris? It’s the work of a few minutes to remove it.’

‘Perhaps the killer didn’t want us to know who the person was, sir?’

‘Not right away, no, but eventually we will find out. That also presumes the killer knows my methods; I wouldn’t remove the cast covering the face but wait for Dr Fang to do it.’

‘The killing was on our patch, sir.’

‘But it’s almost as if the killer wanted us to be the investigators…’ Danilov’s voice trailed off as he considered the idea. He took another deep tug on his cigarette, seeking inspiration from the tobacco.

‘There was one other major difference too, sir.’

‘No characters carved into the body.’

‘I didn’t see any either, sir.’

‘Our killer’s trademark. But the body could have been marked beneath the cotton shift. We will know after the autopsy.’

‘But that means the killer would have had to undress the victim after the death, carve the skin and then redress it again. It seems like an awful lot of trouble, sir, when he could have simply marked the arms or the face.’

‘This man, whoever he is, has a plan neither of us can see at the moment, Strachan. We will know more after…’

‘…the autopsy.’

‘You’re beginning to understand, Strachan.’ Danilov stubbed the last quarter inch of the cigarette into the ashtray and stood up. ‘Let’s pay another visit to Mr Johnstone. Time to shake his tree and see what falls out. There’s something about him that feels wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it. After that, we’ll go to Shanghai General. Perhaps our victim has recovered consciousness. If not, at least we can question the doctors.’

Strachan stood up and reached for his hat and coat. ‘Right you are, sir, I’ll get the car.’

Danilov took hold of his arm, ‘You don’t have to do this, you know, Strachan. I could work with another sergeant on this case.’

Strachan’s head went down. ‘I prefer to be working, sir. Home is not where I want to be at the moment.’

Danilov thought of the time when he had been alone. When the only thing that had kept him from madness was dreaming of his opium pipe. Even now, he could still taste the bitter sweetness of the smoke in his mouth.

‘I understand,’ he eventually answered, ‘but mourning is a silent attacker. It can creep up on you when you least expect it and strangle you with its sadness.’

‘You sound like you’ve been through it all yourself, sir.’

Danilov didn’t answer.
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The same Chinese woman as before opened the door to the Sinza Refuge. ‘Thank God you’re here. I was just about to telephone the police.’

She was obviously flustered, nervously pushing a lock of stray hair behind her ear. In the background, Danilov could hear a hubbub of female voices, all talking at the same time.

‘Calm yourself, madam. Can we come in?’

The woman opened the door wide. The narrow entrance to the refuge was crammed with women. As the detectives entered, the noise subsided to silence.

‘What’s going on? What happened?’ asked Strachan.

A multitude of voices answered him in English, Shanghainese, Cantonese, Mandarin and a host of other dialects.

Danilov held his hands up and the noise slowly subsided once more. His voice softened. ‘I didn’t catch your name, Mrs…?’

‘Miss Wong.’

‘Take your time and tell me slowly, Miss Wong, what has happened?’

The old Chinese woman took a deep breath. ‘There’s been a robbery.’

‘Where?’

‘In the refuge, tonight. It’s the first time anything like this has ever happened. We’ve never had any trouble since 1910, and now this. What are we to do?’

The chatter of voices rose again. Danilov was tempted to ask what had happened in 1910, but he saved his curiosity. ‘A robbery here. When did it happen?’

Miss Wong took another deep breath. ‘We don’t know. I was taking Mr Johnstone his evening tray. He likes a chicken sandwich around seven o’clock. Good for the digestion with his whisky, he says. I don’t drink myself, of course, it’s not a habit I…’

‘Yes, Miss Wong, you were taking Mr Johnstone his evening snack?’

She stopped and gathered herself again. ‘I walked into his room and the safe was wide open. I dropped the tray on the floor; I hope Mr Johnstone doesn’t mind – it did stain his carpet. I tried to clean it but…’

‘The safe was open, you say?’

‘Yes, I looked inside and it was empty. All the money was gone.’

‘Money? Gone?’ Strachan repeated the two words.

‘All of it. We’d just received our collections from the missions up country and I’d placed everything in the safe before going to the bank tomorrow.’

‘How much was missing?’

‘All of it.’

‘How much is all of it, Miss Wong?’

‘Two thousand three hundred and twenty-one dollars and thirty cents, Inspector.’

Strachan whistled. ‘You collect so much money?’

‘The inland missions are very generous in their support for our work. They understand the importance of rescuing these women from the depredations of the streets.’ Miss Wong pointed to the crowd of women standing in the corridor.

‘I’m sure your work is very valuable, Miss Wong. I have just one question. Where is Mr Johnstone?’

‘That’s the strangest thing, Inspector. He never misses his evening snack, says it’s the best part of the day after breakfast.’

‘And?’

‘I can’t find Mr Johnstone anywhere. Has he been kidnapped?’

‘Strachan, put out an APB for Reginald Johnstone and alert the port authorities. Also get on to the local station and ask them to come down here. It should be their case. Make sure they bring the fingerprint team; we need to dust the safe.’

‘I hope nothing has happened to Mr Johnstone, Inspector. Do you think he’s been taken by the robbers?’

‘I don’t think so, Miss Wong. I rather think he is the robber.’

‘Oh, that can’t be right, Inspector. Mr Johnstone is such a nice man.’
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They spent another hour at the refuge, going over the case with Inspector Rennison before leaving for the hospital. It was his patch, so they left him in charge.

‘A good man, Rennison; not terribly quick but he gets there in the end. Any response to the APB yet, Strachan?’

‘Nothing so far, sir, but all the stations have a description of Johnstone.’

‘Did you send it to the port authorities and the railways too?’

‘Of course, sir.’

As they walked down the corridor of the fourth floor of Shanghai General, the constable guarding the room was standing at the door looking inside.

Doctor McLeod was next to him, shaking his head. ‘If you’ve come to interview the patient, I’m afraid you’re too late. She suffered a massive myocardial infarction. There was nothing we could do.’

Strachan looked bewildered. ‘But she, you said she…’

‘She had a heart attack; the stress of her injuries was too much for her body.’

‘Did she say anything before she died, Doctor?’

‘She kept mumbling the same words over and over again in English. ‘Let the game begin.’ Makes me wonder if she hadn’t been reading Ben Hur or something like that.’

Danilov peered inside the room. The curtains were drawn and it was lit by a single bedside light. A nurse had pulled the covers over the woman’s head. All Danilov could see was the outline of the shape of a body beneath the white cotton sheet, like a child playing at being a ghost. ‘Anything else, Doctor?’

The man shook his head.

‘Make sure Dr Fang is informed. She needs to be autopsied by him as soon as possible.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘This case has taken a turn for the worse, Strachan. We’ve just lost our best witness, the only one who could have told us what happened to her.’
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They both waited for the men from the mortuary to arrive and take the woman away. As they did, the doctor spent a long time justifying the woman’s death using long medical words and even longer sentences.

Danilov decided to cut his explanation off. ‘It doesn’t really matter now, does it, Doctor? The woman is dead; she won’t be able to tell us anything any more.’

‘But you don’t realise… I did my best. The wounds, her body couldn’t…’

‘Let’s go, Strachan.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Danilov strode away down the corridor. He needed some fresh air and a cigarette to help him think.

Outside the hospital, the road was overflowing with people and activity. Luckily there were no reporters.

Danilov rolled a cigarette, inhaling the smoke deep into his lungs to rid them of the stale, disinfected air of the hospital.’

‘What now, sir?’

Danilov let out a long blast of smoke from his nostrils. ‘I’m going home; nothing more we can do this evening. Elina is cooking something; I don’t know what it is and I suspect neither does she. But I’m sure I will eat it all, whatever it is.’ He placed his hat back on his head. ‘You need to transcribe the notes from your interviews with the servants at the Country Club. And make sure the files are up to date. I have a feeling Chief Inspector Rock is a stickler for bureaucracy.’

‘Yes, sir, I’ll go back to Central and finish them before I leave.’

Danilov began to descend the stairs and then stopped. He turned back as if he had forgotten to say something. ‘Don’t stay too late. You need to pick me up before we interview Li Min tomorrow morning. After that, we will go back to the Country Club. I want to revisit the crime scene once more.’

‘I’ll pick you up at 6.30, sir.’

Danilov threw the end of his cigarette into the gutter. ‘Good. Now all I have to do is survive my daughter’s cooking this evening.’

‘We all have our cross to bear, sir.’

Danilov thought about inviting Strachan to join him to eat Elina’s food, but rejected the idea with a shake of his head. Nobody deserved such a punishment, certainly not Strachan. ‘Good night,’ he finally said.

‘Good night, sir.’

Danilov turned away to walk home.

‘Oh, sir,’

‘What is it, Strachan?’

‘You will crack this case, you always do, sir.’

‘Will I, Strachan? I’m not sure about this one.’

He thrust his hands into the pockets of his old coat, buried his head between the lapels and walked off into the Shanghai night.
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‘I said I was going to give you a choice, Lieutenant Deschamps. This is it.’ The voice came from a tinny speaker set high up in the wall, reverberating off the bare metal walls.

Rossana was sitting next to him on the floor. He could see her breath forming a white mist that crystallised as a skin over her chin.

She was alive, still alive.

He shifted his shoulder slightly to allow her to nestle into him. She muttered something in Russian as she moved her head.

The metal walls imprisoning him were painted white, with a texture like the softest snow. A warm red light glowed above a solid metal door. A door with a strange lock on the inside; a lock that looked like a lever.

It was cold. Freezing cold.

‘Your choice is simple. There is a box in the corner…’

For the first time, Deschamps noticed the box hiding in the farthest corner away from the light.

‘In the box is a coat. A warm coat that will protect the wearer from the cold of this icebox. There are two of you. Who will wear it? A simple choice. One you will enjoy making.’

Deschamps tried to get up and immediately felt his head float as if it was bobbing up and down in the sea.

‘I wouldn’t move too quickly, if I were you. The drugs will take some time to wear off. An added complication, shall we say. Enjoy the choice.’

The slight buzzing from the speaker stopped and all was quiet, save for the gentle hum of a generator far off in the distance.

The lieutenant took three deep breaths, feeling the icy cold air slip down into the depths of his lungs. Propping Rossana against the wall, he scrambled on to his hands and knees.

Stop!

His head felt like it was going to explode. He closed his eyes and the room began to swirl around him.

What was happening?

He opened them again and concentrated on the box in the corner. He reached out to touch the wall on his left. His fingers recoiled as if they had been electrocuted.

The wall was icy cold. He pulled the sleeve of his uniform down past his hand and touched the wall again.

Better.

Deschamps felt his way along the wall to the cardboard box. A few times he stopped to allow his eyes to refocus and his mind to take control of his body. He could see his breath every time he stopped, becoming a thicker, richer mist.

The box was in front of him. He pulled open the flaps and reached in. A thick, warm coat with a collar of the softest fur lay inside.

Slowly, he retraced his route back to Rossana, the warm coat tucked under his arm. His head was slightly clearer now, the fog beginning to leave his mind.

Rosanna was where he had left her, lying on the floor, her back propped against the wall. Her teeth had begun to chatter. A sharp staccato, like the heels of a flamenco dancer. He noticed the hairs on her bare arms were erect, with the pimples of goosebumps prominent against the skin.

‘Too cold, too cold…’ she muttered through chapped lips, white steam flowing from her mouth, speaking English now.

He didn’t know she could speak English. Where had she learnt to speak the language?

He held the coat in his hands, feeling its woolly warmth and stroking the softness of the fur.

Rossana muttered something again. He draped the coat over her shoulders and nestled in beside her.

What devil had done this? He was only a minor functionary in the police force of the French Concession. He had done nothing wrong, simply doing his job to the best of his ability. True, there were the little gifts from people occasionally. People who wanted better relationships with the police. But that was normal, was it not? A policeman’s salary could never cover the costs of living in Shanghai. And especially not the costs of a mistress with a desire to make her apartment comfortable. It was expected he would take a few gifts. And it was customary for Chinese businessmen to offer them. Who was he to break a tradition that had existed for millenia?

The cold was beginning to worm its way beneath his uniform. He curled his hands, trying to shelter them in the sleeves. His teeth were chattering like those awful clockwork toys given as gifts in fairgrounds, while his body shivered uncontrollably. He wrapped his arms around himself to add another layer of warmth, but it did little to help.

He shook his head, trying to clear it, but he only seemed to stir the drugs to even greater activity. He had to stay alive until they wore off. He had to start moving, jumping up and down, anything and everything to survive.

He looked down at Rossana lying next to him, the coat draped over her shoulders. Her bare feet turning a dirty grey with the cold, the nails white and solid against the skin.

He reached out and touched the soft fur collar of the coat as it lay draped across her.

Soft fur, warm fur.

The light above the door flickered and went out.
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Danilov pulled his thin coat around his body. The cold wind of a Shanghai night in November slithered through the fabric and into his bones. It was nothing like a winter in Minsk, though. Here, he could at least reach home without having to plough through drifts of snow.

He walked home every night from the station, absorbing the life and energy of the city. Even at this hour, a few minutes past ten, the streets were still buzzing. The trams clanked down the wide avenues between the plane trees, their power collectors rattling on the overhead lines. Children played, beggars begged and hawkers hawked. But it was the smells he enjoyed most: frying bread, steaming dumplings, roasting chestnuts, sizzling buns, bubbling tea. The smells of Shanghai were a melange of spices and pork, fish and bread, sugar and earth, shit and coal.

Not forgetting the smell of people; one could never miss the smell of the people.

He stepped over a bundle of rags lying in the street. The man, for it was a man, muttered a few words and held out the stump of an arm, the flesh red and livid where the hand no longer was. Danilov dug into his pocket and dropped a few coins into the man’s biscuit tin. They would stave off starvation for a few hours.

Up ahead, the lights of the Wing On Department Store blazed their welcome to all those with money and the desire to be parted from it. A crowd were hanging around outside as usual. Either waiting for someone, or just enjoying the sight of people with money to spend and things to buy.

The vicarious enjoyment of consumption. In Shanghai, one didn’t window-shop, or at least not much. Instead one watched others shop with open mouths and envious eyes. But the envy was not of those who had nothing versus those who had it all. Rather it was envy at not being in the same position. Not being able to buy, not being allowed to consume.

Danilov stopped for a moment to roll a cigarette, watching the watchers. They didn’t move from where they stood. Each new departure from the store was greeted with hungry eyes, all asking: ‘What have they bought?’ Peering at the wrapped-up gifts, attempting to guess what was inside. This was consumption as a spectator sport. Danilov was sure the same people came every night for the spectacle. Perhaps whole families came.

He lit the cigarette and walked on. This would have to be his last cigarette of the evening. His daughter had imposed a strict rule against smoking in the house. One of her many rules. But he didn’t mind. He was happy to be with her. To have her around and near him. Her face, her happiness, her joy swelled his chest with pride.

One day he would find her mother and brother. He had been searching for nearly six years now, since they had been separated after fleeing Russia.

He remembered Cartwright’s criticism of him: ‘the supposedly smart detective who can’t even find his own wife’. But what hurt even more was the truth behind the words. He was supposed to be a great detective. He was supposed to be able to solve any crime. But here he was, after nearly six years, still unable to track down his wife and son.

He took a long drag of the cigarette and walked on. One day he would find them. He knew they were somewhere in Siberia, but where? And why hadn’t his wife contacted him or his daughter? Why had she vanished?

He had tried the usual channels – adverts in newspapers, contacting religious and refugee groups – but still nothing. The only answer was to go there and find her himself. After this killer was stopped, he would ask Rock for time off. Surely the man couldn’t refuse his request?

This case had too many questions and too few answers. Who had committed the murders and why had they copied Allen? Was Li Min behind it all, pulling the strings from his prison cell? Who was Johnstone and why had he fled? Who was the girl? Why was she shouting his name? Who was the man in the Shanghai Country Club?

So many questions, no answers. But Danilov was certain this killer would strike again. This man had a taste for blood and a love of pain and cruelty that was only going to be satiated by more murders and more deaths.

He threw his cigarette in the gutter and began to roll another one. A few yards on, at the corner of the street, an old man sat with his hand held up and the stumps of his legs sticking out in front of him. On impulse, Danilov placed the freshly rolled cigarette in the dirt-creased palm of the man’s hand.

The beggar looked at the thin white tube for a moment, quickly pulled off his hat, popped the cigarette inside, and placed the hat back on his lice-infested head.

‘Xie, xie,’ he finally said and smiled, the red, raw gums shining silver wet between the pale lips.

Danilov hurried on. His daughter would be waiting, her arms folded across her chest in a pose women had adopted for centuries to chastise itinerant men.

He reached the gates of their apartment block and stumbled up the brown-tiled stairs to the second floor apartment.

He turned the lock in the door and she was there, waiting for him

‘You’re late. You should have telephoned.’

He took off his hat and coat, hanging them on the stand in the hall, and mimicked her voice. ‘Good evening, Father. Nice to see you, Father. How was your day, Father?’

‘I said all of that stuff an hour ago. You missed it.’ She stood up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Good evening, Father.’

‘Ah, now I feel welcomed.’

He followed her into the living room. She had begun to impose her taste for comfort on him. He wasn’t complaining. Living alone, he had developed a peculiar attraction for austerity, having few items of furniture and no paintings to colour the white plaster walls. She had added colour, a few inexpensive prints from some art gallery, a little too modern for his taste. A new couch and armchairs, the old ones dispatched to the knacker’s yard where they belonged. Three colourful cushions, each one displaying a variation on the Art Deco zig-zags that were all the rage. And on the floor, a deep maroon rug.

The place looked different.

Better.

‘I’m afraid the piroshki aren’t as good as they were an hour ago.’

He smiled at her. ‘Were they edible then?’

‘Not really.’

‘I suppose they are edible now?’

‘Not really. So I went out to get some dumplings from the stall on the corner. I hope you don’t mind. You are late, after all.’

Danilov’s stomach did a hop, skip and jump of delight. He put on a sad face. ‘I was looking forward to some home-cooked food this evening.’

‘I can heat up the piroshki if you like,’ she said brightly.

‘No, no. The dumplings will be fine,’ he said quickly, hoping she wouldn’t notice how quickly.

She did, of course. ‘Don’t worry, you can avoid my cooking this evening. But tomorrow you must come home early, I’m making your favourite.’

‘Draniki?’

‘Of course. I know they won’t be as good as Mother’s but I can try. The dumplings are on the table.’

He sat opposite her and took two dumplings from the steaming mound lying in front of him. She took four. He had never been a great eater, unlike Strachan, never understanding the obsession with food. But recently, he had begun looking forward to the evening with her, sitting across from each other, talking about the cases he was investigating. She had a fine mind, if a little raw and untutored.

The food played its part, he knew. Either stifling conversation if she had cooked. Or enhancing it if she had gone out to buy. Either way, it did not matter. To be with her, to be close to her, was all that mattered.

‘How was your day?’

‘Busy. A murder at the Shanghai Country Club.’

She whistled. ‘An expensive place to die…’

‘Or be killed. The body was in the grounds.’

‘How did it get there?’

‘We don’t know. Yet.’

‘How is Strachan?’

He watched her face. This was a new interest in his detective sergeant. ‘Bearing up. He’s gone back to the station.’

She sat back in her chair. ‘Oh Father, how could you? The man has just lost his mother and you have him working all hours.’

‘It’s for the best. Once burnt by milk, a man will blow on cold water.’

‘The world can’t be explained in Russian sayings.’

‘For me, it can.’ He took another three dumplings; the mixture of pork and chives in a soft pillow of dough was wonderful. He realised how hungry he was. She had stopped eating.

‘The man should be at home, mourning his loss and rebuilding his life.’

‘The best way to mourn his loss is to dig himself deeply into work.’

‘Like you did.’

He remembered those years without Elina. ‘Like I did.’

‘Work isn’t the cure for everything, Father.’

‘That may be true, Lenchik, but it is the cure for Strachan.’ He finished the dumplings in his bowl. ‘Save the rest for breakfast?’

She nodded.

‘Shall we finish our game?’

She nodded again. ‘I’ve been looking at the board and I’m sure I can beat you this time.’

‘It’s my move, isn’t it?’

She nodded for the third time.

‘Knight to king’s bishop three.’

She threw her hands up in the air. ‘You can’t do that, Father.’

‘Do what?’

‘Make a move without looking at the board.’

He tapped the side of his head. ‘But it’s all up here, Lenchik. It’s always up here.’
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Strachan stayed at the station until well past midnight, compiling his notes and making sure the file on the case was up to date. The photographs of the victim at the Country Club were still not back from the photographers so he would have to add them tomorrow. He put a note into the file to remind himself. Perhaps there was something that could help them later.

Reluctantly, he placed the file and his notes on Miss Cavendish’s desk ready for Chief Inspector Rock when he arrived in the morning. He checked them twice, added a few more notes, even retyped them once more when he noticed a few errors in spelling.

But even he realised he could stay at the station no longer; there was nothing left to do that night.

He drove slowly back to his house, trying to postpone the time of his arrival for as long as he could. A few times he debated with himself whether it would be better to check into a hotel for the evening, but common sense won out. One day he would have to go home. If he postponed it now, he would never go back.

He had grown up in this house, ridden his first bicycle here, played on the steps, walked to school from here. His whole life was bound up with this house, tied tightly with ribbons of memory.

From the front seat of the car, the house looked as it had always looked, but darker, somehow more menacing. For the first time he could ever remember, there was no light above the porch door. His mother had always left the light on for him until he returned. He’d often told her it was a waste of money, but she had insisted; ‘to help him find his way’, as she said.

He stepped out of the car and walked up the path. It took him a while to find the right key; it was as if his fingers were links of a sausage. Eventually, he managed to insert it into the lock and turn.

The door swung open. The only thing that greeted him was darkness. There was no scent of sweet soup. No aroma of dumplings steaming on the table in the kitchen. No call from his mother: ‘Is that you, David?’

He fumbled for the light switch. It flickered as if deciding whether to work or not. For a moment, in the half-light of the blinking bulb, he saw her grey hair, the black dress she always wore, and the smile playing on her lips as she welcomed him home

Then, the small entrance hall was flooded with light, and she vanished. He hurried into the kitchen. The table was bare, unmade. The stove cold and unlit. His mother’s pots hung from hooks above the fire. It was the first time he had seen so many hanging there. Normally they were being used.

He walked back towards the living room, went in and sat in front of the unlit fire. For a moment, he stared at the mantlepiece. He couldn’t see his father’s face in the dark but he knew the picture was staring at him. Blaming him for his mother’s death. Admonishing him for a lack of good sense in the broad Glaswegian accent his father had never lost despite living for over twenty years in Shanghai.

‘Have ye nae idea, David. To leave your mother alone? Schuct, ye oughtta be ashamed.’

Strachan buried his face in his hands, trying to cover his ears. But the voice carried on. ‘It was yere faut. All yere faut.’

For a moment, Strachan managed to keep himself in check, summoning up years of practice at concealing his thoughts and emotions. It wasn’t easy being a half-caste in a world where both sides, white and Chinese, looked down on you. It had helped him build a carapace over his feelings, to block out the world and its desperate cruelty and get on with the job, get on with doing what he had to do..

He felt a shuddering begin in his stomach and rise through his chest to his mouth. His head went back and he screamed out, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’

And then the tears came, waterfalls of tears, accompanied by a moaning from the depths of his soul. He began to rock back and forth, his hands clasped in front of him in supplication.

He stayed like that all night.
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The room was definitely getting colder. His moustache was frozen solid against his lips and his ears were numb, no longer tingling as they had been before.

Next to him, Rossana groaned. It was the first sound he had heard from her in a long time. She mumbled something to him through frozen lips. He lowered his head to her ear, touching the fur of the coat as he did.

She was speaking Russian. Mumbling the same phrase over and over again, in words he didn’t understand. Against his chin, her hair was solid now, frozen in long matted coils like rope. He had loved running his fingers through her hair after they made love. Soft, warm, comforting hair.

She stopped mumbling and the icebox was quiet again save for the distant throb of the generator. He nudged Rossana with his elbow. ‘We… must… stay… awake,’ he mumbled through chapped lips.

There was no answer.

He nudged her again.

No response.

The fur of the coat over her shoulders was still touching his arm. Soft, warm, comforting fur. Fur that would keep him warm against the icy blasts in the room.

He nudged Rossana again.

No response.

Perhaps she was already dead. After all, she wore no shoes and no stockings; her feet must be frozen solid by now. Nobody could withstand the cold of that floor. Even his own feet felt like cubes of ice encased in the leather of his police boots.

One of them had to survive. One of them had to escape from here and find out who had done this to them. He nudged Rossana one more time.

Still no response.

He would avenge Rossana. He would find this man and kill him. It didn’t matter where he had to go or how far he had to travel. He would track him to the ends of the earth.

He lifted his arms up slowly, closing them around the coat. With his body, he nudged Rossana away from him. She sat up almost straight, as if waking from a dream, and then toppled over on to her side.

His hands held the coat.

Slowly, he manoeuvred it around his shoulders, pushing his arms into the sleeves and burying his face into the fur collar.

That was better, much better.

The chill of the room no longer seemed to affect him. He felt warm and snug as the coat began to trap what remained of his body heat.

Rossana groaned once more next to him.

Poor Rossana, he had loved her once, but one of them had to survive, one of them had to get out of here. He pulled his legs up to the shelter of the warm coat and snuggled his face into the fur of the collar.

He would survive. Whatever happened, he would survive.

The light above the door went on, a stabbing, blinding light. He shut his eyes against the glare.

And then the voice. ‘Well done, Lieutenant Deschamps, you have made your choice.’

A mocking voice. A smug voice.

‘I’m sure you feel so much better now. Miss Gurdieva, on the other hand, does not. What a pity. Such is life. Or death.’

Deschamps tried to scream at the disembodied voice but only a startled croak escaped his ice-locked lips.

The voice continued as if nothing had happened. ‘Now you’ve made your choice, I have a surprise for you.’

Deschamps’s heart leapt. He’s going to let me go, he thought. I’m free. I just had to choose, that’s all he wanted. A choice.

The buzz from the loudspeaker vanished. The light was switched off and he was plunged into darkness once again. His mind was racing. What was the surprise? When would he let him go?

Deschamps became conscious of a new noise. A higher-pitched whine than before. The generator? Was it the generator?

The whine became louder and higher. A monotonous rattle began to come from high up, close to the ceiling. An icy breeze began to flow across his frozen face.

Deschamps shrank away from the new blast of cold air. It was as if he had been plunged into a river of ice. The coat no longer protected him. He buried his face deeper into the fur, burrowing like a rabbit escaping a hunting dog.

But the cold chased after him.

So cold. So very cold.

He struggled to his knees. A powerful urge to piss washed over him. Why did he want to piss?

He let the moment pass. Stay calm, just think. If he could only get to the door, perhaps he could force the lever open.

You can crawl there, it’s so close, you can do it.

He pulled himself across the floor, but still the door seemed so far away. He rested his head against the white frost riming the floor. He would stay here for a moment, gather his strength.

When he lifted his head again, he was already outside. A rank of soldiers were lined up to greet him, standing stiffly to attention. Next to them a brass band played La Marseillaise.

Why was he wearing a coat in the middle of summer? They had to see his uniform. Had to know he was one of them. He stood up and took off his heavy coat, throwing it into the corner.

Then, the soldiers and the music vanished.

He opened his frost-rimed eyes and saw he was standing in the middle of a white metal box, the loud hum of a generator rattling in his ears.

And he realised he was cold, so very cold.




Day Three







31

Number Two Prison was dark and forbidding from the outside. Inside it was even worse.

Danilov and Strachan were shown into a small room lit by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. A small wooden table and three chairs were the only furniture. After five minutes waiting, the iron door creaked open and Li Min stood in the doorway, flanked by two stern guards.

One of the guards barked a command and Li Min shuffled into the room, his legs weighed down with heavy shackles.

‘Prisoner 37685,’ the other guard shouted.

‘Tell them those are not necessary, Strachan.’

The young detective spoke to the first guard and was answered roughly. ‘He says it’s the prison rule, sir. All prisoners outside their cells must wear shackles.’

Danilov shrugged his shoulders, pointing to the seat in front of him. Li Min sat down slowly, pulling up the trousers of his grey prison uniform as if he were wearing a Savile Row suit and placing both hands on the table in front of him.

The man had aged and grown thinner since Danilov had last seen him, the bones of his wrists stark against the paper-thin skin. No patch covered the eye Danilov had stabbed; instead, a black, empty hole stared back at him.

Looking into the empty eye socket, Danilov was taken back to the dungeon and his fight with Li Min. The leather straps going round his head, the rope burns on his wrist, reaching for the fountain pen and stabbing backwards. Li Min’s screams of pain as he staggered away, the pen sticking out of his eye.

Danilov shook his head. ‘Please translate for me, Strachan.’

‘That will not be necessary. I speak English.’ The voice was patrician and educated, in complete contrast to his surroundings. ‘I’m surprised to see you again, Inspector.’

‘I’ve come here for a purpose, Li Min.’

The guard barked another order.

‘He says the prisoner must be addressed by his number. 37685,’ said Strachan.

‘It seems everybody speaks English these days.’

‘Education and moral guidance are the pillars on which the modern Chinese prison is built.’ The first guard addressed Danilov directly.

‘And those shackles?’

‘They do not get in the way of a prisoner’s moral education.’

Danilov decided it wasn’t worth arguing with the man. He turned back to Li Min. ‘As I was saying, I’ve come here with a purpose.’

‘You have come to ask me if I know anything about the murders – of the young dancer and the one at the Shanghai Club.’

‘How do you…?’ interjected Strachan.

Li Min held up his hand. ‘The young should remain quiet when their elders are speaking.’

Danilov placed his hand on Strachan’s arm. ‘How do you know about the murders?’

‘One hears lots of whispers on the wind.’ Li Min smiled, revealing decaying teeth. ‘A prison is just a gaol for the body, not the mind.’

Danilov persisted. ‘What did you hear?’

‘Just whispers.’

‘What kind of whispers?’

‘The kind that judge people.’

‘The victims were being judged?’

Li Min raised his arms and gestured around him. ‘We’re all being judged, even here.’

Danilov thought for a moment, pausing before asking his next question. ‘What happened to Thomas Allen?’

A smug smile appeared on Li Min’s face. ‘You know what happened to him, don’t you? Didn’t you shoot him?’

The guard stepped forward. ‘This interview is finished. Time is up.’

Li Min stood up immediately and began to shuffle towards the door, turning back just before he stepped back into the main prison. ‘Has the Master returned? You need to ask yourself, Danilov? Or has another taken his place? Ask your soul, you will find the answer there.’

The guard pushed him through the door.

‘Ask your soul, Danilov.’

They heard his laughter echo down the dank stone corridors as he shuffled away, the rattle of the shackles a sombre counterpoint.

‘What did he mean, sir?’

‘I wish I knew, Strachan.’ The inspector tapped the tabletop with his fingers. ‘But I think he knows more than he’s telling us. Arrange another meeting with the Chinese authorities and check with them if he has had any other visitors recently.’

‘It won’t be easy, sir.’

‘Use your boyish charm, Strachan. We need to know exactly what prisoner 37685 has been doing.’ He checked the new watch Elina had given to him. ‘Now, lets go back to the Country Club. We can take another look at the crime scene before our autopsy with Dr Fang.’

He stood up and strode out of the dank room with Strachan following at his heels. ‘You think Li Min is involved in these murders, sir?’

‘I don’t know, Strachan, but we need to find out. And quickly, before our killer strikes again.’
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It was a shame the woman had died so quickly. They were not as strong as they used to be.

His mother could take far more pain without a sound issuing from her lips.

He remembered watching her one day as she patiently removed her fingernails one at a time with a knife. The point digging into the flesh beneath the nail and then levering up with a quick twist of the wrist, laying the translucent squares with their rounded edges in a neat line on a piece of embroidery.

She beckoned him forward, handing the knife to him. He was only seven at the time, but she smiled and told him it didn’t hurt. He took hold of her hand, blood dripping into his palm. He slid the point of the knife beneath the nail of smallest finger.

She sucked in a sharp intake of breath, a look of intense delight clouding her face.

He twisted the knife. Her body arched.

He took the bloody nail, wiped it on his sleeve and placed it in the neat line.

Ten nails all in a row, his mother’s hands bloody.

But he knew she loved him that day. And continued to love him until the day she killed herself.

Women were stronger then than they were now. But it didn’t matter. Sally Chen had served her purpose.

She was the first move in his game. The man in the Country Club was the second. Mustn’t make it too easy for Danilov. All the pieces were not in play yet.

And, of course, there were a few red herrings to confuse him, keep him guessing.

But it was all planned out. Yama had told him exactly what to do.

And this time, the Judge of Souls would make the final judgement.

Not long to wait now.

Danilov was a fly trapped in a web. The more he wriggled, the quicker his end would be.

He was the spider waiting to pounce.
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The gardener was sweeping the lawn of any leaves that had fallen on to its snooker-table smoothness.

Danilov and Strachan were standing in front of the bench. They had walked straight in without being challenged by any guard.

‘Maybe security isn’t as good as it should be, sir.’

‘An understatement, Strachan. ‘Where something is thin, that’s where it tears.’

‘I’m sure that’s right, sir.’

‘I always like to return to the scene of a crime after all the commotion has finished. It allows me to see the location as the killer saw it.’

‘To see it through his eyes, sir?’

‘Exactly.’ Inspector Danilov twisted his head to one side. ‘Our killer could have walked in here any time to examine the back lawn and plan the placement of the body. I wonder…’

He walked around behind the lacebark pine shading the bench from the summer sun. In the middle of November, it was merely protecting it from the grey skies of the coming winter. At the base of the tree, on the side away from the bench, the grass had been disturbed.

‘Strachan, look at this.’

The young detective ran over to join him.

‘Careful.’ The inspector held up his arm to prevent Strachan getting closer. ‘See, the grass has been flattened by something. By the shape, it was about five feet long.’

‘The shape of a body, sir?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Could Dr Fang’s people have made the shape when they came for it?’

‘They know better than to disturb a crime scene.’

‘Meaker and Cartwright were here yesterday, sir…’

‘Even they wouldn’t be that stupid. Go and ask the gardener if he noticed anything here yesterday morning.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan stood looking at the trampled ground.

‘What are you waiting for? Hurry, man.’

Strachan ran off to find the gardener. Danilov was left kneeling over the ground. He looked closely at the plants. He could see drops of something dark on the leaves and on the grass surrounding them. Were they blood splatters?

Above his head, a bird trilled its song. He looked up into the branches but could see nothing. The bird was silhouetted against the leering sky, hidden behind the dark branches. Hiding in plain sight, he thought. We can hear him but we don’t know where he is.

He stood up and stared into the tree, trying to spot where the bird was perched. He moved two steps to the left and saw it. Not the bird, but a sliver of white stone in the shape of an arrowhead with its point buried in the wood of the tree.

He took a clean handkerchief out of his pocket. What would he do without Elina? He reached up and levered the white stone out of the wood. No markings on it anywhere. A piece of pristine white stone. Marble perhaps, from the look of it. He would ask the lab boys to confirm it for him later.

Why would the killer bury a piece of marble in the tree above the body?

Perhaps, this had nothing to do with the death at all. Perhaps, some child had climbed the tree and left it there in the summer. But it looked new, fresh, without any moss or lichen on it. As if it had been put there recently.

He heard Strachan running across the gravel of the path.

‘They didn’t work here yesterday, sir. They were planting in another part of the gardens.’

‘Ask him if he has ever seen either of these things.’ He passed the marble shard and the stone from yesterday, still wrapped in its handkerchief, to Strachan. ‘Careful, don’t touch them. I want them both checked by the lab and the fingerprint boys.’

Strachan took them and strode over to where the gardener was leaning on his bamboo brush.

Danilov turned back to look at the bench. Such a beautiful spot. Why would anybody want to despoil it with a corpse? And his mind wandered back to another park bench in another beautiful park; Elsie Everett lying dead, her throat slashed to the bone. It couldn’t be the same killer, could it?

Strachan coughed. ‘The gardener says he’s never seen them before. The paths are swept every day.’

‘I think our killer placed them here for us to find, Strachan.’

‘Why, sir?’

Theatrically, Danilov looked behind him. ‘You ask me, and I ask who?’

Strachan coughed once again. ‘One other thing, sir. The gardener tells me there was a commotion yesterday, just after noon.’

‘The discovery of a dead body is not normally described as a “commotion”, Detective Sergeant Strachan.’

‘No, sir. He said they found a dead snake yesterday, over on the far side of the Country Club, near the road, just before the body was discovered.’

‘A dead snake? Do they find many dead snakes in these parts?’

‘He said it was the first one.’

‘Strange, Strachan. This investigation is getting stranger and stranger.’ He checked his watch. ‘Let us go. Dr Fang will be waiting for us and you know how he hates to be kept waiting.’

‘I do, sir. Time is bodies, he always says. For the rest of us, it’s only money.’
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‘I’ve an appointment at 10.45.’

Miss Cavendish checked in the book. ‘You’re five minutes early, Inspector Cartwright. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.’ She leant forward and whispered, ‘He’s a bit of a stickler for punctuality. Can’t be early, can’t be late.’

Cartwright drummed his fingers on the desk. At exactly 10.45, the intercom on the desk buzzed into life. A tinny voice said, ‘Show Inspector Cartwright in, Miss Cavendish.’

She pointed to the door.

Cartwright tapped gently on it, waiting for the word ‘Enter.’ He felt like a schoolboy going to see the headmaster because he had farted in class.

He knocked again. This time the answer came loud and clear. ‘Come in.’

Chief Inspector Rock was sitting behind his desk, his back as straight as a ruler. The desk itself was pristine, with not a paper, pencil or piece out of place.

Rock indicated the bentwood chair in front of the desk. ‘Cartwright, you wanted to see me.’

Straight down to business; he doesn’t hang around, this one. ‘Yes, sir.’ He coughed twice to clear his throat. ‘As you know, I and my partner, Charles Meaker, were severely underused by your predecessor.’

‘Why was that?’

‘I don’t know, sir. I think we had different approaches to policing…’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, sir. I don’t want to speak badly of Chief Inspector Boyle but he was very old school, sir.’ He paused for a moment to let the implications of the statement dig their way into Rock’s skull. ‘He didn’t like to plan or institute programmes, sir. He was much more of a “fly by the seat of your pants” type of copper.’

‘The old school.’

The points seemed to have struck home. ‘So myself and Charlie, I mean Charles Meaker, would like to be more involved, sir. We feel we have a lot to offer with our experience of planning and researching major cases.’

‘I thank you for your offer, Inspector. It’s not often that a detective asks for more work.’

‘I know, sir. But with your arrival, and the implementation of better, more modern methods of investigation…’ Cartwright paused once again to let the flattery sink in. ‘…I know we can do far more to advance the apprehension of criminals, sir.’

Rock sat back in his chair. ‘Were you thinking of any area in particular?’

