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For Nick and Nomi, who were born into it.






“And if we burn, you burn with us!”

—Suzanne Collins, Mockingjay

Unofficial motto adopted by the protesters in Hong Kong









ONE KILLIAN


Light flooded into the room and Killian bolted upright, heart hammering, gasping.

The motion detectors at the front of the station had kicked on the floodlights.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and leaned over, forearms on his thighs, and breathed. His face was wet, and his throat was scratchy, raw. Had he been shouting?

The wind moaned around the corners of the old building and rattled the roof tiles. It smelled of the mudflat: The sweet stink of rotting vegetation mixed with the briny tang of the sea.

Another slow breath.

Two or three times a week since he’d left the hospital months ago, he jolted awake in the bowels of the night. Heart racing. Panting as though he’d been running. And never a memory of the dream. Only a deep despair that clung like a shroud.

He knew what it must be, of course. What happened on that night would be with him until he was on his deathbed.

Shouting, screams, bodies heaving around him, then the detonation as his pistol fired, the protester who had been swinging a pole at him lay splayed on the ground, arms flung out, the widening pool of blood around his head glistening in the light of the streetlights.

Then another demonstrator was squatting, pulling off the balaclava, a chorus of screams from the crowd at the sight of the blood pouring from his head.

And the face, that deathly pale face, a child’s face: He was just a kid, a boy. The horror at what he had done crashing down on Killian, then more screams, this time of anger. The crowd turning on him, seeing out of the corner of his eye a steel fence post scything through the air…

Enough. Killian shook his head to clear it. Enough for one night.

He sighed, stretched his back, got up, and went over to the sink for a glass of water.

Outside, the floodlights clicked off. Probably a tree branch.

He took the glass over to the big bay windows at the back and stood for a moment staring at the miles of dimly lit skyscrapers across the bay in Shenzhen. This station had originally been built as an observation post during the Cultural Revolution when hundreds of Chinese had tried to escape the chaotic violence being meted out in Mao’s People’s Paradise by swimming the three miles to Hong Kong.

Officially, this was called Deep Bay, which it certainly was not. Perhaps if they’d known the original English name—Shark Bay—fewer people would have braved the waters.

Da had been posted to this same station not long after he’d arrived in Hong Kong in 1978. He had spent a year fishing swimmers out of the water, hundreds a night. And not just desperate Chinese. There were still Vietnamese boat people arriving from another Worker’s Paradise.

“Spotted a woman, just her head above the waves, unresponsive. Pulled her up by the hair. Nothing there from the hips down. Both legs chewed off. Sharks.” It was an oft-repeated story. Told with relish.

Killian turned to go back to bed when a flash of movement on the shore below caught his eye. Instinctively, he reached for the switches on the wall. The station’s huge bank of floodlights would make the entire four-hundred-yard stretch of coastline as bright as day. But he hesitated, then dropped his hand. The area leading down to the sea had mostly been cleared in the seventies to make spotting refugees easier. But since vegetation had returned and it was now covered by small trees and bushes, it had become an unofficial headquarters for Hong Kong’s malcontents: the homeless, the dispossessed, a few petty criminals. He could often smell the woodsmoke of their cooking fires drifting up on the shore breeze. They were harmless. He let them be.

He lay down again, the rough cotton of the pillowcase scratchy under his ear.

With the floods off, the only light came from the streetlight at the compound gate, shadows of tree branches played against the ceiling. He watched as the shapes began to leap and twist above him, the wind whistled through the rafters.

A light patter of rain. Another, heavier shower. Then the wind rose to a howl, and the full storm arrived, water battered at the glass of the high windows in the observation room next door, the grumbling thunder almost continuous, seemingly right above the station roof.

A shape appeared in the bedroom doorway. Gau, his head cocked to one side, tail moving in a slow inquisitive wag.

“Go back to bed, boy,” Killian said, waving his hand. “It’s just thunder and you’re not scared of thunder, remember?”

A pause. Another roll of thunder. No reaction except a last, amiable wag of the tail, then Gau turned and disappeared back to his lair under what used to be the station sergeant’s desk in front of the main doors.

Gau. An undoggy dog. No canine eagerness to please. Affable, but totally independent. More like a cat than a dog, though Killian had never met a cat that could be called affable.

Killian smiled and rolled over on his side. A sharp jolt of pain came where his weight pressed down on his ribs.

Listen to your body, they said. Listen to your body.

Head. Only a vague, throbbing ache, an echo of old pain.

Ribs. He flexed his back and felt a twinge where the steel pole had hit him, then a jolt of pain. He let out an inadvertent gasp.

The boy had gasped too, after they’d taken off the balaclava. Wet croaks. Teeth black with blood.

Killian sat up. There would be no more sleep.

On the counter, his mobile lit up. The phone, charging from the wall socket, buzzed and twitched on the counter, dancing toward the edge. He took two steps over and caught it just as it fell.

