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Paintwork on the wooden window frame had flaked off in places and been rubbed clean. Patches of previous layers showed through. One section of the frame, where the window latch was, had been replaced and the plain wood left unpainted, barely sanded down. There was evidence of a new windowpane. Wang Bin wondered how the previous one had been broken.
 He had taken a room in the government-owned Pingyang Merchants Hotel, off the main street running through the centre of town. The room was clean but not cosy. There were two single beds with wooden headboards and hard, fibre mattresses. The beds occupied most of the space in the room. There was also a desk and a chair, and an old TV set perched on top of a low empty cabinet where extra blankets might once have been kept.
 A musty smell pervaded; made him suspect the room was seldom occupied. Perhaps he should have taken a cheaper one, without air-conditioning, more in line with a local person’s budget, more often used, its windows more often opened. This room looked neglected, unkempt, inhospitable. The veneer on the furniture was coming unstuck, the ceramic floor tiles cracked in several places, the bathroom bleak with its rusty metal shower-rose.
 Tired though he was, he got up from where he was lying on one of the beds and went to take a closer look at the window. A newer screw had been used to secure the latch.
 His room was on the ground floor and the view from the window looked directly into a space behind the hotel. Some cars were parked there. There were, too, a few scraggly saplings, irregularly, carelessly placed, trying to stay alive.
 On the other side, beyond the cars, he could see the hotel kitchen, quiet at this hour of the day. The afternoon sun caught the grime around the windows, softened the streaks of soot higher up, made a halo around the place where a tin-tube chimney stuck out at an angle. The walls of the building, perhaps once white, were now the colour of pork fat set firm in a dirty frying pan, burnt bacon bits included.
 The back door to the kitchen opened. One of the cooks stepped out, yawned, urinated against the wall and went back inside to continue his siesta.
 Wang Bin’s gaze travelled along the wall from the damp patch left by the cook to the section where the hotel reception area was located. Double doors with glass panes were wedged open. A covered walkway connected it to the building where his and all the other hotel rooms were. The other side of the reception building opened onto Pingyang’s main street.
 The air-conditioner in his room was beginning to do its job. Wang Bin went back to stretch out on the bed. He had chosen the one closer to the bathroom.
 Pingyang was a small town nestled in the mountains between Sichuan and Hunan. It was not easily accessible and Wang Bin had spent a tiring day travelling by public bus over the single rough and dusty road, which linked the two provinces. The town was a long way from the administrative centres of both provinces and a long way down on their respective Public Works Department’s budget for road repairs. Some people in Pingyang liked it that way. They reckoned the less interference from the provincial government, the better. Because of its location as a border town, it provided a good stopping off point for travelling salesmen and truck drivers to spend the night. It also acquired a certain notoriety for other night-time activities.
 The mountains around Pingyang were covered in primitive forest, an ideal habitat for rare species of flora and fauna and a spiritual retreat for Taoist hermits. It was in these mountains that a certain rare bird was believed to exist. High on the endangered species list, it had been dubbed the ‘Mountain Phoenix’ by the Beijing Ornithological Society of which Wang Bin was a member. Similar in size and shape to its far more common cousin, the Mountain Heron (ardea himalaya), the Mountain Phoenix (ardea magnificens imperatora) dazzled anyone lucky enough to catch a glimpse of it, with a blaze of rich colours in its plumage, from the bright orange bib finely outlined in black, to the two scarlet plumes sweeping backwards from its head, to the turquoise and emerald spots on the tips of its tail feathers.
 Every year Pingyang attracted a number of enthusiastic birdwatchers, mostly individuals like Wang Bin, keen to spot the rare species and catch it through a camera lens. None had so far been lucky enough to succeed. The bird was enticingly elusive. It had recently been the subject of renewed interest after International Birdwatcher’s Digest had published an article on the famous explorer and sinologist, Ben Hadlock, and his travels in this part of China. The article described the bird in detail, together with other rare and perhaps now extinct species. There was even a coloured drawing of the Mountain Phoenix done by Hadlock himself. Wang Bin was here now to try to find the bird and take some photographs of it. If he succeeded he would become famous within the society.