Cartwright matched his body language. It was an old trick taught to him by a bent sergeant in the Military Police. ‘Always sit the same way as the tosser you’re interviewing, George. Puts ‘em at ease. Makes ‘em feel unthreatened. Then, you stick the knife in, understand?’

He understood.

‘I was thinking we could be useful on the assault and murder of the young woman, sir.’

‘Danilov’s case?’

Cartwright pretended to be surprised. ‘Is he investigating it, sir? We could be useful in the planning and research. Help with the legwork. Danilov’s a bit of a loner, sir. Sometimes, he gets in over his head and I get called in to help him out. It happened a few times when Chief Inspector Boyle was around.’

Rock sat forward and Cartwright matched his position. ‘Danilov’s a good officer, but I heard he was a bit of a maverick, not a team player, hides information from the rest of his colleagues.’

Cartwright held his arms up, the picture of innocence. ‘I couldn’t say, sir. But, between you and me, Chief Inspector Boyle was far too lenient with him, gave him far too much rope, sir.’

Rock picked up his pen. ‘Danilov will be fine as long as he is controlled and monitored properly. I’ll think about it and let you know, Cartwright.’

‘And then there’s the strange report that the woman was shouting his name as she ran naked down the street.’

‘I read about that.’

‘I’m not one to gossip, sir, but Danilov hasn’t seen his wife for six years. You know how some men are. I wonder if she was his girlfriend, sir. I mean, why else would she be shouting his name?’

‘That’s an interesting point, Cartwright. Rock wrote in the notebook in front of him

‘Thank you, sir. Just one more thing…’ Time to remind the prick what he owed George Cartwright. ‘If you do place me on the investigation, please don’t mention anything to anybody, sir. I wouldn’t like the other detectives to think I was getting preferential treatment just because I was by your side during the Étaples incident. In fact, I don’t want anybody to know about that difficult time at all.’

He could see from Rock’s face that the memories of that day were still vivid. Enjoy the fear, you bastard. I saved your bollocks that day, and now it’s your turn to pay me back.

‘I’ll think about it, Inspector Cartwright,’ Rock stammered. ‘Danilov could certainly do with some help. It’s a complex case and the more minds we have working on it, the better.’

Cartwright stood up. ‘Thank you for your time, sir. I’ll let you get on. I’m sure you’re a busy man.’

Rock tapped the file in front of him. ‘Policy doesn’t implement itself, Cartwright. It will be a pleasure working with you. It’s good to hear there’s another copper who is up to date with the latest investigative practices.’ He stood up and held out his hand. ‘I won’t mention to anyone we know each other. Better to start with a clean sheet, don’t you agree?’

Got him, hook, line and sinker. Cartwright shook the hand. ‘Of course, sir. We won’t mention Étaples, ever.’ Well, not today anyway.

Cartwright left the office, closing the door gently behind him.

Miss Cavendish was applying a bright-red lipstick to her mouth. ‘Finished already, Inspector Cartwright.’

‘Finished, Miss Cavendish.’
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They stood outside the morgue as the traffic raced past, inches away from them. Danilov was finishing one of his roll-ups before entering the sterile cleanliness inside.

Entering the morgue always made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t the presence of dead bodies; he had spent most of his life surrounded by death. It was the contrast between the pristine whiteness of the place and the chaos and dirt a foot away from the door, outside on the streets of Shanghai.

He tamped the cigarette against the wall and placed the end in his pocket. ‘Let’s go in, Strachan, Dr Fang will be waiting for us.’

The detective sergeant followed him as he pushed through the doors. Dr Fang was standing in the middle of the autopsy room, dressed as usual in his uniform of white coat over a tweed suit, with a red bow-tie to set it all off. His face was round and calm, as one would expect from somebody who spent their day inhaling formaldehyde. However, there was a schoolmasterly efficiency about his manner which contrasted with his habit of constantly pushing his glasses on to the non-existent bridge of his nose. The habit of an errant schoolboy. Somehow the two antagonists both inhabited the body of the pathologist.

It was the schoolmaster they met now.

‘You’re late, gentlemen.’

The large clock with its roman numerals was just ticking over to 10.04.

‘I’m busy. There are six customers waiting for my services.’ He pointed to the other metal slabs in the morgue, each of which was covered by a white sheet with a corpse vaguely discernible beneath. ‘I do not like to keep my customers waiting.’

Danilov was tempted to say it wouldn’t matter to them if they were waiting for the next hundred years. But he held his tongue. There was no point arguing with Dr Fang; any words would be like water running off a roof. ‘We’re sorry, Dr Fang, we were unavoidably detained.’

‘Hrrrmph,’ was the doctor’s reply. He pushed his glasses back on to the place where the bridge of his nose should have been, and peered through them at Strachan. ‘Welcome back, Detective Sergeant. How’s the throat?’

Instinctively, Strachan fingered the scar over his Adam’s apple. Dr Fang had performed an emergency tracheotomy on him two years ago. It had left his voice deeper and older, but it had also saved his life. ‘Fine, Doctor. No problems.’

‘Good, I’m glad to hear it. My condolences for your mother. I’m sure she was a fine woman. From Soochow, wasn’t she?’

‘She was born there.’

‘Was she related to Tsai Han Liang?’

Instantly, Strachan bristled at the name. ‘He was her grandfather, Dr Fang.’

‘Hmmm, difficult man but a brilliant scholar.’

‘So I’ve heard, sir…’

‘I remember…’

‘Shall we get on, Dr Fang?’ Danilov was aware of Strachan’s sensitivity with regard to his family. ‘We have so much to do.’

‘Of course, Inspector. We have two bodies to see this morning. You’ll be pleased to hear I found the time to look at the woman from Shanghai General. Only preliminary findings, though. I reserve the right to change my report later.’

‘Of course, Doctor, but examining both at the same time will help immensely.’

Dr Fang sniffed. ‘I thought it might. We’ll look at the body from the Country Club first, shall we?’

Danilov nodded even though he knew the question from Dr Fang needed no answer. They were going to look at whatever the doctor had decided to show them first.

Dr Fang pulled back the white linen cover from the corpse like a magician revealing one of his best tricks. The white skin of the body was covered in thin horizontal black lines where the blood had congealed along the arms and legs, with fewer on the body itself. A large Y section ran down the centre of the corpse, with its two points on either shoulder, ending in the space below the belly button.

Danilov let his eyes wander up to the large gash in the throat. The wound had been cleansed of blood. He could see the ragged edges. This wasn’t a sharp, clean cut like those on the body. It was a vicious slash, as if the killer wanted to do as much damage as possible.

The face above the gash in the throat was serenely beautiful: high cheekbones, arched eyebrows, full, sensuous, bow-shaped lips. A woman’s face on a man.

The plaster of Paris had been removed but pieces of it still adhered to the ear and chin. ‘Who is he, Doctor?’

‘I was rather hoping you were going to tell me, Inspector. Shall we call him John Doe until a more accurate name has been discovered?’

Danilov nodded.

Dr Fang spoke aloud as he wrote in his file. ‘Name: John Doe. Age: unknown.’ He looked up from his notes, pushing his glasses back up towards his forehead. ‘Cause of death was a single trauma to the throat, severing the aorta, trachea and Adam’s apple. He died almost instantaneously.’

Danilov looked at Strachan. ‘Time of death?’

‘Hard to say. Ambient temperature affects the rate of decomposition and the onset of rigor mortis. But I would say at least eight hours before he was brought in to the mortuary.’

‘And the wounds on the body?’

‘I counted one hundred and eighty-three separate cuts to the arms, hands, legs and feet and one deep cut to the throat. They were clean, sharp scores cause by a thin knife, scalpel or razor blade.’

‘Have you seen anything like this before, Doctor?’ Danilov knew this was a leading question but he had to get the doctor to give his opinion.

The doctor scratched his head. ‘Sometimes, we see similar cuts in knife fights caused by cutthroat razors, but never this many. I know where you’re heading with this, Inspector. Is it similar to the murder eighteen months ago of Elsie Everett?’

He held up another file lying next to the body.

‘I’ve checked my notes from that autopsy. The position, depth and angle of the cuts are similar, although there are more this time. The cut across the throat is exactly the same, probably committed with the same, or a similar, blade. I believe we discovered the previous murder was committed on a hill of knives. This man,’ he pointed at the corpse with his pen, ‘was almost certainly killed in the same way.’

‘A copycat killer?’

Dr Fang pushed his spectacles back on to the bridge of his nose. ‘I couldn’t possibly say, Inspector. That is in the realm of speculation, and…’

‘You only deal in facts,’ interrupted Strachan.

‘Quite correct, Detective Sergeant. Facts and facts alone.’

‘Are there any other facts you have found in your examination, Doctor?’

Again, Dr Fang pushed the black-framed glasses back towards his forehead. A smile crept across his face like a cat stalking a small bird. ‘Four facts you might find useful, gentlemen.’

There was a pause as Dr Fang waited for encouragement. Danilov understood the good doctor was a master at dramatic tension. An actor who revelled in being onstage, bathed in the limelight. ‘Please let us know what they are, Doctor.’ He fed the man his cue.

The doctor leant forward and moved the victim’s head with his gloved hand. ‘See here, gentlemen, on the neck below the ear…’ He pointed with his pen once more. ‘Two characters carved in the skin. I noticed them when I removed the plaster of Paris.’

‘What do they say, Strachan?’

‘They are the characters for France, sir, the country’s name.’

‘Not “retribution” or “justice” like before?’

‘No sir, definitely not.’

‘But implicit in the character for France is the word law or justice, is it not, Detective Sergeant?’

‘Yes, Dr Fang.’ He turned back to the inspector. ‘Fa Guo is France. “Fa” is the homonym for law or justice.’

The doctor smiled as if giving a lecture to a particularly stupid group of first-year medical students. ‘A homonym is a word that sounds the same but may be pronounced differently. In Chinese, we often use wordplay based on the similar sounds of words and their characters.’

‘Are these the only characters carved on the body, Doctor?’

‘As far as I have discovered, Inspector.’

Danilov nodded again.’And the other facts?’

‘Discoveries might be a better term. The second discovery was that a cast of plaster of Paris covered the face. Common or garden stuff, found in any hospital or pharmacy. Made competently and applied to the face with some care.’

‘Why do you say it was applied carefully, Doctor?’

‘See the eyes? The skin beneath them is extremely sensitive and two eyepads were placed there to protect it and the eyes.’

‘Any fingerprints?’

‘I doubt it, Inspector; the pads looked clean. However, I have sent them to the lab for testing.’

Danilov turned to Strachan. ‘Follow up. Make sure the lab doesn’t drag its feet.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Make-up was applied to the body after death. That’s the third discovery if you are keeping count, Detective Sergeant Strachan. Not all over, just in parts across the upper chest, the arms and the legs, covering some of the cuts. A foundation cream and powder. Again, I’ve sent some samples to the lab.’

‘Why would the killer cover some of the body with make-up?’ Danilov asked.

‘That is for you to find out, is it not, Inspector?’

‘It is, Doctor, it is indeed. And your fourth discovery?’

The doctor became excited once again. ‘Ah, this is the most interesting. I only found it when I broke the fingers. You’ll remember the hands were clasped when the man was brought in; rigor mortis had already set in. I found this in his grip.’ With a pair of tweezers he held up a white pawn.

‘It looks like something from a chess set,’ said Strachan.

‘I see you have kept up with your board games, Detective Sergeant. It is indeed a pawn from a game of chess. Made from wood, oak by the look of it, but I’m sure your people will tell you more.’ Dr Fang smiled, pleased he had surprised the detectives. ‘Shall we move along to our second body, the woman from the hospital?’

Danilov nodded, his eyes fixed on the white pawn.

The doctor moved to the next table in the row. Danilov and Strachan followed him. Again, he removed the white cloth covering the body with a theatrical flourish.

Danilov looked at the face. The bandages had been removed and the hair brushed back off the forehead. ‘I know this woman.’

Both Strachan and Dr Fang stared at him.

‘She helped with the investigation into the Lee murders. She told me where Gordon Cowan was hiding.’

Dr Fang picked up a file from near the head of the victim. ‘Can you tell me her name?’ His pen was poised over the form.

Danilov searched his memory. ‘Sally Chen, I think it was. A taxi dancer from Canton. No family in Shanghai. She was the girlfriend of Inspector Cowan. They lived on Chao Fong Road.’

‘Thank you, Inspector.’

Danilov looked at her face, remembering a vivacious girl who complained of her tired feet and long hours. Now her body lay here on the slab in a mortuary, surrounded by other corpses. All that remained of the woman’s life and energy was blood and muscle and bone. He remembered something his mother used to tell him long ago. ‘A man is a flame, the woman a glow.’

There was no glow left here; the light that had shone from this woman was long gone.

‘Shall I carry on, Inspector?’ Dr Fang interrupted his reverie.

Danilov stopped staring at her face. He wanted to smoke but knew it wasn’t allowed in the morgue. ‘Please do, Doctor.’

‘Good, we have a name. Sally Chen. Age?’

Danilov shook his head.

‘Age unknown.’ The doctor placed his file beside the head of the dead woman. ‘There are similar cuts and marks to our victim from the Country Club, but this woman had far more. Two hundred and eighty-five as far as I can tell. Even with my attention to detail, I may have missed some of the finer incisions.’

‘What was the cause of death, Doctor?’

‘Sepsis, if I’m not mistaken. See the purple blotches on the skin. A classic symptom.’

‘Sepsis?’

The doctor sniffed and pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. ‘Septicaemia. First observed by Hippocrates in the fourth century, and then described as blood rot by Avicenna. You would more commonly refer to it as blood poisoning, Detective Sergeant. But that term is a misnomer as there is no poison involved.’

‘How did she get this sepsis, Doctor?’

‘I don’t know. Usually, the wounds become infected with an endotoxin, the blood stream transports the infection, the body goes into shock, liquid forms in the lungs and the organs began to shut down. Multiple organ failure ensues. In this woman, the kidneys probably failed first, followed by the heart.’

‘The hospital doctor thought she died of a heart attack.’

Dr Fang pushed his glasses back on to the bridge of his nose, where they slid down immediately into their usual position. ‘Hospital doctors often see the end result, rather than the root cause.’

‘Not a nice way to go.’

The doctor sniffed again.’No death is pleasant, Detective Sergeant.’

‘How did the wounds become infected, Doctor?’

‘A dirty knife or razor, perhaps, but that would be speculation, Inspector.’

‘Could the hospital have saved her?’ asked Strachan

‘That is an imprecise question, Detective Sergeant, and, as you are well aware, I’m not in the habit of dealing in suppositions or hypotheses.’

Strachan stared at the body of the young woman lying still on the stainless-steel table. ‘Just facts, nothing but facts.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Are the cuts the same or similar to our victim in the Country Club?’

‘I would say they are the same or similar, Inspector.’

‘So both crimes could possibly have been committed by the same man?’

The doctor shrugged his shoulders. ‘You could think that, Inspector. I couldn’t possibly say.’

‘One other question, Doctor. Given your professional experience and your acquaintance with these victims and with Elsie Everett, were the murders committed in the same manner?’

‘Thank you for your exact wording of the question, Inspector.’ Dr Fang looked at the corpse and across at the other body. ‘Given those parameters, I believe all three victims were killed in the same manner.’

‘But that can’t be. You shot Allen, sir, on Garden Bridge.’

Danilov sighed. ‘The good doctor has only stated that the murders were committed in the same manner, Strachan, not that they were committed by the same man.’

‘Exactly, Inspector.’

‘Is there anything else you discovered, Doctor?’

Dr Fang leant over and moved Sally Chen’s head to the right. Danilov could see two characters incised just below the ear.

‘The characters say America, sir’

‘The country?’

‘Yes, sir – literally “the beautiful country”.’

Danilov stared into the lifeless face of Sally Chen. He remembered her beauty and vivacity, her bobbed hair a symbol of the joy, gin and jazz that was Shanghai. But not any more. The eyes were lifeless. The skin pale and dull. And the playful smirk had vanished to be replaced by the rictus of death, the lips pulled back from the teeth. ‘Were the characters created by the same instrument as those on the Country Club victim?’

‘As a pathologist, I can only say the characters were created with a similar instrument. But as a student of Chinese, I would say it was written by the same hand. Or rather, it was carved by the same hand. See how neat the strokes are, almost as if they had been copied from a textbook.’

‘Thank you, Doctor. Anything else you can tell us?’ The smell of formaldehyde was beginning to irritate Danilov.

The doctor lifted up one of the girl’s lifeless arms. ‘See here, the marks of the rope. She was bound at one point. The wrists show deep bruising where she struggled against her restraints.’ He put the arm down. ‘There are also rope marks on her palms,’ he said, turning over the hands for Danilov to see, ‘the inside of her thighs and her ankles.’

Danilov could see the marks clearly on her legs. Livid, blue marks, lying along the inside of the thigh and along the inside of the ankles.

‘The marks don’t go around her thighs or legs. They are only found on the inside.’

‘Were they inflicted pre-or post-mortem?’

‘Pre-mortem, Inspector. See the bruising is livid, going from purple into blue.’

‘Thank you, Doctor. As ever, your examination has been precise and informed.’

The doctor smiled, pushing his glasses back on his nose. ‘It reminds me so much of the killings nearly two years ago. But there are differences; it’s not quite the same.’

‘Thank you, Doctor. Let us know if you find anything else.’

The doctor nodded and turned to lift the shroud covering another corpse, beginning to work on it immediately.

‘Let’s get out of here, Strachan. I need a cigarette.’

They left the mortuary and walked into the lobby of the morgue. Here, at least, the smell of formaldehyde wasn’t as strong.

‘I might join you, sir.’

‘You don’t smoke.’

‘I’m thinking of taking it up, sir. To help me think.’

They pushed through the large double doors on to the street. ‘Well, you can buy your own.’

A flash of light in their faces. The pop of a bulb exploding. The metallic ching of a shutter.

‘Has the Character Killer made a comeback, Inspector?’

‘Who did he murder?’

‘Who’s the girl?’

A pack of journalists surrounded them like braying hounds around an exhausted fox, circling for the kill.

‘No comment, gentlemen,’ Danilov shouted as he pushed through the pack of reporters.

How had they learnt of the murder?
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It took them five minutes to fight their way through the reporters and get to the car. Gradually the response from Danilov had descended from being non-committal to a much more definite ‘Get out of my way. Nothing to say.’

Back in the detectives’ room, he sat behind his desk, rearranging everything on it so it was all aligned perfectly. Somebody had moved the lamp off its forty-five-degree angle by at least seventeen degrees. Most annoying. Didn’t they realise that, in order to think, everything had to be perfect? There must be no distractions. Nothing to annoy the mind, so it could focus on the problem at hand.

The other detectives pretended not to notice what he was doing, looking away or reading their newspapers. Only Meaker refused to hide his amusement, chuckling to himself behind his moustache.

Danilov ignored him. ‘Anything back from the lab on the stones or fingerprints?’

‘Nothing yet, sir. I’ve only just sent them.’ He saw Danilov frowning. ‘I’ll chase them up.’

‘Do that. And while you’re at it, remind them no slip-ups on this one. I won’t tolerate shoddy work. “A fish is only good if it is on the hook”.’

‘I’ll avoid the Russian idiom, sir. They wouldn’t understand.’

Danilov reached for his tobacco. ‘Just get the results. Fast.’

There was a knock on the door of the detectives’ room and Miss Cavendish popped her head round. ‘I’ve found you, Inspector Danilov.’

‘And what can I do for you now you’ve found me?’

‘Chief Inspector Rock would like a word.’

‘You’re for it now, Danilov. Rock’s a stickler, he is,’ Meaker shouted from the back of the room.

Danilov ignored him again. ‘Tell him I’ll be along as soon as I can.’

‘He said right away, Inspector. In fact, he said, “Get bloody Danilov, right away.” You seem to have done something to annoy him.’

‘Told you, won’t put up with none of your shit, Danilov.’

He followed Miss Cavendish out of the room and down the hall to Rock’s office. She was right. The Chief Inspector was not in a good mood. He didn’t invite Danilov to sit.

‘Look at this. Who told them?’ He threw a newspaper on the table.

From where he was standing Danilov could see the lurid headline.’I don’t know, sir. They were waiting outside the morgue.’

The Chief Inspector cleared his throat. ‘Never mind. I’ll handle them. I had good relations with the press back in London before I left. They can be useful, if you handle them correctly.’

‘That has not been my experience, sir.’

‘No? You need to hold their hand, that’s all.’

‘I’ll leave it to you, sir.’

‘The best course of action, I think.’

‘Can I go now? The investigation…’

‘Two other things. I read the notes on the case. Well written.’

‘Thank you, sir. Detective Sergeant Strachan is usually detailed.’

‘Tell him to keep up the good work. I always like to congratulate junior officers when they have done exactly as I asked.’

‘I will, sir. You said there was something else?’

‘I did, didn’t I? We’ve had a message from Major Renard, the head of the French Police. He wants you to meet him at the War Memorial immediately.’

‘That’s all, sir. No reason why?’

‘None. But listen to me, Danilov. There are plans and protocols for any interaction with the French Concession police. You need to follow them to the letter.’

‘I will, sir.’

‘But the major was most insistent it should be you and only you this time.’

‘And no reason was given?’

‘None. He was being deliberately French on the phone.’

‘I hardly think it’s deliberate, sir. He is French, after all.’

‘Don’t be obtuse, Danilov, you know what I mean. That peculiar way the French have of making a drama out of a crisis, with much waving of hands and spluttering of jaw. Anyway, he insisted it was urgent, so in the interests of international co-operation, you’d better swan off over there before his liver erupts.’

‘What about the briefing on the Country Club murder? You wanted me to let you know the results of the autopsy.’

‘I did, didn’t I?’ He opened his desk diary. Danilov saw each hour of the day was drawn into neat, fifteen-minute segments, with printed appointments in pencil and ink written in each box. ‘Looks like I have an opening at five this evening. I’ll pencil you in.’ He took a freshly sharpened HB pencil and neatly printed Danilov’s name.

‘Major Renard may keep me longer, sir.’

‘Well, you’ll have to make your excuses and come back. You’re in the book now, Danilov; an appointment is an appointment.’ He closed the book, placing it precisely to the left of his blotter.

‘Yes, sir, see you at five.’

‘Don’t be late, Danilov.’ He returned to a long list of names and numbers typed on the page.

Danilov closed the door quietly behind him. It wouldn’t do to disturb a man and his numbers.
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The site of the War Memorial had been one of the few things the French and English had been able to agree on in the years after the war. It was built at the junction between the French Concession and the International Settlement, at the point on the Whampoa where the Bund met the Quai de France.

Major Renard was waiting for him in front of the memorial, next to the old French signalling station. Danilov was surprised to see it was covered all around at the base with a pale-cream fabric, like a wind guard at the beach, watched over by Annamese constables.

The major was pacing up and down when Danilov and Strachan arrived, his immaculately shined boots taking on layers of dust from the pavement. The inspector had met Renard once before; eighteen months ago when he had been called to a similar urgent meeting. This time, out of his luxurious office, the major looked small and inconsequential. A precisely dressed mannequin rather than a working police officer.

‘L’Inspecteur Danilov, I wish we could meet under better circumstances.’

‘I received your message, Major, but I have no idea under what circumstances we are meeting.’

‘Come this way, I will show you.’

Danilov followed the major. One of the constables saluted their superior while another held the flap of canvas open. They both stepped through the narrow entrance. Inside was stifling and stuffy, the air as still as Tutankhamun’s tomb. Two more Frenchmen were hovering around waiting for Major Renard to speak. He said nothing, simply stepping aside.

At the base of the War Memorial, two people sat as if resting after a long day’s work, their backs leaning against the wall of pale stone. One was dressed in the uniform of a French policeman, the other was a woman wearing nothing but a light silk dress. Both were looking straight ahead through glassy eyes, their heads upright.

Danilov couldn’t help but notice the woman’s bare feet, the soles and nails an ugly dark swollen grey.

Above their heads, the statue of the Angel of Peace soared, wings outstretched on a plinth as tall as the Cenotaph in London. On the side, the words Ad mortuorum gloria were carved into a bronze plaque commemorating the more than two hundred residents of Shanghai who had died in the Great War. The Chinese who died in the same conflict on the Western Front were not mentioned, of course.

To the glorious dead. Was there a message here? Danilov stepped forward to take a closer look. As he did so, the face of the man came into full view. An officer with white hair and a pale, blotchy skin.

‘Lieutenant Deschamps was found this morning.’

‘How did he die?’

‘Frozen to death.’ The answer was as blunt as the death. The little major sniffed and twisted the end of his moustache.

A French detective stepped forward and touched the head of the lieutenant. For a moment, the body rocked before returning to the same position.

‘Still frozen, as you see. What sort of madman would do this?’

Danilov ignored the question and asked one of his own. ‘Who discovered the body?’

‘A street cleaner. He asked them to move; they didn’t, so he went to help them up. When he touched them, they were cold, an unnatural cold.’

‘What time was this?’

‘After sunrise, around seven.’

‘And they still haven’t been examined?’

The major seemed offended to think there might be any criticism of his actions. ‘The War Memorial is international territory, is it not? We were waiting for your arrival.’

‘I’m sorry, Major, no criticism was meant. We need to send the bodies to Dr Fang for examination as soon as possible. I presume you have no objection.’ Danilov crossed his fingers behind his back. Deschamps was a French citizen. If the major objected, Danilov would have to work with another pathologist. A prospect he didn’t look forward to.

The major waved his white-gloved hand in front of his face.

Danilov took that as meaning he had no objection. He turned to Strachan. His detective sergeant was staring at the face of Lieutenant Deschamps.

‘Strachan, let Dr Fang know he will have two new customers arriving today.’

Strachan snapped out his reverie. ‘Yes, sir.’ His eyes drifted back to the two dead people. ‘They look like waxworks, sir.’

‘You would too, Strachan, if you had been frozen. Get a move on, man.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan ran out of the tent to find a police call box.

Danilov took a step closer to the bodies, examining the woman. ‘Who is she?’

‘His mistress, Rossana Gurdieva. She lives in an apartment on the rue du Consulat. Neighbours report a few noises in the apartment yesterday evening, but nothing out of the ordinary. She was Russian,’ he added as an afterthought.

Danilov looked closely at the face. The lips were frozen and chapped, cut with deep white creases, but she was beautiful, quite beautiful, with the cat-like eyes of women from the Caucasus.

‘Nobody saw them being taken out of the apartment?’

‘A neighbour reports Deschamps arriving with a bunch of flowers in his arms around seven o’clock. Nobody saw anything else. Hear no evil. See no evil. Speak no evil. That’s Shanghai; nobody ever wants to get involved.’

Danilov looked into her face. The eyelids were still open despite her being upright. She had the most amazing cornflower-blue eyes.

Strachan came bustling into the tent. ‘All arranged, sir.’

Danilov nodded. ‘I will keep you aware of all developments, Major.’

‘Make sure you do, Inspector Danilov; the honour of France has been blackened. We cannot allow that to happen.’ He slapped his swagger stick against the outside of his cavalry boots. ‘Find out who it is. That is an order.’

Danilov thought the major was more used to giving orders than discovering killers. He stared up at the Angel of Peace looming over him. A shiver of fear shook his whole body. ‘There will be more killings…’ he said out loud to the two cold corpses sitting at the base of the War Memorial.

They didn’t answer him back.
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‘I need to see the Princess.’

‘Now, sir?’

‘Now, Strachan. You wait here for Dr Fang’s men. Afterwards, go back to Central and follow up on everything I have asked you to do. Everything, do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir. What time will you be back?’

Danilov looked at this watch, a present from Elina. ‘I won’t be long. Around four. I want to see everything we have so far. And check with the Chinese authorities if Li Min has received any visitors recently.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well, don’t stand there like a peasant with piles. Get a move on, man.’

Strachan turned and left quickly, without looking back.

Danilov was left in the tent with the two French detectives. He took one last look at Lieutenant Deschamps, still staring straight into space, a wet sheen beginning to form on his face and drip on to the uniform jacket, his mistress, Rossana, sitting beside him. They looked like a couple sitting on the steps of the War Memorial, resting their legs after a long day of walking around Shanghai. As if they were waiting for something or somebody. But waiting for who or what? That was the question.

He ducked through the flap of the tent. The ambulance from the morgue had arrived. Strachan was helping the men unload their stretchers.

Danilov walked past them and across the road. The Bund was as busy as ever with people hurrying to the various banks lining its wide thoroughfare or rushing to the piers where the ferries waited to take them across the river.

Nobody was paying attention to the tent around the War Memorial and the flock of police waiting there. No wonder the killer had been able to deposit the bodies without worrying about being seen. This was a place where everybody was so obsessed with their own business they had little time for the affairs of others.

At the corner of Edward VII, he spotted a beggar sitting in the shade, his filthy clothes wrapped around him and a red tin placed next to a once-white placard at his feet. The man had one arm resting on his leg. The other was missing, the sleeve of his dirty coat pinned up to the shoulder.

Danilov walked over and stood in front of him. These beggars had their own patch, defended and protected with all the ferocity of a dog defending a bone. The man lifted his head as Danilov approached, his ragged black hair coming down in chunks over his eyes. The eyes, Danilov could see now, were milky white with a tinge of blue and green like the softest of opals.

Danilov knelt before him and said in his best approximation of Shanghainese, ‘You should be more careful.’

‘What? Whazzat?’ The man’s head swivelled around, trying to find the location of the inspector.’

‘I’m here, but you know that already, don’t you?’

‘Whazzat?’ The man reached his arms out to touch the inspector.

‘You’re one of the King of Beggars’ men, aren’t you? You can take the caul fat out of your eyes, if you like.’

The beggar smiled. ‘How’d you know?’

‘It’s my business to know.’

The beggar gently removed the caul fat from his eye. ‘Bloody stuff beginning to sting. Had this in me eyes for two days.’

Danilov knew the King of Beggars and his tricks well. His men placed the lacy fat that lined a cow’s stomach in their eyes to give the appearance of glaucoma. According to the King, it increased takings by at least fifty per cent every day.

‘Were you here this morning?’ the inspector asked when the man had finished blinking his eyes.

‘Here, ev’ry morning. Ev’ry day. And ev’ry evenin’.’

‘Did you see anything this morning?’ Danilov recognised the stupidity of the question as soon as it had escaped from his mouth.

‘I see nothing. Not when I got this stuff in me eyes,’ the man cackled, putting the used bits of lacy fat in his mouth and chewing. ‘But I hear ev’ryting.’

‘What did you hear?’

The man lifted his red metal cup and waved it in front of Danilov’s face. Danilov dug deep into his pockets and produced a dollar. A fortune for a man like this. He dropped it into the cup.

The man picked out the coin and felt it with the ball of his thumb like a Mahjong player reading a tile. He dropped it back into the cup, listening to the sound of the coin chink at the bottom. He smiled and shook the cup again. The few coins rattled around in their tin coffin.

Danilov dug deep into his pockets once more and dropped all his change into the man’s cup.

Another smile crossed the man’s face. ‘Heard a car in mornin’. Big car.’

‘What time?’

‘Time? Time means nothin’ to me. Before sun rose. Always feel sun on skin, even in win’er.’

Danilov moved in closer, trying to understand the man’s broken accent. ‘A big car?’

‘Big. Engine loud. Very loud.’

A lorry passed in front of them. ‘As loud as that?’

‘No, not that loud. Bigger than car.’

Danilov thought for a moment. ‘Anything else you remember.’

‘Three men. Heard three voices. Carryin’ sometin’.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Heard ‘em speakin’. Thought summat was gonna happen at soldier’s place. Lots of people come. Make lotta money.’

‘Three men?’

‘You no hear so good what I say?’

Danilov stood up. ‘Thanks for your help. You here every day?’

‘Every mornin’. Ev’ry evenin’. Don’t move. Nobody can nick me patch. Good patch this.’

‘I might need to see you again.’

The man rattled his tin. ‘You always welcome. You gots money, you always welcome.’ He cackled at his own joke as Danilov walked away to find the Princess.

‘Come again, and don’t forgets your money,’ the beggar shouted after him, before reaching into his dirty bag and pulling out a fresh piece of caul to put in his eyes.
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‘Hello, Detective Sergeant Strachan.’ Miss Cavendish popped her head around the door of the detectives’ room. ‘Is Inspector Danilov around?’

Strachan stopped compiling all the reports he had received from Dr Fang and the lab. ‘He’ll be back at three, Miss Cavendish. He’s gone to a meeting.’

She sidled into the room, taking a quick look around to check it was empty.

‘They’re all at lunch.’

Miss Cavendish sat in Danilov’s chair, behind his tidy desk. ‘I wish I could have lunch, but Chief Inspector Rock never stops. You know he was here till eleven last night? Going through files, he was. Expected me to stay too.’

‘He works extremely hard, Miss Cavendish.’

‘Doesn’t eat either. I tried to get him some food from the canteen. You know what he said?’

Strachan sat back. If he was going to be interrupted, at least he could listen to what she had to say. ‘I haven’t a clue, Miss Cavendish.’

‘He said “eating slows the mind”. Well, I never, Perhaps he expects me to starve too.’ She fingered the string of pearls twisted just below the roll of fat that constituted her neck.

‘Sounds like the inspector.’

‘Two peas in a pod.’

‘Indeed, Miss Cavendish. Did you have a message for Inspector Danilov?’

‘It nearly slipped my mind. Chief Inspector Rock wants a meeting on the murder in the Country Club at five o’clock. The inspector, yourself, Inspectors Meaker and Cartwright to attend.’

‘Sounds official. Danilov won’t be happy. He hates working with other people. He just about tolerates me on a good day.’

‘I’m sure he appreciates your work. You’re so good at your job; even the Chief Inspector said so.’

‘Thank you, Miss Cavendish, but I wish it came from Inspector Danilov.’

‘He’s another one who doesn’t know how to say thank you.’ Miss Cavendish rubbed her nose and her voice dropped in tone. ‘How are you bearing up?’

Strachan looked surprised.

‘I mean about your mother. It was a terrible tragedy. I hope you’re not missing her too much.’

Her words cut Strachan to the bone. He hadn’t thought about his mother all morning, but now she was here in the room with him once more. He felt his throat tighten.

‘It’s an awful thing to lose a mother. Mine’s still alive, of course. She’s a bit doolally now, but she can still make up a foursome at bridge. Ask her what she did three minutes ago and she hasn’t a clue, but she remembers every hand she ever played. Told me once about…’

Strachan stopped listening to Miss Cavendish as she prattled on. He was dreading going home this evening to face that house again. People always talked about going home to an empty house after somebody died, but it wasn’t true. You always went home to a full house. One stuffed with memories and the ghosts of the departed.

‘….Isn’t that true, Sergeant Strachan?’

‘Isn’t what true, Miss Cavendish?’

‘The older we get, the more we become like children?’

‘I wouldn’t know, Miss Cavendish.’

‘I suppose not, since you’re so young.’ She stared off into mid-air. ‘Old age sort of creeps up on you. One moment you’re young and happy and carefree, and the next the body is screaming it can’t walk another step. Or your can’t remember where you put the keys. A sad state of affairs, but as my first Chief Inspector said at his retirement, “Age is disease for which there is no cure.”’ She stood up. ‘Can’t chat with you all day; the Chief Inspector will be bellowing for me. I’m not going to work late tonight, though. It’s bridge night and I can’t let my mother down. She loves her bridge, she does.’

She walked over to the door, ‘You won’t forget to tell him, will you?’

‘Five o’clock. Chief Inspector Rock’s room. Meeting about the case.’

‘You still have a good memory, Sergeant. But you would, wouldn’t you? You’re still young.’

She closed the door behind her and Strachan was left alone in the room with his files. For a second, the image of his mother dressed in her favourite black shawl flashed in his mind. Mustn’t think about her now, not now.

His stomach began to rumble. The one thought that consoled him was that the inspector was also unlikely to be eating lunch, food not being one of his enthusiasms.

He began to feel sick. Perhaps, a bowl of noodles and some pork baozi from one of the local hawkers would settle his stomach.

He picked up his hat from the stand next to the door. As he was about to leave, the phone rang on his desk.
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At that exact moment, Inspector Danilov had just picked up a plump, steaming piroshki. A bowl of them had been placed in front of him, along with a glass of Russian tea, only ten seconds before.

Princess Elena Ivanova Ostrepova sat opposite, her eyes waiting for his judgement. ‘He’s a new chef. Used to cook for Count Rostov in St Petersburg. The count was famous for having one of the best tables in the city.’

Danilov could smell the flavours of the piroshki; its thin skin glistened with a beautiful sheen. He bit into it and was immediately transported back in time to his home in Minsk. His wife sitting opposite him, waiting for him to eat after a long day in the police department. Letting him kill the first pangs of hunger before she asked the questions that were her nightly ritual. What had he done that day? Where had he been? What had he seen?

The skin of the piroshki melted across Danilov’s tongue to be replaced by the soft, salty earthiness of the cabbage and pork. He swallowed, but the tastes remained on his tongue like a party guest who stayed to drink the last of the wine.

‘Perfect, Princess. As good as I remember. Better than I remember,’ he corrected himself.

She sat back and folded her arms across her small chest. He always thought the Princess was like a perfectly formed tiny bird, with grey hair, powdered nose and red-rimmed beak.

‘I’m glad you like them, Inspector. Eat, and eat some more. When you have finished, you can tell me why you are here. I’m sure it’s not for my piroshki.’

‘You know me so well, Princess. I will tell you, but first let me try a few more.’ He picked up another little parcel of the exquisite snack. It tasted better than the first, the juices filling his mouth with memories of home. A sip of tea and he would begin work. Shame – he would have preferred to spend the afternoon in the Princess’s cafe, eating some snacks, playing a game or two of chess and chatting with his host.

In the far corner of the cafe, somebody had claimed mate and a heated argument ensued. The Princess indicated with a small lift of one delicate eyebrow that her waiter, Yuri, was to stop them making a racket.

The giant man strolled over to the table and stood in front of it, his large belly drooping over the waistband of his trousers. Instantly, the argument stopped. The Princess nodded twice in their direction and another game was set up.

‘So what can I do for you, Inspector?’

‘As ever, Princess, I would like to pick your brains.’

‘First the piroshkis and then my brains; you are hungry this afternoon, Inspector.’

‘Starving and starved, Princess.’

The Princess was an important source of information for him. In addition to the cafe, she had her fingers in many businesses in the city, some legal and some on the borders of illegality. She owned at least three bars in Blood Alley, the main drinking street in the French Concession, as well as a variety of opium dens, brothels, clubs and gambling establishments.

How had a princess with royal blood become involved in such trade? Danilov never asked. It would betray the relationship they had created over many years.

‘We would all like information, Inspector. Knowledge is power.’

‘And lack of knowledge is weakness?’

‘Lack of knowledge is stupidity. What would you like to know, Inspector? I’m thinking it would be something along the lines of whether there have been any other murders besides the ones at the Country Club, and those of Lieutenant Deschamps and his mistress?’

‘You are well informed, Princess.’

