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CHAPTER 1


San Francisco, California

Opulence.
There was no other way to describe the Taipan Suite at the Mandarin Oriental in San Francisco. Almost two thousand square feet of room, lavishly furnished and appointed, with accents that could lead one to believe he might be staying in its namesake in Hong Kong. But one look through the broad windows would have confirmed otherwise; barely half a mile away, the Transamerica building soared into the night sky, a stiletto of brilliance in the darkness. Further out was San Francisco Bay, still busy with ships of various sizes and shapes, either being nudged to their slips by tugboats or steaming underway for destinations unknown. The entire tableau was a lovely sight; San Francisco was, after all, the most beautiful of American cities.
Opulence. Lin Dan let the word roll off his mental tongue. It was such a strange word to him, a string of heavy vowels and sharp consonants that he could never hope to pronounce with the fluid grace of a native English-speaker. The word even maintained life and poise when pronounced by an American, though for true aural pleasure, one had to hear it spoken aloud by a Briton. A British tongue bestowed the word with the nobility it deserved, the promise of never-ending power; the words caifu, fuyu, and even fengfu, all had the same meaning, but none approached the sheer descriptive power of the single English word.
Ah, the joys of language! As a youth, Lin had hated the desultory prospect of trying to wrap his mouth around foreign idioms, which at first seemed like the songs of aliens to him, rising where they should fall, flat where inflection begged to be injected. It took time for him to develop an appreciation for foreign tongues, and to use their power to suit him and further the fortunes of the Lin family. And Lin had the foreigners to thank for that. During the lifetime of his grandparents, and most of his father’s, the Lin family was a family of scarce wealth, eking out an existence as fisherman near the city of Xiamen, in China’s Fujian province. Day by miserable day, they toiled in near-poverty, existing on what they could catch in rickety ships that would set sail in the Pacific. Lin’s favored uncle had once set off on a cloudless morning in 1975, when Lin was but four years of age. He and his crew of fourteen sailors never returned, leaving the family with only his father’s vessel. Those were bleak years, when their income plummeted by fifty percent in less than 24 hours.
But the past lay far, far behind him. After opening itself to the West, and allowing the seeds of capitalism to be sown, the Lin family had made a name for themselves. First with shipping, then trade, then electronics and real estate. The role reversal was electrifyingly swift, when he paused to think of it. But for Lin, the one lesson he had learned from his childhood was to never again be poor.
This meant surrounding himself with such trappings as those offered by the San Francisco hotel in which he now stood. But even that was dwarfed by the luxury contained in his mansion in the Sea Cliff District, where the dwellings were almost stacked on top of one another in an attempt to garner the best view of the Pacific and the Golden Gate Bridge. Lin’s was one of perhaps four premier properties there, and the value and prestige of the residence only continued to climb.
But there were certain things that were not allowed to walk the fine carpets of his personal residence or, at the very least, not more than once a year. And such a thing was approaching him now as surely as a dagger aimed for a hated heart.
Xiaohui Zhu was all Shanghainese, which was both good and bad. Good in that she exuded a sexuality that filled a room and captivated the hormones of every red-blooded male. Bad in that she did embody the very thing Shanghainese women were reviled for-a love of only money and wealth. Lin did not fear her, for he possessed what she wanted, and through that, he could control her. While she would at times be tempestuous, fiery, petulant, he and he alone provided for her the luxury apartment in Pudong she called her home, the Audi TT she so adored, and the chauffeured Bentley when she didn’t feel like driving herself. Not to mention the closets full of clothes bought during excursions to Europe and the US; if there was a woman in all of Shanghai who had an outfit for any occasion, it was Xiaohui Zhu.
On this evening, however, she was dressed in a sleek blue qi pao, the ethnic dress of mainland Chinese women. It hugged her body like a second skin; a winding dragon made its way down her breast, its gaping jaws barely grazing the unseen sweep of her pubic mound. Her long black hair was held back by ivory pins-illegal in the United States, but where there was money, anything could be had. Her eyes were fashionably large for a Chinese, her nose thin, her lips full, her face a perfect oval. Her skin was as white as possible, never seeing more sun than what might be encountered walking from shop to automobile. A true porcelain beauty, she never failed to incense Lin. She embodied xingbiede tezheng, the very essence of sex.
And sex was what they were about. For Lin, it could be nothing else; for Xiaohui, it was a means to an end. He was rough with her, as she desired it, dominating her totally as they wrestled on the king-sized bed, their bodies writhing across the fine Egyptian cotton sheets. Xiaohui cried out as he suckled her firm breasts, tongued her shaven mound, and groped her flesh with enough power to leave bruises. When the time came, he pinned her to the bed and thrust into her like a madman, and her cries of ecstasy were punctuated by the metronomic slaps of his body against hers. He covered her mouth with his own, forcing his tongue into her mouth, muffling her shrieks as his own passion began to build. He held the threatening explosion off for as long as he was able while quickening his tempo; it was a game he liked to play, seeing how long he could deny his pleasure while at the same time doing whatever was possible to entreat it forth. Beneath him, Xiaohui shuddered as she climaxed, and her muscles gripped him in a series of convulsive spasms that fractured his willpower. With a cry of his own, he ejaculated inside of her, his body trembling from the rapture which they both shared for the moment.
Afterwards, they lay panting on the bed, the sheets wet from their mingled sweat. Lin kissed her face gently, as a lover should; Xiaohui pressed her body against his, sated. For now.
“Come bathe,” she whispered after a time.
“Mei you. Let me lie here… I’ll shower later.”
“Aiyah. Don’t fall asleep all sweating!”
Lin patted her rump. “I won’t,” he promised. “Go bathe. The tub is lovely.”
Xiaohui clucked her tongue in disapproval, but kissed him gently before sliding out of the bed. She walked to the bathroom and, after a time, Lin heard the Jacuzzi-sized bathtub being filled. Then, music from the audio system-Wong Fei, her favorite artist. He stretched out on his back in the semi-darkness of the room, and gazed out through the large windows at the twinkling lights that adorned the City on the Bay. He smiled to himself, already wondering if he could contain himself until morning. Xiaohui would board a China Eastern airliner for Shanghai the next day; as always, their stateside liaisons were brief, which was perhaps for the best. She drove him nearly wild with lust when she was about; even knowing she was in the same city as he was too great a distraction. It was best for all involved that she retreat to Shanghai, where she could await him… or until he summoned her again.
After a time, Lin Dan dozed.
He awoke with a gasp to find his manhood fully engorged again. Xiaohui’s head pumped up and down like a locomotive, her tongue moving across his swollen member with an artistry he hadn’t been aware she possessed. The room was completely dark now; Wong Fei continued her musical expressions from behind the bathroom’s closed door. Lin made to reach down, to grasp Xiaohui’s head; he found his arms were tied at the wrists by satin bonds. His ankles were likewise restrained at the foot of the bed.
Xiaohui felt his movements, and she stopped her motions. “Sssh,” she admonished, the sound barely audible above the music. Lin relaxed immediately, not from her admonishment, but because the pleasure-indescribable! — had ceased. He moaned in his throat and thrust his hips upward, stabbing at the dark air with his penis, hoping to find her willing mouth. He moaned again when he was successful; her warmth enveloped him, and a shudder ran through his body. He had no self-control left; the quality of her work was far too much for him to handle. In seemingly no time at all, he was on the brink of orgasm. He thrashed about on the bed, moaning, hips thrusting. Xiaohui fixed her efforts on the head of his cock, and it was more than Lin could bear. As he began to come again, he felt a startling thrill-almost electric-course through his member. But then, he was overcome by his orgasm. Xiaohui lifted her head, and Lin spurted across his chest and stomach in great heaving gouts, his body strumming like a string.
More wetness landed on his face. As his orgasm began to fade, he was surprised that his outpouring continued. Truly, he was a titan tonight! So much seed!
More warm wetness landed on his face. A droplet landed on his tongue; it had a coppery taste, not at all like ejaculate, more like-
Blood?
Light flooded the room as the lamp on the nightstand was flicked on. Lin blinked at the surprising brightness, and he squinted up at Xiaohui as she crouched over him, her hair bound up in a long queue that ran to the small of her back.
The eyes that glared back at him were not Xiaohui’s.
“Do you remember me?” the woman asked in Xiamenese, the local dialect of Lin’s home city. “Do you remember me, Lin Dan?”
Lin’s shock was matched only by a spreading discomfort in his loins. The woman squeezed something in her hand, which she held above his head; blood streamed out of it and spattered across his forehead. With a shock, Lin realized he was covered with blood, blood so rich and dark that it had stained the bedding almost crimson. With that came an additional reckoning.
The woman held his severed penis over his head.
Lin opened his mouth to scream, and the woman shoved the severed appendage into his mouth. Lin half-choked on it, but the woman slammed his jaws shut with such force that it broke several teeth. Lin struggled against the bonds that held him, half-gagging and half-screaming in his throat.
The woman’s free hand descended toward him, the small blade she held glittering for an instant like the brightest of diamonds.



CHAPTER 2


Tokyo, Japan

The Fujianese weren’t that hard to detect, even for a supposedly hapless gaijin like Jerome Manning. They sat in their parked car across from the Mansions at Azabu Towers, an extended-stay facility in Tokyo’s Minato-ku ward less than a mile from the crowning indelicacy that was Tokyo Tower. Despite having risen from the ashes of World War II under American stewardship, the Japanese loved all things European; Tokyo Tower was nothing more than a copy of Paris’s Eiffel Tower, although substantially less romantic. Manning had long grown used to the ugly up thrust-after all, his own home in Japan was just another half-mile past the tower. Manning wished he was there now, kicking back on the couch and watching some inane Japanese TV show. Regrettably, work prevented that.
The men in the Toyota sedan sat and smoked, unaware of Manning’s covert surveillance even though he was only twenty feet away. One of them, sitting in the passenger seat, spoke into a cell phone endlessly. Manning made him as the team leader, and took several pictures of him with his smartphone. The Chinese did not notice this.
Time for some closeups, Manning thought to himself as he approached the car from the rear. He put the phone to his ear and pretended to be in the middle of a difficult conversation, speaking a spattering of Serbo-Croatian curses he had learned some years ago. He paused next to the vehicle and took three quick photos while still holding the phone to his ear, pretending to listen carefully to the nonexistent conversation. He then slid the phone inside his jacket pocket, his fictional conversation over. The men in the car looked at him. Not in suspicion; it was just something to do while waiting.
Guess they don’t recognize me…
Manning took a gamble and approached the car as if noticing it for the first time. The passenger window was open, and the man with the cell phone looked at him as he strolled up to the vehicle.
“Roshia Taishikan wa doko ni aruka gozonji desuka?” he asked in less-than-perfect Japanese. Excuse me-where is the Russian embassy?
The man barked back something in a language that was neither Japanese or English, or even Mandarin, yet Manning deciphered it as a Chinese provincial dialect. Fujianese, he was certain. Manning stared back, perplexed for a moment, then the man motioned him away from the car. Manning bowed slightly, and resumed his walk up the street. He crossed it and walked to the slab-like Azabu Towers main building. He pushed through the glass doors. There were several people milling about in the lobby-some were definitely Chinese, but their presence didn’t necessarily implicate them as associates of the Fujianese thugs outside. While waiting for the elevator, Manning kept his eyes on the marbled lobby, hands clasped behind his back. No one seemed unduly interested in him.
One man, sitting in an overstuffed lounge chair with a copy of the Daily Yomiuri on his lap, was chatting into a cell phone. While he wasn’t apparently interested in the tall foreigner in the elevator bay, he was in a perfect position for reconnaissance. Manning watched him from the corner of his eye. Was the man Chinese? He couldn’t tell, though he had an eye for such things; then and again, Asians mistook each other all the time. Koreans would approach a Chinese thinking he was a fellow Korean; Japanese might be approached by a Taiwanese. Manning frowned. It could have been entirely coincidental, and how often did one see an Asian man using a cell phone? Asians lived or died by the instruments.
The man disconnected and placed the phone on his lap. He picked up the Japanese-language newspaper and thumbed through the pages. He wasn’t reading it, just gazing at the pictures.
The elevator arrived and Manning stepped inside. Chinese.
He rode alone in the elevator to the ninth floor. The hallway was deserted; it was early afternoon, and most of the guests and residents were out. Manning walked to his suite, rapped on the door once, and dipped his keycard into the lock. He opened the door slowly.
“Ke jian bao Bai Hu,” he announced as he stepped through. It is the White Tiger.
Chen Gui, his current charge, stood in the short hallway inside. He was a short, cherubic Shanghainese with a potbelly who enjoyed wrapping himself in extravagance like a fine coat. He also held a Taurus.380 pistol with both hands. The barrel wavered back and forth. Chen Gui was trembling.
Manning closed the door behind him. “Put that down,” he said evenly.
Chen Gui let out his breath in a rush and nodded. He lowered the pistol and pulled a kerchief from his jacket pocket. He used it to dab at the sweat that beaded on his shaven head.
“Where’s your nephew?” Manning asked. He remained standing by the door.
“Chen Song!” Chen Gui barked. “Guo lai!”
From the small hallway leading to one of the bedrooms, a tall Chinese stepped into the clear. He wore all black and gray, and his long hair was tied back in a ponytail. Raffishly handsome, he looked at Manning with a smirk as he slid his Beretta 92 pistol into a shoulder holster.
Manning didn’t bother to smirk back, just pushed past the two men and walked into the living room. The drapes had been closed; Manning opened them slightly.
“Don’t do that!” Chen Gui shouted in English. “They can see us in here!”
Manning looked back at him. “This is the only room with closed drapes,” he said. “That’d be a pretty big clue right there, don’t you think?”
Chen Gui wiped his face with his kerchief. “You saw them?”
“Four on the street. One downstairs in the lobby.” Manning pulled his phone and showed the pictures to Chen Gui. “Recognize them?”
Chen Gui scrolled through the photos, looking at them carefully. “Yes, all of them. All Fujianese.” Manning reclaimed his phone as Chen Gui stalked to the cream-colored sofa and threw himself onto it.
“Damned Fujianese! We Shanghainese are too charitable-I should have had them killed years ago!” he said, holding his face in his hands.
Manning checked his watch. Chen Gui looked up at him from the couch as Chen Song slipped into the matching love seat. His movements were as sinuous as a cat’s.
“How did they find us?” Chen Gui asked.
Manning pointed at Chen Gui. “Wearing a flame red suit probably wasn’t such a good idea,” he said. And it was true; Chen Gui, lover of all things ostentatious, was indeed wearing a red suit. It looked ridiculous, especially to a Westerner like Manning. But to a Chinese, red was the most auspicious of colors, the color of good fortune.
Chen Gui looked down at his suit, and his face hardened. “How dare you make fun of me at a time like this!”
Manning waved for him to be silent. “Keep your voice down.”
Chen Song looked up at the taller American with hard eyes. “Watch how you address my uncle,” he said.
Manning looked directly at him. “I don’t work for you, dipshit.”
Chen Song got to his feet, facing Manning. His eyes flashed with anger; Manning did nothing more than cross his arms.
“Stop!” Chen Gui hollered in Chinese. “No fighting now!”
Chen Song looked from his Manning to his uncle and back again. After a moment of internal debate, he slowly settled back into the love seat’s embrace, but his thin smirk said it all: This is not yet over.
Manning remained unperturbed. He knew it would infuriate Chen Song more than anything else; like his uncle, he was a vain man, but his vanity centered on his masculinity. Not being taken seriously would bug him. Manning liked that.
“How will we get out of here?” Chen Gui asked.
“The first thing you need to do is change out of that damned suit. You too, Chen Song-both of you have to dress more, ah, casually.”
“I have other clothes with me,” Chen Gui said crossly. “What about the men in the street? And the one in the lobby?”
“There’s only one way out of here, and that’s down the driveway. We could make a break for it and try to get to one of the Azabu Juban stations, but frankly, I’d rather not be tied to public transportation.”
“Agreed. You have a car?”
“I do.”
“Good.” Chen Gui was placated for a moment, then suddenly remembered his original questions. “But the men-”
“The men on the street are less important to me than the one in the lobby. He’s the trip wire. The elevators come out right in front of him, and there’s no way for him to miss you.”
“So what to do about him? Can’t you just kill them? Isn’t that what we pay you for?” Chen Gui was becoming agitated again.
Manning looked at the smaller man. His face was still composed into a placid mask, but there was steel in his voice when he spoke.
“I kill when I have no other options,” he said. “And the reason I picked this place as a safe house is because they can’t move on us. The Russian embassy is right up the street, and so is a police station. There are cameras everywhere, and people of all races mix here. But the things that make this place reasonably safe also prevent me from doing what you ask. Understand?”
Chen Gui fell back against the sofa and seemed to deflate. “So what do you want to do? Just wait?”
“I have a plan. We’ll wait for about an hour or so, then we’ll make our move. In the meantime, let’s get you something to wear that’s a little less…loud.”