Not a number he recognized. But the first four digits were 5858, so it had to be from police headquarters in Wan Chai.

3:22 A.M. Nothing good ever came from calls at this hour.

“Tong.”

“Superintendent Tong?”

“Yes?”

“This is Senior Superintendent Pang. Crime NOIC.”

Pang. Not a real policeman. A bureaucrat. A networker. A calculating crawler, making his way up the ladder, currently punching his card as night officer in charge at Crime and Security. Next would be deputy commander of a district. Then district chief. On and on until he held the commissioner’s gold baton in his clammy palms. Or so he hoped.

“Yes?”

“I said Senior Superintendent Pang.”

They’d been the same rank for years, but now Pang was delighted to let him know he’d been promoted ahead of him.

“Yes?”

“That’s ‘Yes, sir,’ Tong.”

“Yes, sir. What do you want… Sir.”

Killian spoke with his teeth clenched.

Pang grunted. A beat. The rain drummed against the observation windows. “We need you at the New Territories west landfill. A body. Probable homicide.”

“You know that’s impossible. I’m under strict orders: No active duty until the inquiries are finished.”

“This is an exception, Tong. There’s no one else available except a couple of baby CID inspectors in the district. This is way over their heads.”

“Send someone from HQ. You’ve got four murder squads.”

“Two are seconded to Tactical Unit duty. One in reserve. The cockroaches are going crazy tonight. Demos everywhere. The other unit is already on a case.”

Killian didn’t reply, but felt the stirrings of hope, long suppressed.

“Come on, Tong, you stubborn bastard. Everyone on the Force knows you would sell your own mother to be back on the job.”

He didn’t reply, not trusting himself. Pang continued hurriedly, knowing he’d overstepped, almost pleading now.

“There’s no one else to send. And you’re ten minutes away instead of over an hour.”

“Did you clear it with the forty-seventh floor?”

Pang cleared his throat. “Provisionally.”

“Provisionally? What does that mean?”

“It means you’ll only be on the case temporarily. And advisory only. Stop stalling and get out there.”

“If this prejudices my case…”

“Tong.” Pang sounded exasperated. “We’re jammed up all over. Half the city is out on the streets. Demos everywhere. Full callout. Plus, two suspicious deaths in Kowloon east.”

“Even if I wanted to, sir,” Killian stressed the title, “I can’t. As Border Security, I’m under Operations Division now, not Crime and Security, so technically, to be seconded back to CID…”

“I told you. You’ll only be advising.”

“I won’t be in charge of the investigation?”

“You’ll be senior officer present. We’ll make sure Tin Shui Wai understands that. Okay?”

“Operational protocol…”

“For God’s sake, Tong. This is what you do. It’s what you’re good at. Stop messing around and get out there, will you?”

Pang was right. It was a golden chance, but Killian hesitated. There were too many ways this could make a bad situation far worse.

“It’s messy. Right up your alley.”

Translation: No one else wanted to touch it. Killian didn’t speak. Pang sighed.

“Alright. I’m giving you a direct order. Are you refusing, Superintendent?”

Pang had been trying to avoid the direct command, which would go on the record. Too bad.

Killian felt his heart rate tick up, the old excitement. And another bloom of hope. If he solved the case quickly…

He kept his voice even. “Tell them I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Keep a low profile.” Pang knew he’d been outmaneuvered. “And whatever you do, don’t talk to the media. I’ve told the locals to set up roadblocks.”

“Yes, sir.”

“There’s a crew of constables working the scene. Some sergeants. Plus three CID inspectors from Tin Shui Wai. The senior officer is Chief Inspector Choi. She’s young. And inexperienced.”

“That’s a lot of babysitting.”

He heard Pang curse again under his breath. “Never mind that. Just get out there and don’t screw it up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Killian killed the call and put the phone down on the counter. Gau had appeared from his lair, one ear flopped over, looking up expectantly.

“What?”

Gau’s tail moved back and forth in a slow wave.

“You want to go out? Sorry, boy. Not tonight.” The wind moaned outside, and the rain lashed against the windows. “You should be glad.”






TWO

Thick cords of water plunged out of the darkness into the glare of the halogen lights that lit one corner of the landfill. Twenty constables strung out in a line picked their way through the mounds of garbage, fanning out from the lit-up area.

The rain bounced off the black plastic covers stretched over the policemen’s caps with such force that a fine mist seemed to hang above each man’s head like a neon-lit halo. It pummeled their shoulders and bent backs and ran off their caps, over their faces, and into their blue uniform collars. The men ignored the rain, heads bent, eyes fixed on the ground, each holding a black rubber service flashlight making a pool of light ahead, the line advancing at a funereal half step.

The landfill was huge, over seventy acres. Most of that was garbage that had already been processed and compacted by bulldozers, after which it was loaded onto trucks, dumped in an excavated corner, then covered with a layer of earth and left to decompose.