 Wang Bin dreamed of breaking into the society’s inner circle. It was full of stuffy, conservative old men who still condoned Mao’s drive to purge China of the sparrow. Some had even participated in the banging of pots and pans to keep the little birds airborne until they succumbed to exhaustion and dropped to the ground. Death by percussion.
 He knew the members of the inner circle disliked him. His enthusiasm. His regularly rejected suggestions to improve everything within the society. His drive for internationalisation.
 That is why he had not told anyone of his holiday plans this year, to walk in the footsteps of Ben Hadlock, in pursuit of the Mountain Phoenix.
 He would show them.
 He might even get his photos published in International Birdwatcher’s Digest. The Beijing Ornithological Society would at last have to recognize him. They might even put up a plaque in their meeting hall with his name inscribed on it.
 He had inadvertently left the door to his room unlocked from the inside and now it suddenly opened without anyone knocking. The hotel manager walked in, clutching a screwdriver.
 Wang Bin knew the man was in charge of the hotel. He had seen him through a door behind the reception desk when he had checked in, but had not spoken to him.
 The girl at the reception desk had noticed Wang Bin’s Beijing accent and immediately suggested one of the more expensive rooms. She was young, fresh-looking, probably told to recommend expensive rooms to anyone who was not a regular. She had a pleasant, welcoming smile and spoke with a heavily slurred local accent, which he found quite charming if not always easy to follow.
 He had heard it at close quarters on the bus to Pingyang. The man sitting next to him had offered a cigarette and then, when he realized Wang Bin was from Beijing, had proceeded to entertain him with stories about one of the local farmers. The farmer in question had gone to Beijing and made good. He would come back to his hometown every Spring Festival to see his relatives and of course pay his respects to Chief Han. There was no envy or disapproval in the man’s voice when he told the story. There was rather pride that he knew of someone who had gone off to the big city and done well.
 Wang Bin had wanted to ask who Chief Han was, but it was not easy to stop the man’s flow once he had got going, and by the time there was a pause, the subject of his monologue had changed.
 Somewhat annoyed that the hotel manager had burst into his room without warning, Wang Bin sat up from where he was lying on his bed. He did not let on that he knew who the intruder was. Instead he spoke angrily.
 ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing barging in like this. Don’t they give you any training in this hotel?’
 The manager narrowed his eyes and walked across to the air-conditioner.
 ‘Just come to check the cooler’s working okay.’
 He moved Wang Bin’s knapsack from the chair to the floor next to the desk.
 ‘Hey! Be careful with that bag. There’s photographic equipment in there.’
 The manager did not offer an apology. He simply pulled the now-empty chair into the corner beneath the air-conditioner, climbed onto it and started fiddling with the switches and vents on the panel.
 Wang Bin watched him, looked at the man’s dirty shoes digging into the worn fabric of the chair. He was poking the air-conditioner with his screwdriver.
 ‘How long are you staying then?’
 Wang Bin had left that part of the guest registration form blank. The hotel manager must have inspected it.
 ‘I’m not sure. A few days, maybe a week.’
 The man turned, looked down at him.
 ‘Most people just pass through. One night. Two at the most.’
 He waited for Wang Bin’s reaction to this, looking him over, summing him up, wondering what advantage he could get out of this stranger from the far-off capital.
 ‘Do they?’ Wang Bin said, not offering any more information.
 The manager changed his tack, got onto the subject he had really come into the room for.
 ‘You want me to arrange a girl for you tonight then?’
 It was Wang Bin’s turn to narrow his eyes.
 ‘You know you can be arrested for making a proposition like that. What are you, some kind of pimp? There’s nothing wrong with the air-conditioner. Clear off and let me get some rest.’
 The manager gave Wang Bin a long, cold look, climbed down from the chair, made no attempt to put it back next to the table, and retreated without closing the door behind him.
 His journey from Beijing had taken him first to Xian then Chengdu and Chongqing and finally the long dusty ride to Pingyang. In each of the modest hotels he had stayed in, he had found the phone in his room ringing late in the evening, girls offering to give him a massage or whatever else tickled his fancy. He had hoped to get away from the sleazier side of travel once he had left the big cities and got to this small country town, which he had planned to use as his base. But now, he was angry and indignant that the hotel manager seemed to think it quite normal to run the place like a brothel, flouting the teachings of Mao and the directives of the central government. Wang Bin was a good party member and disapproved of the way the law was ignored more and more blatantly the farther the perpetrator found himself from Beijing.