‘My “little ears” tell me what is happening. A shame about Rossana. A beautiful woman.’

‘One of your “little ears”, Princess?’

‘She occasionally passed me tidbits. Men can be terribly vocal during a night of passion. The lieutenant was no exception.’

‘Why was she killed?’

The Princess shrugged her small, elegant shoulders. ‘I do not know, Inspector. And I do not know who did it. If I did, he would not be alive as we speak.’

‘You’ve heard nothing?’

She shook her head. ‘I will let you know immediately if I do, expecting nothing in return.’

‘Not like you, Princess.’

The face that had been soft and welcoming seconds ago suddenly became hard and cruel. ‘I want this man dead, Inspector. Do you understand? I want his body ripped to shreds and the pieces thrown to the dogs. Rossana was one of mine. We do not let their deaths go unpunished.’

‘You must let me arrest him, Princess.’

‘I cannot promise. But I will let you know if I hear anything.’

Danilov stood up.

‘You have not finished your piroshki, Inspector.’ The Princess pointed to the bowl in front of her.

‘I’m no longer hungry, Princess. I think this man, or men, will commit more murders.’ He leant in and whispered to her. ‘Be careful, Princess, I think we’re all in danger. This man will stop at nothing.’

Her eyes stared coldly. ‘I’m not afraid of any man, Inspector. Let him do his worst.’

‘Call me at the station if you hear anything, anything at all.’

She nodded but Danilov saw the jaw tighten once more.

‘I beg you, Princess, call me, it’s…’

He was interrupted by the sound of the door opening. The Princess’s eyes flicked over to the new arrival. Danilov turned too and was surprised to see his detective sergeant standing in front of the door.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir, but there are two pieces of news I thought you should know.’ Strachan stopped talking and looked at the Princess.

‘Don’t waste time, tell me now,’ Danilov said impatiently.

‘They’ve caught Johnstone, sir, at the cruise terminal.’

‘Good, about time. What’s the other news?’

‘Li Min has been found stabbed to death in prison. Stabbed through the heart.’
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They were met by a burly customs officer with a broad Birmingham accent and a belly to match. ‘The name’s French, how’d you do?’

He stuck out his bear-sized hand and Danilov was forced to shake it. ‘The prisoner?’

‘He’s being held in one of our search rooms. Don’t you worry, he’s being well looked after.’ He led the way down the long gang wharf that led to the ship, turning left just before they were about to board the walkway up to the ship.

‘How did you arrest him?’

The customs officer tapped the side of his nose. ‘With this. Can smell ‘em a mile off, me. This one had guilty written all over his sweaty mug. We searched him and found the money in here.’ French handed over a brown leather suitcase, fastened in the centre with a black strap, to Strachan. ‘We were about to let him go. It’s not illegal to carry money out of Shanghai, and he did have a ticket for Hong Kong. Then one of the men, Huang, a bright chap, remembered your poster. The rest, as they say, is history.’

Johnstone was being held in a small room off the main customs area. French knocked on the door. It was immediately opened by a young Chinese officer.

‘I demand to know why I’m being held. That money is mine. You have no right…’

Johnstone was on his feet shouting, his face red with anger. As soon as he saw Danilov he stopped mid sentence, his mouth open wide.

‘Thank you, Mr French. My detective sergeant and I will take it from here.’

‘No worries. I enjoy helping out. Beats working for living.’ French closed the door behind him.

‘You can’t do…’

Johnstone began to speak and Danilov silenced him with an upraised hand. ‘Please sit down, Mr Johnstone.’

The inspector removed his hat and coat slowly, watched by the suspect all the time. He took the suitcase from Strachan, placing it on the table in front of them.

‘Where did you get this money?’

‘It’s mine. I earned it. Wages owed to me.’

Danilov picked up a wad of used notes. ‘Over two thousand dollars, owed to you?’

Johnstone looked down. ‘Yes,’ he mumbled.

‘So this has nothing to do with the theft from the Sinza Refuge yesterday?’

Johnstone said nothing, staring down at his feet.

Danilov began to roll a cigarette, taking his time to make the white tube as neat as possible. Just before he was to light it, he looked directly at Johnstone and said, ‘Why did you kill them?’

A drop of sweat fell from the man’s forehead, running down his face, to the collar of his shirt and on to his shoulder. ‘Kill who? I didn’t kill anybody at the refuge.’

Danilov counted the victims off on his hand. ‘Sally Chen, an unknown man, Lieutenant Deschamps and Rossana Gurdieva. Four people, cruelly murdered. Why did you do it?’

Johnstone laughed, looking from Danilov to Strachan. ‘You’re joking, right’

Neither of the two detectives said anything.

Johnstone held his hands up in mock surrender. ‘Listen, I admit I may have taken more money than I was owed by the refuge, but it was a genuine mistake.’ He smiled his most charming smile. ‘I’m sure I can sort it out with the ladies.’

‘And the murders, can you sort them out too?’

Johnstone’s eyes opened wide. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you? You think I committed a murder?’

‘Not a murder. Four murders.’

He laughed again, looking incredulously from Danilov to Strachan and back to Danilov again. ‘I didn’t kill anybody. Can you imagine someone like me committing murder?’

Danilov nodded slowly. ‘You’d be surprised the number of killers who tell me that, Mr Johnstone. Nobody is a murderer until they kill someone.’

Johnstone shook his head. ‘No, no, no, you’re not fitting me up for this. I stole the money, I’ll admit that, but I didn’t do no murders, not me, nowt to do with me.’

As he became more agitated, the shallow veneer of Johnstone’s Home Counties accent vanished.

‘Why did you kill them?’

‘I’m telling you I didn’t do nowt.’

Danilov stood up to go. ‘One last question, Mr Johnstone. Where were you yesterday?’

‘With my girlfriend, one of your Russians, all day.’

‘And in the evening?’

‘All night as well. A farewell present.’

‘Thank you, Mr Johnstone.’ Danilov picked up the suitcase and left the room.

‘Is he the one you’re looking for?’ asked French.

Danilov shook his head, blowing out his sallow cheeks. ‘He stole the money, but I don’t think he’s our murderer. Too much anger and not enough coolness. I also remember where I’ve seen him before. He’s wanted for theft in Singapore. Another mission house, I think. Our Mr Johnstone makes a very good fake vicar. We’ll arrest him for theft. Strachan?’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Check out his alibi and ask Sergeant Wolfe to send some coppers to pick him up. Meanwhile, if you could detain him, Mr French.’

‘Happy to oblige. Beats dealing with passengers.’

Danilov looked at his watch. ‘Come on, Strachan, we have work to do.’

He picked up his hat and coat, walked out of the room, down the corridor and on to the bustling quay. All the time, Danilov was silent, deep in thought.

‘What do we do now, sir?’

‘Now, Strachan? We work smarter.’

‘But what about the case, sir? Our only witness has died. Li Min has been killed. And you said Reginald Johnstone had nothing to do with the murders. We don’t have any suspects, sir. We’re back to square one.’

‘Not at all, Strachan. We know three people who are innocent.’ Danilov placed his hat back on his head, adjusting the angle so that it had a certain rakish charm. ‘Chief Inspector Rock is waiting for us. Time to find out what else has been discovered.’
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With Strachan in tow, Danilov knocked on the Chief Inspector’s door.

‘Come in,’ was the sharp response.

Danilov entered to find Meaker and Cartwright already inside, talking to the Chief Inspector.

‘Sit down, Inspector. I’ve been filling these two in on the case. Your notes were precise, Detective Sergeant Strachan, a textbook entry.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Strachan was pleased with himself.

They both found seats close to the door. Without waiting, Chief Inspector Rock launched into his speech. ‘We have two bad murders on our hands. The worst I’ve seen since the Croydon poisonings of 1928. The woman was…’

‘I’m sorry to interrupt, sir, but we have four murders on our hands,’ said Danilov.

Rock turned over pages in the file. ‘I don’t understand; there’s no mention of other murders here.’

‘I’ve just come back from the French Concession, sir. The victims were a Lieutenant Deschamps and his mistress, Rossana Gurdieva.’

Meaker nudged Cartwright. ‘Them French, can’t stop ‘em, hey; like frogs up a bloody pump with the women.’

Rock stared at Meaker sourly and seemed to sit up straighter. ‘Inspector Meaker, we will have no salaciousness in my office. May I remind you we are talking about people here.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’

The stare at Meaker continued, until eventually Rock turned back to face Danilov. ‘Carry on, Inspector.’

‘The bodies were found this morning by a street cleaner at the War Memorial.’

‘On the French or English side?’ asked Cartwright.

‘I don’t understand. Please explain,’ said the Chief Inspector.

Cartwright sighed as if talking to a ten-year-old. ‘When the Memorial was built in 1924, it was constructed at the meeting point of the French Concession and the International Settlement. The jurisdiction of the police force depends on which side the corpses were discovered.’

Rock frowned. ‘Victims, Inspector Cartwright. Please use the correct terminology.’

Cartwright nodded.

‘The victims were found on the side of the Memorial, not in any jurisdiction.’

‘But the French found them, right?’ asked Cartwright aggressively.

‘They did.’

‘It’s their problem. Nothing to do with us.’ He stroked one palm against the other, doing his impression of Pontius Pilate.

‘Now, it is our problem. Both bodies are at present being examined by Dr Fang.’

‘Why’d you stick your nose in, Danilov. It’s nothing to do with us what happens to a Frenchman and his floozie,’ said Meaker.

Rock held his arms up, demanding silence. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, we will work together. We have forgotten one important question. Inspector Danilov, why do you think the murders are linked?’

Danilov exhaled. Rock was sharp; his question was the correct one. ‘Because, sir, they copy a series of murders we investigated two years ago.’

‘Explain, Inspector,’ said Rock.

‘Sally Chen died from a series of knife cuts. Exactly the same as another woman, Elsie Everett, in 1928. The unknown man in the Country Club was killed in the same way. The lieutenant and his mistress probably died from hypothermia…’

‘Hypo what?’

‘They were frozen to death, Inspector Meaker,’ answered Danilov bluntly.

‘Are you sure the murders are linked, Danilov?’

‘I am, sir. We will have concrete proof when Dr Fang completes his autopsy.’

‘The pet doctor…’ Meaker whispered to Cartwright.

‘How will an autopsy help you know the murders are linked?’

For the first time, Danilov heard a note of scepticism in Rock’s voice. ‘Because I expect to see Chinese characters on the body of one of the victims, sir.’

‘More hocus pocus, Danilov?’

The inspector ignored him. ‘We are meeting Dr Fang tonight, sir. I will confirm then whether the murders are linked.’

Rock glanced at Inspector Cartwright. ‘And if they are not, Danilov?’

‘I’m certain they are, sir.’ Danilov stared at Cartwright, who just stroked his broad moustache.’

Rock sat back in his chair. ‘If Danilov is right, and we will know soon, this investigation is becoming more and more important.’ He adjusted his tie, making sure it sat exactly in the centre of the two points of his collar. ‘Danilov and Strachan, you will attend the autopsy this evening with the doctor. Meaker and Cartwright, you will find out all you can about the victim at the Country Club. I want to know who he is.’ Rock looked at the file. ‘You two will also follow up on Sally Chen, find out her acquaintances, who she knew and who were her friends. There must be a link between the victims, something that ties them together. Once we find the pattern we will be on our way to catching this murderer.’

‘Patterns… yes, sir.’ Cartwright sniffed as if a bad smell had crept up his nose and kicked his septum.

‘Both parties will report back to me here at nine sharp tomorrow morning…’

‘But sir,’ interrupted Danilov, looking at Meaker and Cartwright, ‘I prefer to work with Strachan or alone.’

‘There has been too much “working alone” in this department. We are a team. Crimes are solved with teamwork not by mavericks. Policework is about plans and procedures, not about Sherlock Holmes performing party tricks.’

‘But, sir…’

Rock held up his hand. ‘That is why I am taking over the leadership of this investigation.’

‘But you can’t…’

‘I can and I will, Inspector. If you disagree, you may be happier sitting behind a desk issuing dog licenses. Do I make myself clear?’

‘But sir, I knew one of the victims…’

Rock’s eyebrows both rose. ‘You knew one of them, Danilov? All the more reason why I should lead this investigation.’

‘But…’

‘Case closed. The decision has been made. I will see all of you in my office at nine tomorrow. Do not be late, gentlemen.’ Chief Inspector Rock pulled out a new file and began reading it.

Meaker and Cartwright both stood up and filed out of the door. As he passed Danilov, Cartwright leant over and whispered, ‘That’s you properly stuffed, you Russian twat. Done up like a kipper you are.’

‘If you must mix your food metaphors, Inspector Cartwright, at least do so when you haven’t been drinking.’

Meaker pulled Cartwright away. ‘He’s not worth it, George. Them Russians never are.’

Cartwright wrestled his arm away from his colleague and sloped down the corridor. ‘I’ll swing for you, Danilov. You mark my words. I’ll swing for you.’
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‘What are we going to do now, sir?’ Strachan asked.

Danilov was rolling another cigarette. ‘About what?’

Strachan shrugged his shoulders. ‘About the investigation. And Chief Inspector Rock. And Inspector Cartwright. And having no suspects.’

Danilov put the cigarette in his mouth and brought the flame of the lighter to the end. It flared briefly before glowing brightly as Danilov inhaled. Three concentric smoke rings were blown up into the air, rising gracefully to the tanned ceiling.

‘We are going to do what we do best, Strachan. We are going to investigate these killings and ignore the games of others. “You cannot pull a fish out of a pond without working hard.”’

‘I suppose not, sir.’

‘I want you to check if there was any link between Sally Chen and Rossana Gurdieva, Deschamps’s mistress. Did they know each other? Had they worked the same clubs? There may be a link between these victims.’

‘I thought the other inspectors were assigned to look into those women, sir?’

‘They were, but those two couldn’t investigate their own armpits. I prefer you to do it.’

‘Is that a vote of confidence, sir?’

Danilov blew another three smoke rings towards the ceiling. ‘Unfortunately not, Strachan. You are the only person available.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘As my father always said, “One must stretch one’s legs according to one’s clothes.”’

There was a quick knock and Miss Cavendish popped her head around the door. ‘Good, you’re both still here.’

‘How can we help you, Miss Cavendish? Another meeting with Chief Inspector Rock?’ Danilov said wearily.

‘No, Inspector. Just the one at nine tomorrow in his diary at the moment.’ She produced two copies of the North China Daily News from behind her back. ‘These are newspapers from yesterday and the day before. I couldn’t help but read the report Detective Sergeant Strachan placed on my desk last night…’ She giggled nervously. ‘And it started me thinking.’ She opened one of the newspapers. ‘Here, on page seven, I saw this strange notice.’

Danilov leant over and read it. At the bottom of the page, inside an ornate Chinese border, was a short message.

‘A man, blond on blond,

Of music and life is fond,

From the floating world did leave,

A slice in time his life to grieve,

The beautiful country at noon was born,

No traveller returns to mourn.’

‘Yesterday, in exactly the same place, I saw this one. I must admit I was intrigued, and when I heard you discussing the murders with the Chief Inspector I thought it might have some bearing on the case.’

She passed over the other newspaper, open again at page seven.

Danilov snatched the paper from her and scanned the page. It was in the same position at the bottom but different this time.

‘Two lovers, money joined,

Pleasure taken, pleasure purloined.

From France, a soldier came,

From the steppes, his lover tame,

At two, they did live once so jolly,

Cold wisdom waiting on superfluous folly.’

‘Could they be linked to your murders?’

Danilov stood up to give Miss Cavendish a big hug, stopping himself just as his arms wrapped around her. He stepped back and coughed. ‘Thank you, Miss Cavendish. This is wonderful.’

She gave a little cough too, behind a small white fist. ‘Glad to be of help. Now, I’m going to my bridge night with my mother. I’m not staying here all night to keep the Chief Inspector company. Goodbye.’ She popped her handbag on to the crook of her arm and waved, closing the door behind her.

‘Thank you once again, Miss Cavendish,’ Danilov shouted to the closing door. He picked up the newspapers and read them again.

Strachan joined him from his desk. ‘What do they mean, sir?’

‘They mean the killer is playing with us, taunting us. You see, these notices were placed before the bodies were found. He’s giving us clues, Strachan.’

‘Why, sir?’

‘He wants to challenge us, Strachan. To see if we are clever enough to find the victims before they die.’ Danilov stopped for a moment and stared into mid-air, before slowly whispering, ‘He’s challenging me to find them.’

‘But there are only two notices, sir, and yet we have four victims?’

‘The second notice obviously refers to Lieutenant Deschamps and his mistress.’

‘It does, sir?’

‘It does, Strachan. But you are right, if these notices refer to our victims, it means we are missing one. Why?’

‘And which victim doesn’t have a notice, sir?’

Danilov stared at Strachan. ‘For once, Detective Sergeant, you are asking the right questions. But I’m pretty sure it’s Sally Chen.’

‘Why, sir?’

‘Good question, Strachan.’

‘Shame I don’t have any answers, sir.’

‘They will come. You carry on finding a link between the two women. I’m going to the offices of the North China Daily News. Meet me at 8.30 outside the morgue. Don’t be late. One other thing…’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Check the other papers, including the Chinese dailies. Make sure we haven’t missed anything.

‘Will do, sir.’

Danilov put on his old, threadbare coat. Elina had been threatening to buy him a new one, but he liked the lived-in feel of this one. Like himself, it had seen a lot of life and lived to tell the tale. He popped his hat on his head. It was even more worn than his coat, but it sat comfortably at the point where the hairline met the forehead, adding to his aura of shabby alertness.

‘I’ll see you at the morgue, sir. Twice in one day. Dr Fang will be pleased.’

But Danilov was already leaving the detectives’ room, the roll-up cigarette still burning in the ashtray on his desk.
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Danilov walked along the Bund towards the North China Daily News offices as the sun began to set.

He loved this part of Shanghai. The broad thoroughfare bustled with people, traffic and noise. Rickshaw drivers hunting for customers, continually shouting ‘Ride, ride’ to all those too well dressed to be walking. Ancient sampans, bobbing up and down with the rise and fall of the waves, as they had done for years, and would continue to do for eons to come, relentlessly ferrying passengers, cargo and livestock from the freighters moored in the river to the wharves on its banks. Coolies singing as they unloaded the tramp steamers, dreaming of their next pipe of opium with every step and every sack. And the dapperly dressed movers and shakers of Shanghai, looking for the finance for their next deal, hurrying down the Bund into the myriad banks lining its busy pavements.

Three loud whoop-whoop noises echoed off the stones of the banks and commercial houses facing the Whampoa. In the centre of the river, a British warship was tying up at its appointed buoy. Streamers fluttered from its bow to its stern, and sailors lined the decks, all standing at attention facing the city. Three more blasts came from the whistle next to one of its funnels.

Danilov watched for a moment as the sailors went about their duties efficiently. The large ship, a cruiser perhaps, was brought alongside the buoy, ropes thrown from the bow, a flume of brown water at the stern as it came to a rest exactly where it was supposed to be. Three more long whoop-whoops were its final signal to the city, saying, ‘I’ve arrived, I’m here. Look at me.’

As the night descended and the street lights grew brighter, Danilov pulled his tobacco out of his pouch and rolled another cigarette. Plenty of time before he had to face Earnshaw, the editor of the North China Daily News.

For a moment, he thought of a body he had once fished out of here, its stomach cut open, the entrails tumbling forth like snakes. That was another victim of the Character Killer, a young man called Henry Sellars. Danilov made a point of remembering the names of all the victims. They weren’t bodies or corpses to him but people whose lives had been tragically cut short.

He stared into the grey waves on top of the earth-dark water. Had the Character Killer, Thomas Allen, survived the shooting? Had he survived the fall into this river? Or was somebody impersonating him, using similar techniques and methods to kill?

And, as he asked himself these questions, others began to flood into his mind.

Why did the killer leave the pawn in the man’s hand? Was it a clue? Or a warning? Or was it just one more of a series of tests he had to pass?

Somehow these killings were all connected to him. He was sure of that. But how and, more importantly, why?

He looked downstream towards the War Memorial, misted behind the haze of coal smoke, petrol fumes, dust and human exhaust hanging over the city like a stained and unwashed blanket. This morning, two people had been cruelly placed at its base. They were meant to be discovered there. Why?

He flung the half-smoked cigarette into the water. There were too many questions in this case and not enough answers. The truth was out there, though, just out of his grasp. He could feel it, sitting there, taunting him to reach for it.

He strode across the street and climbed the steps of number seventeen. The offices of the North China Daily News, Shanghai’s leading and most powerful newspaper, were lit brightly, sending a message to the world that this newspaper was awake and vigilant. The News set the agenda for the Municipal Council, reported the gossip on the streets, published the latest sports and weather, but, above all, supported the British administration in its control of the city. It was one of the pillars on which that control was founded. It was conservative with a small ‘c’, but ever ready to criticise the police if it felt standards, of which it considered itself the guardian, had been compromised.

After negotiating the usual line-up of commissionaires and functionaries, Danilov’s warrant card quickly gained him entry to the office of the current upholder of those moral, religious and social standards: Robert Earnshaw.

‘Hello, Danilov, good to see you again. I wondered when you would be back.’ The man’s thick eyebrows marched like caterpillars across his pasty white forehead. His thick northern English accent, still present despite living in the East for over thirty years, sometimes made it difficult for Danilov to understand him.

He didn’t get up from behind his desk. Danilov sat facing him without being asked.

‘What can I do for you?’ The editor stared at Danilov across his expansive desk. ‘You’re not here for my sparkling repartee, so how can I help thee?’

‘Your recent editions have a notice published on page seven…’

‘We get lots of notices and even more ads. It’s what makes us a profitable newspaper. My publisher knows his business and I know mine.’

‘Your publisher?’

‘Mr Morriss. But he’s in England at the moment. Think he prefers the beer there. Can’t stand the place myself. I’m a Shanghailander, and proud of it.’

The broad northern accent and self-identification with a city in China struck Danilov as contradictory. But obviously Earnshaw couldn’t see it.

‘Why would I go back to bugger all in Blackburn when I’ve got everything here?’

‘Why indeed, Mr Earnshaw? So your publisher handles the commercial side of the business?’

‘Well, his assistant does when he’s in England.’

‘His assistant?’

‘Arthur Trainer. Earnshaw relit a cigar smouldering quietly in the ashtray. ‘Good man, Arthur,’ he said through clouds of fragrant smoke, the handiwork of some Cuban peasant.

‘Could I meet him?’

‘Already gone for the day. I’ll get him to ring you, if you want?’

Danilov checked his watch. Seven o’clock. ‘Is there anybody I can talk to on the commercial side?’

Earnshaw sat back in his chair, the eyebrows now raised almost to his hairline, or where the hairline would have been if the man had any hair. He took another long puff of the cigar. ‘What’s going on, Danilov?’ he said suspiciously. ‘Why are you suddenly interested in our commercial side?’

Danilov played with the hat in his hands. ‘I’m not at liberty to speak about it at this moment.’

Earnshaw stood up. ‘And I’m not at liberty to let you talk to our commercial people. Goodbye, Inspector.’

A large hairy hand was stuck in Danilov’s face. He ignored it. Earnshaw sat down again.

‘I could get a court order to see your records.’

‘So it’s the records you’re after? Why?’

‘They may have a relationship with a case we’re working on.’

The editor’s face was lost in thought for a moment. ‘Always happy to help our friends in the police. One day, I’m sure the aid will be reciprocated, won’t it, Danilov?’

The heavy hint lay between them like a turd at a dinner party.’

Earnshaw pressed a button on the intercom. ‘Get Lou in here, will you?’

‘Yes, Mr Earnshaw,’ came a tinny response from the new-fangled machine. Danilov wondered why Earnshaw didn’t just bellow; it would be more in keeping with his character. Modernity may have its advantages after all.

A few moments later, there was a tentative tap on the door and a bald-headed man wearing thick bottle-bottom lenses stepped into the room. He seemed nervous in the presence of the famous editor.

‘Lou, this is Inspector Danilov, from the Shanghai Municipal Police. He’d like to ask you a few questions.’

Danilov stood up to lead the man out of Earnshaw’s office.

‘Oh, no, you don’t, Danilov. You ask the questions here, in front of me.’

Danilov bit his tongue. ‘As you wish, Mr…?’

‘Cipher,’ the man replied quickly.’

‘Like the code, Danilov,’ laughed Earnshaw. ‘A proper enigma is our Mr Cipher.’

‘I sure you’ve never heard that joke before, Mr Cipher?’

The man remained silent.

Danilov continued. ‘In your recent editions, you have a notice on page seven…’

Earnshaw leant forward to hear everything.

‘I remember that. Strange, isn’t it? Somebody paying to put poetry in our paper,’ said the clerk in a quiet, whispering voice.

‘Poetry? There’s poetry in the paper?’ Earnshaw grabbed the day’s edition and opened it on page seven. ‘You’re bloody right, Danilov. Bloody poetry in my bloody paper.’

‘How did you get the copy for the notice?’

‘The usual way…’

‘Which is?’

‘Through the telephone. A man ordered this size and position. He was very specific: page seven, bottom left, quarter page.’

‘There were two poems on two consecutive days. Was it the same man?’

‘Yes, I believe so.’

‘What’s going on, Danilov?’

The inspector held up his hand and fixed his gaze on the nervous man in front of him. ‘Can you remember anything about the man? His voice, any accent?’

‘None I could hear. He was English, I’m sure, but not with an accent I recognised. A sort of bland voice, if you know what I mean?’

‘I do, Mr Cipher. Anything else you can tell us?’

Cipher thought for a moment. ‘Not much. A man, aged about forty, I would guess. Not young, anyway, and not old. Extremely precise in his instructions. Knew exactly what he wanted. Some of our advertisers never know what they want. I was on the phone to a Mr Morgan this week…’

Danilov held up his hand again. ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Cipher.’

The man understood the interview was finished. He walked to the door but, as he put his hand on it, his head came up and he said, ‘There is one other thing, Inspector.’

‘What’s that, Mr Cipher?’

‘He phoned through another message not half an hour ago. It’s for tomorrow’s paper.’

‘Please get it, Mr Cipher.’

The man rushed out of the room, returning thirty seconds later with a printed form in his hand. ‘Here it is; we haven’t put it in yet.’

Danilov stood up and took the form.

‘A lady, pearl adorned,

Her life always scorned,

In England, never a foot would set,

At one, her end be met,

Rats rotten to the core,

Let slip the dogs of war.’

‘Is this exactly what was dictated over the telephone, Mr Cipher?’

The clerk seemed affronted by the question. His large moustache bristled, ‘It is exact, Inspector. I took it down myself.’

Danilov read it through once again.

‘What’s going on, Danilov? Bloody tell me what’s going on.’

‘I wish I knew, Mr Earnshaw. But one thing I’m certain of: it’s not good news.’
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Detective Sergeant Strachan sat on a rickety stool at his favourite street hawker’s stall. He realised he hadn’t yet eaten that day, a first for him. He ordered a plate of sheng jian gao and bowl of shansi leng mian.

He had done as Danilov asked and checked with the Black Cat Club where Sally Chen worked. There was no record of a Rossana Gurdieva. She could have used a dancing name, a wunu, as they called it, but the club would have had her real name as well. They were sure Sally hadn’t known any Russians. Said they didn’t hang around with those sorts of people. Apparently, there was a class structure even among the dancing girls, with the newly arrived Russians on the lowest step of the ladder. As one of the girls had said, ‘Those Russians give their bodies away to anybody for free. We’ve nothing to do with them.’

He had also checked Johnstone’s alibi with his girlfriend. She had confirmed he had spent last night with her, becoming quite angry as he questioned her.

‘And where was the bastard? We were supposed to shop for a new fur this morning and he didn’t meet me at the cafe. Has he been two-timing me?’

Strachan had to calm her down, giving her the address of Ward Street Gaol where she could visit Johnstone on Sunday.

She threw the address away.

The sheng jian bao arrived first, hot from the griddle. The buns were perfectly crispy on the bottom and soft and gooey on top. He picked one up with his chopsticks and bit into the dough. The mix of savoury pork and piping-hot broth squirted into his mouth and over his jacket. Never mind, the taste was wonderful.

He finished the plate of three quickly and took his handkerchief to wipe the rich, oily broth from his jacket. His mother would criticise him when he went home.

And then it hit him. She wasn’t waiting for him any more. She would never wait for him. There would be no more pork bone soup, no more xiao long bao, no more sweet bean soup. He always thought of his mother and food together. It was as if the two were inextricably linked. The warmth and comfort of his mother linked to the warmth and comfort of food. He couldn’t remember her ever hugging him or kissing him. Chinese mothers never displayed such forms of affection. There were no soft words of encouragement or support. Her words were always to tell him he hadn’t done well enough; that he must be better, work harder, study longer, be more like his father.

But she did love him, he knew that. She loved him with all her heart. She never said it, but showed it every day in the food she cooked for him.

Her food, her heart.

The laoban placed the bowl of shansi leng mian in front of him. The fine wheat noodles were swimming in a rich, sweet, gingery braising liquid flavoured with eels, one of his favourites.

But he looked at the dish and realised he wasn’t hungry any more. He called the laoban back and asked for the bill.

‘But you ain’t eaten your food. Summat wrong?’

‘No, they’re perfect.’

‘So, eat your food. Thousands starvin’ and you waste good food.’

The man sounded like his mother. He spotted a beggar, limping past, one foot missing and the other bare. ‘Give it to him. He needs it more than me.’

‘Wasting good food on beggars… what’s ‘e world comin’ to?’

But the laoban picked up the bowl anyway and gestured for the beggar to approach. The man was surprised and reluctant at first. But he saw the steaming bowl of noodles in the hawker’s hand and limped over.

The hawker pointed to a seat away from the others and gave him the bowl and a pair of chopsticks.

The beggar inhaled the aroma of the eel and soy and ginger. A look of joy came over his face, as if it were New Year and the God of Fortune had called to him and him alone. Carefully, he picked up a slice of eel covered in the soya braising liquid and placed it slowly between his lips.

Strachan paid the hawker.

‘This stuff’s wasted on him. He would’ve been happy with a few scraps.’

‘Tell him it’s from my mother.’ Strachan walked away. It was time to meet Danilov at the morgue. He couldn’t be late or else he would face the scowl of Dr Fang and a withering look from the inspector. A look to make him want to jump into the deepest and dirtiest reaches of the Whampoa.

The beggar slurped a long strand of noodles loudly. And, for the first time since his mother died, Strachan felt strangely happy.
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She was strolling down the street in the peculiar way she always did; a proud walk, her handbag sitting in the crook of her right arm and her left swinging in time like a soldier.

He knew Miss Cavendish would take this way home. She always took this way. Walking for five minutes to the stop outside Lester Hospital, and taking the tram to Chekiang Road. A short walk down the plane tree-lined street and she was home, waiting to be greeted by her mother, gin and tonic in hand.

Every day the same way. So predictable. So English.

He popped a sweet in his mouth. French violets. How he loved the way the delicacy melted on his tongue without his having to bite into it. He had developed a taste for them during the war, waiting in the trenches, time and the innumerable possibilities for death stretching before him.

The taste flooded his mouth, reminding him of the war, and the sweet possibility of death.

He had survived; thousands hadn’t. Even more, he had survived with a mission; to rid the world of those who had transgressed the rules of the gods.

It was out there, in no man’s land, that the gods had first spoken to him, whispered in his ear, preparing him for his mission. Here in Shanghai, their voices had become stronger, more compelling, more urgent. The time was now, they told him; there were so many transgressors here, so many ready to be punished. Here was Sodom and Gomorrah and he was to cleanse the city of its evil.

He had begun his work, begun his mission to exorcise this world, removing those who transgressed against the laws of Yama, against the laws of the gods.

But then Danilov had stepped in and stopped him. Just when he was getting stronger. Just when people were beginning to take notice. Just when the gods were seeing the righteousness of his cause. Just when justice was being served on those who had escaped justice.

But he was ready now. All he had to do was remove Danilov and he could begin again. The inspector represented everything that was evil in Shanghai; a man who had abandoned his family.

Such men must be punished.

He focused on the present once more. Must keep in the present. She was closer now.

But today she wouldn’t reach her home. Her mother would wait in vain for her, the ice melting in the glass. She would have to ask the boy to make a fresh one. Oh, the waste, she would think.

She was passing him now, head held high, arm swinging.

He gave the signal.

His men, his dogs of war, leapt out and grabbed her from behind, swiftly placing the formaldehyde pad over her mouth. They were good at their work, his men, trained by the Green Gang since they were young. He paid them well now, too well. They would soon be demanding more money. He would have to get rid of them and hire more. Thugs were two a penny in Shanghai.

Her limp body was placed in the back of the van. He told them to be gentle with her. They shouldn’t damage the goods before he was ready.

The doors opened and his men slid into the back seat.

He had a special treat, a special choice waiting for this one. A choice given to him, the Judge of Souls, by Yama himself.

A prayer from his youth popped into his head. ‘Forgive us this day, our daily bread. Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that trespass against us.’

Weakness.

There will be no forgiveness. Not for the Sodom and Gomorrah of the East.

They must all be punished. But Danilov must be removed first. He had set the plan and the trap. Danilov was about to put his head in the noose. He didn’t know it yet, but he was.

The idea excited him, sending a forbidden thrill down his spine.

But first he must bait the trap.

Miss Cavendish had a choice to make. One she wouldn’t enjoy at all.
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‘We’ll start with the lieutenant, shall we?’

Dr Fang lifted the shroud covering Deschamps’s body with his customary theatrical flick of the wrist.

‘You must understand these are preliminary findings only. I have completed these two autopsies as quickly as I could as a courtesy to the French authorities, but I reserve the right to change my opinions should fresh evidence appear at a later date.’ His speech over, the doctor pushed his spectacles back on to the non-existent bridge of his nose.

‘Of course, I understand, Doctor. Thank you for performing your work so quickly.’ Danilov and Strachan stood where they normally did during an examination; opposite the doctor so they could see where he was pointing.

They had met outside at 8.30. As Danilov had already guessed, Strachan had been unable to find any link between the two women.

‘They worked in different clubs. And anyway, Rossana only spoke Russian and French. Apparently her English was not very good, sir.’

‘It is true of many of my countrymen, Strachan. The lyricism of French trips far more easily off the Russian tongue than the bluntness of Anglo-Saxon.’

They entered the deathly whiteness of the morgue to find Dr Fang ready and waiting for them as usual.

He pointed to the face of Lieutenant Deschamps. ‘It seems he died from a myocardial infarction brought on by severe hypothermia.’

‘Another heart attack?’ asked Danilov.

The doctor pushed his thick glasses up to the bridge of his nose with his index finger. ‘You must understand, when the body is placed under extreme stress, as this body undoubtedly was, one of the first places to respond, and fail in its response, is the heart. The body reacts to cold by concentrating all blood flow to the brain and the core. This puts a severe strain on the heart, and poof…’ The doctor snapped his fingers.

Strachan snapped his fingers too and received a stern look from the doctor.

Danilov nodded. ‘Please carry on, Dr Fang.’

‘On entrance to this facility, his core temperature was eighty-two degrees.’

‘Is that bad, Doctor?’

The doctor pushed his glasses back on to the bridge of his nose again. Danilov wondered why he didn’t find a more permanent way of keeping them in the correct position.

‘Put it this way, Detective Sergeant Strachan. According to reports, he had been sitting beneath the Cenotaph for at least six hours before he was moved. In that time, the body should have warmed up through being in the open air, and from the rays of a weak November sun.

‘What you’re saying is…?’ Danilov was desperate to hear the conclusions of the doctor.

‘What I’m saying is, despite all the time it had spent in the open, the body was still not warm enough to support life.’

‘So his body temperature must have been much lower when he was placed beneath the Cenotaph.’

‘Precisely, Inspector.’ Dr Fang sniffed. ‘When I was a student at Barts years ago, we had a professor by the name of Murdoch, an old Scot if I remember correctly. He always used to say, “A body is not dead until it’s warm and dead.”’

He stopped for a moment and pointed to the corpse of Lieutenant Deschamps and then to Rossana Gurdieva. ‘The first thing I did when they arrived in the morgue was warm the bodies up to a normal temperature: 98.6.degrees. It took me over an hour with both bodies. Unfortunately, it merely proved the correctness of my old professor’s words. As you can see, they are both still dead.’

‘Any estimate of the time of death?’

A smile crossed Dr Fang’s lips. ‘I can’t be certain but I would say some time in the last twenty-four hours.’

‘Could you be more precise?’

‘I’m afraid not. Excessive cold crystallises the internal tissues and prevents the normal degradation of the body. You probably have a better idea of the time of death than I do.’

‘He was last seen leaving his office at six o’clock last night. A beggar reported the body was placed at the Cenotaph some time around dawn this morning. That would be around 6.23.’

‘There you have it, Inspector. He was murdered between those times.’

‘Hmm,’ grunted the inspector. ‘Did you find anything in your autopsy, Doctor?’

‘There’s always something to find, Inspector. Monsieur Locard reminds us of that.’

‘Locard’s exchange principle holds that the perpetrator of a crime will bring something into the crime scene and leave with something from it, and that both can be used as forensic evidence.’

Dr Fang raised his eyebrows. ‘I am surprised, Detective Sergeant. Perhaps you are not as stupid as you look.’

Strachan was about to say thank you when he realised the meaning of the doctor’s words. Danilov jumped in immediately. ‘And what did you find, Doctor?’

Dr Fang slowly pushed his glasses back towards his forehead, milking the moment for all it was worth. ‘Well, I can tell you where he died.’

‘You know where…? But how could you?’

‘I think the doctor means the type of location, not the exact whereabouts of the death, Strachan.’

‘Thank you for the explanation, Inspector. Our lieutenant and his mistress died in a cold store or industrial fridge. I found traces of meat, beef in this case, under his fingernails. I suggest it was a place where frozen meat had been stored recently. The fibres of the meat hadn’t crystallised completely.’

Danilov turned to Strachan. ‘We need to check all the cold stores and industrial fridges in Shanghai. I’ll ask Major Renard to check those in the French Concession. There can’t be that many big enough or powerful enough to hold two people.’

‘I’ll get on it, sir.’

The inspector turned back to the doctor. ‘Were there any characters carved on the lieutenant’s skin?’

‘I know what you are thinking, Inspector, but I found none at all.’

‘Was there anything to link these deaths with those of the man in the Country Club and Sally Chen?’

‘Nothing on the lieutenant; however this woman is a different matter altogether.’ He removed the cover from the woman. Her naked body, with its pale flesh and deep Y incision across the chest, lay on the cold steel next to the lieutenant. This woman…’

‘Her name was Rossana Gurdieva,’ said Danilov.

The doctor stopped. ‘Of course, please forgive me, Inspector. Rossana Gurdieva also showed signs of advanced hypothermia. You will notice the blackened feet and toes. She also died of myocardial infarction, a heart attack in common parlance.’

‘I understand, Doctor.’

‘I examined her body closely. She has Chinese characters incised on her chest. Here, and here.’