The hour passed with lethargy. Chen Gui groused about the outfit Manning insisted upon-a pair of khaki slacks and a dark polo shirt, over which he would wear Chen Song’s jacket. Chen Song had no issue changing into a similar outfit. Then Manning took their bags-they had one suitcase each, as he had told them-down to the lobby. The Fujianese man was still there, thumbing through a magazine, his cell phone in his lap. He did not look up as Manning toted the bags past him and to the bellhop, where he arranged for a Japan Airlines pickup. The bags, at the very least, would be ready for the 7:05pm flight to Shanghai.
Manning then returned to the room and briefed the two Chinese on his plan. They listened attentively and quietly, and if they disagreed with the plan, they kept it to themselves. They had very little choice in the matter. All because they had crossed the rival Fujianese gang by undercutting the prices of illegally-transported merchandise, which in turn was sold on the market by their yakuza partners. Japan was still in the grips of a decade-long recession, and with quality consumer goods available at a markedly reduced price, the Japanese crime bosses enjoyed a wonderful revenue stream. But Chen Gui’s connections were better than his Fujianese counterpart’s, and he had been able to import more goods at lower prices. Logically, the competition had been enraged at being shut out, and the resulting three-day killing spree had gutted Chen Gui’s operation. Thirty-seven Chinese had been quietly murdered, and the Japanese police were just beginning to discover the bodies.
Chen Gui and his nephew had waited too long to return to China, and the noose had almost closed around them. And that was where Manning had come in, catching a flight from San Francisco to Tokyo two days ago.
He hoped he would be able to make it back alive.
“Any questions?” Manning asked after he was finished.
“Let’s get this over with,” Chen Gui said moodily. “I want to get out of this place.”

Chen Gui did as instructed. He walked out in plain view of the Fujianese in the lobby and strolled directly to the lobby restroom. The Fujianese paused only a make a quick telephone call, then followed the portly Shanghainese with quick, sure-footed steps. His face was a blank mask as he concentrated on nothing more than the next few minutes that lay ahead of him.
He did not notice the tall Westerner standing in the elevator bay fiddling with his phone, nor did he notice Manning enter the restroom behind him.
Chen Gui was standing before a urinal. The Fujianese walked into the restroom and reached inside his jacket, his pace quickening as he closed on the Shanghainese crime boss. Chen Gui did not turn to look behind him, merely faced the wall.
The Fujianese pulled his weapon-a suppressed Ruger.22 pistol-from its holster.
He never made it. Manning was upon him in an instant, as fast and powerful as a hurricane. He slammed the Fujianese into the next urinal and expertly punched him in the side of the neck, delivering a brachial stun strike. The Fujianese gasped raggedly; his pistol fell to the floor, clattering on the tile. Manning lashed out with both hands and caught the smaller man beneath his armpits, then threw him into one of the toilet stalls. He closed the stall door behind him, then tossed the man’s gun into the wastebasket.
“Let’s go, Chen Gui.”
“Is it over?”
“Yes, let’s go now.”
“A moment,” Chen Gui said.
“What the hell for?”
“Ni yan xia le! Mei kanjian wo zai fangbian ma?” Chen Gui fairly shouted. Your eyes are blind! Can’t you see I’m pissing?

Chen Song met them in the lobby as he had been instructed. Manning mostly ignored him as he scanned the lobby for any more Fujianese he might have missed. He did take note that Chen Song’s haughty expression had fled in favor of a more suppressed appearance that fit the situation. After all, it took a strong man to maintain arrogance when he was only a few steps away from being dead.
They were apparently unobserved by anyone more malicious than the staff, which politely bowed to Manning and his charges as they headed for the door. Manning spared them only a curt nod-bad manners in Japan, but he had no time to waste. His car, a very sedate three-year-old Honda Legend, was in the nearby parking garage. Manning rushed the two Shanghainese into the vehicle, and within seconds, they were off.
“Going smooth,” Chen Gui commented, sitting in the left front passenger seat. “You can drive on the left side of the road?”
“If I can’t, we won’t be exactly inconspicuous. I want both of you to get down. Now.”
“Get down?” Chen Song echoed from the back seat.
“Yes-get down!”
Both men did as he instructed immediately. As they pulled past the hotel, Manning saw the group of Fujianese jogging toward the entrance. One of them glanced at his car as he drove past with more interest than he would have liked. A glance in the rearview mirror explained it; the man had seen Chen Song peeking above the doorsill.
“Smooth move, Ex-Lax,” Manning said sourly. “He just made us!”
“Ex-Lax?” asked Chen Gui.
“Never mind.” Manning gunned the Honda’s six-cylinder engine, abandoning all hope of making a clean getaway as he wrenched the car into a sharp left-hand turn down Azabudai. He checked his rearview mirror again, and caught a quick glimpse of the Fujianese running to their car. They ran right through the hotel’s well-maintained garden, trampling all matter of flora. Clearly, subtlety was not one of their hallmarks.
Fight’s on, he thought idly.
“We’re going to hit the highway,” he told his passengers. “Hopefully these guys will be too cheap to want to follow us through the tolls.”
“If only they were Shanghainese!” Chen Gui wailed. “Fujianese spend money like madmen!”
“I’ll remember that,” Manning responded dryly as the car accelerated past the Tokyo American Club. He took his first available right, then his first left, then left again, proceeding on for three blocks before turning left once more against a traffic signal. Horns blared and hazard lights flashed; Manning ignored the commotion. Within moments, he was guiding the car onto the Shuto Expressway. He checked his rearview mirror for the Fujianese; he remembered their car to be an older silver Toyota Grand Saloon. The problem was, the car was fairly ubiquitous in Japan, like its brother the Camry was in the US. It was a rental agency favorite, and it was relatively affordable, so he was nonplussed to see there were at least three silver Grand Saloons in the lanes behind him.
“Where are we going?” Chen Gui finally asked.
“Narita.”
“You killed that man back there. In the hotel. Why?”
“I don’t know why you’d care, but I didn’t kill him,” Manning responded evenly. “On the other hand, I don’t get paid if you die.” He kept his eyes on the road, checking both the rearview mirror and side view mirrors regularly. He kept the speed up over 100 kilometers an hour, which was only slightly faster than the rest of the Tokyo traffic. Finally, he found a large gravel truck he could use as cover. He switched lanes quickly (from right to left in Japan, something he had struggled to get used to) and sidled up on the other side of the truck.
Chen Gui seemed shocked by the revelation. “Why didn’t you kill him?”
“I charge extra for killing.”
“Two more questions,” Chen Gui said after a time.
“What?”
“Can we get up now, and what is ‘Ex-Lax’?”

The trip to Narita International Airport was quiet. Chen Gui was content to stare out the windshield, gazing at the passing scenery as Manning switched off the Shuto and onto Route 1. They hurtled past Tokyo’s fabled shopping mecca, Ginza, and past Chiba. In the distance, the Saitama River could be seen, lazily flowing into Tokyo Harbor, miles to the south.
For his part, Manning drove at a fast clip, keeping a sharp eye out for his would-be pursuers. He instructed Chen Song to keep watch out the rear window; he’d seen the car too, so he might yet prove useful.
“Aren’t you driving a little fast?” Chen Gui said at last. “The Japanese highway police are very vigilant, after all!”
“I’d rather take my chances with the police than with our Fujianese pals,” Manning replied smoothly as he switched lanes. He tucked his car in on the far side of an ambling tanker truck and reduced his speed.
“So why are you slowing, then?” Chen Gui asked.
“Just putting some bait in the trap,” Manning said. “If they’re after us, they’ll be rolling up pretty quickly. Chen Song! See anything?”
“No,” Chen Song said.
“Don’t just look behind us. Look around. Look under the tanker’s trailer. You see anyone pacing us from the other side?”
Chen Song was silent for a moment, and Manning could see him craning his neck, looking this way and that.
“Nothing,” he said after a time.
“So we lost them.” Chen Gui sighed in relief.
“Looks like,” Manning said. “Chen Song, keep your eyes sharp.” With that, he accelerated away from the truck.