 Wang Bin was no longer in the mood for sleep. He got up and took out the copy of International Birdwatcher’s Digest with Ben Hadlock’s drawing of the Mountain Phoenix and once more studied it reverently. Then, making sure his other bag was locked, he took his knapsack containing his expensive camera equipment and made his way to the hotel reception and entrance, intending to go for an exploratory stroll around town.
 The same girl was manning the reception desk. There was a hint of approval, almost of admiration, in the way she smiled at him. It occurred to Wang Bin that she was aware of the outcome of the manager’s visit to his room. Perhaps she disapproved as much as he did about the goings on in the hotel. She certainly looked too young and innocent to be a player in the game.
 He walked up to the counter and deposited his key.
 ‘Is your room okay?’
 She spoke pleasantly as if wanting to engage Wang Bin in a longer dialogue. Perhaps he seemed different to her, different from the usual clientele, not just because of his accent.
 ‘Yes, but I want you to register a complaint with your manager about the workman who came in to fix the air-conditioner.’
 He paused, glancing at the door behind the reception desk. It was ajar.
 ‘That workman should be given the sack. Dragging down the name of your hotel.’
 The girl was beginning to look uncomfortable. Wang Bin sensed that she knew the manager was in the room behind the reception desk; could hear every word he was saying. She did not make any attempt to encourage him to elaborate his complaint, made no conciliatory murmur of any kind. She just looked at him wide-eyed, wishing today had been her day off.
 Wang Bin’s sense of outrage was gathering momentum. He disregarded the girl’s discomfort.
 ‘He offered to sell me a prostitute for the night. I’ve a good mind to report him to the local Party Secretariat. You don’t want people thinking this hotel is some kind of brothel. It won’t do. It really won’t do. Tell your manager to get rid of him. He’s a liability. No self-respecting person will want to stay here if that sort of rumour gets around …’
 He had finished. The poor girl looked terribly embarrassed.
 ‘I’ll report your complaint to him.’
 Wang Bin smiled more kindly at her.
 Then reading her name on the badge she was wearing pinned to her uniform, ‘Thank you, Miss Zhou Jun. May I call you Xiao Zhou?’ He was trying to appear more friendly and informal, after all his complaint had nothing to do with the girl herself.
 ‘Now then. Which is the way to the river?’
 Xiao Zhou was relieved to be talking about something different.
 ‘Take any of the side streets across the road. If you want to go to Martyrs Bridge it’s to the right after you reach the riverbank. You can’t miss it. A series of arches. It’s all lit up in the evening. And there are lots of places to eat.’
 He thanked her and made his way out into the bright sunshine. He crossed to the other side of the main street.
 When he had gone, Manager Wu came out of his office.
 ‘Stuck-up Beijinger. Thinks he knows everything. He could do with being taught a lesson, the little prick.’
 The girl lowered her eyes. She knew it was best not to say anything when Manager Wu was in one of his disgruntled moods.
 Just at that moment, Han San Xi, the town’s Chief of Police, came through the front entrance of the hotel.
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Han San Xi was a short, round man with small black eyes and a nose that curved at the end like an eagle’s beak. He had thick, black hair, which he kept swept off his shining, fat forehead in a blow wave, thanks to frequent visits to the local barber’s shop. The girls there always made a fuss of him. He liked to joke and flaunt his wealth as he handed out tips with one hand while running the other over the recipient’s buttocks. The girls did not mind. He was generous and they knew that by staying in his good books they could safely make other money on the side. Sometimes he would provide them with evening work, if he had a guest in town or if he wanted to show a gesture of thanks to one of his helpers at the conclusion of a lucrative business transaction.