This search was confined to the receiving area, not far from the administration buildings. Here, the garbage was still raw and pungent, an obstacle course made up of the detritus of urban life: doorless refrigerators; rusting air conditioners; kitchen cabinets covered in a thick layer of nicotine-brown grease from years of stir-frying; shattered computer monitors; bent bicycle wheels, spokes pointing menacingly outward; plastic sacks of household rubbish crammed in between the bigger items, often ripped and spilling out gape-mouthed fish heads, dead flowers, banana peels, grey lettuce leaves, jagged broken beer bottles.

The piles of garbage sagged alarmingly, sometimes toppling over, releasing a rank, sweet exhalation of decay that penetrated through the full-face respirators the constables wore.

The wind had been nipping at the men, pushing at their caps and capes. Now, a gust exploded from the right side of the dump, billowing up the black slickers and forcing the constables to clutch at their uniform caps. A few were enveloped, capes flying up over their heads.

Two men had already fallen and cut themselves, one gashing his hand badly enough for stitches. Methane gas was a greater danger. New constables were rotated in every fifteen minutes, and two sergeants stood on the lip of the platform, watching the men closely for signs of incapacitation.

Killian stood on a concrete platform that extended out from the landfill administration buildings, overlooking the sea of garbage. The CID investigators huddled under an awning near him. Chief Inspector Lin and Inspector Yeong, one rake-thin, the other plump, both smoking as they gazed out at the scene. The most senior, Chief Inspector Choi, stood apart from the other two, closer to Killian. Her hair was cut severely short and she wore a stern expression, the armor of a woman competing in a male-dominated world like the Force.

Before Choi began to brief him, she offered Killian a tin of Tiger Balm to smear under his nose. “To help mask the smell.”

He accepted, but the strong eucalyptus odor made the stench of garbage even more sickly. His stomach heaved, and he clenched his teeth, taking shallow breaths.

They were waiting for the forensic techs to bring the body down.

Getting to the corpse in the first place had been a challenge, Choi explained. The garbage was dumped in haphazard piles that could collapse at any time. Forensics had to send for wooden planks to construct a makeshift walkway, then put up an awning to try and protect the site from the rain.

Choi briefed Killian on the search procedure she had ordered. By the book. Two-meter lanes. Two constables following each other down each lane for redundancy.

Killian sighed. They were probably wasting their time. This section of the landfill covered three acres, Choi said. The chances of finding anything was tiny. But it was procedure. And procedure was a savior. It was what they fell back on when everything looked hopeless. Like now.

He turned to Lin and Yeong.

“Gentlemen.”

They both turned. Was Yeong the plump one or the skinny one?

“One of you can start the interviews with the night staff. How many are there?”

“Two,” said Yeong, the fat one. “Both were probably asleep.”

“Okay. You take care of them, Yeong.”

He nodded, surly, and muttered something. Clearly, the judgment that Killian was about to be cashiered or forced to resign had reached even Tin Shui Wai station.

“What did you say, Yeong?” Killian asked sharply.

“Nothing.” A beat. “Sir.”

“Get on with it, then.”

Killian turned to Lin. “Chief Inspector.”

No reply. Dumb insolence here too. They probably resented being big-footed by an outsider. Not to mention one of the few gweilo Brits left on the Force.

“You take the remaining constables and start sweeping the road leading into the landfill. Twenty meters on either side.”

“It’s a mile long.”

“Yes, it is. The sooner you start, the sooner you’ll be done.”

Lin glowered, then spun on his heel. Killian turned back to the scene.

“Any suggestions on what else we should be doing, Choi?” he asked.

“Only the scavengers, sir. We need to interview them too.”

“We’ll do that once we get a look at the body.”

The rain had finally stopped, though the wind was still strong. A blast rattled the lights, the tin reflectors clanging against each other. Several constables rushed to hold on to the bases, but the wind continued to slam the tops together. Another gust. A bulb shattered with a muffled crack, and half the site disappeared into darkness for a moment, only the bobbing flashlights marking the line of searchers.

The lights flashed back on. Two technicians dressed in full white hazmat suits and respirators were bent over the body, preparing to lift it onto a stretcher. It had been wrapped in layers of black plastic, some of which had come loose and were flapping in the wind. Patches of white flesh showed through the rips in the black bags, but not much else. The two figures in white reached down and slowly lifted the body. It was tiny. A child?

The two men clumped funereally down the line of planks, the stretcher swaying until they finally climbed up onto the concrete platform and into the protection of the overhead awning. They lowered the body carefully onto a trestle table set up by their colleagues. Then one of them produced a large pair of shears and began to cut away the black plastic, the pieces falling off with an awful, teasing slowness.

Not a child. A torso.

First, there was the pale swell of a belly, the little knot of the belly button, a sparse triangle of grey hair. But below that, there was nothing but gore, the whole pubic area caked in black dried blood. On either side were grey-red stumps, matching, precise cuts, the white edge of the hip sockets starkly visible, severed tendons hanging in tatters around the joints.