The Higashi Kanto Expressway eventually led them to the Shin Kuko Expressway, and then Narita International itself. Manning merged onto the Shin Kuko Expressway interchange. Traffic was thick at the tollgate; Manning weaved his way in and out of the flow, almost brushing against a filled airport limousine bus in the process. He aimed the Legend’s grille in the general direction of the Terminal 2 car park, the only multistory parking facility at Narita.
“Even in traffic, you drive like mad!” Chen Gui groused. “You make my driver in China look like a considerate man!”
“Time’s a little short, I’m afraid,” Manning replied. “And the quicker we get out of here, the better.” The fact of the matter was that the slow traffic made Manning feel extremely vulnerable. The Fujianese had guns, items that were quite difficult to obtain in Japan. That they had evidently been willing to shoot Chen Gui in the hotel restroom meant that their grudge against him was something they weren’t about to give up easily, and that also meant Manning himself would be a primary target. In many ways, being a gaijin was a benefit in Japan. However, the quickest way for the Fujianese to get a tally on Chen Gui would be to sight Manning himself, and if he was seen caught in slow-moving traffic, there was no easy way to defend himself…or his charge.
In the back seat, Chen Song suddenly stirred.
“I see them!” he announced.
“Aiyah-!” Chen Gui began.
“Bie shuo le!” Manning snapped-Be quiet! He looked in the rearview mirror, but a commuter van had just merged in behind them. “Chen Song, where are they?”
“Two cars behind us,” Chen Song replied, a little breathlessly. “They definitely saw us-both men in the front of the car locked eyes with me!”
“What will we do?” Chen Gui fairly shrieked. “You can’t let them catch up to us!”
“I’m not about to. Please relax.” Manning checked the rearview mirror again, but saw nothing other than the commuter van still tailing his car. He thought he glimpsed a silver-colored car through the left side view mirror, but couldn’t be sure.
“Chen Song, is the car silver?” he asked.
“Yes, yes, the same as before!” Chen Song snapped. Manning heard the unmistakable sound of metal sliding across leather. A glance in the rearview mirror confirmed that Chen Song had drawn his Beretta from its holster and was gripping it in his right hand.
“Ba ni de qiang fang hui qu!” Manning shouted, making both Chen Song and Chen Gui jump. Put your gun back! was the closest Manning could come to saying Put your fucking gun away! in Mandarin, and cursed the common trait shared by both Mandarin and Japanese: neither language was direct enough to suit an American.
The situation apparently wasn’t desperate enough for Chen Song to feel any particular urgency.
“I don’t take orders from a hired man!” he snarled.
“Do as he says!” Chen Gui said, turning his head this way and that nervously. “We don’t have time to argue, and I don’t want to wind up in a Japanese jail! Keep an eye on the Fujianese, you fool!”
“But what if they pull up next to us?” Chen Song asked reasonably.
“We bail out of the car,” Manning replied. “It’s that simple. Then we get lost in the confusion.”
“And if we get separated?” Chen Gui wanted to know.
“Get on the rail system. Anywhere out of Narita, then phone me when you can. I’ll come and collect you as soon as I’m able. Hao ma?”
Chen Gui merely sighed and tried to lean back in his seat and collect himself. He had started to sweat profusely.
Slowly, inexorably, the car drew nearer to the Terminal 2 parking garage. Manning jockeyed his car in and out of lanes, trying to give the following Fujianese the impression that he was headed for the departure level. Horns blared, and some drivers even shouted epithets. The noise volume grew when the following Fujianese emulated Manning, though far less artfully. Manning caught glimpses of the silver Camry in his car’s mirrors; the Fujianese were causing quite a stir, and Manning hoped that the airport police would take notice.
At last, they approached the car park ramp. Manning timed it just right, scooting past an airport shuttle bus and charging for one of the entry lanes. It would buy them a few moments, unless the Fujianese had an accident trying to follow. Manning pulled up to the gate and took a ticket; the gate lifted, and he accelerated into the parking garage, much to the consternation of the parking attendants. One of them waved Manning up to the second floor, which was his intention anyway.
“Chen Song, keep an eye out for our friends,” he ordered, accelerating up the ramp. “They’re not going to have much of a choice but to follow us.”
On the second level, more parking attendants waved Manning toward the third level. Manning ignored them and charged into the parking area, even though multilingual signs proclaimed it to be full. The parking attendants shouted and one of them trotted after Manning’s Legend for a few moments before decided it wasn’t worth it.
“Where are we going?” Chen Gui shouted. “There’s no room here!”
“Keep calm,” Manning insisted.
Chen Gui elected to do otherwise. “There, stop there!” he shouted, pointing at the elevators that would invariably lead to the departure area. They were clearly visible, painted in whites and blues, with a mural of a cartoon seal cavorting on the doors. Manning jerked the steering wheel to the left, tires screeching as he pulled the Legend down the lane. Each space was filled.
“Where are you going?” Chen Gui screamed.
“Do as my uncle says, you fool!” Chen Song added angrily. “Are you an incompetent?”
Manning jammed on the brakes, and the tires squealed again as the Legend came to an abrupt halt. He reached into his jacket pocket and removed a key ring. He held it over his shoulder to Chen Song.
“Make yourself useful and get to that black Friendee.” Manning pointed to the late-model Mazda van, one of Japan’s more ubiquitous transports, the equivalent of a soccer mom ride in the United States. “Back it out so I can park this car in that space. Be quick about it.”
When Chen Song hesitated, Manning turned and threw the keys at him. “Hurry! Kuai dian, you idiot!”
Chen Song swallowed loudly and took the keys. “But I can’t drive,” he said finally, an admission that cost him much face, given the circumstances.
Manning didn’t know whether he should slap the younger man or just shoot him and his uncle and get out of the entire situation.
“It’s an automatic,” he told Chen Song. “Just start it, put your foot on the brake, slide the shifter in the center to reverse, and back out. That’s all you have to do.”
Chen Song grunted and threw open the door. He ran to the black, square-shaped Friendee and tried to open the driver’s door. He dropped the car keys while fumbling with the lock, then finally opened the driver’s door. Manning put the Legend in reverse and backed up quickly, giving Chen Song a little extra room. He watched as Chen Song groped about the cabin awkwardly, then finally got the Mazda started. Seconds rolled by.
This kid’s slower than a fucking glacier in February.
“Shall I get out?” Chen Gui asked nervously. His hand was already on the door handle.
“Sit tight.” Manning ran a hand through his dark brown hair. His scalp was moist with sweat and the muscles in his shoulders and back were tense.
The Friendee’s reverse lights flicked on, and the van suddenly lurched out of the space, its front tires chirping as they spun momentarily on the concrete. The Friendee pulled out and crossed the entire lane, tapping the rear bumper of another Mazda, setting off its car alarm. The horn blared and lights flashed. Chen Song looked almost panic stricken, but he had enough presence of mind to put the Friendee in drive and lurch into a right-hand turn, giving Manning enough room to park the Legend. Manning gunned the engine and did just that.
“Let’s go!” he said to Chen Gui as he threw open the driver’s door. Chen Gui needed no additional hastening, though he did find it difficult to exit the Honda while still wearing his seatbelt. With a whispered curse, his pudgy fingers fumbled with the release. The belt snapped free and retracted into its recess.
Manning ran for the Friendee and threw open the driver’s door, then yanked open the van’s sliding door, shoving Chen Gui into the passenger compartment. He then tugged Chen Song out of the driver’s seat with perhaps more force than was necessary; Chen Song fell to his knees. The Friendee lurched forward. Chen Song had left it in gear.
“For the love of God!” Manning jumped in and stomped his foot on the brake. The Friendee lurched to a halt.
“Get down on the floor, where you can’t be seen! Chen Song, get in and close the door, damn it!”
Chen Song struggled to his feet and leapt into the Friendee, driving his uncle to the floor.
“Aiyah! Get off of me, you oaf!” Chen Gui screamed in Chinese.
“Sorry, uncle!” Chen Song apologized, groping for the door. He found the handle, and yanked on it with all his strength. The door slid forward and slammed closed.
Tires squealed as the silver Camry crested the entry ramp. The Fujianese were driving a little too fast; the car rubbed paint against a cement support pillar.
“Stay down!” Manning ordered, dropping the Friendee into gear. Hanging from the mirror was a blue New York Yankees baseball cap; he slapped it on his head, then donned his sunglasses. He braced the Friendee’s steering wheel with one thigh and shrugged out of his jacket. It was the closest he could come to a disguise.
The car full of Fujianese slowed after brushing the cement pillar, and it now ambled down the parking aisle as the car’s occupants looked for Manning’s Legend. Manning accelerated toward the exit ramp slightly; the car alarm was still wailing, and it wouldn’t take long for it to attract the gang’s collective attention. Manning hoped they would find his car and spend a few moments milling about it before trying to actively reacquire their quarry.
By that time, Manning intended to be far, far away.

“I don’t understand, where are we going?” Chen Gui asked hotly. He was still lying on the floor before the second row of seats, right behind Manning. “Aren’t we getting on a plane?”
“Not from Narita,” Manning answered. He maneuvered the Bongo Friendee back onto the Shen Kuko Expressway, heading back in the general direction of Tokyo. He kept his speed centered around 80 kilometers per hour. Not terribly fast, but not terribly slow, either. He figured if the Fujianese were still on them, he’d find out soon enough.
“Then where are we going?” Chen Gui demanded.
“Haneda. And from there, you’ll go to Kansai, then onward to Dalian.”
“Dalian?!” Chen Gui cried. “Why Dalian and not Shanghai? I hate Dalian!”
“Shanghai’s just a little hot right now, Chen Gui. You’d be better going into Dalian, and then lying low for a few days. I’ll arrange for transportation on the other side. I trust that Lin Feng is still the appropriate contact?”
“Yes, yes, Lin Feng is still-wait, you’re not coming with us, Bai Hu?”
Manning shook his head and checked the mirrors. “I’m afraid not. I don’t have a visa.”
“Wah! Poor planning on your part-what am I paying you for?” Chen Gui wailed.
“There’s no way the Fujianese can get to you in Dalian, so long as you’re still in good with Boss Tao,” Manning said. He checked his watch. He preferred to stay in the slow lane-that made for leaving only one side of the van open to a strafing run from a passing car, if it came to that. But the flight he had booked for his two charges would depart Haneda within a few hours, and it would take a good 75 minutes to get there. He had to burn up some time.
“Of course I’m still in good with Tao! That toad owes me more than I should have ever allowed him!” Chen Gui said.
“Then tonight you’ll collect on some of that,” Manning told the Shanghainese gangster. “Boss Tao won’t be able to say no, and in two days you’ll be back in Shanghai. The Fujianese might be able to tag you at the airport, but that’s the only chance they’ll get, and you won’t be there, anyway.”
“I see.” Chen Gui was silent for a long moment. When he finally spoke, there was a more respectful tone in his voice. “Bai Hu, your mind works in ways I can’t fathom. I’ve always acknowledged your professionalism, but now I must say I find it…respectable.”
Most Americans would have accepted the praise with pride; Manning knew enough about Chinese ways to be more mindful of how he responded.
“Thank you for your words,” he said in Mandarin, “but perhaps you should save them for after you get to Shanghai, yes?”
“My words are nothing, Bai Hu. I know what it is you value, and you’ll have it. As I said before, we Shanghainese are a generous people. You’ll see.”
“Can we get up now?” Chen Song asked from the very back.
“The Bai Hu will tell us when it’s safe to get up, Chen Song!” Chen Gui roared. “Now be quiet! I need to think of some things.”
For a moment, silence reigned. Then Chen Song let out a heavy sigh.
“But I have to piss,” he said, almost whining. “My kidneys are floating!”
Manning grinned. Japan had some very fine roads, but he was determined to hit every bump he could find on the way to Haneda Airport.

A little over an hour later, the black Bongo Friendee pulled into a parking space at Haneda Airport, just outside of Tokyo. It had been Japan’s primary international gateway, until the busier Narita International opened up some 70 kilometers to the northeast. However, Haneda still offered limited international traffic, though it was designated as the primary domestic hub serving the greater Tokyo area.
As they left the Friendee, Manning collected Chen Gui and Chen Song’s weapons. They most certainly couldn’t make it through the security checkpoints while carrying them, and they were no longer of any use. It was unlikely the Fujianese could catch them, since they still believed the two Shanghainese were in the Narita area. And even if they did have lookouts at Haneda, they would be covering the international terminal, not the domestic. The Fujianese couldn’t be everywhere, and it was doubtful the Japanese yakuza would wish to get involved in something as bloody as what lay ahead.
Chen Song demurred when it came to handing over his Beretta. He looked at Manning’s open hand as if it were a snake, his handsome face set in hard lines.
“Give him the gun, nephew,” Chen Gui said tiredly.
“I’d rather throw it in the trash can,” Chen Song spat, “than give it to this yinwi waiguoren!”
The insult was more than Manning was prepared to take. Before Chen Song could do more than summon a nasty look, Manning clipped him in the right arm, knocking his hand away from his holstered Beretta. He then grabbed Chen Song’s wrist and yanked him forward; off-balance, Chen Song could do nothing more effective than stammer a quick curse before Manning snatched him up in morote-jim, a three-point judo chokehold. Even Chen Gui had just started to inhale to speak by the time Manning had flung Chen Song onto his back and shoved his head into the triangle formed by his left arm. Chen Song struggled at first, but Manning merely increased the pressure; he anticipated Chen Song’s strike at his eyes, fingers curled into claws. Manning blocked the move with his right fist, rapping his knuckles into Chen Song’s wrist. After that, it was over-Chen Song began to choke out, losing consciousness. To his credit, he did so without sound, but Manning’s senses were finely attuned and he could sense the microscopic muscle relaxations cascading through Chen Song’s body as his awareness ebbed.
“Bai Hu!” Chen Gui finally gasped. “People will notice!” He cast a worried look at the parking attendants, standing in the next aisle.
Ever the practical man, Manning mused. Only Chen Gui would be more worried about attracting attention than the fact a white barbarian is choking the life out of his nephew.
Manning release Chen Song before he lost consciousness completely. He came to his senses a few moments later as oxygen returned to his brain. Chen Song’s brow clouded with anger, and as he rolled to his feet, he reached for his holstered Beretta, eyes on Manning. It was no longer strapped to his side.
Manning lifted his right hand and showed Chen Song the weapon, still in its holster. Chen Song’s lips compressed into a thin, hard line. Even though the Beretta was mere feet from him, it might as well have been a million miles away. He could no more take it from Manning than he could jump to the moon.
“Never call me a filthy foreigner again,” Manning said. “You owe me far too much for that.”
“So you think,” Chen Song hissed.
“Enough of this fighting! We need to leave here, now!” Chen Hui snapped. “Chen Song, wipe off your pants-there’s dust all over them! You look like a street beggar!”
Chen Song looked down and slapped at the filth on his dark trousers angrily. He avoided looking at Manning as the taller man tossed the Beretta to the Friendee’s rear floorboard.
“Bai Hu, how much time?” Chen Gui asked. He checked his watch nervously.
“Not much. We need to hurry. I’ve paid for the tickets, but we still need to get them.”
“Let’s go,” Chen Gui said, and he began striding toward the elevators. They were painted with yellow flowers. Chen Song shuffled after him, casting a baleful glance at Manning. Manning kept his expression blank.
Next time you won’t be so lucky, sonny-boy.

Manning handed the E-tickets to Chen Gui and pointed out the gate information to him. Chen Gui nodded and handed Chen Song his ticket, which he accepted sullenly.
“You should go now,” Manning said. “You’ll need to hurry-your flight’s boarding in less than fifteen minutes, and you still need to get through security.”
“Chen Song, go ahead. I’ll meet you at the gate,” Chen Gui said.
Chen Song looked surprised. “Uncle?”
“Do as I say! No discussion!” Chen Gui snapped.
Chen Song hesitated for a moment, then made a hissing noise through his teeth and spun on his heel. He marched toward the security checkpoint.
Chen Gui turned to Manning. His eyes, while mindful of the environment and virtually every passer-by, were no longer full of panic and fear. The old Chen Gui, Shanghai crime lord, had returned.
“Bai Hu, I’ll transfer your fee into your account by tomorrow morning. But I would like to know if you might be interested in another task while I’m in transit.”
“What would that be?”
“I need you to take care of my problems here in Japan. I need that done very, very quickly. Can this be done in less than twelve hours for…say, one hundred thousand dollars?”
Manning cocked a brow. One hundred thousand dollars was twice his usual “assistance” fee, which Chen Gui was obliged to pay in addition to his annual retainer.
“That could compromise my ability to assist you further here in Japan,” Manning answered. “As you know, whites stand out here quite a bit.”
“Yes, silly of me to be so miserly at a time like this-my ancestors would be most displeased. One hundred seventy five thousand, then. And another twenty-five thousand if it’s done before midnight.”
Manning took a deep breath. “Two hundred thousand dollars? But Chen Gui-you can pay your own people pennies to do this, in comparison.”
“I have no one left in Japan, and the quicker this gets done, the quicker I can make my reappearance. The Yakuza are timid, but they will fall in with the first gangster who resumes the flow of goods. You know the Taiwanese are angling for the territory, and once they know I’ve left, they’ll move in immediately…once the Fujianese snake’s head is dead. DOngde ma?”
“Shi. But I’ve had no contact with the Fujianese-I wouldn’t know where to find them, much less their leader.”
Chen Gui reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a card. He pressed it into Manning’s hand.
“I have a special relationship with a young girl,” Chen Gui said. “She’s very young, very lovely, but plays both sides of the fence. She’s Japanese, but she runs with the Fujianese. She is also enamored of me, because as I’ve told you, we Shanghainese are quite generous. Do you know what I mean?”
“You have an enjo kMsai partner,” Manning replied, using the Japanese term which loosely described “assisted dating” between a young, school-aged girl and a middle-aged man. Despite the fact that it was a distasteful practice-it was practically underage prostitution, after all-Manning was nevertheless impressed that Chen Gui had managed to navigate such culturally tricky waters; most foreigners lacked the required finesse to successfully negotiate a compensated dating package with a Japanese schoolgirl.
“Yes. She is quite sweet, but requires much attention.”
“Then I can understand why you would be in a hurry to return to Tokyo. Enjo kMsai is one of the more valued and least understood relationships between a man and a young woman. I’m impressed that you successfully completed the arrangements.”
Chen Gui smiled tightly and clasped his hands behind his back, pleased with himself and pleased that Manning understood the skill that had been required in closing such a deal. Manning allowed the plump man his moment to gloat while he scanned the card. While it was written in hiragana, he could make it out. The telephone number was certainly understandable.
“Noguchi Chisako?” he confirmed with Chen Gui.
“Shi.”
“And you say she knows where the Fujianese are? And that she would give me the information? May I ask how this might be expected to work out?”
“As I said, Bai Hu, she requires much attention, and the Fujianese snake head is far less indulgent of her tastes than I am. And she was the one who warned me to leave Tokyo immediately, as she learned of the Fujianese gang’s movement against my nephew and myself. So you see, she is truly awaiting my return.”
“I see.” It was an odd arrangement, for sure. Manning didn’t like the smell of it, but…
“You’ll do as I ask, Bai Hu?”
Manning thought about it. He looked at the card again, lips pursed.
“Once I know you’re out of Japan, I’ll make the arrangements,” Manning agreed, finally. “It will happen before midnight.”