 Had Han San Xi been a good man he would doubtless have done great things for Pingyang. The path he had chosen, however, was one of corruption and self-enrichment. He had become powerful by being greedy and kindling greed in others. The whole town knew him and he knew everything that was going on in the town. He knew who the regular truck drivers were, the travelling salesmen, the itinerant workers. There were plenty of people who wanted to ingratiate themselves with him. His network of informants permeated every house, shop and business establishment and provided him with the information he needed to remain powerful and increase his wealth.
 His staff on the police force ensured that any opposition to his will was quickly reversed or eliminated.
 He had an intuitive understanding of human weakness and used this to his advantage, handing out small doses of what each person wanted, ensuring that they soon craved for more. He manipulated people until they became addicted to him. The fabric of his influence was so pervading, so finely woven, that he was able to merge in people’s minds the concept of integrity with that of loyalty to his person.
 It was not surprising therefore that the arrival of any stranger by bus was soon brought to his attention.
 In the hotel, Manager Wu greeted Chief Han with enthusiasm and led him through to his office, closing the door behind them.
 ‘Delighted to see you as always. Tea? Or something stronger?’
 ‘Tea’ll do.’
 Manager Wu went to the cupboard where he kept the tin of first grade longjin cha reserved for Chief Han’s visits. He shook some tea leaves into the bottom of a clean glass and then half filled the glass with boiling water from a thermos flask. He put the flask back on the floor next to the low coffee table where Chief Han was sitting and sat down himself in the chair opposite.
 ‘Busy?’ Chief Han said as he pulled a cigarette from a flat silver cigarette case engraved with a dragon snorting flames between outstretched claws. He did not offer one to Manager Wu.
 ‘So-so. We’ll have our regular crowd in on Saturday.’
 Saturday was the day most guests stayed over at the hotel, breaking their journey to and from Chongqing.
 ‘I hear there’s a foreigner in town.’
 For Chief Han, anyone outside a radius of a hundred kilometres was a foreigner.
 ‘Yeah. Some stuck-up young know-it-all from Beijing. Got all agitated when I offered to find him something to cuddle at night. Said he’d report me to the local party secretariat if you please. Wouldn’t say how long he’s staying. He’s just stepped out. Surprised you didn’t see him on your way in.’
 ‘Party member is he? Why d’you think he’s in Pingyang?’
 ‘No idea. He’s got a whole load of camera equipment though. Obviously wants to take pictures of something.’
 ‘Well if he sets foot in Dongjin Street I’ll make sure Comrade Zhang gives him the bum’s rush.’
 He took a sleek, shiny, gold-coloured mobile phone from its leather sheath attached to his belt like a gun holster, and dialled a number.
 ‘Comrade Zhang? … Yeah, it’s me … No, I’m at the Merchants Hotel with Lao Wu … I’ve heard you may get a visitor sometime today complaining about him. Some youngster just got in. All the way from Beijing. Give him a hard time. See you later tonight at Da Jie Jie’s.’
 He clicked the off button with his thumbnail, folded the mobile phone shut and tucked it back in its sheath.
 ‘That should sort him out if he tries anything funny. I’ll tell my men, too, to show him he’s not welcome if they see him around town. Don’t be surprised if he checks out tomorrow.’
 Both men laughed.
 The tea in Chief Han’s glass had had time to infuse. The tea leaves had unfurled and settled at the bottom. Manager Wu picked up the flask again and filled the glass. He then topped up his own, an old coffee jar with a screw cap, which he kept in his office at the hotel and carried with him everywhere, whenever he went out. Chief Han lifted his glass and took a sniff at the tea without drinking any.
 ‘Which room have you put him in?’
 ‘One-oh-four.’
 ‘Ground floor opposite the kitchens?’
 ‘That’s it.’
 ‘Good choice. Let’s go and look through his stuff.’
 The two men made their way out of the office and across the courtyard to Wang Bin’s room, which Manager Wu opened with a master key attached to his belt. They checked the lock on the black leather bag and, unable to open it without force, felt the contents from the outside.
 ‘Seems to be only clothes in here. He was carrying his camera bag with him when he went out just now.’
 Chief Han picked up the International Birdwatcher’s Digest magazine lying open on the table. He could not read English and knew Manager Wu did not know any either. They both looked at the drawing of the Mountain Phoenix, then turned the page and saw other detailed sketches Hadlock had made of other wildlife in the area.
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