Killian closed his eyes for a moment.

A loud gagging sound came from his left. The sergeant stumbled away, hand over his mouth. Choi, ashen-faced, coughed into her hand, then spoke, her voice rasping.

“Is it a man or a woman?”

No one replied. The technician pulled away more plastic, giving a glimpse of the top of the torso. No breasts. A scattering of gray hairs. It was a man. Or had been.

Noticing a tear in one of his blue rubber gloves, the technician stopped to pull on another pair. Then he picked up the scissors and cut away the last of the black plastic, revealing the ragged stump between the shoulders.

“Why is there so little blood on the neck and shoulders?” Choi asked.

This must be her first murder. The city only had forty or fifty a year, most of them domestic.

“The cuts were made after death,” Killian said. “The heart had stopped, so no blood. That’s why there’s so much around the groin. The victim was alive.”

Choi shuddered, her hand covering her mouth.

“How long has it been…” She trailed off.

“We won’t know until the autopsy.”

A silence followed as the technicians worked. Choi glanced at Killian, regarding him quizzically.

“Something else on your mind?” Killian asked.

“I’m wondering what you think. So far, I mean.”

“It’s too early to say. No point in speculating.”

“Yes, sir. But surely…”

Killian held up a hand.

“Sorry. Just a second.”

The lead technician had shuffled over to them. Even with his face shield misted up, Killian recognized the heavy black glasses. It was Chan Wai Lik, one of the better forensics people, though permanently gloomy even for someone in his line of work.

“The pathologist is stuck in traffic, Superintendent. A protest in Yuen Long. She told us to go ahead with the fingerprinting.”

“Thank you, Mr. Chan. Do what you have to,” Killian said.

Chan nodded, then slouched away again, the thighs of his nylon suit swishing as he walked.

Two more technicians arrived, also wearing full hazmat suits and respirators. They set up four telescopic aluminum poles around the body, slotting them into metal rings in the plastic sheet that lay under the trestle. Then they draped a clear plastic sheet to the top of each pole, forming a small awning about a foot above the torso. With the ease of long practice, they unfurled the plastic sides and zipped them together to form an enclosed tent.

One of the technicians put a small boxy machine shaped like a large teapot into the space, flipped a switch, and pulled the last zip down so the body was completely enclosed. Wisps of steam puffed from the spout.

Chan shuffled over and leaned in toward Killian.

“You need to stand back while we open the tent. The gas is toxic.”

Choi and Killian retreated to the wall of the single-story office building that housed the landfill administration.

The technicians lined up at the corners of the tent and rolled up the zips, the wind blowing away the pink vapor. Two others carried handheld UV lights from the trestle table and began to scan the torso, one at each end, a centimeter at a time, the yellow light of the scanners reflecting off the plastic of their face shields and giving their intent faces a sickly, jaundiced sheen.

When they finished, the technicians huddled together and conversed in low voices. Then one of them leaned over the lower half of the torso and passed the scanner over it again. Chan looked over to Killian and shook his head. No fingerprints.

Choi and Killian watched as the team turned the body over and went through their routine again.

After a few more minutes, Chan looked over and shook his head again, emphasizing with a thumbs down. Nothing on the back. The other technicians began to dismantle the tent. They had returned the body to its original position, facing up.

Killian stepped forward.

“Before you finish, can you lift the body, please? So that I can see the back?”

“Yes, sir.”

The two technicians leaned down, each grasping the torso with their gloved hands, one sliding his hand under what was left of the left shoulder, the other under a buttock. They glanced at each other.

“Three, two, one. Lift.”

They could have been nurses moving a patient from stretcher to bed. Killian leaned forward, dropping his mask and wiping away the Tiger Balm from his top lip. He bent so that his nose was an inch from the body.

The back was startlingly white in the harsh light of the arc lamps, unmarked except for a spray of moles. There was some light red coloring around the small of the back and the top of the buttocks. Lividity. That meant the body had been on its back after death, though with this amount of blood loss, it was only a faint coloration.

The skin of the buttocks was almost completely covered by crisscrossing scars. Fresh.

Killian bent closer.

“These are antemortem from the pink color. The killer must have used something very thin. A switch of wood. A branch maybe.”

“Like those rods they used to use in school?” Choi asked, still standing back, glancing down at the body, then looking away.

“Maybe,” Killian replied.

He remembered the whip of the cane from his schooldays. The explosion of pain on the palm, traveling right up the arm like an electric shock, cringing as he waited for the next blow. But it had been designed to sting, not maim. Barely a centimeter wide. What kind of force would you need to draw blood with one of those?

The scars were concentrated on the upper part of the buttocks. Below that dried blood covered everything, clotting the groove between the cheeks.

One of the technicians said something in a low voice. A snigger. Killian looked up, frowning. The technicians looked down at their feet.