The doctor pointed with a steel rod to the skin beneath Rossana’s pale breasts, the Y incision tracking between them like a railway line going nowhere. ‘The character says Ying Guo. England.’

‘So far we have had the characters for America, France and now England,’ said Strachan.

‘But the country is not the most important point to remember, is it, Strachan? What did we learn from these characters?’

‘They seem to point to the nationality of the next victim?’ said Strachan tentatively.

‘Precisely, Strachan. It would suggest our next victim is English. Go back the station and check if any English people have been reported missing.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now, Strachan. Call me at home later with the results. Well, get a move on, man. Don’t stand there like a policeman on traffic duty. And check the cold stores tonight as well.’

‘Of course, sir.’ He strode out of the mortuary.

‘You were short with him, Inspector.’

The inspector wiped his brow with the back of his hand. ‘He needs to be kept busy at this moment. Shall we continue, Doctor?’

‘Three more points to make in this preliminary investigation. There is an injection mark on the neck of Lieutenant Deschamps and the woman has one in the crook of her arm, just here.’

‘Any idea what they were injected with?’

‘ I have an inkling, but I’ll know for certain when the toxicology comes back from the lab. Until then, I won’t be in a position to say anything.’

‘I understand, Doctor.’

‘The one observation I will make is about the crook of the arm. It’s not an easy place to inject when the victim is struggling.’

‘She was subdued first and then injected?’

‘You may well surmise that, Inspector. I, however, only deal in facts. In this case, there are not enough facts to state what actually happened with any certainty.’

Danilov looked at the clock. ‘Anything else, Doctor?’

‘There are two more findings I would like to bring to your attention. I noticed that the clothes of this woman and the lieutenant both had liquid stains on them.’

‘Stains?’

‘I can’t be certain until the results come back from the lab, but they had a distinctive smell. I’m so used to it, I worried about contamination at one point, but my men assure me the bodies were moved without coming into contact with any liquid.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand, Doctor. What liquid?’

‘Embalming fluid, Inspector. Like the jar over there.’ He pointed to a large glass jar in the corner. ‘I’ll confirm it when the lab reports but I’m ninety-nine per cent sure that’s what the liquid is.’

‘How did embalming fluid get on the clothes of two people kept in a ice store?’

‘I wish I knew the answer, Inspector, but I rather think it’s your job to find out, not mine.’

‘Of course, Doctor. You said you had two discoveries.’

The doctor pushed his glasses back up to the top of his nose. ‘I found one of these gripped in the hand of Rossana Gurdieva.’ He held up a clear bag containing a white queen. ‘They are carved in the same style as the pawn found in the man’s hand at the Country Club.’

‘First a pawn, then a queen…?’

‘What was that, Inspector?’

‘Nothing, Doctor. I was speaking to myself again. I seem to be doing so more often in this case.’

‘At least you haven’t started talking to your customers yet, Inspector.’ He pointed to the two bodies lying on the bench. ‘I’m afraid the same cannot be true of me.’

‘It’s when they answer back you should worry.’

Dr Fang looked down sheepishly, pretending to adjust a lock of Rossana Gurdieva’s hair. ‘Oh, they do that all the time. They speak to me constantly,’ he said quietly

Danilov coughed. It was the first time Dr Fang had ever said anything as personal to him. He looked at the clock on the wall. ‘It’s getting late, Doctor. Can I escort you home?’

Dr Fang waved all around him. ‘This is my home, Inspector. And besides, I still have two more customers to look at before I leave. I will send my report across in the morning.’

‘Thank you, Doctor. Your work is as detailed as ever.’

‘Oh, I almost forgot, Inspector. Lieutenant Deschamps had one thing in his pockets.’ He held out a small box of sweets, French violets. ‘He must have liked sweets for some reason. But there was nothing else; no money, no identification, no keys.’

Danilov stared at the square lilac box. It was small, only two inches by three inches, with wonderfully ornate Art Nouveau type in deep purple etched on the cover.

A phantom pianist played an arpeggio on his spine. ‘You found this in his pocket? Nothing else?’

‘Nothing, Inspector. I tried them once in Geneva when I was studying with Locard. People seemed to love them. I couldn’t see the point myself.’

Danilov looked at the tiny object nestling in Dr Fang’s hand and another shiver shook his body. He recognised the small lilac box and it filled him with fear.
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Danilov stepped out of the morgue on to the busy street, glad to be leaving the sterile, white cleanliness of the world of the dead, and entering the dirty, decaying and decadent world of the living.

Despite its being nearly ten o’clock, the pavement was full of people returning from visiting the Huangmei Opera, shopping for the latest fashions from France, out for a late snack, or simply enjoying the sights, sounds and smells of the Shanghai night.

He inhaled the air. The mixture of coal smoke, frying food and fear stung his nostrils. The fear came from him.

Was Allen still alive? If he was, how had he survived the shooting? The doctor finding a packet of French violets in the pocket of the unfortunate lieutenant seemed to confirm it. But what if the box had been planted on the body to throw him off the scent of the real killer, to muddy the waters of an already opaque case?

But only a few people knew of Allen’s addiction to those sweets; himself, Strachan, Chief Inspector Boyle, and the secretary, Miss Cavendish. They were one of the major clues that had allowed him to pinpoint Allen as the Character Killer in the first place.

Danilov shook his head, trying to clear it of the fog of murder. A young Chinese man and his elegant girlfriend stared at him strangely as they strolled past.

Get a grip, Danilov. Think, man, think.

He took three deep breaths.

It couldn’t be himself or Strachan. He thought Chief Inspector Boyle had already left Shanghai, but he would check. And Miss Cavendish was incapable of killing a spider, never mind another human being. If you have eliminated the possible, only one answer remains: the impossible.

It must be Allen; it could be nobody else. How had he escaped death?

The question was pointless. He was here. He was killing again. That’s all that mattered.

He took a few strands of tobacco from his pouch and rolled a cigarette. His one remaining vice. For a moment, he caught another scent on the air, the cloying sickly smell of opium.

His mouth began to salivate and he drifted back to his dreams of lying on the mat, the pipe in his hand, the warm smoke drifting lazily about his head.

The opium house was only ten minutes’ walk from here. Perhaps one pipe would help clear his head, would make the case go away for a few moments and allow him to dream of his wife and their son and the life they had had in Minsk before the Revolution.

Just one pipe.

A pipe full of dreams.

He lit the cigarette and found his hand was shaking. He jammed it in his pocket, so nobody could see.

Weakness. Nobody should see this weakness.

He began walking in the opposite direction, away from the opium house. A voice in his head was whispering, what harm can one pipe do? Only one pipe. You need to forget the case. Forget the Character Killer. Forget everything for an hour.

Just one pipe.

He turned back.

One pipe to take the edge off his mind, to still the thoughts that raced through it like demented wolves.

He threw the half-smoked cigarette in the gutter. A beggar rushed from out of nowhere to pick it up, blowing on the still-burning end before placing the dimp in his mouth and inhaling deeply, a look of sheer pleasure creeping over his face.

Danilov reached into his pocket and gave the beggar his pouch with all the remaining tobacco. The man stared at it for a moment before he said ‘Xie Xie’ and ran off into one of the alleys, being swallowed up by the Shanghai night.

What was he thinking? How could he let his daughter down? How could he let himself down? His job was to catch this man, stop the killing.

Nothing else mattered.

He pulled his hat low on his forehead, shoved both hands in his pocket and began the long walk home.

Around him the rest of Shanghai dreamed on.

About money.

About food.

About opium.

Only the Character Killer dreamed about death.

And Danilov, that night he dreamed of it too.




Day Four
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‘Right, gentlemen… I moved the meeting this morning from my office to this room. We’re going to call it our Ongoing Investigation Room, same as we used at Scotland Yard.

‘A snappy title,’ whispered Meaker behind his hand.

Chief Inspector Rock was standing in front of a chalkboard. On either side, four wooden easels with large sheets of paper pinned to them were headed Sally Chen, Lieutenant Deschamps, Rossana Gurdieva and Unknown Man. The sheets of paper were blank. On the left of the blackboard, a large map of Shanghai was pinned to the wall, and another sheet of paper, with the words ‘TO DO’ in prominent capitals, posted next to it.

‘This is the latest technique from Scotland Yard. In a major investigation, all relevant information is written down and posted here.’ He pointed to the easels and blackboard. ‘It’s much better to see information visually than leave it lost in one man’s mind.’ Here, he looked pointedly at Danilov. ‘I’ve had to set it up myself as Miss Cavendish hasn’t shown up for work this morning.’

‘Not like her,’ said Danilov.

‘Maybe she was in the Black Cat Club last night, had a few too many and can’t face the office this morning,’ laughed Meaker.

‘She is not you, Inspector,’ replied Danilov.

‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, let’s move on, shall we? I’m sure Miss Cavendish will turn up soon.’ He turned to the map. ‘As you can see, I’ve marked where the bodies were found on this standard plan of the city.’ He pressed one black cross on to the location of the Shanghai Country Club and two black crosses on the War Memorial. ‘I’ve also marked where Sally Chen was first seen.’ Another black cross was next to Soochow Creek near the junction with Wenchow Road.

Strachan put his hand up. ‘Actually, she was first seen near the Sinza Water Tower, sir. She ran down the side of the creek towards Garden Bridge.’

‘No need to raise your hand, Strachan; we’re not at school now.’

‘Feels like it, though,’ whispered Meaker through his lush moustache.

‘What’s that, Inspector Meaker?’

‘Nothing, sir. A tickle in my throat.’

Rock turned back to the map. ‘We have to ask ourselves, what ties these locations together?’

He waited for an answer.

No response.

Danilov looked at his watch. This was wasting time; they had so much to do and follow up.

He wrote LOCATION in capitals on the blackboard and underlined it, stepping back to admire the work. ‘Come on, gentlemen.’

‘They’re not concentrated in just one of the concessions.’

‘Good.’ He wrote ‘In both concessions’ on the blackboard. ‘Anything else?’

Cartwright put his hand up. ‘The locations are less than a mile apart.’

‘Good, Inspector Cartwright.’ He wrote ‘less than one mile apart’ on the blackboard. ‘Anything else?’

Danilov was becoming tired of this. ‘Both areas are open. The murderer wanted us to find them. He knew both areas intimately, having access to both a private and a public place. He could leave the bodies without being seen, indicating…’

‘Slow down, Inspector, I can’t write that quickly.’ Chief Inspector Rock scribbled as quickly as he could on the blackboard. ‘Anything else, Inspector?’

‘A van was heard in the vicinity of the War Memorial before the bodies were found.’

‘I don’t understand. What do you mean, Inspector?’

‘I interviewed a blind beggar whose patch is opposite the War Memorial. He told me he heard a loud engine noise around 6.30 in the morning. An engine noise louder than a car but not as strong as a lorry.’

Cartwright snorted. ‘So we’re to listen to a blind beggar and his imagined noises now, are we, Danilov? You’ll be telling us a couple of flying elephants reported the murders next.’

He was nudged by Meaker. ‘Good one, George.’

‘Actually, the murder was reported at 6.45 by a street sweeper. A French constable on his beat passed the area at 6.15 and saw nothing, which gives us a window for disposing of the bodies of thirty minutes. During that time, the beggar heard the van stop and three men get out and place the bodies at the base of the War Memorial.’

‘So a blind beggar can see three men, can he? Smells funny to me, Danilov.’

‘No, Inspector Cartwright, he cannot, but he can hear them, and I trust the man’s hearing over your nose.’

Rock held his hands up once more. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen. We are a team. This case will only be solved with teamwork. Inspectors Cartwright and Meaker, what did you find out?’

Cartwright rubbed his nose. ‘The body at the Shanghai Country Club was found at approximately 12.30 by one of the boys sweeping the path. It wasn’t there earlier that day when the gardener walked past the area so the murder must have been committed between those times and the body placed there.’

Danilov looked across at him. ‘Did you not check behind the tree?’

‘What tree? There are lots of trees in a garden, Danilov,’ said Meaker.

‘The tree behind the bench. We found the ground had been pressed down in the shape of a body,’ said Strachan.

‘So, what’s it to do with us, Detective Sergeant?’

‘The body had been placed there earlier in the day and moved into position just after noon. You did ask about the snake at 12.10, didn’t you?’

Cartwright looked at Meaker. ‘What snake?’

‘Chief Inspector, there was a hue and cry in the far corner of the compound at ten minutes past twelve. I think this was started by the killer to move everybody away from the scene so he could place the body.’

‘Sounds calculated, Danilov.’

‘It was. Planned to the minute. The body had been lying in the undergrowth since the morning, waiting to be placed in position.’

‘But… but that’s monstrous,’ said the Chief Inspector.

‘And the victim wasn’t killed at the Country Club but moved there and displayed for us to find. The killer wanted us to discover it. There’s one other thing. I found two pieces of stone at the scene, one on the path and the other lodged in a tree.’

Rock flicked through the pages of Strachan’s report. ‘There’s nothing in here about any stones?’

‘I’m sorry, sir, the lab only gave me their report this morning. I’ve only just passed it to Inspector Danilov,’ said Strachan.

Danilov coughed. ‘I wanted to check both of the finds, sir.’ He opened the brown folder and scanned down the single page inside. ‘Apparently, both stones are fairly common examples of marble used for gravestones, funerary displays and suchlike.’ He placed his finger on one line in the text. ‘What’s interesting is both the pieces contained traces of embalming fluid on their surface.’

‘Embalming fluid?’

‘As used by a taxidermist or an undertaker, sir. Apparently, the formulation is twenty-two per cent formaldehyde, forty-three per cent methanol and eight per cent glutaraldehyde. Not so common.’

Rock stood in silence for a moment. He handed the chalk to Danilov and the pen to Strachan. ‘Inspector, we will save a lot of time if you tell us what else you have found so far.’
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When they had finished, the white paper on four of the easels was covered in notes. The blackboard was still relatively clear, and the black crosses on the map had been replaced by pictures of the victims.

‘Thank you, Inspector Danilov and Detective Sergeant Strachan.’ Chief Inspector Rock stood up and took the pen and chalk. ‘We are dealing with a far more dangerous criminal than I thought. We have to find the answers to four questions, gentlemen.’ He wrote the numbers one to four on the blackboard.

He held his hand up and touched his first finger. ‘Who is the victim at the Country Club?’

Strachan stuck his hand in the air. ‘All we know is he’s American, sir.’

Cartwright snorted again. ‘And how do we know that, Strachan? More jiggery pokery?’

‘Not really. Sally Chen had the character for America carved into her neck.’

‘So?’

Danilov interrupted the argument. ‘I believe our killer carves the characters for the country of the next victim on the body of his previous one. Sally Chen had America carved into her neck. Our body in the Country Club had France carved on his corpse, and the next murder victim was from France.’

‘Do you make all this up as you go along, Danilov?’

‘I assure you, Inspector Meaker, this murderer has a plan with every killing.’

‘And what is the plan, Danilov?’ asked Cartwright.

‘If I knew that, Inspector, I would be arresting him as we speak.’

‘But you haven’t arrested him, because no such plan exists, Danilov. He’s just picking on his victims at random. Like Jack the Ripper, he kills whoever comes along.’

‘Jack the Ripper most definitely had a plan, Inspector Cartwright. My investigations when I was in London made it clear to me that…’

‘Gentlemen, gentlemen…’ Rock held up his hands to get control of the meeting again. ‘Can we focus on the task in hand?’ He wrote the number two on the blackboard. ‘Second, where is the murderer committing these crimes? He must have a hideout somewhere, if neither the unknown man nor the lieutenant and his mistress were killed where their bodies were found.’

‘Dr Fang believed the last two victims were killed in a cold store. Detective Sergeant Strachan has produced a list of possible locations.’ Danilov passed the list to Chief Inspector Rock who pinned it to the To Do board.

‘Third, why is he committing these crimes? We seem to be no closer to a motive linking the victims. We haven’t found the pattern yet, gentlemen. When we do, we will be able to answer the fourth question.’

‘What’s that, sir?’ asked Meaker.

The Chief Inspector paused. ‘Who is our murderer?’

‘I believe I can answer, Chief Inspector,’ said Danilov quietly. ‘These atrocious acts are being committed by Thomas Allen, otherwise known as the Character Killer.’

Cartwright threw his arms up in the air.

Meaker laughed.

Chief Inspector Rock stood there. ‘How can you be so certain he is committing the murders, Danilov?’

‘All the clues point to its being him. The methods of killing, the types of victims, the careful placement of the bodies.’

‘No, it can’t be,’ said Cartwright. ‘You said yourself, Danilov, you shot him dead on Garden Bridge. How can someone come back from the dead?’

‘We never found the body, Inspector. And if all the clues point to the impossible, then, however unlikely, the impossible must be possible.’

‘Russian bollocks…’ said Meaker under his breath.

‘There was one final clue the doctor found on the body of Lieutenant Deschamps.’

‘And what was that, Danilov?’ sneered Meaker.

‘A box of sweets; French violets to be precise.’

Both Meaker and Cartwright burst out laughing. ‘So we’re to base our whole investigation on the discovery of a box of sweets?’

‘Don’t forget they were French violets, George. That’s an important clue, that is,’ Meaker sniggered once more.

Chief Inspector Rock held up his hands. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, please.’ The laughter stopped as Cartwright and Meaker settled down, the latter staring across at Danilov and shaking his head. ‘It does seem a step too far to hang our whole investigation on one piece of evidence, Inspector Danilov. Particularly when that evidence points to the murderer being a man who is already dead.’

‘But, sir…’

Rock held up his hand. ‘We’ll keep an open mind at the moment on the question of the murderer being a reincarnated Thomas Allen. We have many more things to investigate before we can be so bold as to pinpoint a particular name.’

‘And meantime, the man will go on killing, sir?’

The smile on Rock’s face vanished. ‘I don’t think I like the tone of your voice, Inspector Danilov. We will continue our investigations, is that clear?’

Danilov sighed audibly. ‘Yes, sir, but…’

Chief Inspector Rock interrupted. ‘Let’s move on, we have a lot to do.’ He turned towards the two inspectors on his left. ‘Meaker and Cartwright, I want you two to discover the name of the victim in the Country Club. This is imperative. There must be a connection between the victims; find the link and we solve our crime. You can also follow up on the chess pieces. Where were they made? Where purchased? Anything and everything about them. Finally, check out the embalming fluid. Who uses it? How common is it? Where would one buy it?’

‘Anything else, sir?’ Cartwright said sarcastically.

Chief Inspector Rock carried on writing on the action list pasted to the wall. ‘No, that’s all for the moment. I’ll call you if I think of anything else.’ He turned to Danilov and Strachan. ‘You two can follow up on the van. Did anybody actually see it that morning? Strachan, as you’ve compiled the list of ice stores, I want you to check them out. Let’s discover the location of the murder of the French lieutenant and his woman. Perhaps the killer left a trace.’

‘But sir, I think we should begin looking for…’

Rock stood taller and puffed out his chest. ‘You have your instructions, Danilov. I’ll liaise with the French. Somebody has to grab the short end of the straw.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It is 10.15 now, gentlemen; let us meet at nine tomorrow morning to report back.’

‘But, Chief Inspector…’

‘You have your orders, Danilov.’ Rock looked towards the door. A round figure was outside the glass, listening. ‘Miss Cavendish,’ he shouted.

The door opened and the tea amah came in wheeling her trolley.

‘Where is the bloody woman,’ said Rock as he bustled back to his office. ‘How am I expected to know the number of Major Renard?’
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‘Where’s your list of cold stores, Strachan?’

The detective sergeant took the sheet of paper from his file and passed it to Inspector Danilov. There were seven addresses on the thin onion paper.

‘Neatly typed, Strachan; how many fingers are you using these days?’

Strachan held up his index fingers. ‘Just two, sir, but I’m making fewer mistakes.’

‘You need more practice, Strachan. I’ll ask the other detectives if they need help.’

‘Thank you, sir. I’m sure it’s not necessary. You and the Chief Inspector provide me with all I need.’

Danilov scanned down the list of addresses with Strachan’s notes typed beneath each one. ‘I think we can eliminate those in the old Chinese city, Strachan.’ He took a black pencil and crossed out two of the addresses. ‘This man is operating in either the French area or the International Settlement.’

‘That leaves five, sir. Shall we go round and check them?’

‘No, I think we can also eliminate the godowns of Caldbeck MacGregor, and Butterfield and Swire.’

‘Why, sir?’

‘Your notes say these are in present-day use. Our killer doesn’t want people coming and going all the time; he wants somewhere quiet to do his work where he won’t be disturbed. If I were him I would choose this one.’ Danilov prodded one address with his pencil.

‘The Burlington Hotel, sir? Why there?’

‘A former fur store, now unused, in the grounds of a large hotel. Your note says it was recently leased out.

Strachan stood up and looked over the inspector’s shoulder. ‘That’s right, sir.’ He grabbed his notebook. ‘The lessee was the Bishop Trading Company.’

Danilov looked at his young detective sergeant. ‘I think it’s time you went for the car, don’t you, Strachan?’
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The Burlington Hotel was large brick built hotel at 1225 Bubbling Well Road on the outskirts of the International Settlement. It had recently been purchased by Silas Hardoon and was in the process of being renovated.

Despite the scaffolding surrounding the building, it still had an air of middle-class opulence. Danilov and Strachan were greeted by a Portuguese manager, who bowed and scraped as if they were gods.

He spoke with a slight lisp, which only accented his performance as the consummate host. Each sentence was perfectly constructed with just the right amount of servility etched into the words. ‘Of course, gentlemen, only too delighted to help. If you would follow me.’ He held out his hand like a matador holding the cape for the bull.

Danilov duly charged. ‘When was the cold store leased?’

‘I have checked the records provided by our accountant and it seems it was rented at the beginning of this month for a period not exceeding thirty days.’

‘And who leased it?’

The Portuguese manager held an outside door open that led to a quadrangle, open on one side. ‘It was, I believe, the Bishop Trading Company.’

‘Any dealings with them before?’

‘If you mean, had they been guests or booked any of the facilities offered by the hotel? Then the answer is no.’

‘Yet you still allowed them to lease one of your cold stores?’

The manager shrugged his shoulders elegantly. ‘They paid in advance; who are we to reject guests simply because we do not know them? If we did, ninety per cent of our rooms would be empty.’

They arrived outside a large brick building at the rear of the hotel. The manager took out a jangling bunch of keys and selected one of the largest. He inserted it in the padlock and turned. ‘There are two cold stores in this building, both rented by the Bishop Trading Company.’ He opened the door. They were facing a small entrance hall with two metal doors set side by side. ‘On the left is a food store and on the right is one reserved for furs. Our guests demand…’

Danilov brushed past him and gestured for Strachan to open the food store.

Strachan took hold of the metal handle and levered it upwards. The door swung open to release a cloud of cold air into the atmosphere, instantly turning into a thick white mist.

Danilov waved it away with his hands.

‘That’s strange.’ The manager pointed to a temperature dial set to one side of the door. ‘It’s set to maximum. I wonder why they did that?’

The cold mist began to clear. Danilov stepped inside a large, empty room. It was completely empty save for a single white chess piece sitting in the middle on its own bed of frost.

‘Get the lab boys and photographers here, Strachan. We’ve found where the lieutenant and Miss Gurdieva were murdered.’

‘A murder in my hotel? What will the guests think?’
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‘Good morning, Miss Cavendish. I hope you slept well.’

A man loomed over her. She could see his shoes, Oxford brogues, and the sharp crease in his pinstriped trousers. She lifted her chin off the earth and looked up to his head at the end of a long stretch of black cloth. A black head, glossy, without mouth or eyes.

The man had no eyes.

‘You will no doubt be wondering how you came to be here.’

There was no mouth, yet she heard words. His words. His English words.

‘You are still a little groggy from the sedative my associates gave you last night. But not to worry, the effects will soon wear off. We would like you to be compos mentis when you make your choice.’

The voice again, slightly muffled. She recognised the voice. Who was it? And what was the scratching sound behind him. Every time he spoke it became louder.

She tried to shake her head but her chin scraped along the earth.

The earth? Why was her head so close to the earth?

She tried to move her body to the side and look down, but she couldn’t.

Where was her body? Why couldn’t she see her body?

The voice started speaking again. ‘I can see you are wondering where you are?’

How can he see with no eyes?

‘It’s rather a pleasant place, brings back wonderful memories for me. From the time before I began my work, of course.’

She began to struggle, trying to break free from whatever was holding her.

‘You can’t break free, Miss Cavendish. You won’t know yet but you are buried up to your neck in the ground. We took the precaution of tying your hands and feet before we buried you.’

She struggled once more but all she succeeded in doing was shaking her head; nothing else moved.

‘Good. And now for your choice, Miss Cavendish. We all have to make choices in life. This will be yours.’

He stepped aside to reveal two cages only fifteen feet away. One was full of brown, hairy bodies, scrabbling over each other to get out.

Rats. It was full of rats.

She could see the hair on their whiskers and the pink of their feet. One of them was attempting to gnaw through the wire bars, its teeth white against the steel.

Next to the rats was a larger cage with three dogs in it. None of the dogs was moving, their dark eyes just staring at her, drops of slather dripping from their mouths. With a snarl, one of them shot forward, throwing himself at the cage door. Instinctively, she jerked her head back.

The man was high above her now. The legs stretched ever upwards like two immense skyscrapers, the voice distant, godlike. ‘This is your choice. The dogs or the rats?’

‘What… if… no choice?’ she said through cracked and parched lips.

‘What if you make no choice?’ he repeated. ‘I wouldn’t be so obtuse, Miss Cavendish, Not making a choice is a choice in itself, isn’t it? In that case, you would enjoy the attentions of both the rats and the dogs.’

She struggled to free herself. Her body moved slightly against the compacted earth and her head shook violently, but soon she was exhausted, panting.

‘You will be pleased to hear the rats come from Soochow Creek. They haven’t eaten for two days. If we don’t let them out soon, they will begin to eat each other. The dogs, on the other hand, have been specially bred to attack humans. They use Pavlov’s techniques, you know. A reward when they bite, and a beating if they do not. They soon get the message.’

As if knowing they were being discussed, all three dogs threw themselves at the cage door, scrambling, chewing and clawing at the wire to get at their prey.

She jerked her head back, but it could only move three inches.

‘You will also notice there is a clock above the cages.’

She hadn’t noticed.

She did now.

A large clock, like the type in the waiting room of a railway station. The time showed ten o’clock. She wasn’t certain whether it was morning or evening. A thick black wire ran from the clock, splitting into two above the cages, before attaching itself to the door mechanism.

‘You may be wondering why I have brought you here, Miss Cavendish.’

She stared at the cages, not answering.

‘Even if you are not wondering, I am going to tell you. It’s all about the war…’

‘I was in Shanghai during the war.’

‘I know that. Didn’t you have a suitor, a clerk at one of the Hongs? A man by the name of Turner, James Turner?’

She lifted her head to hear the voice more clearly. What was he saying? ‘I knew a James Turner, but he was killed in the war.’

‘Didn’t you send him a small wooden box with a white feather in it?’

How did he know? Nobody knew. It was my secret. My secret.

He was annoying you, wasn’t he? With his constant attentions and offers of marriage. You thought it was time to get rid of him. Shaming him into joining up worked a treat. A pity he died at Passchendaele. But a lot of good men died in the slime and mud, didn’t they? Were you glad when he died or simply relieved.’

‘It wasn’t me. James wanted to fight, wanted to join up. I didn’t force him.’

‘But you encouraged him, didn’t you? With your little gift being the final persuader.

Her head sunk on to her chest. How did he know after all these years?

‘I will be generous. You have until one o’clock to make your choice. If you don’t, the rats and the dogs will both be released. I hesitate to think what they will do to your face. I’m told rats prefer eating the eyes first. A delicacy for them, I suppose. The dogs prefer biting and gnawing at the nose and ears. To make your choice, simply shout. One of my associates will ensure only one door opens at the appointed time.’

She saw him turn back and check the clock with his own watch.

‘I’m afraid I will miss your choice. I have to greet another guest. Work before pleasure, don’t you know.’

The man walked towards her and she could see his Oxford brogues and the legs stretching upwards and away from her to the ceiling. He knelt and suddenly she felt the hard skin of the mask touching the top of her head, touching her hair.

He was trying to kiss her.

She jerked her head backwards and forwards, trying to escape from his cold touch. But he pressed down, through her hair on to the top of her head. ‘I always wanted to do that, Miss Cavendish. And now, unfortunately, it’s time to do this.’

Then she felt the sharp bite of pain below her ear.

He was cutting her.

The knife sliced into her neck, the blood oozed out. She could feel the drops sliding beneath her shirt.

How will I get the stains out of my silk shirt?

He wiped off the blood with a dirty rag. And she saw the sharp blade of the knife move towards her neck once more. She tried to move her head away, to escape the sharp point, but she couldn’t move.

There was no pain now. She couldn’t feel anything any more but she knew he was still cutting, still wiping away blood.

Then he stopped. ‘It’s well executed, even if I do say so myself. The blood has the added advantage of exciting our friends.’

Despite herself, Miss Cavendish focused on the rats and dogs in their cages. They had all stopped moving, their noses raised into the air, sniffing and snorting.

The mask came down and touched the top of her head again.

He was kissing her hair.

There was a smell, a sweet, cloying smell: French violets. She recognised it, knew it from before. But it couldn’t be: he was dead.

‘Inspector Allen,’ she said through her cracked lips.

The man shuffled away from her. She could still see the shoes and the knees as he leant over her.

‘You always were a clever one, Miss Cavendish. Now, you have less than three hours left to enjoy your cleverness. Make the right choice, won’t you?’
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‘Sir?’

Inspector Danilov was sitting in his chair blowing smoke rings up at the ceiling. ‘I’m thinking, Strachan.’

‘Sorry, sir.’ Strachan watched as the smoke rings gradually dissipated into the already smoky air of the detectives’ room. ‘But why was there a bishop in the middle of the cold store?’

Danilov leant over and stubbed the roll-up into the ashtray, where it joined a heap of the ends of his other cigarettes. ‘It was another clue, Strachan. I keep feeling that the chess pieces are the most important clues, but I haven’t worked out why yet.’

‘More important than the messages, sir?’

‘The messages are to pinpoint a particular crime; the chess clues are part of a bigger picture.’

‘What bigger picture, sir?’

Danilov began to roll yet another cigarette. ‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t be sitting here chatting with you, Strachan.’

‘No, I suppose not, sir. Just one more question…’

Danilov lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply, allowing the tobacco to work its magic in his mind. ‘What is it, Strachan?’

‘Why didn’t you tell Chief Inspector Rock about the messages in the newspaper?’

‘Because we can’t be certain there is a link yet, Strachan. We haven’t proved anything.’

‘But it seems pretty obvious to me, sir.’

‘Perhaps, but let’s not jump to conclusions. He reached forward and picked up the sheet of paper where the poem had been printed out in Strachan’s juvenile hand.

‘A lady, pearl adorned,

Her life always scorned,

In England, never a foot would set,

At one, her end be met,

Rats rotten to the core,

Let slip the dogs of war.’

‘This case has so many clues, so much evidence, and yet we’re no closer to finding the killer than we were two days ago.’

Strachan turned round to face his boss. ‘Aren’t we going to do what the Chief Inspector asked?’

Danilov sighed, a long, patient sigh. ‘Chief Inspector Rock is a good man who works hard and whose heart is in the right place. But there are times, Strachan, when contemplation, not action, is called for.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘One must arrange the facts in here, sort out what is relevant and what is merely chaff that needs to be blown away.’

‘I quite liked writing everything down, Inspector; it clarified many things for me.’

‘It is sometimes a useful exercise, Strachan, but unfortunately the chaff gets mixed up with the wheat in those exercises. Too much information can lead to paralysis, an inability to see the trees for the wood, to use a rather surprising English idiom.’

‘Actually, it’s the other way round, sir. You can’t see the wood for the trees.’

‘But it makes no sense, Strachan. Anybody can see the wood; it’s the individual trees that are important. It’s knowing which matters and which does not…’

There was a soft knock at the door.

‘Miss Cavendish has come looking for us, sir.’

But a different head popped around the side of the door. A head with a moustache, a crew cut and a broad Geordie accent that went by the name of Sergeant Wolfe. ‘I’ve got an old lady out front, says she’s the mother of Miss Cavendish.’

Danilov took one look at the poem and jumped up. ‘Where is she?’

‘I’ve put her in one of the interview rooms, number five; it’s the cleanest.’

‘Come on, Strachan. We need to talk to Mrs Cavendish.’

Danilov rushed out of the detectives’ room, past the startled Sergeant Wolfe, who blurted, ‘She was complaining Miss Cavendish hadn’t been home.’



The old woman sitting opposite Danilov wore a gay orange dress, cut in a modern style. Her grey hair was brushed back from her forehead, rings glistened on her fingers, and the skin of her face was as flawless as a China doll, highlighted with bright-orange lipstick to match the dress.

Danilov couldn’t imagine a greater contrast to the conservative, almost dowdy, clothes of Miss Cavendish.

The old woman was smoking a cheroot in an ivory holder. ‘She always comes home, never stays out. Sometimes, I wished Betsy would, you know, enjoy life a little more.’

Betsy, so that was Miss Cavendish’s Christian name, thought Danilov. She had never told him and he had never asked.

Strachan passed the old lady an ashtray so she could flick the ash off the end of her cheroot.

‘So, she didn’t come home at all last night?’ asked Danilov.

The old woman rolled her eyes. ‘That’s what I’ve been telling you. Were you not listening? Your English is good, but I can hear a foreign twang.’

‘I’m Russian, madam.’

‘That explains it.’ She took another drag from the end of her ivory cigarette holder.

‘Please tell me exactly what happened last night?’

Another long sigh and roll of the eyes. ‘We were supposed to go to the Bridge Club. Tuesdays are my bridge night. Never miss a night of bridge; keeps the mind active, you know. And luckily the club only allows the best sort of people to enter.’ She sniffed, staring pointedly at Danilov.

‘What time were you supposed to go?’

‘We were due there at seven o’clock. The Aldersons are such sticklers for punctuality. Betsy had worked late the night before – a new Chief Inspector, she told me – so I warned her not to be late.’

Danilov turned to Strachan. ‘Check with Sergeant Wolfe what time Miss Cavendish left last night.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Please continue, madam.’

‘Well, come seven ‘o clock, there was no sign of Betsy. I rang her office but there was no answer. So I had to go alone. You should have heard the complaints from the Aldersons when I arrived late. I had to apologise, profusely. Me… apologising…’

‘And you didn’t see Miss Cavendish later?’

‘The Aldersons escorted me home in their Packard. I do like the Packard, such a comfortably American car.’

‘And?’

‘And I arrived home around ten. She still wasn’t there. I was so annoyed, thinking she had chosen to work late again rather than taking me to my bridge night.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘What was I to do? I went to bed. Slept like a log. But when I woke up and rang for my tea – Betsy always brings me tea in the morning before she goes to work – well, there was no answer.’ She sniffed and looked around for the ashtray. Inspector Danilov held it out for her. ‘I even had to get up and make it myself.’

Strachan came back into the room. ‘She left the station at 6.30 last night, sir.’

‘Then you came here?’

‘I wanted to give her a piece of my mind. How dare she stay out all night, leaving me alone. Who knows what could have happened…’

Danilov stood up. ‘You should go home now, Mrs Cavendish, in case your daughter returns. One of our drivers will take you back.’

He helped the old lady up out of her chair. ‘Who’s going to look after me, Inspector?’

‘We’ll get a constable to sit with you, Mrs Cavendish.’

‘Make sure he has a moustache. I do like moustaches.’

‘As you wish.’ Danilov nodded at Strachan and the detective sergeant took the old woman’s arm. ‘Join me in the Chief Inspector’s office as soon as you have made the arrangements, Strachan.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The inspector knew at that moment, with piercing clarity, that he had a problem.
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Miss Cavendish was exhausted. Sweat dripped down her face, smudging her mascara and stunning her eyes. Her body ached. She could feel the rope cutting into her wrists and ankles.

Cutting deep.

She had struggled for the last two hours against the earth and the tightness of the bindings without loosening either.

The clock above the cages ticked on.

She let her chin rest on the ground in front of her head. Fifteen yards away the rats were still gnawing at the wire of the cage in order to escape, fighting and biting each other in their desire to get to her. Their noses raised to the air, sniffing her fear. With each waft of scent, becoming ever more excited, forming a wriggling mass of brown fur.

The dogs were quiet, watching her, slather still dripping from their mouths on to the ground. They had stopped gnawing at the bars of their cage and stared at her instead. Dark, satanic eyes glowering at her.

The clock above the cages ticked on.

A million thoughts had raced through her mind since Allen had left. How had he survived? Why was he still alive? Why was he doing this to her? They had always been such good friends in the past, sharing gossip and the occasional chocolate from the box on her desk. Why was he doing this to her?

Both hands were pointing upwards now.

Noon.

Only one hour to go.

Which way should she choose? The rats or the dogs?

She shut her eyes.

Don’t think about it. It’s just a bad dream, a nightmare. You’ll wake up soon. Chief Inspector Rock has been working you too hard, that’s all, and you shouldn’t have eaten the cheese before you went to bed. You know how it gives you indigestion. Mother is always warning you against it.

Mother.

She had forgotten about Mother. She hadn’t taken her to the bridge game last night. Mother would be angry with her. Furious. But what could she do?

She opened her eyes.

The dogs were still staring at her, slather dripping on the floor.

The rats wriggled and jostled, biting each other as their bodies pressed against the wire of the cage. One of them was bleeding and the others were biting into the brown fur. Sharp, pointed teeth ripping and tearing into the flesh.

She screamed and screamed and screamed.

Nobody came. Nobody was ever going to come.

She screamed again.

The rats stopped ripping the flesh of the dead body for a moment, noses and whiskers sniffing the air.

The dogs just stared.

The clock above the cage ticked on.

Miss Cavendish screamed again.
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‘But, sir, I’m sure he’s taken Miss Cavendish.’

‘Why, Inspector Danilov? Based on some poem printed in the newspaper?’

Chief Inspector Rock was sitting behind his desk, his arms folded and resting on his chest. A new clock was mounted on the wall above the policeman’s head. Its ticking a loud distraction.

Danilov was standing in front of him, counting off on his fingers. ‘First, Chief Inspector, Miss Cavendish never misses work. Second, her mother has reported her missing. Third, she was last seen leaving the station at 6.30 last night…’

‘She could have gone away, Inspector. Women do that all the time.’ He shook his head. ‘No, it’s too early to identify Miss Cavendish as the next victim. We don’t have enough evidence.’ His eyes darted towards his in-tray. A stack of files was waiting for review. Above his head, the loud ticking reminded him he was wasting time.

‘And there are also the characters inscribed on the body of Rossana Gurdieva.’

‘You told me it was two characters. The characters for England, apparently.’

‘Again, he’s letting us know the nationality of the next victim.’