CHAPTER 3


San Francisco, California

For just a moment Hal Ryker thought the world had gone to hell in a hand basket and no one gave a damn any more, but then he saw a familiar face behind the hotel reception desk, talking to a pair of elderly Japanese. The clerk glanced at him briefly, then ignored him. Her name was…damn, he couldn’t remember, why was he so awful with names?…and she’d got her detective’s shield six months ago, he remembered the frosted donuts and the coffee salute as everyone welcomed a new gladiator to the arena. He wondered what she thought of him-not that it mattered anyway because they worked out of the same precinct and only an idiot crapped in his own nest. Ryker didn’t know a cop-on-cop relationship that had ever worked out to anyone’s satisfaction, most especially his own, and he sure as hell wasn’t going down that bumpy road again…even if the bogus hotel clerk did have eyes a man could drown in and legs that went all the way up to her armpits.
Chee Wei stood waiting for him by the bank of elevators, one of which lay open with a printed Out Of Service sign on the frame. Ryker nodded hello and they stepped into the elevator. The young Chinese turned a key that was already in the control panel, then thumbed a button. The doors slid shut and the elevator climbed smoothly. The distant hum of motors and cables provided a background to Chee Wei’s inevitable question: “So, did you get any over the weekend?”
“Damn right I did. Your sister dropped by,” Ryker said, not taking his gaze from the display as the numbers got higher and higher, heading for the 38th floor. “I’m going to have to buy a new bed, she busted the springs. Neighbors were banging on the ceiling all night. Hey, I’ll bring in the tape. You can show it to your folks so they know what a talented daughter they have.”
“Tell me how much a new bed costs, they’ll want to pay for it,” Chee Wei said without change of expression. “Of course, my sister’s eye operation will have to be postponed. We’ll just buy her a guide dog instead. It’s cheaper.”
“Speaking of eyes, who’s that behind the desk downstairs?”
“That would be Detective Sandra Raymond. Locker room says she likes girlie stuff, but that’s because she hasn’t had a solid date in over a month. You thinking about punching her ticket?”
“We have anyone else down there, or is she it?”
“Two plainclothes from the Bay area. Jackson, you know him, and a guy called Blacque, with a ‘q’. You walked right past them.”
“I meant aside from them.”
The corner of Chee Wei’s mouth turned up, telling Ryker his bluff hadn’t worked. Then again, he hadn’t seen Jackson since Spring last year when they’d rubbed shoulders on a double homicide. “Uh-huh. Couple of uniforms on permanent station round the corner with their radios open. We whistle, they come running. That’s assuming some crazy guy with a knife shows up looking for more dicks to cut off.”
The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened. Ryker nodded to the uniform waiting for them. The cop jerked a thumb over his shoulder indicating a cluster of bodies at the far end of the huge room, just in case they couldn’t find the corpse on their own. The dimensions of the place staggered Ryker. And the decor didn’t just impress him, it took his breath away. The furniture, the flooring, the rugs, the wood paneling, even the chandeliers hanging ten feet above his head each cost more than he made in a year. No, two years. The stench of wealth assaulted his nose. Just being here made him feel like some bum who’d wandered in off the street. He had an urge to take off his shoes out of respect, but that would only leave an embarrassing trail of foot-shaped sweat marks across the polished wood.
Chee Wei said, “You’re thinking, how much does this cost per night?”
Ryker shook his head. “No, I’m thinking what kind of loony-toon cuts a guy’s dick off.”
“A frustrated wife? A scorned lover?”
“See, you’ve solved the case already. Round up the usual suspects. You can start with my ex-wife, those alimony payments are crippling me.”
“Did Adrienne cut your dick off too?”
“She still keeps my balls in a glass jar beside her bed, that’s for sure.”
As Ryker and Chee Wei approached the emperor-sized bed, the small crowd dispersed to let them have a better look. Ryker recognized three forensics among the cops, one of them a Korean girl he’d only recently learned was hardcore lesbian. That thought was enough to send a man running to get a sex change. She walked to the top of the bed and took more photographs with her digital camera, the strobing flash turning the room into a disco. She had eyes for no one in the room except the naked Chinese lying on his back and decorated by a rusty film of dried blood. The forensics team leader, an Aryan crew cut named Klein, said, “We’re still trying to figure cause of death, but it looks like he was”-Klein paused momentarily for the appropriate comedic timing-“dismembered.”
Ryker understood only too well that humor at a grisly crime scene was essential. A well-timed joke could often stop a stomach from heaving and spilling its contents, adding to the disgust. He found himself chuckling and welcomed the emotional release, even if it was the diametrical opposite of what he felt at that exact moment.
The other forensics guy had his toolbox-cum-chemical lab open on a table. He saw he had Ryker’s attention and said, “There’s semen trace on his stomach. Looks like he came just before his assailant cut it off. And there’s trace in his mouth, too.”
“Is the semen in his mouth his own, or someone else’s?” Ryker asked, even as his brain, paralyzed by the sight of a dead man apparently eating his own penis, told him it was too soon for results to be available.
“Samples are on their way to the lab by courier.”
“Too bad it happened last night,” Klein said. “If we’d gotten here within 30 minutes of ejaculation we could have put the two semen groups together on a slide. That would have told us whether they were exclusive.” He bent his arms at the elbows and made the motions of flapping wings, grinning all the while.
Ryker nodded; he’d seen the training film, dubbed “Cock Fighting” by the forensics fraternity. He knew the case’s history. A female student had been attacked on her way back to her dorm and raped by two men. When semen samples were examined under the microscope they were found to be very much alive-and fighting each other like crazy. Until then Ryker had assumed that semen had one purpose in life and one purpose only, to swim toward and fertilize the female’s egg. But, put those feisty little tadpoles in along with semen from another man and half of them would stop swimming and fight a rearguard action to prevent the egg being fertilized by the competitor.
Klein went on. “I’m estimating time of death at twelve-thirty, give or take sixty minutes. Blood loss would have killed him soon enough. But before it did, this happened.” He pointed a gloved finger to a dark spot directly above the dead man’s heart. “Stab wound. From above, straight down. Slipped between the ribs, smooth as silk, and into the heart. You might call it a surgical strike. Either the knifeman, or the knifewoman, was very lucky not to have the blade turned by a rib-or they knew exactly what they were doing.”
Ryker examined the chest and stomach. “Just one puncture?”
“That’s affirmative,” Klein said. “There’s severe bruising around the wound, caused by the hilt impacting the flesh. Bam! Like Travolta and Uma Thurman, you know? We only have to insert a measurement probe into the hole to discover the exact length of the blade.”
“Do that,” Ryker said. He looked for Chee Wei and found him standing over by a window, looking out across the sprawling city, his back to the crime scene. Ryker joined him. He rarely got to see San Francisco from such a vantage point. Sometimes he forgot just how beautiful his adopted city was.
“I assumed, you know, this was some bi or gay thing,” Chee Wei said. “I didn’t consider the possibility that his own semen might have found its way into his mouth from his penis.”
“Just adds to the charm, don’t it?” Ryker said. “What else do we know about him.”
“Got his name from the register. It’s Danny Lin.”
He couldn’t have surprised Ryker more if he’d put on a clown’s nose and started dancing around the room. Danny Lin, aka Lin Dan, aka the son of James Lin, multi millionaire Chinese industrialist and personal friend of at least two United States Senators.
Ryker looked closely at the dead man on the bed and finally recognized him. The pale, bloated features had fooled him.
“Thought that would get your attention,” Chee Wei said. “Didn’t you have some kind of-” He broke off in response to Ryker’s stare, and held up both hands, palms outward.
Klein came up behind them and said, “We’d put Kyung on the suspects list but she has a solid alibi, she was working last night.” He meant the Korean girl. She’d moved round to this side of the bed and was close enough to have heard Klein, but if she did then she gave no sign.
“You’ve used up your funny allowance for the month,” Ryker said, perhaps too sharply. “Have you found the weapon?”
Klein frowned, suddenly serious. “No, but I’ll tell you this. We’re talking a damn sharp blade. It went through the guy’s dick like a laser beam. Perfect cut, absolutely no tearing or bruising.” He made a horizontal chopping motion with his hand. “With knife wounds, usually you can tell if it’s left-to-right or right-to-left. Not this time. Cross-section’s the cleanest I’ve seen. A machine couldn’t have done a better job.”
“It couldn’t have been a machine,” Chee Wei said. “The Three Laws clearly state that a machine can’t harm your dick, or through inaction allow your dick to come to harm.”
Klein laughed but Ryker rolled his eyes at such intellectual humor, and went to speak with the Korean forensics girl. She’d taken shots from every possible angle. Now she displayed them in batches of 12 on her camera’s 3.5-inch LCD, tilting it so Ryker could see. “What resolution?” he asked.
“Twelve megapixels, and it’s got a ten-by zoom,” Kyung said. “Not to mention a whole range of light enhancement settings. Which is how come I noticed this.” She expanded one of the thumbnails and indicated the wall section behind and above the bed. The writing was barely visible to the naked eye because of the natural shadows cast by bright daylight falling onto the floor beside the bed.
“Can you read it?”
Kyung shook her head. “Nah, I’m an American. It’s probably Chinese.”
They both looked at Chee Wei. He joined them and Ryker indicated the camera, then the wall. Kyung manipulated controls with her thumb so the characters painted on the wall in blood expanded to fill the display. Chee Wei’s eyes widened.
“Are they Chinese?” Ryker prompted him.
“Is the Pope Catholic? Sure they’re Chinese. Bu zhan bu he.” He frowned, then repeated the sounds, “Bu zhan bu he.”
“Is that somebody’s name?”
“What? No, no, it’s something, I’m trying to remember where I might have heard it before. It means, eh, it means no war, no peace. Bu zhan bu he. No war, no peace.”
“Does that have any special meaning in Chinese?”
Chee Wei thought about. “Not that I know of.”
Ryker looked at Kyung, who shrugged and moved away to talk to the forensics guy with the toolbox. She glanced back over her shoulder and caught Ryker looking at her butt. He pretended to have something in his eye even though he knew he wasn’t fooling her for an instant. Feeling like a dumb schoolboy, he turned to Chee Wei.
“Okay. The victim lost his cherry around twelve-thirty. Who found him, and when?”
Chee Wei didn’t even consult his notebook. “Room service got here at eight-thirty, breakfast trolley and wake-up call rolled into one. Knocked on the door, didn’t get an answer, used his pass key. He called the day manager using the room phone, the manager called nine-one-one. Uniforms arrived at eight-forty-seven and sealed off the floor. The night manager is on his way back in, but when I talked to him on his cell phone he didn’t know a damn thing about this. The room service logbook doesn’t list this suite after nine p.m., at which time Mr. Lin called down to order breakfast from the Chinese menu, to be delivered this morning promptly at eight-thirty. If he had company with him, I guess they brought their own wine and food.”
“Or maybe he intended to order food after he had sex,” Ryker suggested. “Only he didn’t get that far.”
“Makes sense. Need to show you something.” Chee Wei headed for a door that led to a luxurious marble-tiled bathroom the size of Ryker’s apartment. The bath could have held a football team. Chee Wei indicated the wash basin. Ryker didn’t know what he was supposed to be looking for, but then the light caught something in the drain plughole. He bent down and moved over to the other side so he could see it more clearly.
“We need a plumber,” Ryker said.
“On his way. I’ll have him take out the pipe and put a bucket underneath. We’ll flush it down.”
Ryker straightened and nodded; Chee Wei had everything covered, as usual. Feeling superfluous and twenty years too old, Ryker said, “You know, I miss the good old days. You’re too young to remember, but once upon a time the only people who wore earrings, were women.” He wanted to rip the sink apart and get his hands on whatever was down there. It looked like a stud diamond set in silver but maybe he wasn’t seeing all of it.
“Whoever dropped it didn’t stick around to call a plumber, that’s for sure. They were in a hurry.” Chee Wei frowned. “Now, if it belongs to the murderer, he or she would have tried to retrieve it, or flush it away so no one would ever find what might be a telling piece of evidence. But… and forgive my presumption… if the owner wasn’t concerned with leaving trace and hoped she might be able to return at some time in the future to pick it up…?”
Ryker noticed how Chee Wei had assigned the unknown earring owner a sex, following Ryker’s thoughts exactly. “Take it one step further. How would she get access to this place?”
“Hotel staff. Cleaning staff. Maintenance.”
“If our plumber turns out to be a girl, slap cuffs on her and hold her on suspicion.”
They both looked back over their shoulders as a huge shadow filled the doorway. The guy wore coveralls and carried a toolbox and a plunger. He must have weighed 300 pounds. He looked from Ryker to Chee Wei and said, “Someone report a blocked sink?”