“This was done while the victim was alive too?” Choi asked.

“Probably. We need confirmation from the autopsy,” Killian said.

He snapped on a glove and leaned forward, pressing his right forefinger on the livor.

No blanching, as expected. The body had been there longer than the six to eight hours it took for lividity to set in.

Killian pulled off the glove and threw it in a trash bin next to the doors.

“Let’s go and talk to the scavengers.”



The garbage pickers were a washout.

Four of the ten turned out to be illegal immigrants from China. All but one were over sixty. The exception was a woman of twenty with a baby strapped to her back that wailed incessantly. They all stank of garbage and sweat, their hollow eyes and gaunt frames betraying their desperation and poverty.

Killian watched them shuffle up to be interviewed, his gaze lingering on an elderly woman visibly trembling with fear. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to his city. For years, it had been ranked as one of the richest in the world. Yet, more and more people scavenged through garbage to find something to eat or trade.

Two decades under Communism, and the number of Hong Kongers the government classified as living below the poverty line had surged to 20 percent of the population. Another one of life’s little ironies.

The last scavenger was a man in his sixties whose few remaining teeth were yellowed from nicotine. He had a boil the size of an orange bulging from his shoulder, his grey T-shirt soaked with pus.

“Has anyone looked at that?” Killian asked the sergeant who had escorted them into the room, nodding to the man’s neck.

The sergeant frowned. “Why would anyone want to look at it?”

“Because he’s a human being.”

The sergeant shook his head, unimpressed. Sarcasm never worked with his type.

“Have someone drop him at the Tin Shui Wai Hospital A&E when we’re finished.”

The sergeant stared at him blankly, understanding perfectly well, but unwilling to acknowledge it. The whole of Tin Shui Wai station seemed to have decided he was a lame duck. Or a dead one.

“Just do it, Sergeant,” Killian said. “And send me a copy of the admissions form, understood?”

The man finally nodded, then stomped out, slamming the door behind him.

Killian shook his head and glanced at his watch. Eight thirty. He turned to Choi. “Come on, then, Chief Inspector. We have an autopsy to attend.”






THREE

Choi and Killian walked into the car park of the MTR where Killian had parked his patrol cruiser. They had agreed to ride together into town for the autopsy. Assuming the cross-harbor tunnels weren’t more jammed than usual, it would take about an hour.

As they neared the bottom of the ramp leading to the car park, Choi tapped Killian on the arm.

“What?” he asked, looking up from typing a message to Chan asking about the objects the searchers had recovered around the body.

She pointed ahead. Someone had thrown a metal garbage bin onto the hood of the patrol car. The wire meshing protecting the windshield was intact, but the hood was covered in rotting cabbage leaves, sodden newspaper, and other trash.

They pulled the garbage bin off the hood and pushed it behind the car. A deep gouge marred the white paint, and the reek of decay hung in the air. The stench of the landfill flashed into Killian’s mind, quickly followed by the image of the torso encased in flapping black plastic.

He unlocked the door and switched on the windshield wipers. They swiped back and forth, smearing slime across the glass. He pressed the water jet, holding it until the screen began to clear.

“Lapsap gingchat,” Choi muttered.

“Garbage police?” Killian asked as he turned the wipers to their highest speed.

“It’s one of the things the protesters shout. Maybe someone thought this was a pun.”

“They don’t like us much, that’s for sure.”

“Sometimes they have good reason,” Choi said before hastily adding, “I mean, when the PTU units are on the rampage…”

“The Tactical Units do their job, which is to intimidate the protesters when things get out of hand.”

She nodded doubtfully. Killian had heard the hollowness in his glib reassurance too.

“We just have to get through this, and we’ll be back to normal, Chief Inspector. Never fear.”

The screen was finally clear, and Killian put the car into gear.

For the first part of the drive, Choi was silent. She wasn’t on her phone, just staring out at the passing streets, likely contemplating her first autopsy.

After half an hour driving through the New Territories and Kowloon east, they reached the near-permanent traffic jam marking the entrance to the second cross-harbor tunnel. Choi’s phone pinged.

“Yeong and Lin say we’ve been allocated space at Tin Shui Wai station for the operations room, sir. They’ll set it up today,” she said.

“Good,” Killian replied, inching the car forward a few feet. Not even a siren would help in the tunnel queues.

“There’s one other piece of business we need to deal with, Chief Inspector,” he added, turning toward her with a concerned expression.

“What’s that, sir?”

“Would you please stop calling me ‘sir’? My name is Bogong. Or Killian. Or boss, if you prefer. At least when we’re with other ranks.”

She nodded.

“Dumb gweilo would probably work too, if I’ve done something particularly foolish. I’m sure the rest of our colleagues call me that.”

A hint of a smile tugged at her lips. “That would be racist, sir… Sorry, boss. And call me Blue, please.”

“Blue, like the color?”

“Yes, boss. Blue like the color.”

“Good name for a police officer.”