Rock smiled. ‘I don’t have to remind you…’ He reached forward and opened a book on his desk, his finger tracing a column of numbers. ‘There are 16,458 British nationals residing in Shanghai at the moment. If you are right, and I stress if, any one of those people could be the victim. Have we checked missing persons recently?’

Danilov’s eyes looked up to the ceiling. Why was the man so slow? Why couldn’t he see what was in front of him? Why couldn’t he see the obvious?

The clock ticked over.

12.15.

Danilov scratched his head. Try once more. Help him to see. ‘It was the poem that was the final clue, sir.’

‘A lady, pearl adorned,

Her life always scorned,

In England, never a foot would set,

At one, her end be met,

Rats rotten to the core,

Let slip the dogs of war.’

‘I’m not an expert but not good poetry, is it?’

‘But it can only refer to Miss Cavendish, sir.’

Chief Inspector Rock reached to his left and pulled out a file from his in-tray. He read the title: Holiday Provisions for Overseas Sergeants and Other Ranks. He needed to sort this out and quickly. Far too much time was being lost travelling to and from the United Kingdom. There must be a more satisfactory method of arranging people’s leave.

Danilov was still standing in front of him.

‘I’m not convinced, Inspector. Carry on with the assignment you were given this morning.’

He opened the file and began to read it.

‘I don’t think you realise the urgency of this case, Chief Inspector. If we don’t find Miss Cavendish soon, she will be murdered.’

‘And I don’t think you realise, Inspector, you have no evidence she has even gone missing, let alone been kidnapped.’

Danilov was still standing there.

‘You have your orders, Danilov. Do I need to repeat them?’

‘No, sir.’ Danilov turned on his heels. ‘Come on, Strachan, we have work to do.’
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Her ear was hurting. The blood had trickled down her neck and beneath her collar. She could feel it had stopped flowing now and congealed into a dark, sticky mass.

But when it stopped, the pain began. A dull ache, like a toothache but behind her ear, throbbing.

She opened her eyes.

The clock ticked over to 12.20. Should she shout out now? Would anybody hear her? Her voice was already hoarse. She had shouted and shouted and shouted, but nobody came.

Nobody came.

The dogs were still watching her, their dark eyes red-rimmed and evil.

One of the rats had nearly gnawed through the wire of the cage. She could see its sharp teeth in the pink mouth, pulling and tugging at the wire, its black whiskers and brown nose pulled back in a snarl as it attacked the cage. The rest still writhed and shimmered, one mass of dirty brown hair, pink feet and sharp claws.

It was the sounds she noticed most. As if, by cutting her behind the ear, Allen had sharpened her hearing. The ticking of the clock, counting the seconds she had left to live. The panting of the dogs as they stood and stared at her through the wire mesh. The rustle of mud-soaked fur on fur as the rats rubbed against each other’s bodies. The sharp metallic scrape as one rat gnawed at the wire.

And the sound of her own fear. She could hear she was afraid. The little whimpers. The rasp of her breath. The slight trickle of the blood down her neck.

The hiss of a speaker. A voice speaking to her. Not Allen’s voice, a Chinese voice. ‘You have forty minutes to choose before I release them both. Which cage do you choose?’

Which do I choose?

She looked at the dogs and then at the rats.

Which do I choose?

A drop of sweat trickled down her forehead and stung her eye. She blinked.

Which do I choose?

And she screamed again, hoping against hope that someone, somewhere, could hear her.




58

Danilov slammed his fist down on the table. ‘Damn the stupidity.’

Detective Sergeant Strachan remained quiet, staring into the air above his desk.

‘The man can’t see what’s obvious even when the evidence is as plain as a Cossack’s horse.’

‘What are we going to do, sir?’

‘Do, Strachan? We are going to find Miss Cavendish.’

‘But the Chief Inspector…’

Danilov inhaled deeply and began to roll a cigarette, holding it between his index and middle fingers, enjoying the comfort of the white paper with its core of tobacco. ‘If the Chief Inspector had only an ounce of intuition, he would understand the importance of a multitude of clues coming together to form a pattern. Always look for the patterns, Strachan.’

‘You’ve said that before, sir.’

Danilov lit his roll-up and inhaled, feeling the warm smoke relax into his lungs and spark his brain into life. ‘It’s key, Strachan. What are the patterns here?’

‘Our killer…’

‘Let’s call him Thomas Allen, because it is him. I shot him on Garden Bridge but obviously didn’t kill him. Somehow he survived and has returned to get his revenge.’

‘Revenge?’

‘Can’t you see the pattern, Strachan? The victims are all linked to us. They have all helped us in the past.’

‘Except the American man, sir. We don’t know him.’

‘He is the exception, I admit. There must be a link; we just haven’t discovered what it is yet.’

‘But if that’s true, it means…’

‘We have to be cautious, Strachan. Extremely cautious…’ He inhaled another long draft of tobacco. ‘Read the poem in the newspaper again.’

Strachan picked up the paper and coughed once.

‘You’re not on the stage, Strachan; a simple read will do.’

Strachan coughed again and looked at Danilov sheepishly before reading:

‘A lady, pearl adorned,

Her life always scorned,

In England, never a foot would set,

At one, her end be met,

Rats rotten to the core,

Let slip the dogs of war.’

‘It’s not well written, sir.’

‘Chief Inspector Rock said the same thing. Another poetry critic; you’ll be writing novels next.’

‘Tried that, sir. Wasn’t very good at it; prefer to read them instead.’

‘Good, at least the world won’t have to suffer your tortured prose. Anyway, this isn’t meant to be Pushkin; it’s a clue. Our killer wants her to be found.’

‘Why, sir? He killed the others.’

‘But he left clues for them too. Clues that would have led us to them if we had been quick enough.’

‘Yes, sir. But where is this one leading us?’

Danilov stubbed out the end of his roll-up in the ashtray. ‘I don’t know, Strachan.’ He glanced at the clock on the wall, which said 12.20.

For a moment a tingle went down his back. His intuition told him he had missed something important. What was it? Was the time significant?

‘Strachan, read the first poem again, will you?’

Strachan dug through the mound of newspapers on his desk. ‘Here it is, sir,’ he said, holding up the copy of the North China Daily News.’

‘Well, read it out man.’

Strachan cleared his throat.

‘A man, blond on blond,

Of music and life is fond,

From the floating world did leave,

A slice in time his life to grieve,

The beautiful country at six was born,

No traveller returns to mourn.’

‘Once again, the clues fit our victim. A man from the beautiful country, America, killed by knife cuts to his body.

‘And the floating world?’

‘A Japanese phrase, isn’t it? Referring to the world of prostitutes and courtesans. Perhaps our man spent time in that world.’ Danilov lit another roll-up. The clock ticked on to 12.23. What was he missing about the time? Why was the time important? ‘Read the second poem, Strachan.’

The detective searched through his desk again.

‘Two lovers, money joined,

Pleasure taken, pleasure purloined.

From France, a soldier came,

From the steppes, his lover tame,

At two, they did live once so jolly,

Cold wisdom waiting on superfluous folly.’

Danilov suddenly sat up. ‘Strachan what time was the man found?’

Strachan opened his notebook. ‘At 12.30 in the Country Club, sir.’

‘And the bodies of our French lieutenant and his mistress?’

‘Found at approximately 6.30, sir.’

Danilov glanced at the clock. ‘But what time did they die, I wonder?’

Strachan checked his notes once more. ‘Dr Fang couldn’t state a time of death. The freezing of the bodies made it impossible.’

‘But it could have been at two o’ clock?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Danilov slumped back in his chair. ‘Miss Cavendish will die at one o’clock, Strachan. We have just forty minutes to discover where she is.’

‘Actually, it’s thirty-seven minutes, sir.’
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‘Please…’ It was all she could think to say.

Her screams had been unanswered. Her threats ignored.

There was a hiss from the loudspeaker and a pause before she heard the Chinese voice again. ‘The time is now 12.30. You must make your choice now. Or at one o’clock both will be released.’

Miss Cavendish stared first at the dogs, thenn moved her gaze across to the rats.

Which would be better? Perhaps she could spit and hiss at the rats, frightening them away. She couldn’t do that with the dogs. Their red-rimmed eyes, the power of the muscles beneath the brindled fur, and the size of the teeth in those crushing jaws frightened her.

But, if I’m going to die, the dogs would be quicker. She wouldn’t last long when in the embrace of those terrifying jaws.

She looked again at the rats. One of them was still gnawing at the wire, its sharp, pointed front teeth yellow as weathered gravestones. Small teeth. Sharp teeth. Her nose, ears and lips a target.

But they would go for her eyes. She would feel the small, sharp teeth biting into her eyes.

‘Please… I can’t choose…’ she sobbed.

‘As you are unable to make a decision, both will be released at one o’clock.’

‘Noooooooooo…’ she wailed.

The only answer was the sound of the speaker being switched off.

Silence.

Except for the pants of the dogs.

Except for the excited squeaks of the rats.

Except for the noise of her fear.
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Danilov watched as the minute hand ticked over to touch the six.

12.30.

Unless he solved it, Miss Cavendish would die. They were still sitting in the detectives’ room. He took another drag from his cigarette. Even the tobacco didn’t seem to be working today.

Strachan interrupted his thoughts. ‘I don’t know if this is any help, sir. But I remember something from school…’

‘I don’t want to hear about your schooldays, Strachan.’

‘Yes, sir, but it’s still nagging at me.’

Danilov leant forward and crushed the roll-up into the ashtray. It joined a host of its comrades there. A graveyard of cigarette butts. ‘What is it, Strachan?’

‘It’s just… I seem to remember this line here. ‘With this knife, I’ll help it presently.’ You see, we did Hamlet as the school play. John Alliss was Hamlet and I played Claudius…’

‘Yes, yes, yes, Strachan. Haven’t you worked that out yet? But I can’t imagine you as the scheming uncle.’

‘I wasn’t very good, sir. Acting is not one of my strong points.’

Danilov lit another roll-up. He adjusted the pen on his desk so that it was exactly four inches from the top-right-hand corner of the blotter. That felt better.

He turned back to Strachan. ‘All of the poems in the newspaper contain one line of Shakespeare. The “undiscovered country” comes from Hamlet. The “cold wisdom” line comes from All’s Well that Ends Well, and “Let slip the dogs of war” comes from Henry V.’

‘You know your Shakespeare, sir.’

‘He was popular at my school, at least with the teachers. We had to read him, in Russian translation, of course. When I came to London in 1911, I studied him to help me with my English. I even made a pilgrimage to Stratford.’

He thought of his wife, the day he had given her the collected plays, bought on that trip to Warwickshire. She couldn’t read English but she loved the book, keeping it on the bookshelf in the parlour as one of her prized possessions.

He took another long drag of the cigarette, releasing three perfect circles into the air above his head. ‘It seems such a long time ago now.’

‘Why I brought it up, sir, well… it occurred to me that maybe the lines from Shakespeare are a clue, sir.’

Danilov sat up. ‘Go on, Strachan.’

‘Well, sir, “cold wisdom” could refer to the cold store where the lieutenant and his mistress were killed. And the country line could refer to the Shanghai Country Club. But I can’t work out what the “Let slip the dogs of war” line refers to.’

Danilov glanced at the clock on the wall. 12.40. He stood up and grabbed his hat and coat. ‘God, I’ve been stupid, Strachan.’

Danilov looked at the clock again. The minute hand ticked on.

‘Come on, man, we have to get there before one o’clock.’
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They raced into the foyer of Central Police Station. As usual it was crowded with beggars, hawkers, prostitutes, gamblers, gawkers, thieves, card sharks, opium addicts and thugs. Just a small cross section of the citizens of Shanghai.

At its centre, Sergeant Wolfe was still trying to maintain order in the hubbub of a hundred competing voices and as many different dialects.

‘Strachan, get the car.’

‘Yes, sir!’ Strachan raced through the crowd.

Danilov waved his arm forcefully at the policeman behind his desk. ‘Sergeant Wolfe, call Major Renard and tell him to go to the Canidrome, now.’

Sergeant Wolfe put his hand to his ear and shook his head.

Danilov shouted again, even louder. Suddenly, all the noise stopped in the foyer. People turned to watch this strange foreigner shouting at the top of his voice.

‘Sergeant Wolfe, can you call Major Renard for me? Tell him to meet me with his constables at the Canidrome.’

‘What reason shall I give, sir?’

‘Tell him it’s a matter of life or death.’

Certainly, Inspector Danilov.’ Sergeant Wolfe picked up the telephone on his desk. As he did, the crowd erupted into even louder shouting, emulating the strange foreigner with the old hat.

Danilov hurried away, out through the double doors and down the steps. Strachan was waiting in the Buick at the bottom, the engine running.

Danilov raced round and jumped in the front. Before he had even closed the door, Strachan had stamped hard on the accelerator and the Buick surged into the traffic. Danilov was thrown back in his seat.

Strachan kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, weaving in and out of the traffic on Foochow Road, narrowly avoiding the trotting rickshaw drivers and their cargos of people and boxes and clothes.

‘Why the Canidrome and not Luna Park, sir? Both are dog tracks.’

Danilov held the seat with one arm and pushed back from the dashboard with the other. A rickshaw driver was crossing the street at right angles, the Buick heading directly towards him.

Danilov closed his eyes.

At the last second, Strachan veered to the right, just clipping the edge of the rickshaw, sending it spinning anti-clockwise, the rickshaw boy trapped between the two shafts of his vehicle. He swung around, narrowly missing a donkey and cart parked in front of a Cantonese restaurant.

The shops, hotels, singing clubs, brothels and restaurants of Foochow raced past in a blur. Danilov opened his eyes again. Strachan was looking at him, not the road.

‘Why the Canidrome, sir?’

‘Eyes on the road, Strachan.’

A tram was turning from Thibet Road on to Foochow Road in front of the racecourse, the electric catchers attached to its roof rattling and dancing as the rails curved around the corner.

Strachan jammed his foot hard on the brakes. The Buick fishtailed and swerved to a stop inches away from the side of the tram.

It carried on as if nothing had happened. Only a few Chinese passengers stared out of the window, wondering why the black car was so close.

Strachan put the car in gear again as the end of the tram rattled past the driver’s window. As soon as he was clear, he turned left on to Thibet Road and accelerated.

Danilov wiped his brow. ‘I don’t know, Strachan.’

‘You don’t know what, sir?’

‘Why the Canidrome and not Luna Park?’ Danilov looked at his watch. The minute hand was past the eleven on the dial. ‘Intuition, perhaps,’ he said finally. ‘Something tells me she is there.’

So we might be going to the wrong place, sir?’

‘We might, Strachan.’

The silence between them meant Strachan understood the implications of Danilov’s choice. If he was wrong, Miss Cavendish would die.

Strachan stamped even harder on the accelerator. The Buick surged forward, past a startled Sikh constable on traffic duty. He swung the car right without stopping. A loud blare from the horn of a lorry blasted in their rear. Danilov looked in the mirror on his side. The front of the lorry was getting closer and closer. He could read the script on the chrome surrounding the engine: Bedford. Wasn’t that a place outside London?

Strachan pressed even harder on the accelerator. Gradually, the lorry moved backwards, becoming smaller and smaller in the mirror.

‘It’s in French Town, sir. We have no jurisdiction.’

‘Major Renard will meet us there.’

‘I’ll stay on Edward VII as long as we can, sir. The road’s wide and we can make good time.’ Strachan banged the horn in the centre of the wheel with the palm of his hand, forcing all the traffic to give way.

Danilov looked at his watch. 12.56. ‘Hurry, Strachan.’

On the other side of the road, a long traffic jam was bumper to bumper with vehicles heading into the city.

The detective sergeant stared at the oncoming traffic, chose his moment, and swung the car left into the wall of cars. He braked sharply and began to edge forward, the nose of the Buick pushing through the stream of traffic like a beagle searching for the scent of a fox.

One van refused to stop.

Strachan kept going, eyeballing the van driver, daring him to keep going.

The van, painted white, with a sign shouting ‘Lam’s Furs’ in large black letters on the side, inched across him and kept moving.

Strachan stared at the driver of the white van, edging the Buick forward with the slightest pressure on the accelerator.

Realisation finally dawned on the van driver that he was dealing with a maniac, a man who wasn’t going to stop his car. The driver stamped on his brake and turned his steering wheel sharply right to avoid a collision.

Strachan, and the Buick, wriggled their way past the white bumper of the van, missing it by less than an inch.

And then they were through. The roads of the French Concession were open to them.

The shops had changed now. They were more elegant and stylish, with the latest fashions and furs from France. Even though it was November, a few hardy souls still sat outside the cafes enjoying an aperitif, a coffee or the company of a friend.

Strachan ignored everything. He raced through a junction, shouting ‘stay out of my way, mad man at the wheel’ in the universal language of the blaring horn.

Drivers braked sharply. Rickshaw drivers pulled to the side of the road. Pedestrians, attempting to cross the street, saw the onrushing Buick and jumped back on to the pavement, more concerned with their lives than any need to get to the other side.

Strachan’s jaw was clenched tight, his hand banging on the horn.

Danilov hung on to the seat with one hand, pushing back from the dashboard with the other.

Up ahead, he could see the Art Deco tower of the Canidrome, its solid shape white against the coal smoke-stained houses around it. On racing nights, millions were won and lost as fifty thousand people streamed in to watch a few dogs running round in circles after a stuffed hare.

Today, though, was not a race day. The place was empty and deserted, like a ghost town in a Western.

Strachan swung the car into one of the many open spaces in front of the main entrance.

‘It looks quiet, sir?’

Danilov looked around. Major Renard was nowhere to be seen. Either he hadn’t received the message or he hadn’t arrived yet. He hoped it was the latter.

12.58.

Where could she be? Had he made the wrong guess? Had his intuition deserted him, as he always expected it would one day?

He spotted some steps at the side leading down to a door. He remembered the lines from the poem. ‘She’ll be below ground, Strachan. Over there.’

They ran out of the car, leaving the doors open. Strachan drew his pistol.

Then they heard the scream.
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Miss Cavendish watched the clock tick over.

12.58.

The hiss of the loudspeaker echoed through the room again. The noise made the rats and dogs more animated, as if they sensed the time to feed was near.

The Chinese voice, in it mellow, disinterested tones, came from the loudspeaker. ‘This is your last chance to make a choice. If we do not hear from you within the next sixty seconds, both the rats and the dogs will be released.’

Sweat dripped down Miss Cavendish’s face, mingling with her mascara, her foundation and the blood from her neck, to pool on the earth around her. ‘Please, no…’ she whined.

The second hand swept around the face of the clock.

The rats threw themselves at the wire of the cage.

‘You have thirty seconds left to decide.’

‘I can’t decide, I can’t.’ She shook her head, beads of sweat and blood flying off it to land close to the cages. The dogs sniffed the air.

She looked into their red eyes. She hated dogs. Had hated them all her life.

The clock ticked over once more. The minute hand juddering slightly with the effort of moving. The second hand seeming to speed up as it raced around the dial.

12.59.

Sweat dribbled down her face, stinging her eyes.

‘Just fifteen seconds left.’

‘Rats,’ she shouted. ‘I choose the rats.’

‘A wise choice. The rats it is. You have ten seconds left before we release them.’

The rats seemed to know their prey had chosen them. The wriggling mass threw itself once more against the wire of the cage. She saw one of the bars give way and snap. One of the rats tried to get its body through the hole but its stomach was caught in the gap. The others pushed against it, forcing it to squirm as the metal bit into the soft underbelly. Its head rose and stretched, baring the yellow teeth.

‘Five seconds left.’

Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.

She closed her eyes, squirming in her earth prison, feeling her body against the soil.

The rats threw their bodies against the wire mesh of the cage.

The dogs snarled.

The buzz from the loudspeaker stopped.

Despite herself, she opened her eyes.

The clock had ticked over once more. The hour hand was pointing straight upwards now, reaching up to the sky.

1.00.

A metal click from the door of the cage.

Nothing.

It was a joke. It was all a cruel joke. They wanted to scare her. To frighten her.

The door to the cage of the rats began to swing open.
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Danilov and Strachan raced through the door and down a flight of steps that plunged deep beneath the stands of the Canidrome.

Another scream.

‘This way, quickly, man.’ Danilov burst through a door on the right. He was in a long, dark corridor with openings on either side. Above him, whitewashed brick arched over his head.

He stopped and listened.

Nothing.

Strachan ran along the corridor, the sound of his boots on the concrete floor echoing off the whitewashed walls.

‘Stop, Strachan,’ Danilov shouted.

The detective sergeant skidded to a halt.

They both stood and listened.

Another scream. Behind them.

Danilov jumped through the entrance on the left. Another long corridor. Light washed in through small, square windows set high in the walls.

A scream, louder, longer, this time, more painful.

‘This way, Strachan, she’s down here.’

They ran along the corridor. A double door, painted a bright Greek blue, the colour of the Mediterranean. Danilov threw himself against it.

He bounced off the solid wood.

Another scream, louder, beyond the door.

Strachan stepped forward and kicked the door in the centre at the lock. It flew open.

A large barrel-shaped room. In its centre a writhing mass of rats, surrounding a head buried in the ground. Two cages, one filled with snarling dogs. A clock. Some old boxes. Straw-covered earth.

As Danilov watched, one rat, braver than rest, launched itself at the head, latching on to an ear with its sharp teeth. The head shook and shook, trying to dislodge the rat. But it hung on.

The other rats were moving closer now, a seething mass surrounding their prey.

Danilov grabbed one of the boxes and launched himself into the mass of rats, kicking furry bodies out of the way. Strachan was next to him.

For a moment, the rats were stunned and fled in all directions away from the kicking feet.

The head, Miss Cavendish’s head, shook once more and the rat flew across the room, landing on the straw. It immediately rolled over and leapt to its feet, bloodlust in its small red eyes.

It charged back towards Miss Cavendish. The others followed it, the smell of blood heavy in their nostrils.

Danilov placed the box over Miss Cavendish’s head and stood on it. ‘Strachan, the cage… release the dogs.’

Strachan ran over to the cage, jumped on top and pulled open the sliding door.

The dogs leapt out, snarling, and immediately began to attack the rats, seizing them in their mouths and shaking them.

The rats turned on their new attackers, biting, leaping, dancing out of the way. One dog went down in a mass of brown, furry bodies and struggled to its feet again, jaws snapping all around it.

All three dogs clustered together in a pack, jaws crunching on brown heads. The lead dog scrambled for the open door, a rat hanging from its rear leg by its teeth. The two other dogs ran after their leader, followed by a flowing river of rats, into the dark labyrinths beneath the stands.

Danilov jumped off the box and lifted it. Miss Cavendish’s head lay slumped forward, her face a mass of small red bites, her earlobe half hanging off.

In the distance, the sound of pistol shots.

Danilov began scrabbling at the earth around Miss Cavendish’s head. ‘Help me, Strachan; quickly, man.’

Strachan was staring at the blood-covered head buried in the ground. He knelt and began to tear at the soil like a mole.

Together they shifted the dirt to reveal Miss Cavendish’s body encased in a wooden box, buried in the earth. They lifted the body out and laid it on the ground.

‘Strachan, cut the ropes.’

Strachan took out his knife. Her hands and feet were bound with thin rope. He sawed through it as gently as he could, finally releasing her hands and feet.

Miss Cavendish moaned.

Danilov put his ear close to her mouth.

She moaned again, mumbling something through her swollen lips.

Three French constables appeared at the door with Major Renard, guns in hand.

‘Quick, Major, an ambulance, now. And some water.’

A constable ran for help.

Danilov lifted Miss Cavendish’s head and cradled it in his lap, wiping the blood, dirt and sweat from her face with the handkerchief his daughter had packed for him.

She moaned once more and mumbled something. Once again, Danilov bent over and placed his ear close to her mouth.

‘He’s back,’ she whispered through cracked lips.



The ambulance men placed Miss Cavendish in the back of their van and closed the doors.

‘Please make sure she’s guarded, Major.’

‘It will be done.’

‘We’ll interview her as soon as she wakes.’ Danilov lit one of his roll-ups. A crowd had gathered outside the entrance to the Canidrome, curious to see what was happening at the dog-racing track.

As he exhaled the warming smoke, Danilov scanned the faces in the crowd. Was he here in the mob of silent watchers? Was he staring at them now? Did he know he had failed to kill her?

Once again, he smelt the aroma of roasting sweet potatoes, heavy in the November air. He was taken back to the Orthodox churches of his youth. The gold, the chants of the priests, their heavy chasubles sparkling in the candlelight. And surrounding it all, the faded blue smoke of incense, spilling forth from a censer swinging on a heavy silver chain, rising past the serene face of Mary and the infant Jesus. He remembered staring up at the picture of her haloed face, asking her to forgive the sins of a seven-year-old boy.

Since that time, there had been so many sins to forgive. Too many sins to forgive.

Major Renard coughed. ‘How did you know she would be here, Inspector?’

Danilov took another long drag of his roll-up, exhaling towards the crowd, covering them with his smoke. ‘The killer told me, Major.’

Strachan came running up. ‘The cable from the cages and the loudspeaker led to a small room next door, sir.’

‘Could they see what was happening?’

‘Through the clock, sir. There was a hole cut above the number six. They could see everything.’

The major pointed back towards the dog track. ‘You mean they were watching this?’

‘Watching, observing and controlling, Major.’

‘Monstrous.’

Strachan held something in his hand. A white queen. ‘This was in the table in the room, sir.’

Danilov took it off him and held it up to the weak November sun. A common or garden queen, the most powerful piece, seen on chess boards all over the world. But why had they been left two white queens?

Major Renard joined him in looking at the chess piece. ‘Inspector? What does it mean?’

‘I don’t know, Major. But I’m going to find out.’
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She was older than he imagined, more careworn. Her hair was mousey grey and lines like spider webs spread out from the corners of her eyes.

The young man was bigger and stronger than he thought. He had expected somebody all stretched and gangly, but this young man was broad-shouldered and fit, with the tanned complexion that always signified rude health. So different from the pallor of the citizens of Shanghai.

He would have to be careful with this young man, up the dose next time.

He relaxed back into the leather seat as the woman slept beside him.

The plan had come to fruition; he had the final piece in his game. The piece that would win everything.

His queen.

He wondered if Miss Cavendish was dead. Sometimes, giving people options meant they missed the obvious choice. He hoped Miss Cavendish had chosen correctly.

Perhaps Danilov had managed to work it out in time. He hadn’t particularly wanted her to die. She was just a pawn in the game

It didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered.

The net was closing in around Danilov now, just two more moves for checkmate. The detective would soon realise the danger he was in. The man would choose death and be happy to make the choice.

The thought sent a frisson of pleasure down Thomas Allen’s spine. After all this time, and all the pain, he would see the end of Danilov.




65

It was only the second time it had ever happened.

All the European, Chinese, Russian, Sikh and Japanese constables, sergeants and detectives were lined up in the foyer of Central Police Station waiting for them as they arrived.

Danilov and Strachan took off their hats as soon as the clapping started. Danilov looked at his feet, noticing a spot of dirt on the wooden floor. Strachan flushed bright red.

‘Well done, Inspector.’ A beefy Sikh constable in a blue turban patted him on the back with a hand the size of a club.

Danilov pushed his way through the crowd.

Another inspector seized him by the hand, pumping it up and down. ‘You saved the old girl; I was beginning to miss her.’

Danilov nodded and pushed his way through the swing doors. Strachan was behind him, still revelling in the unaccustomed adulation.

‘Come on, Strachan, we have work to do.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan shook one last hand and hurried after the inspector. ‘Didn’t know Miss Cavendish meant so much to everyone, sir.’

‘She’s the heart and soul of this place, Strachan. Where’s Chief Inspector Rock?’

They were standing in front of his empty office. ‘See what I mean? Without her we’re lost.’

They eventually found Chief Inspector Rock in the Ongoing Investigation Room with Meaker and Cartwright.

‘Ah, Danilov, you’re back. How is Miss Cavendish?’

‘Distressed and unhappy, sir. She’s in Lester Hospital under sedation.’

‘Have you interviewed her yet?’

‘Not yet. She’s in no state…’

The Chief Inspector turned away before Danilov could finish his sentence. ‘Interview her as soon as you can, Danilov. It would help if we could get a physical description of the perpetrator.’

‘I intend to interview her tomorrow morning, when she has recovered sufficiently to be questioned.’

‘Good.’ He pointed to something written on the blackboard. ‘Come in and sit here, will you? Meaker and Cartwright have come up with something interesting.’

Danilov and Strachan edged into the room, taking a seat on the chairs in front of the blackboard. The room still had all the notes about the case on easels at the front. He noticed more information had been added since they were last there. A new easel with a picture of Miss Cavendish at the top and the details of her disappearance below.

‘But before we get to their discoveries, can you add anything to our knowledge?’ Chief Inspector Rock stood with his pen poised at the easel.

‘Miss Cavendish was found in the basement of the Canidrome, sir.’

‘In French Town?’ asked Meaker.

‘Yes.’

‘Everything seems to happen there; fits with what we discovered.’

Chief Inspector Rock stood in front of the map. ‘Where did you say this place was?’

‘The Canidrome. It’s a dog-racing track owned by the French. It’s just where your left hand is, sir,’ said Cartwright.

‘Here?’

‘Exactly, sir. Right next to the Morriss estate.’

‘Isn’t he the man who owns the North China Daily News?’

‘And the rest, sir.’

The Chief Inspector placed a picture of Miss Cavendish next to the Canidrome on the map. It joined the other pictures of Lieutenant Deschamps and Rossana Gurdieva at the War Memorial, the unknown man at the Shanghai Country Club, and Sally Chen at the river.

Danilov stared at the map. The victims had been found in both the International Settlement and the French Concession. But why were they placed there?

‘How did you find Miss Cavendish?’ asked Meaker.

‘Through interpreting the clues in the newspaper.’

‘Those poems? I told you to forget them, Danilov,’ said Rock.

Danilov paused for a moment. ‘If I had ignored them, sir, Miss Cavendish would be dead. The poems were a clue from the killer. He’s taunting us, playing a game with us. A deadly game.’

Chief Inspector Rock coughed. ‘Well, we’d better make the winning move, hadn’t we, Inspector?’ Rock glanced at Cartwright and a brief smile passed between the two.

Something was going on. Rock was far too smug at the moment.

‘Anything else, Inspector?’

Danilov held up a small paper bag. ‘We found another chess piece at the scene. Another queen.’

‘He does like to leave these things afterwards, doesn’t he? A calling card, perhaps?’

‘I think it’s more, Chief Inspector. I think it’s another clue.’

‘You and your bloody clues, Danilov,’ Cartwright sneered.

Chief Inspector Rock ignored the interruption. ‘Is there any writing on it?’

‘None I can see, sir.’

‘Is it special, one of a kind?’

‘I think I can help, sir.’ Cartwright smiled. ‘We looked into the chess pieces and checked all the shops selling chess sets. We thought this was the correct procedure as the pieces were obviously new and unused. Unplayed with, I should say.’ Another smile from Cartwright, returned by Rock. ‘Anyway, to cut a long story short, we found identical sets being sold at Wing On Department Store. We checked with their sales manager,’ he looked at his notes, ‘a Miss Chiang, and they sold forty-two of the sets in the last three months. Unfortunately, there are no records of who they sold them to.’

Another smile from Rock. ‘Well done, Inspector. A good piece of follow-up detective work.’

‘But, of course, we don’t know these particular pieces were bought in Shanghai, so we dug a little deeper.’ Cartwright paused here for dramatic effect. ‘They are manufactured in Canton by the Morally Bright Games Company.’ He looked up for a second and smiled once more. ‘I don’t know where they get these names from, sir.’

Rock laughed. ‘Quite, Inspector, quite…’

‘The names come from the Analects of Confucius. They usually refer to the correct way in which you should live your life,’ said Strachan.

‘That’s as may be; still sounds pretty daft in English.’

‘In Chinese, it has a poetic ring…’

‘More poetry, Strachan? I think we’ve had enough poetry for one day, don’t you?’ Rock stared at the detective sergeant. ‘Carry on, Inspector Cartwright.’

He coughed and looked at his notes. ‘Anyway, we contacted them and they sold 1,472 chess sets of that design in the last three months. Apparently, they distribute all over China.’ He looked up again. ‘I didn’t know that many Chinese knew how to play chess.’

Danilov could feel Strachan bristling with anger beside him. He placed his hand on the detective sergeant’s arm.

Chief Inspector Rock carried on anyway. ‘Thank you, Cartwright, an excellent piece of work.’

‘I still think the chess piece is a vital clue, sir.’

‘Perhaps, Danilov, but we have neither the time nor the manpower to check up on all 1,472 purchasers of chess sets.’

‘And that’s only in the last three months, sir. Although the chess piece is new, it could have been bought long ago and kept under wraps until today.’

‘Quite, Inspector Meaker. No, Danilov, I think we’re barking up the wrong tree there.’ Again, a smug smile spread across Chief Inspector Rock’s face. ‘But, Inspectors Meaker and Cartwright have a couple of other things to interest us.’

‘We’ve managed to ID the victim at the Country Club. The fingerprint boys found a match with a Hank Chettle.’ Cartwright coughed. ‘An American sailor. We’ve had him in here a couple of times for drunk and disorderly, the usual stuff. Nothing else, though; no major convictions.’

‘What shall we do with a drunken sailor, Inspector Cartwright?’ Rock laughed at his little joke. Cartwright just carried on reading from his notes.

‘Went missing three days ago, apparently, early in the morning. Last seen by his mother. She reported him missing yesterday.’

‘An American – you were right, sir.’

Danilov ignored Strachan; he had no interest in being proven correct. ‘Where was he going when he went out?’

Cartwright checked his notes again. ‘Some club down in Blood Alley called the Four Sisters.’

‘Is that the link, sir?’

‘Look into it, Strachan. See if the club is connected to any of our past investigations.’

‘What link?’ asked Chief Inspector Rock.

‘One of the victims of Allen also went missing from a club,’ replied Danilov.

‘You’re still floggin’ that dead horse. Give it a rest, Danilov.’

‘Enough, gentlemen.’ Rock struck the desk with his wooden pointer. ‘Inspector Danilov. You shot this man Allen twice, did you not?’

Danilov nodded.

‘Well, please tell me how a dead man can still be alive and committing our murders?’

‘I don’t know, sir, but…’

Rock held his hand up, cutting Danilov off. ‘Tell them what else you discovered, Inspector Cartwright.’

‘It was the stones you found at the site of the first murder in the Country Club, Danilov, that set us thinking. The lab report came back with traces of embalming fluid on them.’

‘It did. Not much, but enough to be observable,’ said Danilov.

‘So we looked at Dr Fang’s report. He tested the clothes of both Lieutenant Deschamps and his floozy. And guess what?’

‘Dr Fang discovered they also tested positive for embalming fluid.’

‘Right you are, Danilov. Even better, the tests came back with exactly the same mixture of chemicals from the stones and the clothes of the victims.’

‘Twenty-two per cent formaldehyde, forty-three per cent methanol and eight per cent glutaraldehyde, if I remember correctly.’

‘That’s right, Danilov. Not a common mixture, especially the eight per cent glut… ara… dehyde.’ Cartwright stumbled over the last chemical. ‘However it’s pronounced. The rest is water and a few oils.’

‘So we know embalming fluid was present on or near the bodies of the victims,’ said Danilov, more to himself than anybody in the room.

‘We know more, Inspector. The company Dr Fang uses, a C.J. Dawtry, Undertakers, keep a bottle of their embalming fluid at the morgue.’

Again, Cartwright paused for dramatic effect. Danilov expected him to pull a rabbit out of a hat at any minute.

‘We tested it and… guess what?’

‘The embalming fluid is a mixture of twenty-two per cent formaldehyde, forty-three per cent methanol and eight per cent glutaraldehyde…’

‘You’re quick learner, Danilov. And, there’s more… only one company uses this formulation, The Dodge Company of Boston.’

Another rabbit, thought Danilov.

‘C.J. Dawtry, Undertakers, was only appointed three months ago after a new tender. We’ve checked and there seems to be no record of their business before that date. They won the tender because they offered by far the cheapest price.’ Cartwright smiled again. The smile of a hyena who’s just seen a goat tied to a stake. ‘The bottle kept by them at Dr Fang’s morgue was manufactured by…’

‘…the Dodge Company of Boston.’ Danilov finished the sentence.’You have been busy, Inspector.’

‘We’re not all sitting on our arses smoking all day, Danilov.’

Chief Inspector Rock smiled benignly. ‘There was one final clue, and you provided it, Danilov.’

‘I did, sir?’

‘You did, Inspector. You said the blind beggar told you he heard the sound of an engine that wasn’t a lorry or a car?’

Danilov nodded.

‘Well, I must say I discounted the evidence at the time. But as I thought about it, what better way to move bodies around than in a hearse? And what engine sounds stronger than a car but weaker than a lorry?’

‘A hearse.’ Cartwright answered the rhetorical question, smiling all the time at Danilov.

Chief Inspector Rock clapped his hands. ‘Well done, Cartwright and Meaker. I’ve ordered a raid by the Rapid Action Force on the premises of C.J. Dawtry in Jessfield Road tomorrow morning.’

‘Good, sir, what time?’ asked Danilov

‘Oh, we won’t be needing you, or Strachan. I’ll lead the raid and, of course, Inspectors Meaker and Cartwright will accompany me as they cracked the case.’ He closed the file, laying it on the desk. ‘It’s getting late, gentlemen. I suggest we get a good night’s sleep; we have to be back here at five tomorrow morning.’

‘But I need to be involved in…’

‘You don’t need to be involved in anything, Danilov. Cartwright and Meaker cracked the case with a smart piece of work. They will have the pleasure of the final collar.’

‘But…’

‘Enough, Danilov. You’ve had a trying day. Good work on rescuing Miss Cavendish.’ He tucked the file under his arm. ‘It’s been a good day all round, gentlemen. I look forward to a satisfactory end to this case tomorrow morning.’

With the conclusion of the meeting, he marched out of the Investigation Room.

When he had gone, Cartwright stood up. ‘See, Danilov, there are other detectives in this bloody station too. Some of us actually know how to do our job. We don’t go off spouting about patterns and dead men coming to life and Locard’s bloody transference theory. We just do our bloody job as coppers.’

‘Your whole case relies on Monsieur Locard’s theories, Inspector Cartwright.’

Cartwright stared at him without understanding.

‘Every contact leaves a trace, as Monsieur Locard put it. You are relying on the fact that the killer touched the bodies and touched embalming fluid at the same time.’

‘I don’t know, and I don’t bloody care, Danilov. We’re going to snatch this killer tomorrow morning. Then we’ll pass him on to the tender questioning of Charlie Meaker here. Good at getting confessions is Charlie.’

‘The best, even if I do say so myself.’

Cartwright took a step forward, pushing his finger into Danilov’s chest. ‘So, fuck you and your fucking theories. After tomorrow, we’ll be so far up Rock’s arse, we’ll be brushing his teeth from the inside. We’ll be his little blue-eyed boys and you’ll be arresting dog-eaters and beggars in Hongkew.’