Chee Wei negotiated the mid-morning traffic in silence, giving Ryker a chance to think about the Lin family and in particular James Lin, father of the deceased. James Lin owned shipping, electronics, real estate. He had ties with several influential U.S. Senators eager to broaden profitable trade links with China, the growing economic and industrial giant that was gearing up to take over the world. Ryker had also heard through the private grapevine that James Lin had ties to various criminal figures, both in the U.S. and Asia. That didn’t concern Ryker. What did concern him, and still irritated him greatly, were the events of six months ago.
An actress named Shannon Young had died at a party thrown by Danny Lin for some big shot friends of his up from L.A. for the weekend. The strikingly beautiful blonde had the bad manners to overdose in her host’s bathroom. The coroner’s report said the heroin she’d injected into her veins was almost pure, which suggested that someone who didn’t know what the hell they were doing had supplied the gear. The finger of suspicion didn’t just point at Danny Lin, it shoved itself all the way up his ass and tickled his prostate.
Ryker had disliked Lin instantly, not because of his father’s wealth or even because of his unconcealed arrogance and his general contempt for Westerners, which was simply part of the Chinese makeup. No, it was because Danny Lin regarded Shannon Young as nothing more than an unpleasant smell that was stinking up his bathroom. He didn’t care that she’d died, he just wanted her removed and the place cleaned up so his party could continue. For this reason alone Ryker had intended to make things as unpleasant for Danny Lin as possible, starting with a very public arrest, and not forgetting his partying friends, not a single one of whom claimed to know the dead girl.
But suddenly the order had come down from above like a blazing meteor, commanding all concerned to regard Sharon Young’s death as an accidental misadventure, with no one to blame except herself. As if that wasn’t bad enough, twenty-four hours later Ryker had been bewildered to read an addendum to the crime scene report detailing how substance traces had been found in her purse and in her Mercedes, intimating that she had brought her own heroin to the party. When Ryker queried this anomaly his own captain told him bluntly to stop asking damn fool questions and let it go, the case was closed. It was obvious as all hell that James Lin had used his power to derail the investigation. Equally obvious was the fact that no one could do a damn thing about it.
Which brought them to the present. What steps would James Lin take to cover up the manner in which his son had died? Ryker could well imagine. A single phone call to the mayor’s office, or perhaps even the governor’s office, and Ryker and his people would be pulled off this case too. A special team would be brought in, part investigator, part diplomatic mission. For Christ’s sake don’t piss off the mega-rich Chinese businessman. What could Ryker do about it? Absolutely nothing, but until he received the order to abandon ship he intended to operate the pumps to the best of his ability. And if his actions somehow pissed James Lin off just a little bit then he felt he would have earned this month’s pay. Which was why he and Chee Wei had passed Japantown and Pacific Heights and were heading along California Street on their way to the Sea Cliff District, to Danny Lin’s house overlooking the beach and the Pacific Ocean. A subtle telephone inquiry had confirmed that Mrs. Valerie Lin was home. Not only had she agreed to see Ryker, she had also accepted his unwillingness to discuss the matter in detail over the phone, which Ryker thought must make her the most incurious woman in the city. He intended to find out why.
His cell phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number but accepted the call. “Ryker.”
“This is Sandra Raymond.” It took Ryker all of three seconds to remember the detective working hotel reception so she could keep an eye on everyone coming and going. Whose idea was that anyway, hers? He wondered whether her bed skills matched her cleverness. “You wanted to know about an earring?” She sounded uncertain, probably because Ryker was taking so long to respond.
“Yes. What about it?” The plumber had removed the wash basin pipe and caught the diamond stud as it fell out. It was on its way to the forensics lab together with other evidence from the Taipan Suite, but first Ryker had showed it to a jeweler in the hotel mall who’d given the single piece a four-figure value, and estimated the matching pair would have cost no less than thirty thousand dollars. The jeweler had similar merchandise but was certain these earrings hadn’t come from his store.
“Kyung printed a picture,” Sandra Raymond said. “We’ve been showing it round. Bingo, one of the room maids remembered seeing earrings just like these.”
“Time and place,” Ryker demanded, prompting Chee Wei to glance at him.
“The maid was working the 37th and 38th floors within an hour of our murder. Sheer luck we got hold of her, she’s covering early shift for a friend whose daughter’s getting married today. She describes a Chinese woman, twenties, tall, film star looks. Could have been around the Taipan Suite elevator. Mulholland’s got his laptop, they’re putting together an identikit.”
Breaks like this came only rarely; Ryker had learned to appreciate them as little acts of God. “Wire it to me as soon as they’ve got something. We’re on course for the vic’s wife.”
“Okay. Anything else?”
“You’ve done enough. Take the rest of the month off, hop a plane to Hawaii and charge it to the department.” She laughed out loud before Ryker disconnected. He slipped his phone back into his pocket and told Chee Wei, “Some maid remembered seeing the earring. And the good-looking Chinese woman who wore it.”
Chee Wei grinned. “Shouldn’t take too long to interview every hooker in San Francisco. One of them is bound to confess.”
“Think about it for a minute,” Ryker said. “Put yourself in Danny Lin’s shoes.”
“Hey, no thanks, I like my dick just where it is, attached to the rest of me.”
“You’ve booked one of the most luxurious-and expensive-suites at the grandest hotel in town. Why? You’re not going to breeze through Chinatown and hope you pick up some street hooker on the way there.”
“I’m not?”
“No you’re not, because you’ve already arranged a very special night with your mistress.”
Chee Wei laughed. “Oh come on. Quick, Watson, a Hansom cab! I’ve solved the case!”
“Would you give a pair of thirty-thousand dollar earrings to a one-night stand?”
“Depends how good she is. Okay, maybe not. Maybe you’re onto something. So maybe someone knows who Lin Dan’s mistress is. I’ll shake a couple of trees, see what falls out. Hey, the wife finds out about the mistress. Gets a little pissed. Takes a kitchen knife to the hotel and, zzzziiittt.” His hand slashed the air, complementing the sound effect.
“Klein said it was a damn sharp knife.”
“Twenty bucks and postage’ll get you a boxed set of ninja steak knives.”
Remembering Klein’s statement, Ryker wasn’t at all sure whether the Shopping Channel had supplied the hardware that had separated Danny Lin from his manhood, but he let it go for the moment as Chee Wei’s portable navigation system instructed them to take the next turn, and they moved down among the big, rich houses that comprised Sea Cliff District. Chee Wei’s fascination with modern electronics had compelled him to spend good money on a state of the art journey planner, a combination satellite-fed Global Positioning System and street map that boasted details of every city, town, street, “points of interest” and ATM in the United States and Canada. Ryker was duly impressed but given that Chee Wei hadn’t set foot outside of San Francisco in ten years the gizmo seemed like a waste of money that could have better spent on his other interests, gambling and hot women. Then again, money was the last of Chee Wei’s concerns. His parents owned a profitable restaurant and worked their asses off eighteen hours a day for the sole purpose of accumulating wealth for their number one son. It didn’t seem to concern them that Chee Wei would rather wear a shield than an apron and had no interest in their endeavors; the Chinese family dynamic was all that mattered to them.
“My parents are pissed with me,” Chee Wei said at that moment, surprising Ryker, who wondered whether some kind of telepathy was at work. “I mean, what era do they think we’re living in, the 1920s?”
Ryker had no idea what Chee Wei was talking about so he contented himself with admiring the packed mansions on either side of the car as it crawled along the street, headed for Danny Lin’s humble abode.
“It’s like they think I’m still a kid who can’t decide things for himself.”
“How many guesses do I get?” Ryker said. He pointed at a house half-hidden behind a high wall with overhanging trees. Chee Wei nodded and pulled in just past the driveway, occupied by a Range Rover SUV and a gleaming black Audi A8 with tinted windows. They got out and climbed the winding rock bordered path that led up to the front door. Ryker noted a carefully sculpted ornamental pond filled with fish that glinted silver and gold, which he was sure hadn’t been there the last time he’d had occasion to visit. A stooped, white-haired Asian man tended a patch of garden ablaze with warm colors.
“So who is she?” Ryker asked, arriving at the door. He thumbed the button and listened for a noise within the house, but didn’t hear anything. He wondered if the doorbell was broken and looked around for the old Chinese gardener, but he was gone. Maybe he was stealing the hubcaps off the department Crown Vic.
Chee Wei made a sour face. “I don’t know. We were betrothed when I was five years old. My mother waved the contract under my nose as if it was some kind of legal document I’d signed. Twenty two years later, I’m supposed to marry this total stranger from another country. She’s mainland Chinese, from Guangzhou, they still go in for that stuff.”
“Maybe she’s rich,” Ryker said. “Maybe she’s good looking. You should find out.”
“Did I ever tell you I’m allergic to marriage?”
Ryker cupped his hands around his eyes and peered through the glass. A shadow moved inside the hall, coming closer, resolving itself into someone wearing a maid’s uniform. “You just haven’t met the right girl yet,” Ryker said. The maid stopped as a second shadow appeared. Something was said; the maid turned and went away.
“Oh, so you’d recommend the institution, would you?”
It was Ryker’s turn to make a sour face just as a lock clicked and the front door opened. The most gorgeous Chinese woman he’d ever met stared at him, her delicate brows coming together to form a frown that did nothing to detract from her looks. Ryker fumbled for his badge while thinking, Danny Lin was seeing other women instead of coming home to this? He found the concept difficult to believe. His badge eluded his questing fingers and he had to open his jacket wide to show it to her, at the same time exposing his Glock 17 riding in its armpit holster. Her gaze flashed to the weapon and he immediately felt like a jackass.
“I presume you’re the policeman who telephoned earlier,” she said, her English perfect and her accent almost nonexistent, the result no doubt of expensive classes. He understood that many Chinese businessmen insisted their wives learn to speak fluent American English and lose all trace of the “old country” lest they be thought rustic. “I’m Valerie Lin.”
“I’m Detective Sergeant Hal Ryker, S.F.P.D. This is Detective Fong Chee Wei. I hope I didn’t alarm you.” Was she smiling or was that just wishful thinking on his part?
“Not at all. Won’t you please come in?” She stood aside, inviting him to enter.
“Thank you.”
“Mrs. Lin,” Chee Wei said, just as Ryker began to move forward. “Wouldn’t you like to know why we’re here?”
Her expression didn’t change. “I presume you’re just about to tell me.”
She led them along the hallway and into a lounge that instantly reminded Ryker of the Taipan Suite. The scale was much reduced but the decor, including hand painted silk screens and jade carvings and statuettes, added up to an impressive collection that could have graced a museum. Among this moved the slim figure of Mrs. Lin Dan, widow, dressed in dark slacks and a cream silk blouse, her black hair twisted up and held in place by a silver filigree clasp. Her earrings were twin pearls, simple but effective. Ryker supposed it would have be too easy to have found her wearing only one diamond earring, the mate of the earring Danny Lin’s killer had left behind. But part of him had lived in hope….
She sat down and invited them to sit facing her on a couch. The maid who’d almost answered the door appeared. Ryker guessed she must be in her fifties, though it was hard to tell. “Will you take tea, or coffee?” Valerie Lin asked. She exuded imperturbable calm.
“This isn’t a social call, Mrs. Lin,” Ryker said.
She dismissed the maid with the smallest of gestures. “Very well. Then let’s get down to business, shall we? What has my husband done, detective, and how much will it cost to make it go away?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’ll write you a check. Or would you prefer cash? That may have to wait until tomorrow.”
“Mrs. Lin, when did you last talk to your husband?”
“Oh, that would be, sometime in 1997, I think.” She turned her head so she was looking out the window, lost in her own thoughts. Rain clouds had gathered out in the bay and seemed to be moving closer to land. “Yes, I remember the occasion. It was his brother’s wedding. Everyone had moved out into the garden. I was having a conversation with some of the other wives. We were all so very happy to be there.” Her lips twitched. “We don’t get out much, you see. We were discussing how beautiful the bride’s dress looked when my husband pushed through the crowd and berated me for talking too much.”
The silence stretched over a dozen heartbeats. Ryker exchanged glances with Chee Wei whose eyebrow rose a millimeter. Taking a deep breath, Ryker said, “Mrs. Lin, do you happen to know where your husband was last night?”
“I have no idea. I knew he was in town but I didn’t know where. Or with whom. I realize that must sound awful. You must understand, my husband answers to no one except himself. And to his father in business matters, of course.”
“Your husband rented a suite at the Mandarin.”
“Is that a crime? He is a sophisticated man with expensive tastes.”
“He was not alone.”
“Are you determined to shame me, Detective?”
“What I am determined to do, Mrs. Lin, is find out who murdered him.”
Heavy raindrops spattered the window. The sudden clatter made her flinch visibly. Her face looked terribly pale. Water ran down the window in rivulets as she clasped her hands on her lap, the tightly clenched fingers turning white and pink with pressure. In that frozen moment of time Ryker knew beyond all shadow of doubt that Valerie Lin had not murdered her husband. The rain washed away his suspicions and replaced them with a profound sympathy that manifested itself as a desire to move to her and take her hands in his and apologize for bringing such grief to her door. His mental turmoil sent confused signals to his groin which began swelling immediately, much to his embarrassment. He wanted to laugh out loud just to gain the relief such an outpouring of emotion would offer him. He leaned forward, placed his elbows near his knees and clasped his own hands, hoping that this perfectly natural posture would conceal his erection which over the space of only seconds had grown steel hard. He made a mental resolution there and then to masturbate at least twice every morning from now on before leaving for work. And twice more during the day. That would be easy-all he’d have to do was think about Valerie Lin with her tiny breasts, narrow waist and inviting hips with a black triangle marking the entrance to Heaven.
“Mrs. Lin,” Chee Wei said. “This is just a formality, you understand, but we must ask if there are any witnesses-family, friends, employees-who will be able to attest to your whereabouts around midnight last night.”
She didn’t appear to hear him. Chee Wei opened his mouth to speak again but Ryker gave a little shake of his head. They waited. Ryker sucked in long, deep breaths and tried to calm himself, willing his erection to go down. With primitive cunning his penis has slipped down one leg of his boxers before swelling to strain up against the material of his pants leg, like some monstrous leviathan rising from the deep. Moving his left forearm to either side would reveal his rigid manhood. How would Valerie Lin react? He imagined her eyes widening in shock. Ryker bowed his head, trying not to giggle. For Christ’s sake, focus! The thought that he’d probably tell Chee Wei about this on their way back to the station house only made matters worse. His stomach muscles trembled in anticipation of a mighty guffaw that he simply could not allow. He concentrated on the implications of such unprofessional behavior. James Lin would undoubtedly learn of it. Shortly thereafter, Ryker would be summoned to Captain Jericho’s office and thrown across the big oak desk for the butt-fucking of a lifetime.
That did it-the leviathan groaned, rolled over and descended back into the inky ocean depths. He began to relax, then realized Valerie Lin was looking directly at him. Did she know? Or had she said something, only he was too lost in his juvenile fantasy to hear? He chose a neutral gambit-“I’m sorry, Mrs. Lin….”-and deliberately allowed his voice to trail off. She could interpret it one of several ways: I’m sorry for your loss. Could you say that again please? Someone chopped off your husband’s penis, stuffed it into his mouth, then stabbed him through the heart.
“My housekeeper should be able to verify… I did not leave the house. I also made a telephone call, to my sister-in-law. We talked for some time. That must have been around….” She shook her head, sighed, then shook her head again. “Does my father-in-law know? Have you told Lin Yubo?”
“We thought we should break the bad news to you first, Mrs. Lin.”
Something changed in her. Ryker couldn’t quite put his finger on it but the temperature of the air between them dropped a couple of degrees. “You don’t know who murdered my husband,” she said. “You came here to judge my reaction. You suspect I may be responsible.”
“Those are exactly our reasons for being here, Mrs. Lin.” She blinked in surprise at his unexpected candor but Ryker saw no reason to sugar coat it. “The first thing we do when someone’s husband suffers an unnatural death is call on the wife. Ten will get you twenty that she did it, or knows something about it. My first impressions of you are favorable. I don’t believe you murdered your husband. That doesn’t mean you’re automatically dismissed from the list of suspects. But if you let us talk to your housekeeper and your sister-in-law, and if what you just told us checks out, we won’t bother you again unless we absolutely have to.”
Chee Wei looked bemused, which was fair indication of how far Ryker had crossed over the line. But he wasn’t a robot any more than Chee Wei was a virgin. He was also on totally unfamiliar ground. Valerie Lin spoke good English but was, first and foremost, Chinese. Was he supposed to break the news as he would to an American wife whose American husband had been found dead? Or was he doing the right thing by laying all his cards on the table? Would she take this as it was intended, as a gesture of respect, or would she take insult instead? He held his breath and waited, only too aware of the risks involved.
“Thank you, detective,” she said at last. “For being so honest.”
He inclined his head, a quarter-bow rather than a mere nod.
“My sister-in-law is in China,” she said. “She lives in Shanghai.”
Ryker knew that Chee Wei would have the telephone company records pulled and Valerie Lin’s claim either verified or refuted within the hour. These days all calls going through the international switchboards were electronically recorded as a matter of course and scanned for keywords that might reveal terrorism at work, before being compressed and copied to permanent storage media. Cooperation between Homeland Security and every police department across the country was at an all-time high, and an official request for access to a particular data stream was likely to be granted without question.
“I’ll go talk to the housekeeper,” Chee Wei said. He got up and left the room. Ryker immediately felt awkward at being left alone in the presence of this beautiful woman who had captivated him from the instant she opened the front door, and who made him feel like a schoolboy caught up in the first stomach churning blossom of puppy love.
“Are you from Shanghai, Mrs. Lin?” he asked, feeling the need to make polite conversation that would put her at ease.
“I lived there soon after we were married, before we moved to San Francisco, but I am from Chongqing. Are you familiar with China, detective?”
“A little. Just enough to know Chongqing is a long way from Shanghai.”
“Most people don’t even know that much.”
“I was only a kid when the Bruce Lee thing hit the States like a whirlwind, but it left a lasting impression. Kung Fu schools were springing up everywhere. I became a student so I could learn how to beat up entire roomfuls of Japanese karateka. It didn’t quite work out that way, but my teacher was an elderly Chinese who introduced his pupils not only to the martial arts, but also to the history and traditions of his country. His family was from Wuhan Province. His name was Chen.”
“You surprise me. Truthfully, I didn’t think any Americans cared enough to learn about China. I once met a woman, the wife of one of my husband’s American business associates, who thought Japan and China were….” Her words became a convulsive gasp. She covered her face with her hands and closed her eyes. Ryker looked away, not wishing to embarrass her. She sobbed once, just once, and then she said, “I apologize for my unseemly behavior.” When he looked at her she was perfectly composed.
He wanted to tell her it was okay, he understood and sympathized, but again that would probably embarrass her so instead he said, “May I ask your advice? On the matter of your father-in-law. As far as I know, he is unaware of your husband’s death. Would he-would you-prefer it came from us? I don’t know how your family works. I will be the one who tells him. It’s my duty. But, if you would prefer to convey the news, if it would, I don’t know, gain him, or you, some measure of release? Rather than coming from a stranger. Please forgive me if I’m being too presumptuous.”
“Your concern is greatly appreciated, detective. Thank you. Truly. But… if I am being honest… I do not relish the thought of telling my father-in-law that he must bear the pain of loss for his second son. Coming so soon. I would much rather… if it is not too much to ask… I would much rather it came from you.” She rose with fluid grace and moved to the window. There she stood with her back to him and her arms wrapped around her own body as if for comfort, her white knuckled hands visible, the fingers pressing into the fabric of her blouse. If ever there was a perfect moment for him to go to her and take her in his arms and tell her she would never again have to worry about anything for as long as he lived, this was it. A hard pulse beat in his own throat and surf waves crashed inside his ears as he actually contemplated implementing this insane physical action that would destroy his career and probably his life. Such was the power this woman had over him and she didn’t even know it.
The bubble popped when Chee Wei appeared in the doorway, flipping his notebook shut. He slipped it inside his jacket along with his pen, and nodded when Ryker threw him a curious look.
Ryker reluctantly got up. “Thank you, Mrs. Lin. If we need to speak to you again, we’ll call first. I’m very sorry for your loss.”
She didn’t answer or turn from the window. The rain had stopped, only a brief shower, leaving the garden gleaming and fresh. Chee Wei turned to leave but Ryker stopped halfway to the door, a sudden thought having surfaced.
“Mrs. Lin. If I were to say, ‘No war, no peace,’ would that mean anything to you?”
For a moment he wasn’t sure whether she’d heard him or not. Chee Wei was watching her too, looking for some gesture or change in body posture that might reveal knowledge. But all she did was shake her head, the slightest of movements. Ryker realized she was watching his reflection in the window glass. He forced himself to stop drinking in every line and curve of her body, and followed Chee Wei out. Leaving her alone with her grief made him feel nauseous.
The maid, or housekeeper, opened the door for them and bade them farewell with a tight smile. Ryker and Chee Wei made their way back to the car. But as they neared the end of the path something made Ryker stop and turn and look back at the house.
He couldn’t see Valerie Lin at the living room window, not that he thought she was responsible for the unsettling feeling that had literally sent a shiver up his spine. His eyes searched the trees and, among the shadows, he found the white-haired gardener they’d seen on the way in. The old man stood motionless, his hands folded within his jacket sleeves. Ryker didn’t know what to make of it.
Chee Wei said, “If that’s how they build them in Guangzhou, maybe this arranged marriage bullshit won’t turn out so bad after all.” He unlocked the car with his remote. “Yeah, right, what are the chances? Her nickname’s probably Elephant Butt.” He climbed in behind the wheel. Ryker studied the gardener for a moment longer, then walked to the car and climbed in the passenger side, still feeling strange about what had happened.
“Yeah, four hundred pounds of blubber. I’d lose my dick in the folds of her fat,” Chee Wei continued. He turned the key, started the engine. “The housekeeper says they had a quiet night in. Watched some Chinese soaps on satellite TV, then went to bed around ten-thirty. Then they had their nightly lesbian fest. Mrs. Lin got hers first. The housekeeper says she likes it rough, right up to the elbow. She squeals like a pig when she comes. Hey, you listening?”
Ryker was listening but with only half an ear. He was thinking back to the night Shannon Young had died in this very house. Valerie Lin had been out of town. Ryker didn’t recall seeing the housekeeper then either, or the gardener. Were they employees or family? Did they travel with her? He knew someone must have checked it out, just as he and Chee Wei were checking on Valerie Lin’s whereabouts around midnight last night. Maybe the records still existed. Or had James Lin conspired to have them erased, as he’d so easily erased the minor problem of his son being charged with supplying tainted drugs that led to Shannon Young’s overdose?
“So I’m guessing you’re thinking about Mrs. Lin. Maybe she’s just your type. Maybe you’ll get the chance to talk to her again. Who knows where it might lead? A quiet dinner for two. Touching knees under the table. An electric spark. An invitation back here for a night cap. With any luck her husband’s slippers will fit. Maybe his robe and his pajamas, too.”
“Let’s go talk to James Lin,” Ryker said, and Chee Wei put the Crown Vic into gear.