She looked puzzled for a moment, the association was less obvious in Chinese, though it had grown stronger as the protests continued. Yellow for protesters. Blue for the government and police.

“Blue like police, right. But I just liked the color. And one of the characters in my name is blue, so…”

“Makes sense. Better than calling yourself Glacier.”

“Or Chlorine. I saw a server at McDonald’s with that on her name tag.”

“I guess it sounded nice to her.”

A pause, and then Blue spoke again. “So, boss, can I ask you something?”

They crept forward another ten meters.

“Sure, as long as it’s not about politics.”

“Actually, I was wondering why your Cantonese is so good. Not just for a gweilo. If I closed my eyes, I’d think you were…”

“My birth mother was English. She died when I was a baby, so I was raised by my dad’s second wife. She’s from Guangdong and doesn’t speak much English. And then I went to government schools like everybody else. So no choice, basically.”

“You’re a real heunggong jai, then?”

“Yup. Hong Kong boy, born and bred.” Killian ran his hand over his close-cropped russet hair. “Except for the hair. And the rest.”

Another ten meters but now at least they could see the tunnel entrance.

“What about you, Blue? Why did you join the Force?”

“How did a nice girl like me end up in the police?” She grinned, transforming her usual severe expression. “That’s easy. Civil service jobs are an iron rice bowl. Everyone knows that. Plus good benefits. And I was told the hours were regular.”

Killian snorted.

“I was misinformed.”

“A little.”

“What about you, boss?”

“The usual reasons. I was young and idealistic. I wanted to contribute to Hong Kong, not just be some investment banker leech. The Force was the best in Asia. A fantastic community policing program. A crime rate lower than Japan’s. One of the lowest in the world.” He sighed. That was only a few years ago, but it felt like a century. “Anyway, my father had been a cop, one of the last British recruits pre-handover to China in ’97. So I knew the Force. It was a logical choice.”

Blue studied him curiously. “And now that you’re old… er, older?”

Killian glanced at her, smiling. “You mean, do I regret it now that my career is in the tank?”

She blushed, and he immediately regretted speaking to her that way. It was nothing to do with her. “No, sir. I didn’t mean that. I…”

“Relax, Blue. I just wanted to get it out in the open. And for the record, no. I don’t regret anything except what happened to that boy.” Mealymouthed vagueness, he thought. “I mean, the boy I shot. Shek.”

She nodded, face carefully neutral. Instead of bringing the issue into the open, he’d probably made it even more taboo.

Killian turned back to the road.

They had finally reached the tunnel entrance. There had been a small demo here last night, a flying squad of protesters attempting to block the flow of traffic at rush hour to cause maximum disruption. Fully geared up riot police had marched down the emergency lanes while their colleagues had chased protesters through the lines of waiting cars. A few gasoline bombs had been thrown at the officers in the emergency lanes and the piles of hastily swept up shards of glass glittered in the gutters while the concrete walls were smeared with swaths of black carbon.

No arrests were made according to the morning briefing circulated among officers of superintendent rank and above. The protesters had sprinted ahead of the encumbered officers and jumped on the backs of waiting motorcycles, then sped away through the tunnel, weaving between the halted cars. Killian had felt a wash of relief. Every time he read the briefings, he scanned the lists of those arrested for Jun’s name. But she hadn’t been caught yet, though it was just a matter of time if she kept going to protests, as she seemed determined to do.

Killian had called her repeatedly. And texted. Then she had blocked his number. And Mother wouldn’t get involved. As ever.

He sighed and saw that they had finally edged through the tunnel mouth, leaving the chaotic snarl of the entrance ramp behind, the road opening ahead. Killian hit the accelerator, and the cruiser leapt forward.






FOUR KILLIAN


A body from the northwest would usually have gone to the Kwai Chung mortuary, which was closest to the landfill. But this was a murder, so the remains had been sent to the main Victoria mortuary on Hong Kong Island. And it had priority over everything else.

“This is your first?” he asked as they walked through the front doors of the squat, two-story building. It was ugly even for a government building, with electric wires and pipes crisscrossing the peeling façade, air conditioners poking out of the first-floor windows like a row of broken teeth. Ugly as death.

“Autopsy? Yes, sir.”

“You don’t have to stay for the whole thing. To maintain the chain of evidence, we need two of us to confirm the remains are those we saw in the landfill. You’re free to go after that.”

Blue shook her head, her chin thrust forward.

“I’ll stay, sir.”

“Fine. But stand well back from the table, okay?”

“Why should I… Oh, I see.” She smiled weakly. “You’re worried I’ll…”

“Faint and contaminate the evidence? Yes.”

An attendant led them to a small side room where they put on gowns, gloves, masks, and plastic face shields. The room stank. Not of death, but of formaldehyde so strong it made his eyes sting.

Blue turned even paler behind the clear plastic shield.

“There’s no need to come in now. Take a break and join us in ten minutes.”