Danilov moved Cartwright’s finger away from his chest. ‘ I know you’re wrong about the undertakers, Cartwright. And I’m going to prove it.’

Cartwright laughed. ‘ You’re fucked, Danilov. I’ve got you this time.’
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Both Danilov and Strachan stood outside Central Police Station. At the bottom of the steps, a hawker was frying noodles, the wok flaring as he added soy sauce and sesame oil. The smell was entrancing. Strachan was waiting for the inspector to go before sitting on a seat and buying himself a bowl.

The inspector was smoking as usual, finishing another of his roll-ups, enjoying the bitterness of the smoke against his tongue.

‘Looks like they’ve solved the case, sir.’

‘Have they, Strachan?’

‘Yes, sir. Cartwright and Meaker have found him.’

‘I wonder, Strachan, I wonder.’ Danilov stubbed the end of his roll-up against the wall, placing the dimp in his pocket. Since his encounter with the beggar, he no longer threw them on the pavement.

The sight of another human being scrambling after the remains of a cigarette had been distressing for him. Nobody should ever be reduced to such depths.

Nobody.

He began to roll another one. Time to get one last cigarette in before returning to the non-smoking prison his daughter had imposed. He loved her but he wished he could smoke first thing in the morning. There was nothing like the first cough to wake a body.

‘It all seems sewn up, sir.’

‘Perhaps too sewn up.’

Strachan scratched his head. ‘What do you mean, sir?’

‘It all seems too pat. The Character Killer is so careful about the clues he leaves behind. Nobody ever sees him. His fingerprints are nowhere to be found, and yet he leaves trace elements of embalming fluid on a stone and on clothes. He must have known we would test everything. Remember, Thomas Allen knows the way we work, and the way we think.’

‘You still think Allen is the killer, sir?’

Danilov took another drag of the roll-up and blew the smoke out through his lips to join the oil-drenched aromas from the noodles. ‘I’m certain it’s him. They may find Allen at the undertakers’ tomorrow, but I doubt it. The clues are just too obvious for such a killer.’

‘The Chief Inspector is convinced, sir.’

‘He is, Strachan. He wants a quick arrest, proof his new Scotland Yard methods work. Writing it all on sheets of paper. It’s in here that matters.’ He tapped the side of his head and took another drag on his cigarette.

He would have to leave soon; Elina was expecting him home. She was cooking ‘dinner’ again. Then he had an idea. ‘What about you, Strachan?’

‘What about me, sir?’

‘Why don’t you join me for dinner? Elina is cooking.’

Strachan scratched his head. Another flare of flame from the hawker’s wok lit up the sky. ‘I’d love to, sir, but I wouldn’t want to impose.’

‘You wouldn’t. Elina always cooks more than necessary. The recipe books give portions for six people. She hasn’t worked out how to cut down the amounts yet.’

The hawker scraped the contents of his wok into a bowl. The smells of eel, shaoxing wine and chilli drifted over their heads.

‘I know she’d like to see you.’

Strachan smiled. ‘In that case, I’d be happy to accept.’

Danilov leant in and whispered, ‘But let’s get some of those delicious noodles, in case she burns the draniki. With my daughter’s cooking, it’s always best to be prepared.’

‘Perhaps we should have a bowl before we leave, sir; fortify ourselves for the journey home.’

Danilov threw his cigarette away. ‘Not a bad idea, Strachan. It could help protect our stomachs against her food too. Just in case. Always be prepared.’

‘Like boy scouts, sir.’

‘You’re learning fast, Detective Sergeant.’
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Every evening, Princess Ostrepova locked up the cafe carefully; one could never be too careful. First the Yale lock at the top, afterwards the mortice, and finally the cast-iron Wilka she had imported specially from Germany.

She hated carrying all these keys, hated locking up. In the old days, Lubyev, her father’s butler, would do it all for the family, his nightly ritual going round the palace.

As a young girl she remembered following him around one evening. He had two immensely polished bunches of keys; each sparkled in the candlelight as he took them out of his pocket.

‘This bunch is for the house, Little Princess.’

The keys were big and battered and worn. They rang against each other as he searched through them, looking for the right one. Such a wonderful sound, like the music her piano teacher insisted she play.

Lubyev always treated her with kindness. Even when he was busy preparing for the arrival of guests or the Easter feast, he always had time to explain what he was doing and ask her opinion.

‘See, Little Princess, it’s this one.’ He held out a long silver key with a cross at one end and inserted it in the lock. With two turns and a push, the door swung open, creaking on its hinges. ‘I never oil this door, Little Princess, in case anyone breaks in. I can always hear it being opened.’

A soft glow issued from the room, wavering in the breeze from the door.

‘You must never come in here, Little Princess, it’s not a good place for little girls.’

He pushed her away gently, forcing her back across the threshold, closing the door behind him.

Of course, his words were like finding a painted egg at Easter for her: a challenge not to be ignored. One day, when he was serving tea to her mother and Princess Orlov on the lawn, she stole the keys from his desk. They were heavy, so heavy.

She found the one she wanted, the long silver one with the cross at the end, and inserted it in the lock. She tried to turn it but it wouldn’t move.

It was the right key. She was sure it was the right key.

She twisted harder, forcing it with all her might.

With a loud click, it turned once and stopped. She massaged her fingers and took hold of the cross again, twisting it once more. For a second it stuck at the top, before clicking over into place.

She pushed against the door. It opened with a loud squeal from the hinges.

The same flickering light as before glowed inside the room. She took one step across the threshold, leaning forward, craning her neck.

It was dark and brown inside. The room smelt of burnt candles, thousands of burnt candles whose wax had dripped and flowed for years.

As her eyes adjusted to the flickering brown light, she saw the room was small, not more than twelve feet square. Covering all of the walls were icons of Mary and Jesus and the lamb. In front of each icon, a small stained-glass bowl held the flickering light.

She took a step inside. Opposite the door, a large table covered in a white cloth and three more candles in gold holders dominated one wall. But these candles were new and unlit and unloved.

Above the table were three panels of a picture. In the centre, Christ on his cross, ribs leeching out of his chest, blood pouring from the wound in his side, the Crown of Thorns stabbing into his forehead. And then she saw the face. She had never seen such pain on a face before. The pain of every sin in the world etched into every line and every pore.

A face of suffering and agony.

Hands gripped her shoulders.

‘I told you never to come in here, Princess.’ She was spun round to see the angry eyes of Lubyev staring at her. Lubyev, who had always been so kind, so friendly. ‘Now get out, before I tell your mother.’

He shoved her out of the room. How dare he treat her like a common servant? The door slammed behind her, trembling on its hinges.

A few moments later, Lubyev came out, locking the door behind him. ‘You must never go in there again, Little Princess.’ His voice was softer now. ‘Promise me?’

She nodded.

Of course, she broke her promise many times. The Icon Room became her place of refuge, away from the madding crowds of her relatives and the maddening demands of her mother.

Lubyev was killed in the Revolution, of course. She heard he died defending the Icon Room when a mob of her father’s peasants broke in to smash the pictures on the walls.

Stupid Lubyev. They were only pictures.

And stupid her. Because rather than luxuriating in the balls and glitter and gold of Russia, she was here in a city on the other side of the world, running her cafe, looking after her girls, selling her opium, making her money.

How the gods played jokes on mere mortals.

A hand appeared on her shoulder. For a moment she thought it was Lubyev, about to scold her again for going into the Icon Room.

Instead, she heard a voice speaking English, such an ugly language.

‘It’s your time, Princess.’

Lubyev didn’t speak those words. He would never be so cruel. She snapped out of her dream, turning to face the person who had spoken. But another hand encircled her mouth. This hand had a wet pad on it.

No.

No.

No.

Lubyev, save me.

Lubyev, please save me.

And then it went dark.

The candles no longer flickered in their stained-glass holders.




Day Five
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The premises of C.J. Dawtry lay in a row of five shophouses on Jessfield Road, in front of the junction with Kinnear Road. Through his binoculars, Chief Inspector Rock could see the undertaker’s occupied three of the shophouses in the centre with the two at either end still vacant.

‘No Chinese merchant would ever open a business close to a place where bodies were kept. Bad joss, sir.’ Cartwright was standing right beside him, with Meaker at his side.

‘Thank you for the information,’ Rock said quietly. ‘Are the men ready?’

‘Yes, sir. Fairbairn and his men will come in the back, with myself and Meaker going in the front.’

‘I will come with you, Cartwright. I must see these operations for myself.’

Cartwright realised it was useless arguing with the Chief Inspector. ‘As you wish, sir, but…’

‘No buts, Inspector.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It seems quiet. We’ll go in at 6.30.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Rock checked his watch again. Two minutes to go.

‘Like going over the top again, sir.’

‘I don’t know, Meaker, is it?’

‘You never went over top?’

Rock recognised the sneer in Meaker’s voice. ‘No, Military Police. I guarded the training camps at Étaples.’

Meaker looked across at Cartwright. ‘Where the mutiny was?’

‘There was no mutiny, Inspector Meaker. A few men had too much to drink and there was a spot of bother, that’s all.’

‘Not what I heard.’

Rock turned to Meaker angrily. ‘What did you hear, Inspector?’

‘Me? I only…’

Cartwright tapped his watch. ‘It’s 6.30, sir.’

‘We’ll talk about this later, Inspector Meaker.’ Rock drew his Webley, attached with a lanyard to his jacket.

Cartwright and Meaker drew their Colt specials.

‘Not standard issue, Inspector.’

‘But more reliable in a catfight, Chief Inspector, and begging your pardon, sir, but when my life is at stake, I don’t give a toss about standards,’ said Meaker.

‘Something else we need to discuss afterwards,’ Rock said as he crossed over the road.

A constable with a battering ram ran after him, followed by Meaker and Cartwright.

‘What the hell are you doing, Charlie?’ whispered Cartwright under his breath.

‘Just winding the little twat up, George; he’s beginning to get on my nerves.’

‘Have you been drinking?’

Meaker chuckled. ‘No more than usual.’

Rock stood in front of the door, banging on the glass with his fist. Etched into the glass were the words C.J. Dawtry, Undertakers in a flowing script. He knocked again, louder this time.

Cartwright pulled him to one side roughly, and pushed him against the wall. ‘The criminals of Shanghai have a habit of shooting through locked doors, sir.’ He reached out around the edge of the casement and banged on the door again, shouting, ‘Police, open up.’

Silence.

‘As dead as a graveyard,’ said Meaker, chuckling.

Cartwright nodded at the constable, who jumped up and swung the battering ram at the glass. It shattered into a thousand pieces. The constable swung it again, this time at the lock itself. The door sprung open and the constable jumped back.

Cartwright and Meaker rushed in, one going low and the other high. They were in a small room with a reception desk in front of the far wall and a display casket on the right. Behind the desk, a large sign in black block capitals announced proudly, C.J. DAWTRY, UNDERTAKERS.

A man was sleeping peacefully in the casket, hands crossed in front of him, holding rosary beads.

Meaker prodded the man with the barrel of his Colt.

No reaction.

He reached out and touched the skin. A cold, waxy sensation on the end of his fingers. Had he been embalmed?

Cartwright joined him. ‘It’s a dummy, stupid.’

Meaker brought the butt of his gun down on to the face. The nose cracked off, revealing a texture like semolina pudding beneath the skin.

Rock finally came in, Webley extended in front of him.

‘Can you smell it, Chief Inspector?’ said Cartwright.

Rock inhaled, his nostrils flaring. ‘Formaldehyde, a strong smell.’

‘God, I hate undertakers. Can you imagine working with dead people all your life?’

Cartwright stared at Meaker. ‘Yes, I can, Charlie.’

‘The laying-out rooms are usually in the rear,’ said the Chief Inspector. He stepped around the reception desk.

Behind the wall with the sign for C.J. Dawtry was a wooden door. Rock called the constable with the battering ram to come forward. Cartwright waved him away. He took hold of the knob and turned it. The door swung open.

‘Nobody is going to lock an internal door, sir.’

Meaker joined Cartwright, pistol drawn and cocked. He kicked the door open with his foot and stormed into the room.

The room was pitch black except for a slight green glow off to the left. Rock switched on the light.

In the brightness of the bulb, the stench of formaldehyde seemed stronger, almost unbearable. Cartwright and Rock covered their mouths. ‘Open a window, for God’s sake,’ shouted Cartwright.

Coffins lay on trestles along the length of the back wall. Meaker looked in vain for a window to open.

‘Well, keep the bloody door open. And put the cork back in those jars.’

Two glass flagons of a clear spirit were open in the middle of the room. Each one had the maker’s name stencilled on it. The Dodge Company of Boston. Meaker rushed over and jammed the corks into the necks of the bottles.

Almost instantly, the strength of the stench eased. Rock took his hand away from his mouth. ‘Search the room.’

Meaker looked in all of the coffins, empty save for a cream silk lining. He noticed another door at the back of the room, behind an upright coffin.

Two constables came forward and lifted the coffin out of the way.

Rock turned the handle of the door. It swung open slowly. He looked into the room.

‘Oh my God.’
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Cartwright and Meaker ran to join the Chief Inspector at the door.

The room they looked into was smaller than the one they were in. Against the far wall, not more than eight feet away, a naked man lay spreadeagled on a wooden frame. His hands and feet were tied at the four corners, while a rope band kept his head upright and staring at the intruders.

The eyes were open, staring out into a far-off distance. Flies buzzed around the gaping mouth, a purple tongue sticking out between bloodstained lips.

Chief Inspector Rock stood motionless, staring up into the eyes of the victim.

Cornflower-blue eyes.

Clear, condemning eyes.

A fly buzzed around his head. He tried to wave it away with his hand but the fly continued to circle, joined now by others. The noise of buzzing filled his ears. ‘Cut the man down,’ he shouted.

The two constables rushed forward.

‘But sir, only Dr Fang’s men should move the body,’ said Cartwright. ‘And only after we’ve taken photographs.’

Rock turned to stare at the inspector. ‘We are not leaving a human being like this. Cut him down.’

The two constables leapt forward. One of them reached up with his knife to hack at the rope holding the left hand. The rope snapped and the hand swung free, striking the constable on the head like a drunk man throwing a punch. The constable leapt backwards, brushing his head with his arms.

The body lurched forward, held in place by the rope circling the forehead.

To Rock, it seemed as if the corpse was staring at him, the cornflower-blue eyes looking only at his face. ‘Cut the rope holding the head.’

The constable was reluctant to move.

‘Hurry, man,’ the Chief Inspector shouted.

The constable took a cautious step forward. He reached up with his knife and sawed away at the thin rope holding the forehead.

It gave way with a jerk. The body slumped forward, still bound to the frame with the right arm, twisting to the right. A stream of blood, guts and pus erupted from the mouth, drenching the constable. He jumped back in terror, trying to brush the liquid from his clothes but only succeeding in covering his hands in gore. He screamed as he looked at his hands. Lumps of congealed blood covered his fingers.

The body hung from the right arm, swaying gently. Blood was still pouring from the mouth as if a tap had been turned on and couldn’t be stopped.

‘Cut the rope holding the other arm, for God’s sake,’ shouted Rock.

The other constable reached up and cut the rope binding the right arm, keeping well away from the head and its stream of blood.

The body slumped forward on to the floor with a loud thud, still tied by the ankles to the frame. On its back a deep cut had been made on either side of the spine.

‘What the fuck?’ shouted Meaker. ‘His fucking backbone has been cut away.’

Rock turned and fled back to the coffin room. In the corner, he vomited the contents of his breakfast – a fried egg and two rashers of fried bacon – into a wastepaper bin. Wiping his mouth, he took a deep breath and forced himself to walk slowly back into the room.

Cartwright and Meaker were still standing over the body. The constable who had been drenched in blood and gore had fled outside. The other constable was standing in the corner, as far away from the body as he could.

A constant loud banging came from the other side of the wall.

Rock looked at Cartwright, who looked at Meaker. ‘Me? Why does it always have to be me?’ the inspector whined.

The banging stopped.

Two seconds later a door collapsed on the floor, sending up a cloud of dust. Chief Inspector Fairbairn stood in the entrance, a large battering ram in his hand. ‘It seems I’m a wee bit late to the party.’

Cartwright ignored him, kneeling down to force open the right hand of the corpse. There was a loud crack as the middle finger broke. Cartwright carried on forcing open the other fingers anyway.

Inside was a square of card, folded in half. He opened and read it. ‘I think we’ve found the man we were looking for, sir.’

He handed the card to Chief Inspector Rock. On it, in solid black letters, in a suitably dignified script, were the words ‘C.J. Dawtry, Undertaker.’
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‘Have you heard anything, Strachan?’

‘About what, sir?’

‘About the raid, what else, man?’

Strachan yawned. They were standing in front of Lester Hospital and Danilov wasn’t smoking for once.

He had stayed late at the inspector’s apartment last night. As the inspector had predicted, the food cooked by Elina was barely edible – the pancake was undercooked and the meat was overcooked – a grey, slimy stew of food. They had eaten the noodles and sent out for more. Elina didn’t seem to mind her failure.

After her father had gone to his room to fetch a book, Elina had leant over and said, ‘I’m glad you could come this evening, Detective Sergeant Strachan.’

‘So am I, Elina, but please call me David.’

‘But you call my father ‘sir’ even when we are here at home.’

‘Do I?’

She nodded.

‘Force of habit. And he is my superior. The Confucian ethic dies hard.’

‘Treating elders with respect?’

‘More than that. Respecting them for the wisdom they have gained in life and are taking the trouble to pass on to those younger than themselves.’

‘It sounds formal.’

‘It is, and it isn’t. One day, I’ll explain it all to you.’

Inspector Danilov came back with the book. The Poisoner’s Handbook. ‘You should read this, Strachan; it’ll help you recognise the symptoms and effects of a wide range of poisons.’

Strachan leant forward and whispered to Elina, ‘I think he’s trying to tell me something.’

‘Father, has this anything to do with my cooking?’

‘Not at all, Lenchik; something to help with Detective Strachan’s education.’

Strachan opened the book at one of the first pages: arsenic.

She looked at him. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

‘Look forward to what?’ asked Danilov.

‘David wants to teach me about Confucian ethics.’

‘And who is David?’

Strachan put his hand up slowly.

‘I didn’t know you had a first name, Strachan.’

‘I don’t, sir, normally.’

‘Good, let’s keep it that way.’

Ellen leant over and whispered, ‘Could I borrow the book? I’m looking for some new recipes for my father’s breakfast.’

‘I don’t think you’ll find…’ Strachan was halfway through the sentence before he realised Elina was smiling at him. He started to laugh too.

‘What’s so funny? Has someone told a joke.’ Inspector Danilov looked at both of them and they burst out laughing again.’

‘When you’ve wiped the stupid smirk off your face, Strachan, I’ll ask you again, did you hear anything about the raid?’

Strachan shook his head, suddenly back outside the hospital. ‘Sorry, sir, nothing.’

Danilov looked at his watch. 8.30. ‘Strange. We should have heard by now. Come on, Miss Cavendish will be waiting.’

The hospital was large and built in a neo-classical style the architect had thought would inspire the patients to get better. Instead, it simply made them feel small and insignificant. Danilov and Strachan climbed the marble stairs and entered the vast white lobby.

In the circular atrium, nurses and their patients sat around on old leather Chesterfields and even more battered armchairs. Some were reading. Others were staring at the figures of Greek myth etched into the stucco of the ceiling. Still more were chatting to each other. So different from the hustle and bustle of Shanghai General.

One of the doctors was waiting for them in front of the reception desk. ‘Inspector Danilov?’

‘Dr Kao?’

‘I’ll show you to the patient’s room. It’s this way; she’s in 213.’

‘How is she?’

‘Physically, as good as can be expected given the trauma she endured, but anxious and suffering from shock; dehydrated too. With care and rest, she should be fine in a couple of weeks. The rat bites on her face were fairly superficial and are healing well. The cuts on her neck were much deeper, of course, but they will heal in time. She’ll be scarred, but a good foundation will cover the marks. Mentally, however, I’m not so sure.’ He shrugged his shoulders.

They climbed more marble stairs up to the second floor. Away from the bustle of the lobby, the hospital was quiet, more like a hotel, with red carpets and paintings on the wall. At the top, they turned left to walk along a wide corridor with doors leading off it on both sides.

‘What were the characters, Doctor?’ asked Danilov.

‘Most extraordinary; the man had carved the Chinese characters for Russia into her neck.’

Strachan looked at Danilov. ‘Are you sure, Doctor?’ he asked.

‘I can read Chinese, Detective Sergeant, probably better than you.’

They stopped outside one of the doors with the number 213 in bold letters stencilled on it.

Danilov put out his hand. ‘Thank you, Doctor, for your time. It will better if we interview Miss Cavendish alone.’

‘As you wish, Inspector. Call me if you need me.’

Danilov tapped gently on the door of the room. After a few moments, a quiet voice answered, ‘Come in.’

‘Good morning, Miss Cavendish.’ Danilov popped his head around the door in time to catch Miss Cavendish brushing her hair. She was sitting up in bed, her faced covered in pieces of sticking plaster and her neck wrapped in a bandage.

‘Good morning, Inspector,’ she croaked, ‘and you, too, Detective Sergeant Strachan. Sorry about the voice.’

‘Good morning, Miss Cavendish,’ said Strachan brightly.

‘I look a sight…’ she said, smoothing her hair and covering up her face.

Danilov pulled up a chair, sat by the bed and took her hand. ‘Miss Cavendish, what you have endured is the stuff of nightmares, but you are safe now.’

He watched as her eyes flicked up and to the right, reliving her time at the Canidrome.

‘I’m afraid I have to ask you some questions that may bring it back for you.’

She took away her hand and refolded the top of the sheets. ‘Don’t worry, Inspector, I’m ready now. But first, how is my mother?’

‘She’s fine, Miss Cavendish; concerned for you, of course.’

Strachan darted a look at the inspector.

Danilov ignored him. ‘Chief Inspector Rock assigned a constable to look after her. She’s teaching him bridge, I believe.’

‘Just like mother.’

‘Miss Cavendish, I want you to think back to when you were kidnapped.’

She went silent and closed the eyes. ‘It all happened so quickly. One moment I was thinking how to get my mother to her bridge night; the next, arms came around me, and I was unconscious.’

You say arms came around you. There was more than one person?’

She closed her eyes again, reliving the time. ‘I think so. No, I’m sure there was more than one person.’

Strachan scribbled in his notebook.

‘And when you regained consciousness?’

‘I was buried up to my neck in the earth, with those rats and dogs in their cages…’ She shivered and raised her hand to touch the sticking plaster on her face. ‘The doctor says I won’t be scarred, Inspector. I hope I’m not scarred.’

‘The wounds look like they are healing well, Miss Cavendish. I wouldn’t worry if I were you.’

‘I’ll always remember him coming towards me with the knife, and the pain as he dug it into my neck…’ Her hand went up to the bandage.

Danilov changed the subject quickly. ‘Did you see the man?’

‘His face? No. But I know who it was. And I think you do too, Inspector.’

So she had worked it out. Miss Cavendish was far more intelligent than anyone gave her credit for.

Suddenly she reached forward and grabbed the inspector’s arm. ‘It was Mr Allen, Inspector, Mr Allen…’

Danilov put his arms gently on her shoulders and pushed her back into the comfort of the pillows. ‘Are you sure, Miss Cavendish?’

‘Absolutely. It was the smell of his breath. The smell of violets.’ She shuddered again. ‘He stood over me with the knife. He was wearing a mask, but every time he spoke I could smell his breath. It was him, I know it.’

‘I know it too, Miss Cavendish.’

‘But I thought you killed him, Inspector?’

‘It’s difficult to kill the devil.’ Danilov quickly changed the subject. ‘Anything else you remember?’

Miss Cavendish inhaled and closed her eyes once more. ‘I don’t know if this is important, but he wasn’t there after nine o’clock, said he had to be somewhere.’

‘Exactly what did he say, Miss Cavendish?’

She thought for a moment. ‘I think he said he had to go because he was meeting someone. Those were his words, Inspector. I didn’t think about it at the time.’

Strachan scribbled the words in his notebook.

Danilov used his thumb and index finger to grip his bottom lip. ‘What happened after he left?’

‘His other man, the Chinese one, spoke to me, urging me to make a choice.’

‘Make a choice?’ asked Strachan.

‘Between the rats and the dogs. They wanted me to choose how I died.’ Her hand, with the drip leading out of the vein, went to her face once more. ‘I chose the rats…’

‘A choice which probably saved your life, Miss Cavendish.’

‘I don’t know, Inspector. Why did I have to choose? Why didn’t he just kill me?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know the answers to any of these questions, yet. But I’m sure…’

A sharp knock on the door and Dr Kao entered immediately. ‘The patient needs to sleep, Inspector, she’s still weak.’

‘Of course, Doctor, we’re finished here.’

Miss Cavendish reached forward and took Danilov’s hand. ‘Thank you for saving me, Inspector.’

‘Thank Strachan; he’s the one who worked it out.’

She smiled weakly, ‘Thank you, Detective Sergeant.’

Strachan’s face began to go a bright red.

The doctor bustled forward, syringe in hand. ‘I’ll have to ask you to leave, gentlemen.’

As soon as they were out of the door, Danilov ran down the stairs with Strachan desperately trying to catch him up. ‘Why are we running, sir?’

‘We need to get back to Central, Strachan. We have to find out what happened on the raid this morning.’
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‘You did what, Chief Inspector?’

Rock sniffed loudly. ‘I’ll thank you not to use such a tone with me, Inspector Danilov.’ Rock was standing in front of the blackboard, writing more notes. Meaker and Cartwright were nowhere to be seen.

‘You destroyed a crime scene. There could have been valuable evidence on the body, but now it’s been compromised.’

Rock raised his voice. ‘Do not use that tone with me, Danilov. I’m the Chief Inspector here, not you.’

Danilov inhaled deeply; the man was more stupid than he’d thought. ‘You were saying you found a body.’ His voice was quieter now; he was simply questioning a witness, not a superior officer.

‘The body of C.J. Dawtry.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘The calling card in his hand…’

‘Could have been placed there. Did we take fingerprints?’

Chief Inspector Rock stared at him.

‘I’ll check with the lab. Do we have photographs?’

‘Yes, they were taken after we cut the man down.’

‘No photographs before then?’

Rock shook his head. ‘It was the flies in the room, Danilov…’ His voice trailed off.

‘I understand. Has the body been sent to Dr Fang?’

Rock looked bewildered. ‘I believe so…. I…’

‘I’ll get Strachan to follow up. Now, Miss Cavendish told us something interesting. She confirmed her assailant was Thomas Allen, the Character Killer.

‘That can’t be, Danilov. You said the man died. You shot him yourself.’

‘I know, sir. But he must have survived.’

‘And you base your belief on the statement of a secretary who was under stress and being threatened with murder. Not the most reliable witness. How does she know it was Allen?’

Danilov didn’t answer immediately.

‘Well?’

‘She smelt his breath.’

Chief Inspector Rock threw his arms up into the air. It was the most animated Danilov had ever seen him. ‘So we are to concentrate our enquiries on one man – a dead man, I might add – just because some secretary thinks she smelt his breath?’

‘There’s more to it, sir.’

‘The idea is preposterous, Danilov.’

‘Allen is a fanatic, and for fanatics the ends always justify the means. He sees himself as judge, jury and executioner.’

Rock slammed his fist down on the table. ‘I order you to continue searching for this killer. He is not, I repeat not, a dead man. Is that clear?’

Danilov raised his head slowly. ‘Very clear, sir.’
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Three metal pipes stared directly into the Princess’s face. Her arms and legs were bound in an iron grip to a chair. She tried to rock the chair backwards and forwards but it wouldn’t move; the legs were fixed with metal plates to the floor.

Around her, bare brick walls, with patches of damp dripping on to the floor, confirmed a prison. A single bulb swung from a flex in the ceiling. It gave off a dull, greyish light like a candle beneath a shroud.

The open ends of the three pipes pointed directly at her.

She jerked her arms, fighting the grip of the ropes as they bit into her thin wrists. She would resist pain, any pain, to escape. She twisted her wrists back and forth. Blood began to ooze from beneath the rope, dripping down the side of her chair.

‘I wouldn’t waste my time if I were you.’ The voice boomed out from high on the wall. In the corner, a brown box was fastened – a loudspeaker.

‘Who are you? Let me out of here.’

‘That’s not going to happen, Princess.’

‘You bastard, I’ll kill you,’ she screamed at the top of her voice.

‘In your position, I would be slightly more conciliatory.’

He was mocking her, playing with her. ‘Po’shyol ‘na hui, mudak,’ she screamed.

‘Such an ugly language, Russian.’

She inhaled deeply three times, forcing herself to remain calm. She had managed to escape from one of Lenin’s prisons; she could do the same again. Think, woman, think. ‘What do you want with me?’

‘That’s better, Princess. See, we can have a civilised conversation without unpleasantness.’

‘What do you want?’

‘It’s more what I can give you, Princess.’

She sighed. ‘What can you give me?’

‘A choice. I always believe in giving people a choice. Free will and all that. In front of you, there are three pipes. One conveys water, another oil, the last one steam. Two of them will produce an excruciatingly painful death while one of them will simply get you wet. You have to choose, Princess. Which is it to be? The steam, the oil or the water. You are a cook, Princess, you love your food. How would you like your last meal – steamed, fried or simply soaked?’ The voice laughed. ‘I thought you would enjoy this choice.’

Which of the three should she choose? Which was the water? Her mind raced through all the possibilities.

And then she stopped.

Why was she playing his game? She was a princess from a distinguished family that had ruled Rostov for centuries. She didn’t take orders from peasants; she gave commands.

Puffing out her chest, she sat up straight and stuck out her chin. ‘Kill me, and have done with it.’

‘No, Princess, you must choose.’

‘Kill me.’

‘If you don’t make a choice, it will be all three pipes at the same time.’

‘Kill me.’

‘You will come to your senses eventually.’ The voice sounded exasperated, almost hurt, that the Princess had not made a choice.

‘Kill me.’

‘You have one hour to make your choice, Princess.’

‘Kill me now.’

‘I would not be in such a hurry to die, if I were you.’

‘Kill me now,’ she shouted at the top of her lungs.

‘You have one hour to make your choice.’

Inwardly, she smiled. She had one hour to escape.
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‘Dr Fang is performing the autopsy as we speak, sir. He’ll call when he’s finished.’

‘As efficient as always. Did you call the papers, Strachan?’

‘Yes, sir. No new poems have been sent to them this morning. At least it means no more deaths, sir.’

‘Does it, Strachan? There was no poem for the death at the undertaker’s, remember? I worry our killer has stopped giving clues since we managed to save Miss Cavendish.’

In his hands, he held the white bishop from the cold store in a clear bag, ‘Has the lab report come back on this?’

‘Yes, sir – there were fingerprints on it. They belonged to Lieutenant Deschamps and Rossana Gurdieva. No blood, though.’

‘No, with the cold there would be no blood.’ He lit his roll-up. Even the cigarette tasted bitter. ‘What about the evidence from the road this morning?’

‘Fingerprints and blood on the business card, sir. The fingerprints were those of the victim, Chief Inspector Rock and Inspector Cartwright.’

Danilov inhaled the bitterness of his cigarette. Idiots, tainting evidence; when would they ever learn? He leant forward and stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray. He would have to buy some fresh tobacco. This bag tasted old and stale and bitter. Or maybe the tobacco was fine, and it was his mood that had infected the taste?

‘I should warn you, Strachan, Chief Inspector Rock does not believe the killer is Thomas Allen.’

‘But you do, sir?’

‘All the evidence points to him, however unbelievable it is. Somehow, he managed to survive the bullets.’

Danilov watched as Strachan ran his fingers through his black hair. ‘Well, we’d better catch him before he kills again, sir.’

Danilov took a deep drag on his cigarette to hide his discomfort behind a veil of smoke. What had he done to earn such loyalty?

‘What are we going to do, sir?’

‘The only thing we can do, Strachan. Look at the evidence and draw our conclusions from it.’

The chess pieces collected from the crime scenes lay in clear bags on his desk. What did they have to do with the murders? Why was Allen leaving one behind at each crime scene?

He lined them up on the edge of his desk in the order they had been found: a pawn, a queen, another queen, and finally a bishop.

Then he rearranged them in the probable order of the murders: a pawn, a queen, a bishop, another queen.

What was he missing? It was like a word on the tip of his tongue. A memory that was there and not there at the same time. He had played chess with Allen many times, always winning. Was Allen reminding him of those games, telling him he would lose this time.

But how could he lose? He moved the order of the chess pieces on his desk again. What did they mean?

The inspector suddenly sat back in his chair. ‘Enough, Strachan.’

‘What, sir?’

‘When a solution doesn’t come, there’s no point forcing it. Time to let the mind work on the problem in peace.’ He stood up and reached for his coat.

Strachan shook his head. ‘I don’t understand, sir.’

‘It’s always pointless forcing the answer to a question.’

Strachan stared at him.

‘Haven’t you ever had a eureka moment, Strachan?’

‘You mean, like suddenly remembering where you left your keys?’

‘Exactly. What’s happened is you’ve asked the mind to work on the problem while you get on with your life. The mind does its job and “eureka”, the solution appears.’

‘I know what you mean, sir, but what’s it to do with the case?’

‘Everything, Detective Sergeant Strachan, everything. What are you waiting for?’

Strachan looked puzzled again. ‘A eureka moment, sir?’

‘Yes. And until it happens, let’s go to look at the undertaker’s. I want to see the crime scene for myself.’
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‘It appears our friends wanted to make a statement.’ The glass pane of the door had been boarded up where the window had been smashed.

Strachan tried the door of C.J. Dawtry, Undertakers. ‘A new lock, sir. Probably installed by the forensic people.’

‘You’ll have to break in, won’t you?’

‘If you say so, sir.’ Strachan flexed his shoulders, grabbed the door handle, leant backwards, then jerked forward with the point of his shoulder driving into the door around the lock.

The door sprung open and the detective sergeant followed it, landing on the red carpet of the reception area.

Danilov stepped into the room. ‘You really will have to learn how to do that properly, Strachan. It’s effective, but inelegant.’

‘Yes, sir. I’ll practise being more elegant, sir.’

The inspector wiped his finger along the edge of the reception table. It was covered in a fine white dust. ‘At least the fingerprint boys seem to have done a thorough job.’

Strachan was examining the wax skeleton in the coffin. ‘Looks lifelike, sir. Gives me the willies.’

‘Another one of your American phrases, Strachan?’

The detective sergeant nodded. ‘I think so, sir.’

‘Picked up in your American penny dreadfuls?’

‘Actually, they’re ten cents, sir.’

‘A waste of your hard-earned money, Strachan.’ He walked through to the laying-out room in the rear. The door to the back room was wide open. ‘That must be where the body was found hanging. Do we have any pictures from the report?’

Strachan rifled through the pages in the folder. Meaker must have worked hours to get all this done. He found the crime scene pictures and handed them to Danilov.

‘Good, the photographers have done their job too.’ He held up one of the pictures against what remained of the frame against the wall. ‘There were no pictures taken with the body in situ?’

‘None, sir. Chief Inspector Rock moved the body before the photographers arrived.’

‘Hmm,’ was Danilov’s only response. ‘Do you have pictures of the victim?’

Strachan dug into the file, bringing out another set and handing them to the inspector. Danilov held one up to the light. A crease formed between his eyebrows and he moved closer to the light in order to see better. ‘I know this man, Strachan.’

‘It’s C.J. Dawtry, sir, the undertaker.’

‘No, it isn’t. It’s a Russian thug called Victorov. He was the boyfriend of one of Allen’s first victims.’ He frowned again. ‘Allen is killing everybody he knows helped with his capture. It’s his revenge.’

‘But I thought you said the American had nothing to do with the investigation, sir?’

‘He didn’t, Strachan. And perhaps that’s what is important about him. Why he had to die.’

‘I don’t understand, sir.’

Danilov sighed. ‘Allen knows I look for patterns in the crimes I investigate. Perhaps he wanted to disrupt me, play a game, force me to discount a pattern because it didn’t fit one crime.’

‘Playing with your mind, sir.’

‘Another appalling Americanism, Strachan. Accurate but appalling.’

Danilov handed the photographs back to Strachan. The inspector began to walk around the room, examining the empty coffins. ‘At last, it is becoming a little clearer, Strachan.’

‘It is, sir?’

‘It is, Strachan. We’re close now. But what worries me is we haven’t had a message from Allen recently.’

‘Nobody has gone missing, sir.’

He stopped. ‘Not true, Strachan. We are not aware anybody is missing. But nonetheless, he could have taken someone.’ He started walking around the room again, touching the wooden coffins with his hands and examining the lids.

‘Are you looking for something, sir?’

‘Something is missing, Strachan. A message from the killer. It should be here.’

Strachan began to search the coffins too. They seemed to be perfectly normal; a variety of woods and shapes, all lined with silk.

Strachan ripped away the silk from inside one of the coffins. Bare wood stared back at him.

The inspector suddenly stopped. ‘Strachan, tell me, what was the first thing the Chief Inspector, Meaker and Cartwright did when they came in here?’

Strachan checked the case notes once again. They were extremely detailed. ‘They came through the door over there, sir. It was closed and the room was dark. They switched on the light straight away.’

‘That’s it. Strachan, can you turn off the light?’

Strachan flicked the switch. The room instantly went grey, the only light coming in through the open door.

‘Close the door too.’

The door shut with a loud click. The room was pitch black. Danilov could hear his own breathing. Soft, shallow breaths, controlled and unhurried.

A soft green glow was coming from the lid of one of the coffins. Danilov walked over and looked at the green words written in fluorescent paint on top of the lid.

‘A Princess from the Ice did roam,

A new city to find a home,

Her ladies despite their tears

Did become her little ears

A sporting circle was her suggestion

Unquiet meals make ill digestion.’

‘What does it mean, sir?’

‘It means the killer has another victim, Strachan. A Russian victim this time.’

‘Where are they being held, sir?’

‘The fifth line would appear to tell us, Strachan. Let’s go back to the station. I have a hunch I want to follow up.’

Strachan pointed to the words written on the coffin. ‘What shall I do with this, sir.’

‘Get the photographers to take a shot of it.’

‘I’m not sure they can shoot in the dark, sir.’

‘Tell them to find a way. A bad workman blames a bad saw.’

‘Another Russian idiom, sir? I’ll let them know. I’m sure they’ll understand them as much as I do.’

‘One day, I’ll explain the meaning to you, Strachan. Until then, ignorance is bliss.’

‘More Shakespeare, sir?’

‘I’m shocked, Strachan. “Where ignorance is bliss, tis folly to be wise.” It’s Thomas Grey.’
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Sergeant Wolfe was enjoying his day so far. There had only been three robberies, a kidnapping, four cases of pickpocketing and seven fights.

A quiet day.

He folded his arms over his chest, and, from his perch behind the vast oak desk of Central Station, surveyed his domain. The reception area was strangely silent. Nobody was clamouring for his attention. Nobody was arguing or shouting. And the beggars who usually hung around the place, sheltering for a few hours from the cold streets of the city, had all vanished.