CHAPTER 4


Tokyo, Japan

The sun was low on the horizon when Manning returned to his apartment in Tokyo’s Minato-ku ward. He had taken a circuitous route home, making several switchbacks and conducting the usual surveillance detection routines he employed out of habit, though he had no indication that the Fujianese had tailed him. And as Minato-ku was full of foreigners like himself, there was little chance they could find him near his home. As most Asians looked alike to Westerners, the reverse was true, though getting an Asian to admit such usually involved nail-pulling and teeth-breaking.
Halfway home, his DoCoMo cell phone chirped; he had received an SMS message. Manning checked the mailbox, and was heartened to see one word: Airborne. Chen Gui and his narcissistic nephew had left Haneda, and were bound for Osaka’s Kansai International. Excellent-step one complete.
Manning’s apartment was in a newer building in Roppongi Heights. His two-bedroom unit was on the 19th floor, which afforded him a grand view of the hellacious Tokyo Tower and all of Minato-ku, something he rarely tired of. It also had an alarm system, which was something he prized.
As always, the apartment was vacant when he entered. Shucking his shoes, he stepped across the ceramic-tiled entry foyer and crossed over into the kitchen, where he acceded to his customary ritual of opening the refrigerator and peering inside. He wanted a beer, but didn’t dare, not if there would be an op later in the night. So he chose a chocolate-flavored soy drink. The cherry wood floors in the living room gleamed as if they were glazed with glass, and his socks made for an uneven gait as he half-walked and half-skated to the leather chair that faced the windows. He lowered himself into it with a sigh, and sipped some of the sweet soy. He checked his watch; Chen Gui would be in Osaka in less than an hour, and his connection would depart 40 minutes after that. So for the moment, Manning was content to sip some soy and look out the windows at the growing night.
He must have dozed off, for the trilling of the cell phone brought him back to a much darker room than the one he thought he’d just entered a short while ago. He checked his watch groggily; hell, it was no doze, it was a full-out power nap. He’d been out for over two hours!
He rose from the chair, kicking over the empty glass, sending it rolling across the throw rug. Manning stooped to pick it up, then headed into the kitchen. He placed the glass in the stainless steel sink and picked up the phone from where he’d left it on the marble countertop.
To Dalian. Call LF. Msg Me Aft 12
Manning pursed his lips and cleared the message. Apparently, Chen Gui was quite worried about the future disposition of his rival, for which Manning couldn’t blame him.
He made the requisite telephone call to Chen Gui’s man in Shanghai, Lin Feng. Their conversation was brief, a verbal shorthand. Lin Feng confirmed he understood what was required of him, and that he would initiate the lengthy process of contacting Boss Tao in Dalian. The call completed, Manning pulled the card Chen Gui had given him from his back pocket, and wondered for a moment just what a young girl was doing handing out business cards to middle-aged Chinese gangsters who couldn’t even help her with her homework.
Chen Gui’s contact to the Fujianese gangland world was a young but world-weary fifteen-year-old girl named Chisako Noguchi. She had her own cell phone and answered almost immediately when Manning called. She was thrilled and delighted to speak with a foreigner, and she was greatly interested to learn how old he was. When he told her he was forty years old, she turned positively gooey with delight.
“I’ve never been with a foreigner before,” she cooed. “A white foreigner-”
“I’m sorry, but Chen Gui would never allow that.”
“Mmm.” There was a pause, and Manning was sure he could hear a television in the background. “Why should you care if he wouldn’t like it? He’s gone, isn’t he?”
“Giri,” Manning answered, using the Japanese word for honor.
She giggled. “You think Chen Gui understands giri? You’re more foreign than he is!”
“Chen Gui tells me you know the movements of the Fujianese snake head.”
“Yes…I’ll be with him at nine tonight.”
“Nine? Aren’t your parents going to be concerned?”
“It’s Friday, and I can stay out until midnight on Friday and Saturday. He’ll be taking me to Lychee tonight…you know it?”
“A karaoke club in Roppongi.” Manning knew it, though he’d never been inside. It wasn’t far from his apartment.
“Yes,” Chisako murmured. “We always leave through the side exit. I’ll send you his picture…” An instant later, Manning’s cell phone trilled.
“Just a moment.” Manning thumbed the menu buttons on his phone, and was rewarded with a photo of a very thin Chinese dressed in an expensive business suit. He had lank hair and oversized glasses which were held in place by an unusually broad nose. Even over the telephone’s small screen, Manning could make out the acne scars. He put the phone back to his ear.
“Got it, thanks.”
“We don’t have sex or anything,” Chisako said quietly on the other side. “Nothing like that. He just holds my hand and likes it when I wear short skirts. Do you like short skirts?”
“Sure. Why not.”
“Would you like to see a picture of me?”
“That’s not nec-” His phone trilled again, and Manning stifled a sigh. “Just a moment.”
He thumbed through the menu again. Chisako was a young, fresh-faced girl with eyes that were as empty and devoid of warmth as a hungry shark’s. Surprisingly straight teeth that were white, hair dyed to a glossy light brown, and smooth skin. A touch of eye makeup heightened the sense of budding exoticness she emanated even from a digital photograph. Manning put the phone back to his ear.
“You’re very lovely. Chen Gui is smitten with you, and I can see why.”
“But I want a white foreigner…” she pouted.
“How many men travel with your-with the Fujianese?”
“Usually only three. Sometimes four. They take two cars…Audi A8s. Black. Very kako ii,” she said, using the Japanese word for “cool.”
“How are they armed?”
“Two of them usually carry guns. They all carry knives, though. Do you like women with hair, or do you prefer them shaved?”
I prefer them legal, Manning didn’t say. He ignored the question and stuck to business.
“You’ll have to find an excuse to leave him. As they’re walking out to the cars. It’s very, very important that you’re not there.”
“I want to see it.” Chisako’s voice was small and suddenly dreamy, and Manning had no trouble picking out the sheer lust riding her voice like a carrier wave. “I’ve never seen men die before… I want to see it. I want to know what it’s like.”
“That’s not at all wise. You could be injured, or even killed yourself.”
“You would shoot me? To get to your target, would you shoot me?” she whispered.
“No. But one of his men might, and that would be a bad thing.”
Chisako sighed. “I’m so wet now,” she murmured.
Manning put his head in his free hand and sighed. “Chen Gui would be very upset with me if you were to be hurt. That can’t happen.”
“Then don’t shoot me,” Chisako said coyly. “The man who opens the car door for him is armed. The one behind us will be armed. Mister Yang is always between them. One tall and thin, the other short and fat. The fat man wants to fuck me, but he’s disgusting and has bad teeth. Do you have good teeth? White teeth?”
“I’ll want you to send me a text message when you’re leaving the club. And you’ll have to get down as quickly as you can,” Manning advised her, knowing in his mind that she wouldn’t. “I’ll need a clear shot at him, but he won’t be the first. The others go first, then him.”
“If he tries to run, I’ll hold onto him.”
“You’ll do nothing of the sort.”
“If you get some of his blood on me, I’ll come. Right there. I won’t wear any panties, and I’ll spread my legs for you so you can see. My manko is lovely, you’ll see for yourself, it’s like a small peach-”
“Noguchi Chisako! Do as I tell you!” Manning snapped in Japanese. “Do as I tell you, and Chen Gui will reward you with anything you desire. Anything. Do you understand me?”
“Hai, wakarimasu,” the girl on the other end of the phone responded. “Will he give you to me, if I ask? Will he reward me that way?”
“Remember what I told you, and do nothing out of the ordinary this evening. If you wish to remain the recipient of Chen Gui’s favoritism, this is a non-negotiable requirement.” Manning disconnected the call and tossed the phone onto the coffee table. He stretched out on the leather couch and regarded the winking lights of Minato-ku outside. He couldn’t believe the conversation he had just had with a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl, of all people.
“My God, Japan is one fucked up place,” he told himself.