“I’m ready, sir.”

He shrugged, then nodded to the attendant.

There were six stainless steel dissection tables in the autopsy room, each equipped with a hose and sink at one end and a hanging scale. At the rear of the room stood another table, the jointed arm of the X-ray machine poised over it like a vulture waiting for its next meal. Behind the X-ray, a line of stainless steel refrigerated cabinets ran the length of the wall.

The pungent stink of disinfectant was overwhelming here too, catching at the back of the throat.

A suited and masked tech was hosing down one of the tables. Pink liquid spouted out of a steel pipe that ran down the side and into a floor drain.

Only one of the tables was in use, a short figure in a lab gown bent over the remains, his masked face only inches from the body. An assistant stood behind him.

The Victoria mortuary was the preserve of Hanson Poon, the territory’s chief pathologist. Single, mid-fifties, garrulous, Poon was known for insisting that homicide detectives remain for the whole procedure. And for his bow ties. Today it was royal blue with yellow polka dots, poking jauntily out of the top of his gown.

“The victim was a Chinese male in his mid-sixties,” Poon spoke without looking up. “And he wouldn’t have lasted much longer if he hadn’t been murdered.”

He straightened up, holding the glistening russet mass of the liver in two hands, then made a clucking sound of disapproval before dropping it onto the scale with a plop.

“Advanced cirrhosis. He must have been a very heavy drinker. Smoker too, from the state of his lungs.”

He heard an intake of breath and turned to look at Blue. Her face was white, beads of sweat on her forehead.

“You’ve done your duty, Chief Inspector. You can go now.”

She didn’t argue. Poon didn’t notice Blue’s departure. Or pretended not to.

“Fascinating.”

“What is, Doctor?”

“Now, now. Don’t be so impatient. I’ll brief you once I’m finished. Scissors.”

Most of the organs were already weighed and packed, ready for refrigeration. Flaps of skin hung down the sides of the torso. The assistant handed Poon the scissors. He reached into the cavity and snipped at something twice, grunting with satisfaction, then handed them back and began pulling out a loop of intestine, grey-brown and covered in leprous patches of bright yellow fat.

“You are, of course, eager to know the precise time of death. And, as always, I must repeat that forensic pathology is as much an art as a science. But I can tell you that this gentleman ate a meal of rice and black pepper chicken no more than an hour before his demise. He died on a full stomach, which is something I suppose. Scalpel.”

He made a few cuts, held up a kidney—rosy, fresh—then flipped it into the scale pan.

“But that only establishes how long the interval was between the man’s last meal and his demise. Not how long ago that demise was. Left kidney, 93.2 grams.”

Poon reached in again. “What about rigor mortis, you ask? Fair enough. Well, in this case we have no evident rigor.”

He looked up, grinning expectantly. Killian raised his eyebrows.

“No limbs, no rigor, eh Superintendent?”

Killian nodded, too tired to humor the man.

Poon smirked and turned back to the table. “From other indications we can make a broad estimate, however, that death occurred somewhere between thirty-six and forty-eight hours ago.” Poon turned again, lifted his scalpel, streaked with blood, and pointed it at Killian. “But remember, young man. Even that broad window is subject to variables such as humidity and temperature. And individual variation.”

“Okay, Doctor. What can you tell me for sure?”

Poon regarded him with amusement. “Patience, Superintendent. We’re coming to the interesting part.” He tapped the tip of the scalpel on the bloody mess that had once been the man’s groin. “He was castrated, obviously. We have identified what appears to be small pieces of oxidized iron in the two main wounds. From that and further microscopic analysis of the cuts, which showed tissue was torn instead of sliced, we can say with confidence that the castration was performed with a blunt-edged instrument. Some sort of tool, perhaps.”

He waved to the two lab assistants, twirling his scalpel as though it was a conductor’s baton. The two men came forward and gently turned the torso over. “Because we found matching deposits in the anal region, we can say with a high level of confidence that the same tool was used there, repeated stabs.”

He looked up, smiling. “The evidence is beautifully clear.”

“Was the victim alive when this… when he was being cut?”

“Possibly. Although he would have been in the process of exsanguination from the blood loss caused by the castration. In shock too, obviously. But as we are missing the complete cadaver, we have no way of judging what other wounds might have been inflicted. If the victim had sustained a substantial head injury, for example, he would have been unconscious.”

“So he sawed off the poor bastard’s parts while he was alive, then turned him over and stuck the rusty knife up his backside?”

“As you say. Quite an intriguing puzzle for you, eh, Superintendent?”

Killian nodded and turned to leave. Poon’s jaunty air amid carnage had always rubbed him the wrong way. But this time it seemed worse than ever, disrespectful to the suffering this man had gone through.

Blue had gotten rid of the robe and mask and was sitting on a bench in the corridor, bent over, hands on her thighs. She looked up as the doors swung shut behind him. Her eyes were rimmed with red and her face sagged with fatigue. He went into the changing room, stripped off the protective gear, then reemerged.