A quiet day.

A large, thick-set man with a stomach dangling over the top of his trousers approached the desk. This one enjoyed his food and wasn’t short of opportunities to eat. ‘Can I help you?’ Sergeant Wolfe asked.

The man grunted and, in an accent thick with the streets of Moscow, said gruffly, ‘Inspector Danilov.’

‘He’s not here at the moment, can I take a message?’

The big man’s eyebrows went up, reaching his hairline. He grunted again and repeated, ‘Inspector Danilov.’

Sergeant Wolfe ran his fingers through his thick brown hair. He had noticed the grey was beginning to show around the temples again. Time to get his wife to bring out her magic box of tricks, helping him lose ten years of age with the nimble application of a few drops of dye. ‘Like I said, he’s not here. Can I take a message?’

The big man stared at him, hitched his trousers over the descending waist and said again, ‘Inspector Danilov.’

We’ve got a right one here. Either he’s deaf, or stupid, or both. ‘He’s not here.’

The waist of the man’s trousers slowly slid down, exposing the vast expanse of stomach once more. ‘Inspector Danilov?’

For the first time, this sounded like a question rather than a statement to Sergeant Wolfe. He was about to tell the man to wait in the corner when, in through the main doors, hurried Danilov and Strachan. ‘You’re here, Inspector Danilov.’

‘Was I supposed to be somewhere else?’

‘No, but we have a situation.’ Sergeant Wolfe stood up in his chair and lent across the oak desk. ‘This man keeps repeating your name,’ he whispered, pointing at the large man with his thumb.

Danilov took one look and smiled. ‘Sergei, priyasni snova vas videt.’

The large man stepped forward, holding his arms wide, enveloping the inspector in a large hug and kissing him on both cheeks. They both began speaking in a gabble of words.

‘I don’t go in for this kissing lark. Especially, two men kissing. Not very English, is it?’ Sergeant Wolfe said from behind the desk.

‘It’s because they are Russian,’ answered Strachan.

‘Still, not right is it? Two grown men kissing each other.’

Danilov’s face changed as he listened to the large man speaking. He put his hat back on his head and ran out of the reception area. ‘Come on, Strachan, this man is the Princess’s cook. She’s gone missing.’

Strachan followed him, as did the large man, moving with a speed and grace that belied his size. ‘Where are we going, sir?’

‘To the cafe, where she was last seen.’
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‘You have one minute to decide, Princess. Is it to be the steam or the oil?’

The voice rasped out from the loudspeaker above the pipes. What was she to do? She had struggled for an hour to free her hands from the ropes, but had only succeeded in cutting deep into her wrists. Each movement was absolute agony now, as the fibres of the ropes bit into the open wounds.

‘You still haven’t decided, Princess? I always believe in giving people a choice. A lot more than they ever gave me…’

Could she hear the victim in his voice? Did this man believe the world had conspired against him? ‘Why weren’t you given a choice?’

She heard a cough through the loudspeaker. ‘They never gave me a choice when they sent me out into no man’s land. Alone I was. Three days and nights. They expected me to die, wanted me to die. But I found refuge there with the bodies, German and English. They kept me safe from the shells and the machine guns. And the voices, they talked to me through the long night.’

She had to keep him talking. ‘How did you survive?’

‘I nestled in among my new-found friends. The innocents of war, sent to die by those who had committed crimes far greater than mine.’

‘What crime did you commit?’

‘I refused to do what I was told.’

‘You refused to send your men over the top?’

‘I refused to kill them.’

‘But now you will kill me?’

There was a pause before the answer came back over the loudspeaker. ‘Yes.’

‘Why? I have done nothing wrong.’

A strange, tinny laugh echoed through the small room, amplified by the pipes. ‘Princess, you deal in opium. You sell your countrywomen to the highest bidder. You give information to Danilov. You are not an innocent, but one of them.’

‘One of them?’

‘One of the people who feed and prey on the weaknesses of others. I am here to rectify that injustice, to balance the world in favour of the innocents. The voices gave me my mission. I am the Judge of Souls.’

The Princess listened to his mad ramblings. How to keep him talking? ‘Everybody in Shanghai is the same. We all make a living in any way we can.’

‘Not all.’

‘Yes, all,’ she shouted as loudly as she could. Her voice echoed off the pipes facing her.

There was another long pause. ‘Then, they will all die. You won’t be around to see it happen, though. One last time, Princess, which do you choose?’

The Princess struggled to free her hands again, but the pain shot up her arms and into her shoulders.

She stopped.

Get it over with. Time to end this farce. ‘Like you, I refuse to do what I’m told.’

‘You won’t make a choice?’

‘No. Kill me now, get it over with.’

She closed her eyes. The image of a young girl, dressed in a silk, peacock-blue gown, dancing to a waltz by Strauss, swam into her mind. On her arm, a young cavalry officer, his white uniform like snow against her body. She whirled and whirled and whirled. The music ever faster. Her feet dancing across the wooden floor. His smile as he held her. Her head thrown back as she stared into his eyes.

The music stopped.

She heard a voice. ‘I will make the choice for you.’

The room went silent as the buzz from the loudspeaker ceased. All she heard was the drip from the pipes on to the damp stone of the floor.

She waited for the next drop to fall.

She heard a rumbling from the pipes, getting louder and louder. Something was sitting on top of them, vibrating slowly. A chess piece, a white queen. Why was a chess piece there? Why hadn’t she noticed it before?

And she remembered the man from the dance. A man who loved chess. The man she had married all those years ago. Dead now. Killed with so many others in a cavalry charge at Tannenberg.

The rumbling in the pipes grew louder.

She closed her eyes. The Strauss waltz began playing again, stronger this time. She felt his touch on her arm, her feet on the wooden floor and the breeze through her hair as he whirled her around the dance floor.

It was time to join him again.

The rumbling in the pipes was getting closer and closer.
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Danilov pushed open the door of the cafe. Everything appeared as usual. On the left, two chess players were enjoying a game. He noticed white was winning quite easily, but black had a chance with his queen. The smell of fresh baking flooded his nostrils, making him realise he hadn’t eaten. He often forgot to eat; there was little pleasure in it. At the back, the large brass samovar bubbled and steamed.

The only thing missing was the Princess. She wasn’t there to greet him.

The large man, the cook of the cafe, bustled past, shouting in Russian.

He’s asking if the Princess has returned, Danilov translated for Strachan.

The waiters simply answered. ‘Nyet, me ne videli yeye.’

‘I guess that means she hasn’t,’ said Strachan.

‘Well done, we’ll have you speaking Russian in no time.’

Danilov questioned the large man, Sergei. He translated as quickly as the cook spoke. ‘She was last seen late last night. They left early while she closed up. They have checked her apartment; she hasn’t slept there. Also, none of her girls has seen her.’

‘Her girls, sir?’

It pained him to say this but Strachan needed to know. ‘The Princess runs brothels in the French Concession, all high class but not strictly legal. The French authorities turn a blind eye…’

‘Like Nelson, sir.’

‘Just so, Strachan, except the Princess deals with a more refined clientele than sailors.’

The large man began speaking again. As he did so, he pointed to a blackboard hanging on the wall.

Written on the board were the same words they had seen at the undertaker’s:

‘ A Princess from the Ice did roam,

A new city to find a home,

Her ladies despite their tears

Did become her little ears

A sporting circle is her suggestion

Unquiet meals make ill digestion.’

‘The second time we have seen this, Strachan. Our killer is desperate to make sure we receive this message.’

And then it hit him. He knew exactly what it meant and where the Princess was being kept.
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He ran out of the cafe, shouting over his shoulder, ‘Quickly, Strachan, we’ve no time to lose.’

Strachan chased after him. ‘Where are we going, sir?’

‘The Cercle Sportif.’

‘The French club, sir? Why there?’

‘It’s the only place she could be. Quickly, man.’

At the top of the alley, Danilov turned right on to rue Brenner de Montmerrand, increasing his pace. Strachan caught him easily.

‘Shouldn’t we take the car, sir?’

Danilov was already breathing heavily. ‘No time… this way.’ He ran left on to Avenue Joffre. ‘It’s over there on the right.’

‘I’ll go ahead, sir’ With a kick of his heels, Strachan surged down the road. Pedestrians jumped out of his way. A couple out shopping tried to move aside, only for the man to be caught by his shoulder and tumbled to the ground. Strachan shouted a brief apology and ran on.

‘Be careful.’ Danilov was trying to keep up but Strachan was already running down the road, dodging the trishaw drivers, young men with brilliantined hair and spats, delivery men on bikes, elegant ladies dressed in tight qipaos, hawkers selling the latest fashions from France made in Shanghai, and the rest of the denizens of Shanghai out for a day of quiet shopping.

‘Be careful,’ Danilov shouted again as Strachan disappeared from view into the crowd.
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The rumbling in the pipes stopped.

The Princess opened her eyes. A single drop of something liquid oozed out of the left-hand pipe and fell to the floor, sizzling as it hit the wooden boards.

The loudspeaker buzzed again. ‘I’m going be generous and give you one more hour to choose, Princess. As a person of noble birth, I think it’s only right I should prolong your agony a little longer.’

‘Bastard…’ she screamed. ‘Kill me now.’

‘Not yet, Princess. I’m saving the pleasure for later. Just one hour later. It will be so much easier if you make a choice.’

‘No choice. Kill me now.’

‘Don’t be so eager to die, Princess. If you choose the pipe with water in it, you will just become wet. A trifle undignified for one such as you, but you will survive a little longer. Perhaps you will be able to escape before we turn on the other pipes?’

He was playing with her, dangling a thread of hope, wanting her to reach for it. ‘Bastard, kill me now,’ she screamed again and again.

The buzz from the loudspeaker clicked off.

Another drop formed on the opening of the left-hand tube. It fell lazily to the floor, sizzling when it kissed the ground.

‘Bastard,’ she screamed at the walls.

But at least now she knew the left-hand pipe was not the one to choose.
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Danilov could see the ornate roof of the Cercle Sportif just five hundred yards away.

He was breathing heavily, his chest heaving and the lungs grasping for air. He ran past the Cathay Theatre where a crowd was queueing up to see The Love Parade. A romantic comedy with Maurice Chevalier.

One of my wife’s favourite films, he thought. Before the Revolution, of course. The supply from America had dried up after Lenin took over, leaving only a few Chaplin shorts. They had been to watch The Rink eleven times.

Must focus, concentrate on running. His breath was coming hard now and he could feel the pain in his calves.

The Cercle Sportif wasn’t far ahead. The place where the French played and danced and exercised. Strange how Allen kept choosing open places, as if he wanted to be discovered. Danilov was moving slowly now. Must get fitter, he told himself. Need to run more. Can’t run like before.

On the right was a building site for one of the new developments sprouting up all over the city. Cathay Mansions, the hoarding said, ‘a home for elegant living’.

He limped across the street. He heard the squeal of brakes and the shouts of an irate driver behind him. He ran on anyway.

Where was Strachan?

Danilov glanced to the left and right. The man should have waited for him; it was too dangerous to go in alone.

A new neo-classical building dressed in the finest marble greeted him. People of all ages lounged on the veranda, eating and drinking, smoking and chatting, Chinese waiters dancing between the tables.

He ran up the steps and stood there, his hands on his waist, fighting for breath, staring down at the ornate brown and white tiles on the floor.

The people stopped what they were doing and stared at him, glasses half-raised to their mouths, a snapshot of surprise.

‘A man… running… where…?’ was all he managed to gabble between breaths as, hands on knees, he stared down at the brown and white tiles. One of the waiters pointed to the interior of the building.

He stumbled on through the doors. Behind him, he could hear the hubbub of French voices beginning again as if he had never been there.

Where was Strachan?

Through the large double doors into the entrance.

A French couple lounged on the leather armchairs reading newspapers. To his left, the way was blocked by planters embedded with large palms. In front, a long, high-ceilinged corridor with small motifs of fans picked out in gold along its length. On his right, more rooms.

It was another day, just like all the other days at the Cercle Sportif.

Where was his detective sergeant?

He shouted ‘Strachan? Strachan?’ in the loudest voice he could manage.

The couple looked up from their newspapers, but didn’t move, as if it was perfectly normal for a tall, thin man, struggling for breath, to be shouting in English at the entrance to their club.

From the direction of the corridor, Danilov heard a faint reply.

He ran along the corridor, shouting ‘Strachan, Strachan’.

He could hear the man more clearly now, but it was muffled as if coming from behind a smothering pillow.

The sound seemed to be hiding behind a door on the left. He yanked it open and a stairwell was in front of him, leading into the depths of the building.

He shouted again, ‘Strachan, where are you?’

The answer was clear now, but still distant. ‘Down here, sir.’

Danilov hurried down the stairs, the sound of his shoes echoing in the stairwell. No marble here, the stone reserved for upstairs. He bustled down two flights and was confronted by a long corridor stretching out in front of him, lit by lights set into the ceiling.

‘Strachan, where are you?’

‘Here, sir.’

The voice sounded like it was next to him. ‘Where?’ he shouted.

‘Here, at the end of the corridor’

The corridor must act like a loudspeaker. An interesting effect, thought Danilov, as he hurried along its length. At the end, he could see an open door and the shadow of a man inside a room. The face turned towards him.

It was Strachan.

Danilov pushed the door open with his right arm. The Princess, or what was left of her, was sitting tied to a chair.

Danilov looked away and then forced himself to look back.

In front of her, three pipes were pointing like evil eyes staring directly at her body. The walls and floor dripped with water and the air had a heavy, moist feel, like an indoor pool.

He forced himself to look at the Princess’s body. Her face was red and the skin was peeling from it in sheets of transparent white flesh. The arms were blotchy and inflamed, while the hair, which had always been so beautifully coiffeured and brushed, hung down in limp strands over her face. The mouth was open wide, inflamed gums unnaturally red, as if shouting a last scream at the world.

But it was the eyes Danilov couldn’t stop staring at. They were open and an opaque white, like those of cooked fish.

White eyes.

Unseeing eyes.

Dead eyes, where there had once been so much life.

He gathered himself. ‘Go upstairs and call Major Renard. Ask him to send a squad here.’

‘What should I say, sir?’

‘Tell him there’s been another murder, a Russian woman this time. Don’t mention who it is.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan brushed past the inspector.

‘And Strachan, call Dr Fang, tell him he has another autopsy to perform.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan ran off along the corridor.

Danilov turned back to the corpse of the Princess. A life had ended, cruelly and painfully. This had to be the last one.

No more.
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Danilov sat with his head in his hands. A cigarette lay in the ashtray beside him, its smoke drifting lazily up to the ceiling of the detectives’ room. After dealing with the Princess’s body, the rants of Major Renard about lack of progress in the case, and organising the French fingerprint technicians, he had finally returned to the station, exhausted.

Strachan sat at his desk, tapping his fingers on top of the file. He knew it was better to wait for Danilov to speak. Other detectives were scattered around the room but they too seemed to recognise the need for silence.

‘What does he want, Strachan?’ Danilov said eventually, without lifting his head from his hands.

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Neither do I. And it’s important. He’s committed six murders, attempted to murder another woman, and we are no closer to understanding why he is doing it.’ Danilov picked up the cigarette and placed it between his lips, sucking in the cool smoke. He could feel it entering his lungs and the jolt of nicotine flooding through his body.

‘At least, we can read the messages he’s sending us.’

Danilov stubbed the remains of the cigarette out in the ashtray. ‘We can read them because he wants us to read them. He’s playing with us, Strachan, but why?’ The inspector buried his head in his hands again.

‘Again, I don’t know, sir.’

‘It was a rhetorical question, Strachan, it didn’t need an answer.’

‘Yes, sir; I mean, no, sir.’

The phone on Danilov’s desk rang.

‘Get it please, Strachan. If it’s another meeting with Chief Inspector Rock, tell him I’m out.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Strachan stood up and picked up the telephone in mid ring. Immediately, he held it away from his ear. ‘It’s Chief Inspector Rock, sir. We are needed in the Investigation Room immediately. He says it’s important.’

Danilov sighed, made sure he had his tobacco, and stood up. ‘Let’s go and see what they have to say to us, Strachan.’

‘I’m sorry, sir, he was insistent.’

‘Not your fault, Strachan. “The wolf howls, the sheep get nervous.”’

He strode down the corridor and knocked on the door of the Investigation Room. A sharp ‘enter’ came from inside.

Chief Inspector Rock was pointing at the blackboard with what looked like a thin walking stick. Inspector Meaker was speaking. He stopped as soon as Danilov entered. The Investigation Room had another easel added now, crowding the far corner. On it were written the details of the murder at the undertaker’s. Danilov could see they still thought the victim was C.J. Dawtry. Another blackboard had been screwed to the wall, already covered in writing. The map had an additional picture added to it.

Danilov stared at the map with the pictures of the victims placed at the location of the discovery of their bodies, plus the picture of Miss Cavendish placed at the Canidrome. Something about it troubled him. What was it?

‘Come in and sit down, Danilov and Strachan. The inspector was telling us about the autopsy on the body of the man we found at the undertaker’s.’

Danilov noticed Rock had avoided using their proper rank and titles. ‘I wasn’t invited to the autopsy, sir?’

‘Inspectors Meaker and Cartwright found the body, along with myself. They handled the autopsy. Carry on Meaker.’

Meaker waited till Danilov had made himself comfortable before he continued, scanning his notes until he found his place. ‘As I was saying, we still don’t know the identity of the victim, but we can presume he was C.J. Dawtry from the card in his hand.’

Danilov sighed. ‘His real name was Ivan Victorov. He was a petty criminal from Moscow who was the pimp of one of Allen’s previous victims.’

‘You knew this man as well, Danilov?’

‘Yes, sir, as I have been saying, all the victims are linked to me in one way or another.’

‘A pimp helped you?’ asked Meaker.

‘Reluctantly so, but he did.’

Chief Inspector Rock coughed. ‘Please carry on, Inspector.’

Again Meaker searched for his place. ‘Apparently, this Ivan Victorov drowned in his own blood, according to Dr Fang. He was bled until he was close to death and then drowned with the blood removed from his own body.’

Cartwright laughed. ‘Not a nice way to go.’

Meaker continued. ‘He was tied up on the frame and his lungs were filled with his blood.’

‘So, when we cut him down, it poured from his mouth.’ Chief Inspector Rock spoke slowly as if reliving every moment in the laying-out room of the undertaker’s.

‘It’s one of the methods of death described in the Eighteen Courts of Hell, usually reserved for a cheating clerk or disobedient slave.’ Strachan shrugged his shoulders. ‘My uncle told me.’

‘Them Chinese know how to kill a man. Have I told you about the time I…’

Rock coughed again. ‘I think we’ll save it for another time, Inspector Cartwright. Carry on, Meaker.’

‘Now, we come to the interesting bit. Dr Fang found more characters carved behind the victim’s ear.’

‘The characters were for Russia.’

‘How do you know, Danilov?’ said Meaker. ‘You been talking to Dr Fang behind my back?’

Danilov sighed. ‘We found another body an hour ago at the Cercle Sportif in the French Concession.’

Chief Inspector Rock’s stick crashed down on to the desk. ‘When were you going to tell us, Danilov? Were you going to keep it a secret, like all those other secrets you seem to have?’

‘The victim’s name was Princess Elena Ostrepova; she was approximately forty-five years old.

‘Another Russian,’ snorted Meaker.

‘And I suppose you knew her too?’ asked Rock.

‘She was a good friend. Ran a cafe in the French Concession.’ Danilov avoided mentioning the Princess’s less legal activities.

‘I suppose she helped you with your investigations too?’

‘The Princess was one of my best informants. She knew what was happening in the city.’

‘So, once again, the one link between the murderer and the victim is you, Danilov.’ Coming from Rock’s mouth, it sounded like an accusation.

‘What do you mean, Chief Inspector?’

‘I hadn’t given it much credence until now, but Inspector Cartwright has pointed out you seem to be involved with these murders up to your neck.’

‘That’s ridiculous…’

‘Where were you when the body was found?’

‘Inspector Danilov was with me, sir,’ said Strachan.

‘So you two found the body together?’ asked Cartwright.

‘Well, not exactly, sir. I found the body, Inspector Danilov came along later.

‘This is ridiculous, Chief Inspector Rock. You can’t think I was involved in the deaths?’

‘Is it ridiculous, Danilov? Tell him what else Dr Fang found, Inspector Meaker.’

The man reached into a briefcase at his feet and pulled out a bag. ‘He found this, a cigarette end, pushed into the man’s mouth. Apparently, it became lodged between his teeth and wasn’t released when the man was untied.’

‘We’ve compared this cigarette with the ones in your ashtray, Danilov. And guess what? They are a match. An exact match.’ Cartwright sat back in his chair with his arms folded across his chest.

‘It must have been planted.’

‘Who by?’ asked the Chief Inspector. ‘I hope you are not suggesting it was either of these gentlemen.’ He pointed at Meaker and Cartwright.

Danilov gripped the desk in front of him, took two deep breaths and began speaking slowly. ‘I don’t know who placed the cigarette in the man’s mouth but I do know it wasn’t me.’

‘I’ve reached a decision, Danilov. You are removed from this case. You too, Strachan. Meaker and Cartwright will handle it from now on.’

‘But, Chief Inspector…’

‘I don’t think you were involved in these murders; at least, to my mind, it hasn’t been proven yet.’ He held his finger up. ‘But, you are far too close to these killings.’ He lowered his voice. ‘A detective has to be detached and dispassionate, Danilov, and in this case, you are neither.’

‘But Chief Inspector, we are so close…’

The stick crashed on to the table once more. ‘You’re off this case, Inspector. That is an order.’

Danilov stood up. ‘You’re making a mistake, Chief Inspector.’

Rock turned away and began writing on the blackboard.

Meaker sniggered behind his hand. Cartwright had a smug smile plastered all over his face.

Danilov turned away and walked towards the door. As he did so, he saw the map with its pictures of the victims pasted on it. In his mind, he added a picture of the Princess at the Cercle Sportif. What was he missing? Why was this irritating him?

‘Please carry on, Inspector Meaker,’ were the last words he heard as he closed the door.
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‘What are we going to do, Inspector?’

Danilov blew out a long stream of smoke. He looked at the clock on the wall. It slowly ticked over to 9.25. Elina would be waiting for him at home with another one of her ‘creations’ occupying the oven and reluctant to come out to see the light of night. ‘We are going to do as we have been ordered, Strachan, and go home. There is little to be served by staying here all night.’

‘But we’ve been taken off the case, sir?’

‘Have we? I understood the Chief Inspector to mean we weren’t to investigate the murder in the undertaker’s, didn’t you? That was your understanding, wasn’t it?’

Strachan perked up. ‘Yes, sir, that’s exactly how I understood it.’

‘Good. We will continue to investigate the other murders, except that of the undertaker, until ordered differently by the Chief Inspector.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Danilov blew out another long stream of smoke towards the clock. The second hand carried on moving. ‘I remember one of my father’s favourite sayings, “You cannot break through a wall with your forehead.”’

‘It hasn’t stopped us trying in the past, sir.’

Danilov ignored the remark. ‘I need to think. You can do two things for me before you go home tonight, Strachan.’

‘Of course, sir.’

Strachan looked far too eager to stay in the office. Avoiding the silence of home, and the ghost of his mother. Danilov knew all about such avoidance. Before the arrival of Elina, the white walls of his apartment shouted accusations of his guilt every evening. He had buried himself in work and opium to escape. He could feel the sweet, bitter taste of the opium smoke in his mouth right now. The smoking den was only round the corner from Central Police Station. Perhaps a quick pipe before he went home, just for the memory of it. Something to clear his mind of the Princess, a sweet something.

His dreams of opium were interrupted by the jangle of a telephone, ringing and rattling on Strachan’s desk.’

‘Hello, Detective Sergeant Strachan speaking.’ The young man nodded his head, reached for his notebook and said, ‘Go ahead.’ He began to write furiously on the notepad in front of him, finally stopping, throwing down his pen, and slowly replacing the receiver on to its cradle.

‘I think we have another victim, sir.’
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‘From the newspaper? Mr Cipher?’

‘No, sir. He’s not there. Somebody else. A Mr Arthur Trainer, said he was head of the commercial division. There’s been another poem.’

Danilov sat forward. ‘Well, read it out, man.’

Strachan coughed.’The message reads:

‘Have you worked it out,

The game we’re playing,

What’s it all about?

I hear you saying,

The choice is one life,

Yours or your wife?’

Danilov’s face fell as if he had been struck across the mouth by a gloved fist. ‘It can’t be,’ he whispered.

Strachan looked at his notes once more. ‘That’s what the man at the newspaper office said, sir. Those exact words. But I can’t see a location in it, nor a Shakespeare quote.’ He scratched his head. ‘It’s like it was addressed to somebody, a note, or a threat maybe. Quite different from the others.’

‘It is addressed to somebody, Strachan.’

Strachan looked up. ‘Who, sir?’

‘Me.’
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‘The Character Killer has my wife.’

‘I don’t understand, sir. Your wife is lost. You’ve been looking for her for nearly six years now…’

Danilov’s fist came down hard against his desk. The pens fell out of their holder and were strewn haphazardly over the wooden surface and the pristine white blotter.

Danilov ignored them. ‘It’s the only answer, Strachan. The message was meant for me.’

‘But where is she, sir? There was nothing in the message to hint at where she was.’

‘Give it to me.’

Strachan passed over the message he had been given by the newspaper. Danilov read it through once, then again. ‘Are you sure these are the exact words, Strachan?’

‘That’s what he said, sir.’

Danilov held the paper up and began reading aloud.

‘Have you worked it out,

The game we’re playing,

What’s it all about?

I hear you saying,

The choice is one life,

Yours or your wife?’

‘He’s taunting us, sir.’

‘He is, Strachan.’ Danilov looked at the words again. ‘Taunting me. Asking me if I’ve worked it out yet.’

‘Worked what out, sir?’

‘Worked out what he’s doing, Strachan.’

‘And he’s taken your wife, sir?’

Danilov brushed his hands through his hair. ‘He’s holding her, Strachan, but where?’

‘She could be anywhere in the city, sir.’

‘That’s not helpful, Strachan,’ snapped Danilov

The young detective sergeant shook his head. ‘Sorry, sir, it’s like he’s playing a game with us. Dropping clues here and there. Giving us a chance to rescue some of his victims while others are murdered. But we’re always a move behind. Always a little too late. It’s like one of those chess games, when you are playing an opponent who’s much better than you. You know, he has his moves worked out five steps ahead and you’re just trying to counter his attack right now.’

Danilov’s head jerked up. ‘What did you say, Strachan?’

‘Me, sir? I don’t know. I was rambling like I do…’

‘No, you said something about having his moves worked out five steps ahead of us…’

‘That’s how it feels, sir. He has it all planned out and we’re defending, waiting for the next line of attack.’

The inspector jumped up. ‘That’s it.’

‘Is this one of those “eureka” moments, sir?’

‘It is, Strachan, it most definitely is.’




85

Danilov wrenched the door of the detectives’ room open and sprinted down the corridor, narrowly avoiding a Sikh sergeant.

Strachan followed as quickly as he could. By the time he caught up, Danilov was already in the Investigation Room standing in front of the map with a pen in his hand. The place was empty except for the discarded papers on the floor, the reams of notes on the blackboards and the details of the murders pasted on to the easels.

Chief Inspector Rock and Inspectors Meaker and Cartwright were long gone.

The inspector reached up and traced lines on the map with his finger. He touched the pictures of the victims and looked beneath each one, checking the location, writing a number next to each picture. Then he took a step away from the map. ‘Scholar’s Mate?’ he whispered to himself. ‘But why repeat the final move?’

Danilov closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the wall. It had been staring him in the face all this time, why hadn’t he seen it earlier?’

He repeated the Mate because we found Miss Cavendish. He wanted a perfect game.

‘So Chief Inspector Rock’s map was useful after all, sir?’

Danilov turned towards him. ‘More than useful, Strachan – vital.’

‘He will be pleased, sir.’

Danilov walked across and stood in front of Strachan, placing his hands on his shoulders. ‘You must do me a favour.’

‘You know you don’t need to ask, sir.’

‘Please go to my home. Look after Elina. Protect her, whatever happens, Strachan. Protect her.’

The young detective heard the urgency in Danilov’s voice. ‘I will, sir, but where are you going?’

‘Back to where the game began. Promise me, you will protect Elina?’

‘Of course, sir. Anything you say, but what are you going to do?’

The hands came down and Danilov strode to the door. ‘What I should have done six years ago. Find my wife.’
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Inspector Danilov pulled his coat around him as the wind whistled through the night streets and buried his head deep into the fabric. The people of Shanghai were still active despite the lateness of the hour. A bicycle workshop on his left still hammered away at a piece of metal. Trishaw drivers haggled with passengers. Drunken sailors, off some British warship, looked for drink, sex or a fight, but not necessarily in that order. The flames of a thousand woks still seared towards the night sky, feeding the multitude of late-night revellers.

But he ignored everything around him. One thought reverberated around and around his head: Allen had taken his wife. The woman he had lost six years ago. The woman who he loved with all his being. The woman whose absence had carved a hole in his heart.

A beggar stuck his hand out at Danilov. The man was white, another Russian down on his luck. He wouldn’t last long on the streets. If the cold didn’t get him, the other beggars would. This street, this corner, was their rice bowl.

Danilov reached into his pocket and gave the man all the money he had, almost twenty dollars. After all, he wouldn’t need it any more.

The beggar looked at the money in his hand and tried to give it back. ‘Too much, what am I to do with this?’ the man shouted in Russian at the inspector

‘Use it to buy food, use it live,’ Danilov said over his shoulder as he walked away. He knew where he was going now and he didn’t need to rush. Allen would be waiting for him. The last message made it clear.

For a moment, the face of his wife came back to him. Her ruddy cheeks, the oval eyes, hair held back by a headscarf, a smile playing on her lips, teeth as white as a dove’s wings.

How had Allen found her?

He had spent six years looking. Six wasted years.

The great detective who couldn’t even find his wife. And now Allen had discovered her and was going to kill her.

Unless he could stop him.

Unless he could stop him.

And what of their son? The message didn’t mention their son. He must be fourteen now, a growing boy, beginning to enter adulthood. How had he changed? Was he held by Allen too? Why didn’t the message say anything about his son?

He reached the junction of the Sinza and Myburgh Roads. On his right, he could hear the toot of a boat on Soochow Creek. He ran down to the embankment overlooking the river.

Only eighteen months ago he had stood near here with his new detective, Strachan, looking at the ‘Beach of Dead Babies’ with the body of Henry Sellars floating in the murky waters, the dead man’s long blond hair flowing like golden silk in the gentle swell of the river.

The creek looked exactly the same as it had back then, except there was no body. The muddy river still flowed into the Whampoa at Garden Bridge, the grey sampans still tied to the shore, sometimes three deep.

One of them was being rowed by an old woman in the centre of the channel. She spat a long stream of brown juice into the water where it joined the rest of the rubbish floating in the murky waters.

He heard a shout of joy. A young boy, with a head the shape of a football, had snatched a ball from the mouth of a dog on one of the boats. Around the boy’s foot a rope was lashed to a dirty wooden cabin, beneath which the family ate and slept and washed and made more children.

The more it changes, the more it stays the same.

Up ahead, in the murk of the night, he could see his destination. He should have realised long ago he was being led here by Allen. But it was Strachan who had given him the final clue. The moves of a chess game. He should have worked it out much earlier. He was getting slow in his old age; perhaps his mind was not as sharp as before.

Which way would Allen expect him to come? It didn’t matter. Allen held all the cards now; he knew all the moves, and there was nothing Danilov could do now except place his head in the mouth of the tiger.

Back at Central Police Station he had thought about calling out the Rapid Action Force. But he realised his wife, and his son, would die in such a raid. Allen would never let them live. And there was also the tone of the final message. A tone talking directly to him, not to anybody else. He was telling him to come, alone.

To face Allen, alone.

That’s why he had sent Strachan back to guard Elina. He must do this by himself; nobody else could help him.

He walked back to Sinza Road, past the innumerable bric-a-brac and second-hand stores where everything and anything could be bought or sold. Up ahead, his destination stood tall amidst the merchant houses and shops.

From here, it looked like a piece on a chess board. A King. No wonder Allen had chosen it.

Danilov kicked himself. He should have worked all this out much earlier. If only he hadn’t been distracted by the Sinza Refuge and Johnstone’s theft.

Stupid, so stupid.

Perhaps, he was losing his powers. Perhaps, Cartwright was correct and he wasn’t as good as he thought he was. Old age was creeping up on him as it crept up on everybody. A disease for which there was no cure.

He looked up at the Sinza Water Tower, dominating the area, its clean Art Deco lines overshadowing the slovenly stained roofs of the surrounding houses.

There were no lights on in the tower; not that he expected there would be. But it didn’t matter. Allen would be waiting for him.

And his wife, she would be there too.

How had Allen found his wife? He didn’t know, but he was about to find out.

He took one deep breath and pushed open the door of the courtyard in front of the Water Tower.

His long search was finally over.
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Detective Sergeant Strachan stood in the centre of the Investigation Room, surrounded by the easels and notes and files strewn on the desks. What was he going to do? Run after the inspector and demand to go with him? Or follow him quietly?

He didn’t see how he could attempt either option. The first would lead to Danilov sacking him. And Danilov would soon notice the second; the man was too clever to be tricked so easily.

The inspector had asked him to look after his daughter, Elina. He must have been worried about her. Would Allen target her too? Was Danilov afraid for her safety?

Strachan took one last look at the map on the wall, with its pictures of the victims pasted over the locations where they had been found. For the first time, he noticed each picture had a number on it.

One for Sally Chen

Two for the American man at the Shanghai Country Club, Hank Chettle.

Three for Lieutenant Deschamps and his mistress.

Four for Miss Cavendish.

Five for the man in the undertaker’s. What was the name used by Danilov? Victorov, that was it.

Six for the Princess.

It was the order in which they were attacked. Why did the order matter?

Then, he noticed an additional number, 3A, written by the inspector, next to the Burlington Hotel. But no bodies had been found there, just a chess piece.

Strachan shook his head. He wished the inspector would confide in him more often; at least he would know what was going on. Danilov was exactly like his mother – ‘Only tell people what you want them to know. Your business is your business, it’s nothing to do with nobody else.’ He remembered her telling him that one day before he was about to go to school.

His mother, gone now.

He accepted he would never see her again, never hear her voice, never talk to her about the events of his day.

She was gone but she would never be forgotten. Not by him.

He shook his head, desperately trying to focus his thoughts. He knew now what he had to do. There would be no more mistakes.

The inspector had asked him to make sure Elina was safe. Well, he was going to protect her to the best of his ability. The inspector, for once, would have to look after himself.
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‘He’s done what?’

Elina was almost shouting at him.

‘I think he’s gone to look for the killer.’

‘And you let him go alone?’

Strachan looked at the hat he was twisting in his hand. He would have to get a new one. The pomade from his hair had stained the band so there was a tidemark of oil all around the middle. He put it behind his back to hide it from Elina. ‘Please calm down, Miss Danilova…’

She shook off his hand. ‘I won’t calm down. My father is out there on his own looking for a killer.’

Strachan decided it was time to tell her everything; only then would she understand why he had come to their apartment rather than staying with her father. ‘Elina, we received a message this evening from the killer, placed in the North China Daily News.’

‘Yes, yes, my father told me about the messages,’ she said impatiently.

‘This time the message was explicit.’ He paused for a while. How could he break the news to her? He decided to plunge on. ‘Your father thought the message was directed at him. It talked about his wife…’

‘My mother, what did it say about my mother?’ She seized his coat and began to shake him. ‘What did it say about my mother?’

He tried to calm her, holding her arms in his. She began to struggle to free herself. ‘You must sit down. I will show you the message.’

She stopped struggling and stared at him, breathing heavily, her nostrils flaring.

‘Sit down and I’ll show you the message,’ he repeated.

Slowly she took a seat beside the kitchen table and held out her hand.

He sat next to her, reaching into his pocket to pull out his notebook. She snatched it out of his hand, opening it at the last page. He watched as her blue eyes scanned the page. Once, twice and a third time. She took a deep breath.

‘This man, this Allen, has taken my mother.’

‘Your father thought he had.’

Elina went back to reading the message. She began to read aloud:

‘Have you worked it out,

The game we’re playing,

What’s it all about?

I hear you saying,

The choice is for life,

Yours or your wife?’

‘But where’s the location line? Father said there was always a location line.’ She scanned it again. ‘And where’s the quote from Shakespeare? I don’t recognise any of these lines.’

‘Your father couldn’t find it either.’

‘But you said he went off to meet the killer? How did he know where to go?’

Strachan shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know, he didn’t tell me.’

Elina went quiet, staring out of the kitchen window. All Strachan could hear was the ticking of the clock in the hallway and the dripping of the tap into the sink. He would have to fix it for her one day.

She sat forward again. ‘He must have seen or noticed something? What did he do?’

‘When?’

‘After he read the message.’

‘Well… we talked about it and then he suddenly ran into the Investigation Room.’

‘What did he do there?’

‘I arrived after him; I didn’t know I was supposed to follow, you see.’

Elina stared at him impatiently.

‘When I reached the room, he was looking at the map on the wall.’

‘Looking at the map?’

The scene flashed back into Strachan’s memory like a movie playing in his mind. ‘Actually, I thought he was touching the map, but I saw later he was writing on it.’

‘Writing on it?’

‘Chief Inspector Rock had placed pictures of the victims on the locations they had been murdered, or, in Miss Cavendish’s case, assaulted.’

She stood up and ran out of the kitchen. Strachan heard the sound of slamming doors and drawers, and a shout of ‘Where is it?’

Then silence. A moment later Elina appeared in the doorway, holding the Municipal Government’s Street Map of Shanghai and its environs. ‘A map like this?’

‘Exactly the same. All the police get one…’

She opened the map out and placed it on the kitchen table, moving unused plates, cutlery and uneaten food to one side. ‘Show me where he was marking the maps.’

Strachan pointed to each location, explaining where the inspector had marked each number.

‘Is that all?’

Strachan pictured the map in his mind. ‘There was also 3A, marked on the Burlington Hotel. We didn’t find a body but we did find a chess piece. A bishop.’

Elina wrote the numbers on the map where he pointed.

She sat back, crossed her arms and stared at the layout in front of them. ‘There’s no link. Some are in the French Concession, some in the International Settlement. Some are in the centre of the city, one is to the east and another to the west.’ She threw the pen down on the map. ‘There must be a link. What did my father see?’




89

Above him, the stark cigarette of the Water Tower stood outlined against the night sky. Danilov realised it never went dark in Shanghai; there was always the glow of activity somewhere. But there were no people to be seen. Almost as if the area around the place was a void where Shanghailanders were reluctant to roam.