Despite the fact that it was a Friday night and the Lychee Karaoke Club was both a new and a happening place, it was situated on the corner of Kaigaken-mae street, which meant Manning could prowl the area without much trouble from the countless bar hostesses and streetwalkers who preyed on gaijin like himself. He found the door that Chisako had told him about, and saw the short alleyway it led into was only tepidly lit. While it would afford him some anonymity, it would also reduce his ability to carry out the act as quickly as he had hoped. He decided it was a fair tradeoff; he’d rather get it over with and risk having to take the time for a few more shots as opposed to standing out in bright light with a gun. Even though he was fast, there was a wealth of pedestrian and vehicular traffic in the area.
There was a Starbucks three doors down. Manning went inside and ordered a tall latte, and then sat in one of two available chairs. He sipped the latte and waited.
At just a few minutes before midnight, his phone trilled. Manning read the display; in hiragana was the message:
coming out now make me wet
Manning pocketed the phone and hurried outside. He entered the alley just as the first man, the fat one Chisako had told him about, stepped out. Loud, raucous music followed him, echoing in the alleyway. Their eyes met, and Manning was overtaken by a sinking feeling.
It was the Fujianese he’d taken out in the men’s room earlier in the day.
He heard Chen Gui’s voice in his head: “Why didn’t you kill him?”
Because my dream of becoming a wealthy fortune teller is officially on the rocks, he thought as the Fujianese facing him drew short. Recognition flashed across his face.
Manning went on automatic. He whipped the suppressed Ruger KMKIII pistol from its shoulder holster. Thumbed off the safety and fired two rounds-clack-clack! — into the man’s face. He collapsed into the arms of the man behind him, who hadn’t seen Manning yet. It wasn’t the mark, Yang; even though Chisako had said he would be between the first and third man, they hadn’t synchronized their formation yet. Manning fired another two shots, and charged toward the door as the two bodies collapsed.
Manning stepped into the doorway and came face-to-face with Chisako, her eyes wide and bright, her face flushing with unmistakable ardor at what she had just witnessed. Behind her, the older Fujianese, Yang, backpedaled right into his third and last remaining bodyguard.
Manning fired right over Chisako’s head. She squealed in delight as the.22 clicked and spat its small gout of fire from the end of the suppressor. Yang took both rounds in the right eye, and he crumpled against the man behind him. Manning glimpsed a stainless steel-plated Browning Pro-9 as the guard frantically tried to shrug off his boss’s body, now concerned only for his own safety. It was too late for him. Manning advanced and snapped off another two rounds. One bullet caught the man in the left eye, while second plowed through the bridge of his nose.
There was more movement behind the last man, and Manning caught a glimpse of bright, shiny blond hair. One of the club’s hostesses stared at Manning through the pale light of the hallway. Light that was too bright for him to trust his identity was known only to the dead.
“Gomen nasai,” he said, his voice barely audible above the karaoke music. The hostess started to scream, but had barely drawn enough air into her lungs when Manning’s last two rounds penetrated her skull and broke apart, turning her brain into something more akin to lifeless oatmeal than a sophisticated bundle of nerves, neurons, chemicals, and pathways that together served as the human brain.
“Oh yes,” Chisako murmured from behind him. “Oh, so unexpected, so beautiful!”
Manning turned and headed for the door behind her. “Get out of here,” he hissed.
Chisako grabbed his hand and shoved it between her legs. He momentarily felt the wet heat of her sex, his fingertips grazing her swollen vaginal lips, the palm of his hand brushing the silkiness of her shaven mound.
“I’m so wet, look what you’ve done to me!” she gasped. “Take me with you-take me with you and fuck me!”
“Get the hell out of here!” Manning snatched his hand out from between her thighs and shoved her against the wall. “Go on!”
Chisako only smiled slavishly, head lolling, eyes on the corpse of her Fujianese benefactor, blood pooling on the rubber matting on the floor, leaking from the wounds in his head. Her right hand darted between her thighs, raising her plaid skirt; she cried out as she immediately broke out in a shuddering climax.
Manning fled, replacing his gun in its holster. So far, his actions had attracted no interest; no one even turned toward the alleyway. Keeping his head down, Manning stepped out into the pedestrian traffic. After a block, he hailed a taxi and gave him the address of a small coffee shop on a narrow street a mile away. From there, he would walk a circuitous route to the parking garage in Shibuya where he had left the Friendee.
Chen Gui had his revenge, and his territory returned to him.
Jerome Manning would soon have two hundred thousand dollars to play with.
But it would be years until he forgot the hostess. If ever.

“Moshi-moshi.” Ryoko’s voice was smoky and subdued, even though Manning knew she hadn’t gotten out of bed until at least three o’clock that afternoon. She hadn’t even been awake for ten hours.
“Ryoko-chan. Are you alone?”
“Hai. I didn’t go out tonight. Where are you?”
“Downstairs.”
“A few moments, please.”
The line went dead. Manning flipped his phone closed and plugged it into the charger in the Friendee’s console. He sat in the idling van and listened to Kaori Natori’s KaoRhythmixx program on 76.1 FM. Overhead, the night skies grew cloudy; rain was in forecast, and the clouds consumed the stars before Manning’s eyes. It was fitting, a perfect mirror of his mood. Both the night and his frame of mind were one: dark, brooding, relentless, and seething.
A car trundled past, rap music blaring-Japanese rap music, which almost always made Manning crack up. Tonight it did nothing for him, couldn’t even begin to chip away at the mantle of depression and self-loathing that encased his soul. For the thousandth time, he wondered how he had wound up so far off course, his morality compass spinning like a runaway gyro. He feared for his humanity; at times like this, the reasons he did what he did seemed distant and cold and small, like the love of the dispassionate God he had once prayed to. If there was a road to salvation, he was certain he would be forbidden to travel it. It did not sadden him, but knowing this was what was allotted for him occasionally made him angry. And as time wore on, he found he merely existed on two emotions: anger and depression. No, that wasn’t entirely right; most of the time he was just as hollow as an empty bottle of beer forgotten on a shelf, doing nothing more than gathering dust.
The dome lights snapped on as the passenger door opened, and Manning stirred from his dark reverie, watching as Ryoko Mitake climbed into the Friendee, her face composed, her lovely features accentuated by only the slightest touches of makeup. She was dressed in a black skirt, broad white belt, and a black sweater over a thin white T-shirt that exposed her taut midriff. She took Manning’s hand as she claimed the passenger seat and slammed the door shut. She smiled at him wanly, and it was a beautiful sight. The dome lights dimmed out, leaving them in darkness save for the glow of the dashboard lights and the actinic glare of the nearby streetlight.
“You look stressed,” she said in her near-perfect English. “You were working tonight, I take it?”
“Yes.”
“The karaoke club? It’s on the news.”
Manning hesitated. “Yes.”
Ryoko nodded after a moment and looked out the windshield. Her profile was visible in the soft green light coming from the Friendee’s dash.
“I’ll make you whole again,” she said.

Their relationship was both simple and complex. Simple in that Ryoko was a girl Manning had met in Shibuya almost two years ago while shopping for a new laptop. She had been working in the store in which he was shopping, and her excellent English trumped his then-faltering Japanese, and a sale was made. While no stranger to Japan even then, Manning had very few personal contacts; he had managed to capture her interest, even though she was a kogaryu, or kogal, that particular subculture in Japan consisting of young women who are predisposed to incessant consumerism. Manning nevertheless found her to be fetching enough to ask her to join him for a cup of coffee. So they met the next day at the famed Hachiko statue in Shibuya, and had a coffee at the Starbucks near the Shibuya train station. They discussed the various facets of American and Japanese lifestyles while watching the sukuranburu kMsaten, or “pedestrian scramble” play out across the intersection below, long regarded as the world’s busiest. Counter to kogal stereotype, Manning found that Ryoko was well-educated and quite intelligent, and had no problems working for her money. But she sensed the loneliness in Manning; while she wasn’t averse to working, nor was she averse to accepting handouts. Manning obliged, and he found he had inadvertently stepped into a grown-up version of enjo kMsai, the only exception being that Ryoko was already 22 years old. He made it plain to her that he would consider the arrangement on a trial basis, and provided her with a little over $1,000 in spending money.
It was, after all, one way to get laid in Japan. And in a nation where a small cup of coffee cost ten dollars, no method for generating revenue was unthinkable.
But as there was more to his story, there was more to hers as well, which made it all very complex. Not long before meeting Manning, she had been “scouted” by a “movie producer” who was interested in Ryoko’s natural good looks…and trim, breasty body, of which she was rightfully proud. The “movie producer” was of course a pornographer who promised her fame and riches. At the time, Ryoko was intensely interested in both, especially since most of her friends were content to spend their time shopping while sponging off their parents. Ryoko’s family had raised her with an understanding of personal accountability, and while they would most certainly have disagreed with her potential career choice, they would have no problems with her making her own money.
Ryoko took the job, and was reborn in Japan’s adult video industry as Sugimoto Ai. She had finished her first production the day before meeting Manning, and while aspects of it disgusted her, there was a part of the process which interested her deeply-namely, the production and distribution of filmed entertainment. And the?550,000 she made for seven hours work was something she deemed worthwhile, as well.
She kept this secret from Manning for two weeks, though as a healthy gaijin with a stronger-than-average sex drive and a genuine curiosity about all things Japanese, it would be only a matter of time until he found out. Thinking he was truly the consultant he claimed to be, Ryoko agonized over how to break the news to him. When she finally did tell him, he laughed after a moment.
“Believe me, you could be doing a lot worse,” he had told her. Ryoko was happy to discover how open-minded he was. And was even more thrilled when he continued the financial end of their arrangement; apparently, he was happy with her as well.
But she had known there was more to him than he was admitting to her. Patience was one of her better virtues, so she merely waited. And continued to work. And continued to see him.
He finally confessed his other life to her when he returned from a week at his home in San Francisco. But it actually hadn’t been San Francisco at all; it had been first Taiwan, and then Xiamen, across the strait in China. He had been given a contract by his employers, and that meant four men died. They were criminals one and all, foul, dirty men who robbed and cheated and lied and had done killing of their own. It was then that he told her he was a repairman, someone who “fixed” problems for which there was no legal recourse. And his method of fixing required that blood be spilled.
This revelation had, of course, terrified her. She fled, and did not speak to him again for six months.
Over the course of this time, however, two things became very apparent to her. As a girl with no real job skills and currently employed in an industry where she was the merchandise, there was very little chance of her altering the current status quo. As long as she kept her looks and her body and showed up for work, she would be paid well-the DVDs she starred in and the picture books she posed for were becoming famous in Japan and even abroad, and she had something of a growing fan base. She toured various nightclubs in Japan and other parts of Asia, and had even been to the UK and Los Angeles and Rome once for a photo shoot. But her attempts to get into more legitimate productions and artistic endeavors continued to fail; she was known as an AV actress, and was considered dirty in Japanese society. The fact of the matter was, she was a lousy performer when it came to acting with her clothes on. That coupled with the expected stigmas rampant in Japanese society meant that more doors would forever remain closed to her than those that would be open, and those open doors merely led to more opportunities to “merchandise” herself.
The worst part was, of course, when her family found out. She was shamed when her father, of all people, brought a contingent of overseas foreign executives working for Matsushita to one of the clubs where she was performing. While he said nothing to her about that night, she could only imagine the blackness that settled around his heart when he watched his daughter perform and expose herself for men. It had hurt her terribly, as she knew it had hurt him. When she was a child, her father had doted on her, but at the same time had done everything he could to raise her up to be a respectable woman, a woman of means. His expectations for her were dated and unexciting, but they were the things most fathers wished for their daughters, and on that night, he knew that they would never be hers.
The despondence he felt only exacerbated the problems between him and Ryoko’s mother, problems they had taken great pains to hide from her. They were beginning the formal process of divorce, and in the end, it proved to be too much for Ryoko’s father. Apparently unable to bear the weight of these things, he committed suicide by walking out in front of a bus. He was killed instantly, his body dragged for dozens of yards before the horrified bus driver could stop.
For Ryoko, those were the blackest of days. She discovered she had endless tolerance for abuse, and could absorb the ravages of alcohol, of drugs, of rough-handed men who only wanted to use her, from low-level Yakuza henchmen to the captains of Japanese industry for whom she prostituted herself at the rate of?1,000,000 per night. She descended into a spiritual darkness she had never before known, never taking pleasure from the couplings, never able to maintain any kind of relationship, not able to buy enough things with all her money to fulfill her. But her fate was firmly established; no matter how bleak things got, no matter how utterly decimated she was on the inside, she was unable to summon the courage her father had. Where he had the steel in him to know what to do when life’s punishments far exceeded its rewards, she lacked that strength. So while she was sexing and drinking and drugging, she was also slowly going insane. Trapped in a life where there was no way out.
Until the day she called Manning. She was intending to hire him-after all, he was a killer, right? — her only sole desire at that point was to beg him to make the pain stop. To end her miserable existence, and take from her the shame that always threatened to drown her, but never quite did.
“I need to talk with you,” she had said when she called him. Hot tears burned down her lovely face, leaving trails of fire, her misery a black hole that threatened to consume every last bit of sanity, leaving behind only a mindless animal cowering in a beautiful package.
“Please let me come see you,” she had begged.
And of course, he did.
At first, she found him to be cruel, refusing to honor her pleas, even though she had promised him every penny of her $250,000 net worth. He instead gave her $1,000, then took her north, to the island of Hokkaido, where he rented a house in the colorful, rustic wilderness outside of Sapporo. He denied her drugs, denied her alcohol, but provided her with companionship, understanding, and kinship. He never touched her sexually, never abused her, but forced her to confront her shame, as he had done so many years ago. She found strength in discovering his own pain, the pain borne from lost love and betrayals and fallen comrades on distant battlefields when he still considered himself a man of honor.
She was not alone, and that gave her the boost she needed. While she didn’t hold any allusions that she and Manning were kindred spirits, as she groped her way back to reality she could understand they were more alike than not. He could never heal her, nor did he promise to do so; but he did make life bearable for her again, made her strong enough that she could awaken and face each new day without feeling the need to start it off with a scream…or a shot of whiskey or the pinch of the hypodermic.
There were only two spots of trouble. One was when her employers found out where she was and sent a legal representative to order Ryoko to return to work, as she was still under contract. Manning rebuffed him, and the next day two yakuza showed up. Manning almost killed one but left the other functioning well enough to take his wounded compatriot to a doctor who would treat their kind without asking too many questions…or notifying the police. After that, other men with faces as hard as the yakuza’s would come, but they spoke mostly Chinese and referred to him in only the most respectful of ways. Ryoko came to know that the Chinese addressed him with a special name: Bai Hu, the White Tiger.
The second spot of trouble were the phone calls, those terse conversations he tried to keep hidden from her, when he spoke mostly Chinese. It was during these calls that his black times would return, and while he did all he could to shield her from them, she perceived them as easily if they were bright sunlight shining against her closed eyelids. They were there, they would never go away, and they would both have to face them. For without him, she could likely not go on.
And that was how the hit man and the porn star developed their relationship.
After three months, Ryoko was well enough to return to her work. And Manning’s employers were anxious that he return as well. But no matter how far away from each other they were, they had forged a bond between them; they were forever connected by a silver thread of pain.

