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Chapter 1

I


Sweet though it was, the perfume of the incense could not disguise the odour of putrefying flesh. And the summer heat was not helping.

Two human cadavers were at the back of the room on a long table, surrounded by bowls of fresh fruit, boiled eggs in bowls of rice, dim sum still warm from the steamer, and a bottle of chilled white wine running with condensation.

The guests assembled at the far side of the room, near the window with a view on to the siheyuan courtyard. Children were playing in the hutong beyond, ignorant of the bizarre marriage ceremony taking place behind the high walls.


Paper effigies of the dead man and woman stood before the altar. A gong sounded in the hands of the priest, and with a movement of his red robe he placed a ring on the finger of the paper man. From the back of the observers, Feng Qi watched as the dead boy’s mother now placed a ring on the paper finger of her son’s wife. Feng Qi’s eyes returned nervously to the cadaver of the dead girl, whose face was troublingly familiar.




II

The No. 1 Kindergarten in Anzhenxili, was not far from the No. 3 Ring Road, just north of Tiananmen, and the Forbidden City. As she waited for Li Jon, Margaret gazed from a window across the almost unrecognisable cityscape of post-olympic Beijing, reflecting on how rapidly much of this city had transformed itself from mediaeval to ultra-modern in the ten years since she first arrived.

She turned at the sound of children’s voices filled with the euphoria of freedom after a long day of educational incarceration. Li Jon wrapped himself around her legs, and she lifted him up into her
arms: something she would not be able to do for very much longer. He was growing like bamboo. She brushed dark hair from his eyes, and saw only his father in him: fine Chinese features that owed nothing to her fair-haired, blue-eyed Celtic heritage. But he had, she knew, inherited his mother’s fiery, querulous spirit, and she took pleasure from his father’s frustration that he had not transmitted to his son more of his gentle, Chinese fatalism.
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