“Is that it, sir?”

“Finishing up. He’ll send the full report later tonight. It’s the most vicious thing I’ve ever seen.”

He told her what Poon had said about the wounds. She nodded, then frowned.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t stay.”

“I’d be worried if you hadn’t reacted that way.”

“Still, I should have…”

“No, you shouldn’t. What you should do is go home.”

“What about the landfill? The constables are still searching.”

“I called them off. We can start again in the afternoon.”

She nodded, then yawned, covering her mouth with her hand. “Sorry, sir.”

“We both need to go home and sleep, Blue. We’re no use to the investigation like this.” He wagged a finger at her. “And for God’s sake, don’t call me ‘sir.’ ”

“Yes, sir.” She smiled, then yawned again.

“Funny.”

“I mean, boss.”

“Go home, Blue.”

She nodded a third time and stood to go.






FIVE

Killian paused to catch his breath halfway up the hill, wishing he’d taken the escalator. He’d forgotten about it, even though it had been installed many years before. It wasn’t in his mental map of Sheung Wan, which had been laid down when he was a schoolboy, walking back and forth to school each day. Up and down. Down and up.

Sheung Wan. Once a working-class neighborhood, clinging to the side of the mountain that reared up over the harbor, hundreds of four- and five-story walk-up apartment buildings, narrow alleys full of shops selling bolts of cloth, barrels of rice, Chinese medicine, the bitter reek of the medicinal teas catching at your throat as you passed.

But the district abutted Central and its office buildings, as well as the bars and restaurants of Lan Kwai Fong so beloved of the expats. Inevitably, foreigners had colonized the area. Invaded, really. An initial trickle had turned into a flood: Twenty- and thirty-something bankers and traders who brought their preferences along with them. Shops that had once sold dried sea slugs, sea horses, shark fin, and bird’s nest had been replaced by bistros, fromageries, and boutiques selling silky frocks.

He stopped where an alley crossed the steep stairs. On his left was a familiar wet market. He recalled shopping there with Mother. It was small, just a series of stalls: pork butcher, two vegetable sellers, a florist offering rows of purple orchids in pots, a fresh fruit vendor. Biggest of all was the fishmonger, wares displayed on ice: red snapper, horse mackerel, porgy, whitebait, squid.

He caught the eye of the young woman in yellow Wellington boots standing in front of two large tanks in which whiskery grass carp swam back and forth, her arms crossed over her rubber apron. She looked vaguely familiar. Could she be the daughter of the original owner, someone from whom his mother had bought fish?

The woman glared at him, turned her head, and spat deliberately, muttering something. He had forgotten he was in uniform. It would have been one of the usuals: Hak ging. Dong gau. Gangster police. Communist Party dog. Maybe even Lapsap gingchat.

He sighed and turned to continue his trudge uphill. Past the Man Mo Temple, incense smoke drifting out its gates. Mother used to bring him there every day during exam time to light incense. And when his results came, she would say: “You see. It worked. The gods were listening.”

Onto Ladder Street, the steepest part of the climb. There was a new coffee place on the corner. New to him anyway. La Tazza D’Oro. The caffeine would give him a boost on the last and steepest part of the climb.

The barista was a skinny White girl behind a hulking Gaggia coffee machine. Jet-black hair. Tattoos. Bandana. Addict chic.

“Espresso, please.”

She nodded, smiling. “Un café. Subito, comandante.”

Comandante?

Paola from Catania. She had the characters for Hong Kong tattooed on the inside of her forearm. Nice running script. He complimented her and she told him the name of the tattoo shop. Around the corner.

“You should get one.”

“Thanks, but it’s not really an option.” He gestured to indicate his uniform and she shrugged and threw out her hands: What are you going to do? Very Italian.

He walked up past the two huge banyan trees clinging to the top of a wide brick wall, their thick roots entwined like lovers’ entangled legs. When he finally turned into the narrow alley and stood at the door to Happy Fortune Mansion, he paused. The doors of the apartment building were behind a steel gate, a huge, upside-down red-and-gold good luck character pasted on top of the bars.

He keyed in the passcode and started up the narrow, achingly familiar stairway.


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/SentinelBook.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/CCDaveGibbonsLowerItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		IV








OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/AdobeMingStd-Light.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/ChineseRocksFree.ttf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/SentinelMedium.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/images/9798897100965.jpg
—FT e §F

A NOVEL OF ?
HUNGKUNG

EPPEU U— anM

|

Ll;mm,_.ﬁ

|
L

_FIRE

- o = ® =

SIMDN
ELEGANT






OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/HelveticaLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/TimesNewRomanItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9798897100965/images/title.jpg
GITY
N
FIRE

A NOVEL OF HONG KONG

SIMON ELEGANT

EEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/e9798897100965/fonts/TAYTommyTokyoRegular.otf