He listened to the sounds of the night. Off towards the river a baby was crying. The cry of hunger, thought Danilov, of demanding to be fed. A boat was chugging along the creek, its motor a staccato tap, tap, tap as it pushed through the muddy waters. Behind him, far off in the distance, a drunken man was singing an English song, a sailor’s song. An off-key ‘early in the mornin’ slurring into the night air.

He rattled the handle of the door facing him.

Locked.

He picked up a half-brick lying at his feet, smashing it hard against the glass. The small pane shattered and dropped to the ground. He picked out the shards wedged in the frame and reached in.

The bolt on the inside was easy to pull back and the handle turned as if it had been freshly oiled.

He stopped to listen once more. Inside the Water Tower all was quiet, deathly quiet.

The sailor had stopped singing now.

The boat had stopped its painful tap, tap, tap.

The baby had stopped crying.

He stepped inside the room and let his eyes adjust to the lack of light. Gradually, the greys and blacks resolved themselves into shapes and distances. The ceiling was high, with a glass chandelier hanging from it. The ambient light from outside reflected through the hanging glass teardrops of the chandelier, creating a pattern of light on the wooden floor.

Strange. It looked more like a house than the ground floor of a Water Tower.

Over to one corner, about five yards away, the area was darker, hidden in shadow.

Had he seen movement or just imagined it?

He took two steps towards the corner and suddenly the whole world erupted in light.

Danilov closed his eyes, shielding them with his hand.

‘I wondered when you would arrive. You came quicker than I thought.’

Danilov forced his eyes open, using his hand to shield them from the glare of the chandelier. A man wearing a black mask stood in front of him.

‘You can take off the mask, Mr Cipher.’

A muffled laugh came from behind the mask and the man began to clap. ‘You worked it out, Danilov. Congratulations. A little slow, perhaps, but you got there in the end.’ The man removed the mask and recombed his hair across his balding head. ‘Just one question. How did you know it was me?’

‘I was suspicious of the timing of the messages. They seemed to arrive just after the victim had been kidnapped. A little too timely and they all came from you.’

‘Except for the last one…’

‘You gave that to Mr Trainer to throw me off the scent, but it did the exact opposite. And then, of course, your name…’

‘Lou?’

‘Lou Cipher. Lucifer.’

‘I thought that was very funny. The devil in disguise. The plastic surgery in Japan is rather good, though, don’t you think?’ Allen modelled his face. ‘You didn’t recognise me at all.’

Danilov stared at Allen’s smirking face. For a second, the image of the Princess, the skin dripping off her face flashed into his mind. He ran towards the corner, thrusting his hands at Allen’s throat, forcing the shorter man up against the wall.

Allen staggered backwards, his body smashing against the stuccoed walls. Danilov forced his hands deeper into Allen’s throat. ‘Where’s my wife?’

Allen’s tongue was sticking out of his mouth. He was making gagging sounds. His feet kicking against Danilov’s legs, desperately trying to escape from the tightening grip around his throat.

Danilov pressed harder.

The gagging became louder. Allen’s face was bright red, his pink tongue hanging out of his mouth.

‘Where’s my wife?’

Allen lifted his arm, pointing back over Danilov’s shoulder to a door at the end. He let Allen drop to the floor and ran to it.

He burst through it into another room, smaller than the entrance room. It was lit by a single electric light bulb hanging from a flex in the ceiling. At the end, only twelve yards away, his wife was standing on a wooden platform built against one wall.

Alone.

After all this time, six years and more, they were together again. ‘Masha,’ he shouted.

His wife held up her arms, stopping him from rushing to them.

He saw the fear in her eyes as she glanced to her left. Standing next to the stage, a Chinese man with a bald head and scars on his face held a lever in one hand and a revolver in the other.

The gun was pointing at his wife.

Danilov forced himself to look again. A rope stretched from the ceiling down behind his wife’s head and around her throat. She was standing on tiptoe, trying to keep the rope as loose as possible.

Behind him, Allen was coughing. The man had struggled to his feet and was holding his throat, ‘That… wasn’t… smart… Danilov,’ he said through gasps of air.

Allen’s chest heaved and he spat on the wooden floor. For a moment, he staggered as if he was going to fall, then he regained his balance and the smirk reappeared on his face. ‘I see you still have a temper, Danilov.’ He sucked a large gulp of air into his lungs, coughed three times and continued speaking. ‘Not smart, not smart at all. One word from me and your once-pretty wife dances on the end of a rope.’

Danilov roared and took two steps towards Allen.

Allen jumped back to the wall, shouting ‘Han Kew!’.

The Chinese man pulled on the lever. Danilov could see the wire led to a trapdoor beneath the feet of his wife. He stopped and held his hands up in submission.

‘Good, I knew you would see sense.’ He waved a hand at the Chinese man. Instantly the tension on the wire eased as the lever was released.

Danilov could hear his wife sobbing. He moved towards her. The Chinese thug began to pull the lever again.

‘Not yet, Inspector; your wife isn’t going anywhere… yet.’

‘How did you find her?’

‘Oh, you mean, how did I find her when the great detective had been looking for six years, with nothing to show for it?’

Danilov nodded slowly. He had to keep Allen talking, play for time. Something would come up. Something had to come up.

‘Simple, I did what you should have done a long time ago; I went to Siberia and searched for her. It only took me a month. Of course, the resources of the newspaper helped enormously. You’d be amazed how far the contacts of the Morriss family and the paper reach, into even the most remote parts of Russia and China. Your wife was working as a cook in a logging camp in the middle of the Siberian wilds, Danilov. Shame you never made the effort to find her.’

Danilov’s wife began to sob again, her head dropping until the rope went taut, forcing her back on to her tiptoes again.

‘It’s quite painful, standing on tiptoe. I know, I tried. Only lasted seven minutes before I had to let my body take the weight.’

‘What do you want, Allen?’

‘Allen is dead. You killed him on Garden Bridge, don’t you remember? I’m the Judge of Souls now. So much more elegant than my former name, don’t you agree?’

Danilov stayed silent, staring at his wife, trying to give her strength.

‘What happened to my son?’

‘The big, strapping lad?’ Allen pointed downwards with his index finger. ‘He’s below in the cellar. We gave him an extra dose of morphia. To help him sleep. A growing boy needs his beauty sleep.’

‘Let him go, Allen. He has nothing to do with this.’

‘I might, Inspector, but first you have to do something for me.’

‘Do what?’

‘It’s quite simple. You have to make a choice.’
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‘You have to think, David. What else did he say?’

Strachan was conscious she had used his Christian name. She was standing right next to him. He could smell her perfume, something sweet and intoxicating. She leant over the map and her hair fell forward. She pushed it behind her ear with a simple curl of her hand.

‘Come on, think, David. He must have said something?’

Strachan forced himself to focus. ‘He said the map was more than useful, it was vital.’

She stared at the map of the city of Shanghai. It looked like a normal map; the streets named in English, and the borders between the Chinese areas, the French Concession, the International Settlement and the Old City sharply delineated with dotted red lines.

The doorbell rang.

‘Father,’ Elina shouted. She ran to the door and wrenched it open. A tall Chinese man with a wispy moustache stood in the doorway holding a cardboard box. ‘Delivery for Danilov.’

Strachan joined Elina at the door. ‘So late?’

‘Papers from Doctor Fang. He say they for Inspector Danilov. Please sign.’

The young man held out an invoice to Strachan. Elina sighed and went back inside the apartment.

Strachan took the box and closed the door. ‘Where shall I put this?’

Elina waved her hand, not looking up from the map. Strachan placed the box near the new couch. Danilov could look at the reports from Dr Fang when he returned.

If he returned.

Strachan joined Elina in staring at the map.

‘The map is divided into sixty-four squares. Those at the top numbered one to eight, and those along the side lettered A to H. Did he talk about map references like F6 or C4?’ She traced the numbers from the top and the side, covering two of the murder locations.

‘No, I don’t think so. I would have remembered if he’d mentioned those numbers.’

She sat once again and exhaled. ‘There must be something about the map. Are you sure this is exactly the same one as in the Investigation Room?’

‘It’s the same one, I told you. It’s the one we all have.’

Her fingers started to tap on the map, ‘What did you see, Father? What made you so excited?’

Strachan scratched his head. ‘I remember when we were in the detectives’ room, before he ran to the Investigation Room, he said he’d had his eureka moment.’

‘What?’

‘His eureka moment; it comes from Archimedes in his bath…’

‘I do know what a eureka moment is, Detective Sergeant Strachan.’

He was conscious she was no longer using his Christian name.

‘He must have told you something? What did you talk about?’

Strachan thought hard, trying to remember the conversation with the inspector. The clock on the sitting-room wall was approaching eleven o’clock. He was tired; he had been working since seven that day. His brain refused to function.

As if reading his mind, Elina touched the back of his hand. ‘I know you’re tired but you must try to remember. It’s important.’

He racked his brains. ‘We were talking about the case and I said something and he jumped up and ran down the corridor.’

‘What did you say?’

‘It was nothing important. I was gabbling on as usual. I just said this case was like a chess game where your opponent is five moves ahead.’

‘After you said this, he ran to the Investigation Room?’

‘Exactly. I didn’t know what was going on.’

Elina stared at the map. Then she switched her gaze to the half-finished game of chess sitting in the corner of the room. Her eyes lit up. ‘The map, it has sixty-four squares…’

‘So?’

‘Exactly the same as the chess board. Quickly, what were the pieces found with each of the murder victims?’

Strachan thought for a moment. ‘Sally Chen had nothing. The American man had a pawn.’

She placed a pawn on the map next to the Shanghai Country Club.

‘Lieutenant Deschamps and his girlfriend had a queen.’

She placed the piece at the War Memorial.

‘The next one we found was a bishop at the cold store. But there was no body there.’

Elina took a bishop and put it on the map next to the Burlington Hotel.

‘The final two pieces were both queens again. One with Miss Cavendish at the Canidrome, and the other nearby, at the Cercle Sportif, with the body of the Princess.’

You didn’t find a chess piece at the undertaker’s?’

Strachan thought for moment and then shook his head.

She quickly placed two queens on the last two locations. She stepped back and stared at the map. Then, she leant in closer. ‘Oh my God.’

Strachan looked at the map. He couldn’t see what she was talking about. Just names and numbers and chess pieces scattered randomly.

‘The killer has already played his move for checkmate.’
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‘Why do you want to give me a choice?’

‘It’s quite simple; because I was given none. I was ordered out into no man’s land on my own. They never expected me to come back, though. It was a death sentence without any chance of reprieve. They killed many of us that way, saved all the trouble of a court martial.’

‘But you survived.’

‘I always survive, as you well know.’ Allen moved towards the wooden platform.

Danilov could hear his wife sobbing. He longed to hold her, hold her tight, to say sorry for the six years apart, to hold her and never let her go again.

‘Here’s your choice, Danilov. You or your wife. Which of you is to die?’

‘I don’t understand,’ stammered Danilov. Allen was standing in front of him now. If only he would come a few feet closer, he could attack. The assistant was over in the corner, the revolver still pointing straight at his wife. Perhaps he could use Allen’s body as a shield. He would have to move quickly, though, before the man released the trapdoor.

As if reading his mind, Allen took a step back. ‘You don’t understand? You disappoint me, Inspector. It’s quite simple; one of you will die today. Which is it to be, yourself or your wife?’ Allen’s hands opened wide. ‘It’s your choice.’

He had to play for time. Find an answer. His wife was crying now, sobbing uncontrollably, the noose tightening around her throat. ‘How do I know you won’t kill her too?’

Allen laughed. ‘You don’t. That’s the beauty of this choice. You have to trust I will deliver on my promise.’

‘Not much of a choice.’

‘Not much of a detective. Couldn’t even find your own family. I had to find them for you.’ Allen’s finger came up to his mouth and he sucked in air. ‘I’m feeling in a generous mood. I will sweeten the choice. You will be allowed one last hug with your wife. Afterwards, you can make your choice. Is it you or she who will die?’

His wife began to sob hysterically; her body shook and trembled. Danilov leapt on to the wooden platform and stopped in front of her. He felt the platform shake beneath his feet. The noose trailed up from around her neck to a hook on the ceiling. The knot, expertly tied, pushing her head forward and down.

He placed his arms around his wife’s trembling body, hugging it closer to him, wrapping her body in his strength. ‘There, there, Masha, don’t worry,’ he said in Russian.

She whispered in his ear. ‘Our son, downstairs, in a cell. Save him.’

His wife lifted her head upwards, pushing against the knot of the rope. Her eyes were red-rimmed and fearful. He wrapped her tighter, hugging her so close, never wanting to let her go.

‘It’s touching, isn’t it, Han Kew? A husband and wife who haven’t seen each other for six years and now have only seconds left together. What’s your choice, Danilov? You or your wife?’

‘One last question, Allen. What about my son?’

Allen glanced towards the corner, where steps led down to a cellar. ‘He’s safe, Danilov. Yama hasn’t decided what to do with him yet. Such a pleasant young man. Unspoiled, an innocent. What’s your decision, Danilov?’

As he loosened the knot, he leant in as if to kiss Masha on the side of the head, instead whispering in Russian into her ear, ‘Trust me.’

‘Isn’t it charming, a last kiss from a man who abandoned his wife and children six years ago.’

‘I didn’t abandon them, Allen; we were separated by the Revolution.’

‘You left them behind to look after themselves.’ He gestured for Danilov to take the noose from around his wife’s neck.

Danilov lifted his head from his wife’s hair. ‘You promise you won’t kill her?’

Allen made a cross over his heart. ‘Hope to die and all that tosh.’

‘No,’ his wife screamed in Russian.’No… no… no… no…’

‘Masha, somebody has to look after Elina and Ivan. You were always better than me. It’s the right choice to make.’

He began to loosen the knot of the noose around her neck. She struggled against his arms, trying to stop him removing it.

‘Good. A good choice. Now place the noose around your own neck and move next to the trapdoor.’

‘It’s for the best, Masha,’ Danilov said softly

She had stopped struggling now and stood there as he removed the noose.

‘Place it around your own neck.’

Danilov put his head through the noose and stood there.

‘Now, you may join me Mrs Danilov.’

‘No… no… no,’ she screamed.

The thug gave the gun to Allen and leapt on to the platform, seized Danilov’s wife by the waist, throwing her to the ground where she landed at Allen’s feet.

Danilov jumped forward to attack the thug, but felt the noose tighten round his neck. The thug stepped back in shock, then smiled as he realised Danilov could go no further, like a dog on a tether.

‘Tie his hands.’

Danilov felt his hands forced up his back and the tight cords of rope wound around his wrists. The thug dropped to his knees to tie Danilov’s feet.

Danilov could just reach the man with his heel. A sharp kick and it would be over. But Allen was still standing there, pointing the gun right at him, Maria sobbing at his feet.

‘Don’t tie the feet. I want to watch this one dance. Take the woman back to the cell. Bring the son up.’

‘But you said you wouldn’t kill her.’

‘I’m not going to, Danilov. But it might be educational for your son to watch his father die.’

Danilov lunged towards Allen but the rope around his neck held him back. ‘You said he was an innocent…’

‘Then it’s time to make him more worldly, isn’t it? You are more of a fool than I thought you were, Danilov.’

‘You gave me your word.’

‘My word? So English, so honourable,’ he sneered. ‘You have an old-fashioned sense of honour, Danilov. Me, I’m above all those petty middle-class restrictions. I’m the Judge of Souls.’

The thug lifted his wife and threw her over his shoulder. She struggled, trying to bite him. But he slapped her across the face. Blood seeped from her mouth,

Danilov leapt forward once more. Again, the noose tightened around his neck.

‘Be careful, Danilov, we wouldn’t want you to die before your time.’

The thug stumbled out of the room, carrying the inert body of Danilov’s wife over his shoulder.

‘When Han Kew returns, your time will be up, Danilov. The end is nigh, as they say on the posters. Your son will have the pleasure of watching you commit suicide.’

‘And if I don’t do it?’

‘Then you will have the pleasure of watching your son die.’

The clock on the wall ticked over to ten minutes to midnight.

‘Any last words?’
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‘I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about,’ said Strachan.

‘It’s simple. Scholar’s Mate. One of the easiest and quickest ways to mate in chess.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Elina pointed to the map. The number of squares gave it away. You see, if you take Soochow Creek as the baseline and move the pieces found at each of the murders, they correspond to the moves in Scholar’s Mate.’

Strachan stared at the map, a frown appearing between his eyebrows.

Elina grabbed the white chess pieces and lined them up along Soochow Creek. ‘Look, the first move is the pawn advance two squares.’ She slid the pawn forward until it rested next to the Shanghai Country Club. Then she advanced the queen to the War Memorial. ‘The queen comes out diagonally, and the other bishop pins the defending pawn.’ She moved the bishop to the square on the map where they had found the ice store. ‘To finish the check, the queen advances for checkmate.’ She banged the queens down right on the square with the Canidrome, and next to it the Cercle Sportif. ‘He even repeated the checkmate after you rescued Miss Cavendish. It’s very clever… too clever.’

‘But it doesn’t tell us where your father is now.’

Elina pulled her lips into a pout with her index finger and thumb. ‘No, it doesn’t… unless…’

‘What?’

She picked up the white king from its place on the map next to Soochow Creek. ‘Unless, this is the killer.’

‘The one who wins the game?’

Elina nodded.

Strachan stared hard at the map. Where was Danilov? He tried to relax, to remember everything the inspector had said to him. He closed his eyes and the words came back to him. ‘Back to where the game began, Strachan.’

He opened them and looked at the map. It had to be there. It was the only place. So obvious, he should have realised it long ago.

He looked around for his hat and coat, grabbing them from their place behind the door. He slung them over his shoulder and rushed out.

‘David, where are you going?’ Elina shouted after him.

A head appeared, framed in the door. ‘Call Chief Inspector Rock; we need the Rapid Action Force at the Sinza Water Tower.’

She jumped forward. ‘I’m coming with you.’

‘No,’ he shouted, ‘we need help.’

She kept coming, stepping out of the door.

‘Elina, you need to call him. Otherwise, your father will die.’

‘I want to come…’

‘You can’t, you need to leave this to me…’

She stepped forward again, only to find his arm coming down in front of her. ‘It’s my mother and father…’

‘And to save them, we need help. Make the call, Elina.’ With that last shout, he leapt down the stairs, leaving her standing in the doorway.

She hesitated for a moment, her mind a jumble of fear and duty and ideas. What to do? Follow David? Ring for help? Must save my father. Must save him.

She rushed back into the apartment and picked up the telephone, dialling the number as quickly as she could. Get help first and then follow David.

She knew exactly where he was going: the Sinza Water Tower.
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‘You know, I promised myself I would watch you commit suicide. It was to be my treat after more than a year of torture, pain and surgery. This new face didn’t come easily and the bullets they took out of my body, I had made into something ornate.’ He held up his hand where two lead rings circled his little finger. ‘I do think it is amusing to wear something that nearly caused me to die, don’t you?’

Danilov had to keep him talking. ‘One thing troubles me. If I was the target…’

‘Oh, you were, Danilov, you always were.’

‘Why did you kill the American? I didn’t know him and he never helped me.’

Allen chuckled to himself. ‘I knew you would be looking for your famous patterns, so I chose someone who wasn’t linked to anybody or anything. An American sailor chosen at random. The idea amused me. You would spend so much time looking for a connection, the lack of one playing with your mind.’

‘It confused me for a while, but the lack of a connection is a connection in itself. It was the least of my worries.’

‘Ah, but now I am the first of them, am I not?’ He picked up the lever that released the trap.

Danilov tried to work his feet backwards as far as he could, to find the edge where the platform ended and the trapdoor began.

The clock ticked over to five minutes to twelve.

‘“But at my back I hear, time’s wing’d chariot hurrying near.” Your chariot is certainly approaching, isn’t it, Inspector Danilov?’

The bald-headed thug came back up the steps, pushing Danilov’s son in front of him.

‘Ivan, are you okay?’ Danilov said in Russian.

The young man nodded.

‘Have they hurt you?’

‘No, Father.’ He struggled to escape the grip of his gaoler, but the man held him close, in a bear hug.

‘See, Danilov, we look after your family better than you did.’ Allen raised his hand and made a sign to the bald-headed Chinese man. Danilov’s son was immediately seized in a headlock, his neck pushed forward against the thug’s forearm.

‘And now comes your second choice of the day, Danilov. Who is to die? Your son or yourself?’

Allen pulled the lever and the trapdoor opened at Danilov’s feet. For a moment he hovered on the edge before recovering his balance.

‘You can choose between staying where you are, or taking your own life by jumping through the trapdoor in the stage. If you choose the former, Han Kew will break your son’s neck.’

The big Chinese demonstrated his strength by forcing Ivan forward and down against his forearm. The young man struggled but was lifted off his feet.

‘What’s it to be, Danilov? Make the choice.’

Ivan was struggling against the big man, trying to kick with his feet, but his struggles became more and more feeble as his face lost colour.

‘Which is it to be, Danilov?’

‘Put him down, put him down. I’ll do it.’

Allen signalled for the boy to be released.

Ivan dropped him to the ground, coughing blood on to the floor.

‘You have to let my wife and son go. And you mustn’t touch my daughter.’

‘You’re in no position to negotiate, Danilov.’

‘If you want me to kill myself, they must be freed. Otherwise, there is no point in my death.’

‘Such a disgusting pastime, carrying on one’s line, passing on one’s traits to another generation of cretins.’

‘There speaks a man with no family.’

‘Oh, I do have a family. The world is my family and it is my job to protect them from wasters and scoundrels, Danilov. Once I have disposed of you, I will return to my higher calling; ridding the world of the evil, corruption and decay infesting it. Like a limb infected with gangrene, the sinners must be hacked from the innocent body. The righteous must be protected from the sinners who dwell among them. Yama has spoken to me.’

‘Isn’t it the job of the law and the police to protect the righteous?’

‘The law and the police? Wasters and scoundrels, all of them.’ He swept his arm wide as he spoke. ‘Yama is the only man who can save the world. I am his reincarnation on Earth.’

‘Another god in a man’s body?’

‘No, a god in a god’s body.’

‘A true god would not punish the innocent, only the guilty.’

‘So, you admit your guilt, Danilov?’

The inspector nodded his head, the rough fibres of the rope chafing against his neck.

The clock ticked over so that the hour hand was facing straight up.

Allen smiled. ‘Finally, we reach agreement, Danilov. He appeared to think for a moment. ‘Your wife and son will be released.’

‘And my daughter?’

Allen smiled again. ‘She will be taken care of.’

‘I have your word? The word of the Judge of Souls?’

‘After you kill yourself, they will be released.’

‘Father, don’t do it.’ Ivan struggled to get up, before collapsing back to the floor, coughing once again.

‘It’s for the best, Ivan. For everyone. I wasn’t much of a father to you anyway.’

‘Out of the lion’s mouth comes truth. See, Han Kew, they all see the light in the end.’

The thug said nothing.

‘Let’s get it over with. On the count of three, you will jump into the void, Danilov. I’m afraid it won’t be a pretty death, nor will it be a quick one, but it will be a necessary death. Your time is up, Danilov. Your chariot has arrived. Death stares you in the face. Make your peace with the gods.’

He reached out to the lever and pulled it towards himself.

The trapdoor fell away to leave a gaping hole in the middle of the platform. Danilov stood at the edge of the void. He could see the drop to the floor beneath the stage. Not a long drop, not enough to break his neck. He would die from strangulation.

‘Are you ready? I will count to three and then you will jump. If not, Han Kew will take immense pleasure in strangling your son until he can no longer breathe. One… two… three.’

Danilov jumped into the void.
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Strachan pulled out into the middle of the road, driving on the wrong side, fist pounding the horn of his Dodge, clearing all other traffic out of the way.

Other horns blared back. Rickshaw drivers swore a thousand curses on his ancestors. Pedestrians sprinted to the other side of the road. A horse-drawn cart, turning right, crashed into a row of street stalls as the driver realised this madman wasn’t going to stop.

Strachan raced through the junction, mouth set and horn still shouting his determination to keep going.

Would he get there in time? Or was the inspector already dead? And what about Elina’s mother? Had Allen already murdered her too?

He stomped even harder on the accelerator, feeling the surge through the Buick. No mother was going to die today. Not today.

He turned sharply left along Carter Road. A big Jordan, driven by an old chauffeur, was coming straight towards him. The driver seemed not to see the danger, as if he was blind to anything and everything on the road. Strachan swung left, up on to the pavement. Pedestrians jumped out of the way, hawkers threw their goods up into the air and ran, and one frightened noodle seller stood still, too frightened to move.

Strachan swerved back on to the road, cutting across a pedestrian crossing, narrowly missing the noodle seller.

Up ahead, he could see the Sinza Water Tower looming over the district. He crashed through Sinza Road, turning sharply left, producing a screeching from his tires, echoed by a cacophony of car horns and shouts from irate drivers.

He raced past the refuge. Their visit seemed so long ago, but it had only been a few days. They should have checked the Water Tower when the girl had been found running through the streets, her clothes torn to shreds.

But they didn’t.

He hammered his fist into the horn of the car, forcing a rickshaw driver off the road into the gutter at the side.

He just hoped he wasn’t too late.

He accelerated to a stop outside the Water Tower, flung open the door and dived out.

The street was eerily quiet, empty except for one child playing with a hoop and stick. He pulled out his revolver and sprinted into the courtyard.

He couldn’t be too late. Not this time.




95

For a few seconds, Danilov felt like he was floating in mid-air. Then, the rope gripped his neck and the weight of his body pulled the noose tight.

A shock of pain shot through his Adam’s apple, his tongue desperate to escape his mouth.

He kicked with his legs, trying to get a hold on the edge of the stage, but he couldn’t reach. He fought for breath but there was nothing coming in. His brain began to boil, white flashes like lightning searing across his skull.

On the wall, the second hand of the clock ticked over from seventeen to eighteen.

He mustn’t black out

He mustn’t black out.

Allen was watching him, a smile pasted across his face, twirling the ring on his little finger, around and around and around.

Why was he playing with the ring?

He screamed, loud and long, his voice sharp and cutting, but no sound came out of his mouth. Why couldn’t they hear him?

He screamed again. The sound echoed around his brain, bouncing off the inside of his skull.

Allen still stared at him, a callous smile etched on his lips.

A warm numbness suffused his body. A strange numbness like being submerged in water the same temperature as his body. He knew he existed; he just couldn’t feel anything.

The second hand of the clock ticked over, moving from twenty-three to twenty-four. And stopped.

It was as if some great weight was pulling at his feet, forcing him down to the ground. But the harder it pulled, the longer he stayed where he was.

In his ears, a loud rattling sound was replaced by music. Tchaikovsky, the 1812 Overture, cannons blasting, bells pealing, Russia celebrating its release from the threats of a dictator.

The last chords echoed in his mind and were replaced by an image of his wife and son and daughter. Happy times, at an Easter picnic; his son searching for the hidden eggs, his wife preparing the food, placing it on the tablecloth, Elina pouring lemonade into a glass.

A wasp buzzing in his ear, getting louder now, louder.

The second hand ticking over from twenty-four to twenty-five and stopping once more.

And then the world went black.
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The shards of broken glass crunched beneath his shoes as Strachan knelt down and took a deep breath. He stared through the empty space where a pane of glass had been smashed in the door.

Nothing.

He reached into the hole and slowly opened the door.

Still no sound came from inside.

He crouched low and jumped into the room, revolver held in front of him, ready for action.

Nothing.

A light in the corner. Another open door. He could hear a gagging sound. And then a voice; muffled, soft, gloating.

‘I’ve enjoyed this, Han Kew. Sometimes, the old methods are the best. I think the woman and her child should follow the inspector in his dance, don’t you? Please fetch her.’

A grunt in reply.

Strachan crept to the inner door. He could hear heavy footsteps coming towards him. It was now or never.

He kicked it open. A large bald-headed Chinese man stood in front of him, arm raised. Behind the man, in the middle of the room, a young boy lay stretched out on the floor.

The boy kicked out with his leg, striking the knee of the Chinese thug. He doubled over and Strachan fired.

Once.

Twice.

The thug went down like a sack of potatoes, sprawling across the young boy.

To the right, the body of Inspector Danilov, still dressed in his working suit, was hanging in mid-air, his tongue sticking out between his teeth.

Too late. He was too late.

A bullet smashed into the wall above his head. Instinctively, Strachan ducked down and was showered in fragments of plaster and brick.

Another bullet. This time beside his right shoulder. He jumped back into an alcove, hiding behind the wall.

The stench of cordite filled the air. The Chinese man groaned loudly and then was silent. The sound of running feet.

He slowly manoeuvred his head around the edge of the wall.

A door was open on the other side of the room, steps leading upwards. The young boy was violently pushing the thug away from him.

In the corner, the body of the inspector twisted slowly in some hidden breeze above a hastily assembled stage…

Over his head, the sound of footsteps running across a wooden floor. Should he chase after him?

A noise behind him. He turned, gun poised to shoot.

‘David, it’s me.’ Elina stepped into the room, her hands held above her shoulders.

‘How… how?’ Strachan stammered, lowering his revolver.

She rushed past him into the room. Danilov still twisted slowly on the end of his rope.

He ran after her, jumping on to the stage.

The inspector was hanging by his neck over a trapdoor, his face a pale shade of blue, his tongue just visible between his teeth.

Another noise above his head. A door being slammed against a wall. Another shot.

A shout from beneath his feet. There must be more people down there.

The young man had struggled from beneath the thug and was kicking the dead body. He could hear the shouts from the cellar more clearly now. A woman’s voice, speaking a language he didn’t understand.

Elina had taken hold of the inspector’s body and was trying to move it on to the stage. Strachan pushed her away and grabbed the body. The weight was light, surprisingly light.

He laid it down on the wooden floorboards of the platform.

Outside, he could hear sirens. The Rapid Action Force.

More shouts from the basement, louder, more insistent now. He looked down at the face of the inspector. Pale and unbreathing. He seemed younger, the lines etched into his face, softened and erased.

A man at rest. The most restful he had ever seen this face. It was as if all the worries of the world had been removed and all that remained was peace.

Pure, unadulterated peace.

What had he learnt at police school?

Strachan began pounding on the man’s chest, counting as he did so. ‘Elina, blow into his mouth, inflate the lungs.’

Elina knelt down next to her father and began to blow into his mouth.

There was no reaction from Danilov.

She stopped and lifted up her father’s eyelids. Inside, the whites of the eyes were streaked with lines of red.

Strachan stopped pounding on the inspector’s chest, placing his ear over the heart.

Still nothing.

He pressed down even harder, using his body weight and counting as he did so.

‘One-two-three…’

Elina blew into her father’s mouth, holding his nose.

He stopped pressing down on the sternum. She placed her head on her father’s chest, listening for a sound, any sound. She looked at Strachan and shook her head.

Nothing.

He began to press and count again. ‘Three-four-five-six-seven…’

Slamming car doors. Footsteps outside in the courtyard. Deep voices shouting.

‘In here, quickly,’ Strachan shouted.

Danilov’s shirt was open, the white skin stretched tight across the rippled wave of the ribs. Elina stopped blowing into Danilov’s mouth. They both listened.

Nothing.

He pressed down again on the chest with both hands. ‘Eight-nine-ten-eleven-twelve-thirteen…’

‘You’re gonna break my ribs,’ a voice croaked.

He jerked backwards. The inspector’s eyes were open. Glazed red eyes, staring into the distance.

Danilov coughed and coughed again, spitting blood from between his lips. Strachan and Elina pulled him forward so he sat upright, the blood dripping from his mouth on to his open shirt.

Chief Inspector Fairbairn ran into the room, followed by three constables.

Danilov coughed again. ‘Go after Allen, Strachan… can’t escape again.’

Strachan jumped down from the platform. ‘This way,’ he shouted over his shoulder at Fairbairn and the constables.

He charged through the door and up the stairs. A mezzanine floor with another open door in the corner. The steps led upwards, vanishing as they spiralled around the inside of the tower.

Strachan sprinted to the door and up the stairs. He could hear footsteps above him. ‘He’s up here,’ he shouted, and climbed upwards.

The heavy tread of the constables echoed behind him as his own feet clattered on the wooden risers.

Up and up he went, always turning left as he followed the spiralling stairs.

A door banged above him; a shaft of light illuminated the motes of dust floating in the air.

His chest heaved, fighting for air, but still he climbed higher and higher.

He could see the top now. An open door.

He stopped.

Fairbairn and the constables clattered into his back. He could hear their panting as they desperately sucked air into their lungs. Or was the sound his own lungs scrabbling for air?

Calm yourself, Strachan.

He took three deep breaths and peered around the corner of the blue door.

A man was standing at the edge of the parapet, facing towards them, revolver in his hand. He seemed to be talking to someone, but the roof was empty.

‘I failed you, Yama. Again, I failed you.’

The man then lifted his head into the wind as if listening to an answer.

All Strachan could hear was the wind whistling around the concrete parapet.

Strachan jerked his head behind the door. He signalled to Fairbairn, who took up position on the other side of the entrance.

‘Give yourself up. There’s nowhere to go,’ Strachan shouted.

The man laughed. ‘There’s always somewhere to go. It’s time for this body who once was Thomas Allen to join me.’

The voice had a strange tone, deep, foreign.

‘He failed me. He knows what to do.’

Strachan put his head around the door.

The man was standing on the parapet, the revolver still in his left hand. Slowly, he brought the gun up and placed it against his temple.

‘Noooooooo,’ Strachan shouted and rushed on to the top of the tower.

The man fired. A single shot.

He remained standing on the parapet for a second, smiling at Strachan, before his knees began to give way and the body toppled slowly over the edge.

Strachan raced to the parapet and looked over. The body was falling, a smile still etched on the face and a single red dot smeared on the temple.

It landed with the softest thud on the flagstones of the courtyard.

Strachan looked up. The brown haze covering Shanghai lifted for a brief moment to reveal the city, in all its wretched glory, sleeping quietly under a full moon.

Beneath him, the body of Thomas Allen, the Judge of Souls, lay with its legs stuck out at an awkward angle, a pool of blood already forming around the head.

Strachan remembered another body with blood forming a dark pool on a tiled floor.

His mother.

What was it Danilov had said in the cemetery? ‘Our job is to protect the weak from the wolves.’

Looking down at the misshapen body of Thomas Allen lying sprawled and unmoving on the concrete of the courtyard, Strachan finally realised he couldn’t save everyone, but that would not stop him from trying.
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Chief Inspector Rock arrived soon afterwards with Cartwright and Meaker following in his wake. He insisted that Danilov go to hospital to be looked at by a doctor.

‘I’m fine, Chief Inspector; it takes more than a little hanging to kill a Russian.’

Rock stood in front of him, his hat in his hands and looking down at his feet. ‘I must apologise, Inspector Danilov, I…’

Danilov held up his hand. ‘No need, sir. It was your insistence on placing the deaths on a map that helped me solve the crime. I couldn’t find any patterns until I saw your map. Allen had made the city a giant game of chess. We were all just pawns to him.’

He looked across as Allen’s dead body was placed on a stretcher by Dr Fang’s mortuary attendants.

‘I don’t want to attend the autopsy, sir. I’ve seen enough of Allen to last a lifetime.’

‘Of course not. Meaker and Cartwright will attend. They will also write out a detailed report of Dr Fang’s findings, which will be on your desk by tomorrow morning, won’t it, Inspector Meaker.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Meaker answered meekly.

‘Until then, I do believe your family are waiting. Go to them. You, and they, deserve it.’ He pointed across to where Maria, Elina and Ivan were standing. ‘You too, Strachan – go home.’

‘I’d prefer to work, sir, if it’s all right with you.’

‘We’ve done enough for today,’ said Danilov.

Strachan thought of going home to the empty house with the ghost of his mother haunting every corner. ‘I’d still prefer to work, sir.’

Maria joined them. She took hold of Danilov’s arm and leant into him. She spoke in Russian directly to Strachan.

‘My wife has asked me to translate, Strachan. She said it would give us both great pleasure if you joined us at our home to eat. It’s not every day her husband is saved from dying and her family reunited.’ Danilov looked into his wife’s eyes and stroked the back of her hand. ‘As ever, my wife is far more eloquent than I could ever be, Strachan.’

‘If you put it like that, sir.’

‘I do.’

‘I’d love to join you.’
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As soon as they arrived back at their apartment, Maria began to check her ingredients with Elina, while Ivan wandered through the apartment, picking up books, listening to the dial tone of the telephone and playing with the handle of the phonograph.

Strachan went over to show him how the machine worked. It was another of Elina’s modern additions to the apartment.

Maria looked up from her cooking, ‘It’s Ivan’s first home. He feels lost, more used to the forest.’

A wave of guilt washed over Danilov. It had been all his fault that his son, daughter and wife had spent the last six years separated from him.

Never again. They would remain together for ever. Tears began to form in his eyes. His family was together, at last.

Together.

Ivan went over to a box lying next to the new couch. ‘What’s this, Father?’

Danilov shook his head.

Elina looked up. ‘That came from Dr Fang last night. It’s notes or something.’

‘Strange. Dr Fang never sends anything to my home. I’m surprised he even knows my address.’

‘Shall I open it, Father.’ Without waiting for an answer, Ivan began to tear at the brown paper wrapping the box.

The sound of ripping paper took Danilov back to earlier that evening, when he stood on the platform with a rope around his neck, not knowing whether he was going to live or die. What was it Allen had said?

Ivan had the paper off and was using his strength to tear apart the top cover of the box.

Hadn’t they talked about his daughter? Danilov struggled to remember the conversation. He had asked Allen to spare Elina if he killed himself. What had Allen replied? She would be taken care of.That was it. What did he mean?

Ivan was reaching into the box know, pulling out something round and heavy.

It wasn’t a file

It wasn’t from Dr Fang.

Danilov jumped forward, shouting, ‘Ivan, don’t…’

As he did, the room vanished in a flash of white light. All the air was sucked in and then blown out. Danilov was thrown backwards against the far wall, crashing into the telephone and its small table.

He saw his wife and daughter thrown back against the wall of the kitchen, pots and pans flying everywhere.

A wave of noise blasted over him. His ears begin to ring. His head felt like it was crushed. Everything went black.

He opened his eyes.

He didn’t know how long he lay there, his body shunted into the corner. Dust everywhere, slowly settling.

He slowly scrambled to his feet, using a leg from a broken chair as support. The air was still full of dust and dirt and smoke. To his left, he could see Strachan on his knees, blood pouring from a cut over his eye, retching on to the floor. Next to him, Elina had her arm around her mother, shouting something again and again.

Danilov shook his head, his ears still ringing from the blast. Elina’s voice became louder. His wife was answering now in broken Russian, blood dripping from her ear.

Where was Ivan?

He took one step forward. Through the falling dust and debris, he saw the body of his son lying on the floor next to the sofa.

He wasn’t moving.

Danilov ran to his son, cradling his inert body in his arms. The head fell backwards, and the eyes opened. But they saw nothing.

He released a howl of anguish, pulling the body of his dead son into his own, and rocking back and forth as the dirt and dust settled on the floor of his apartment.

Ivan, what have I done to you?
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