Manning’s apartment was the same as he had left it. He had forgotten to run the dishwasher after dinner, but that was the only thing he could hold against himself insofar as his home went. He shrugged out of his jacket, not having to worry about the pistol as he had already disposed of it. She walked into the living room and slid onto the couch, waiting for him. Manning hung up his jacket in the hall closet and removed his shoes, then padded after her.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. “Thirsty?”
She smiled up at him, and behind the beauty of the action, he saw the sadness she still carried with her. He touched her face, his fingertips tracing the outline of one alabaster cheek. She reached up and took his hand in her own. Brushed her lips across his fingers, something she always did that both thrilled him and made him uncomfortable. Manning knew he was the truly filthy one-compared to him she was practically an angel. And her work gave joy to her audience; Manning’s audience knew only fear and regret.
“Will you stay here tonight?” he asked.
“Please,” she replied quickly, then added: “If you wish it.”
“I wish it.”
She smiled and drew him toward her, her mouth opening beneath his like a butterfly spreading its wings. His hands stroked her face, hands that dealt the harshest of punishments to all but her, hands whose very touch thrilled and warmed her in a way she had never felt with any other. He was foot taller than she was, and weighed more than twice as much; she had no hope of defending herself if he wished her harm, but the connection between them was too strong for that. A connection that could never be rightfully defined as love, but one that served the same purpose.
She serviced him artfully, willingly, taking her time and using every ounce of skill she had. He deserved no less, for he treated her with respect and kindness, and she was duty-bound to return it in full. She removed his clothes and stroked the expanse of his body, her fingers roaming over corded muscle and the occasional rippling of scar tissue. He was in excellent physical condition, with a lean, taut body that possessed a natural physique honed by years of martial arts and a proper exercise regimen; she marveled inwardly at his condition, for it should have belonged to a man more than ten years his junior. She felt the tension slowly ebb from his muscles as he reacted to her soothing touch, and she was gratified by that.
He was much better endowed than most of the men she worked with, and she viewed the size of his penis with both awe and anticipation. It surged beneath her hand when she touched it, and she gently stroked its hard length as her own body reacted to the sight and feel of it. Slowly, she ran her hand up and down its span, feeling the shape of its contours, the throbbing veins beneath the soft flesh covering what felt like polished glass. It was perfectly shaped, circumcised, something she rarely saw in the course of her work but something she appreciated from an aesthetic point of view. She knew many, many of the finely-coiffed and manicured beauties which populated Roppongi and Shibuya and Ginza would find equal joy in touching such a member, but she knew that she alone was able to feel the thrill of it. His testes had drawn tight against his body.
Ryoko lowered her head and kissed the head gently, and the sensation her lips evoked made him gasp and shudder. She was finely attuned to his rhythms, and she fully understood that he needed release as quickly as she could grant it. His needs weren’t created from selfishness, but from actual necessity, as his life and work were replete with stresses that could not only physically cripple a man, but leave him psychologically devastated as well. To this end, she served as a therapist of sorts; she tended to the needs and desires of his body, placating them so that his mind and heart could work together to overcome the deeper strains she could not reach. Over the course of the past year, Ryoko had come to understand this duty, and had eagerly accepted it, for he also fed her body and spirit and mind with what she required. It was true two-way street.
As she kissed his member again, and allowed her tongue to slowly stroke the head, he moaned and reached for her, but she gently pushed his hands away. As she did so, she began to work on him more earnestly, taking him in her mouth more fully. Her line of work had allowed her to refine her skills, and she fellated him not just expertly, but artfully. As always, she granted him access to her skills not because she was required to, but because she hungered for it as much, if not more, than he did.
“Ryoko,” he moaned, his hips thrusting upward of their own accord. She accepted him as deeply as she could, his size filling her completely as her lips and tongue and teeth and hand worked on him, pistoning up and down his length with as much speed and finesse as she could muster. Already, she tasted the precursor emanating from him. He was on the verge of release, his breath quickening, his moans growing louder, his head thrown back against the softness of the leather couch. Ryoko redoubled her efforts, hungry for him now, moaning in her throat. The core of her own sex was flaming like a small star.
“Ryoko!” Manning gasped, and he shuddered as his orgasm crested like a wave rising over a rocky beach. He grunted as he shot and shot and shot, and she moaned as his essence filled her mouth, greedily drinking it down, something she did for no other man. Manning continued to tremble even after the tide of pleasure began to recede; Ryoko slowed her actions, become less direct, more gentle, realizing that his nerve endings were now hyper-aware, overly responsive to even the simplest stimulation. She kissed the head of his penis lovingly; the fury of his erection was merely blunted, not defeated.
For a few minutes, he was content to lie on the couch. Then he reacted then with quick urgency. He swept Ryoko up in his arms and lowered her to the couch as he hovered above her. His fingers roamed over her clothing, unbuckling, unfastening, unbuttoning; within moments, she was completely naked, and he luxuriated in the sight of her: dark brown hair, skin the color of alabaster, firm and completely natural breasts, a narrow waist which served as the gateway to the gentle fluting of her hips and her slender legs. At their apex was the patch of crisp pubic hair, as dark as night, neatly-trimmed in contravention of her industry, in which most men preferred it to be wild and untamed. She did this for him, because it inflamed his desire even more. Ryoko parted her willowy thighs, and he could glimpse the sheen of moisture on her lips reflecting the wan light. Manning looked into her lovely eyes, and found them heavy-lidded in lust, her sensuous lips slightly parted, her white teeth gleaming. Manning lowered himself toward her, kissing her face, her lips, and her neck gently, lovingly now that the tide of his passion had been momentarily deflected. He kneaded her breasts for a time before favoring each peach-colored nipple with attention, making them rise and stand erect like small cherries. Ryoko quivered beneath him, writhing slightly, her small hands wrapped around the back of his head, allowing the pleasure to wash over her like a warm spring’s rain, surrendering to it. He displayed artistry of his own, fueling the raging fires that burned so insistently between her legs. As he trailed kisses down her flat, taut belly, she arched her hips toward him; he responded as she wished, the silky heat of her sex beckoning to him like a siren’s call to a sailor in the midst of a dark, foggy night at sea.
Ryoko gasped deeply when his lips finally brushed against her, and she clenched her fingers into balled fists. As Manning fed on her fire, the radiant heat coursed through her body like electricity through a wire; within seconds, her muscles rippled of their own volition, completely uncontrollable by her for as long as his lips and tongue continued their ministrations against the core of her sex. Her moans grew in accordance with the heat, and soon she was almost screaming as a fireball consumed her, racing outward from her hips to streak throughout her body, faster than a supersonic fighter jet. Ryoko shuddered spasmodically once, then twice as she suffered through another salvo, then yet again, her breath coming from her in great, ragged gasps.
Finally, she had to push him away from her, gasping for air.
“Enough,” she panted. “Enough. Kuso, you’re good!”
Manning kissed her wet nub, and the action elicited another cry from her.
“Glad you like it,” he murmured, and kissed her there again. Her hips jerked in response.
“Fuck me, Jerry,” she whispered in English, her chosen language for love. “Fuck me!” she ordered.
Manning swept her small frame up into his arms and lifted her from the couch. Ryoko wrapped her legs around his waist, her wet mount pressed against his thick tumescence, the contact transferring each throb from him to her. She seized his head in both hands and kissed him, her tongue like a hot poker. Manning held her in midair by grasping her behind the knees, spreading her thighs wide as he lowered her onto him. Ryoko cried out, still tonguing him, as the head of his thick phallus pierced her. He then impelled himself inside of her until he was hilted. Ryoko trembled and broke off the kiss.
“Ikasete!” she gasped in Japanese, her English forgotten for the moment. “Ikasete! Sugu ikasete!” she commanded, directing him to make her come now. Manning thrust into her as she grabbed his shoulders and lifted herself up and threw herself down upon his shaft with as much strength and vigor as she could muster. Manning increased his tempo, his hips slamming into her again and again until his breath grew ragged and his arms burned. Ryoko shuddered spasmodically once again, head thrown back, mouth wide, eyelids clenched shut as she rode the tsunami of heat once again.
“Ah…ah! Yes!”
When her tremors subsided, Manning pulled out of her. She made a disappointed sound, and looked up at him when he slowly lowered her to the carpeted floor, her eyes searching his face. Manning kissed her gently then guided her toward the window, where the lights of Minato-ku still burned even though it was almost 4:00am. She smiled suddenly, knowing what he had in mind.
“You say you always like the view from up here,” he said, and she reached out and grabbed the windowsill. The large panes of glass revealed all to her, and she bent at the waist. She needn’t have bothered; Manning grabbed her hips and lifted her in midair, so she was balancing on her hands like an acrobat in the middle of a performance.
“Yate! Fuck me!”
She cried out as Manning obeyed and his shaft split her once again. She braced herself against the windowsill as well as she was able while her lover worked in earnest, driving himself deeply inside her like a powerful machine, what the Japanese called piston undu, hard fucking. He kept up the pace, slamming into her again and again, and the night lights of Minato-ku swam in and out of focus as she erupted with her sixth orgasm, fueled by the heavy throbbing of Manning as he gasped himself and filled her with his seed, his spurts entering her like a heavy tide.



CHAPTER 5


Dalian, People’s Republic of China

At the Best Western Premier Dalian Harbor View Hotel, a name difficult to string together in any language, Chen Song tried to lose himself in the luxury of cable television, something that was found only in the upper-tier hotels or the homes of the wealthy or well-connected. After all, cable providers such as HBO and Cinemax served as windows to the decadent West, and the Chinese leadership in Beijing was not yet prepared for the unwashed masses that comprised China to be exposed to the true freedoms that lay outside the nation’s borders. Besides, there was nothing else to do; the suitcases he and his uncle had given to the Bai Hu had made their way onto a Japan Air Lines freighter, not a commercial flight, and they would not become available until tomorrow afternoon in Shanghai. This was another of a multitude of things which caused Chen Gui to agonize incessantly. The most immediate was that the hotel, Dalian’s best, was full; it was only through the efforts of Boss Tao that Chen Song and his uncle had found a single room to share. Chen Gui had groused at the lack of suites, but when faced with the choice between sharing a reasonably-clean hotel room with his nephew or risking even worse accommodations, Chen Gui had swallowed his considerable consternation and accepted what could be provided. He chose instead to prowl the entire room (which in Chen Song’s estimation wasn’t so bad, really), stalking back and forth like an angry tiger. He clutched his cell phone in his right hand like a man whose life depended on receiving one important call.
In that, Chen Song thought, his uncle might not have been very wrong.
One thing that irked Chen Song was the crowning indelicacy of Chen Gui apologizing to that toad Boss Tao for what he termed to be Chen Song’s “insolent attitude.” Boss Tao was much lower in station than Chen Gui, and by turn many stations lower than Chen Song himself; therefore, he deserved no consideration. Chen Song had brusquely and rightfully brushed aside Tao’s obsequious inquiries into his health, false as they were, something which earned him an immediate rebuke from his uncle. Even though Chen Gui himself despised Tao! Even now, Chen Song’s face flushed from anger when he thought back upon the moment, right after Tao had met them coming out of the Chinese customs area. He made a mental note to make some inquiries at a later time, to discover if Boss Tao had intentionally booked them the single room. That would make Chen Gui less inclined to treat the toad-faced fool with such equanimity.
Chen Gui continued to pace, his round, bowling ball-shaped bulk passing before the television every six or so seconds, as regular as the tick of a metronome.
“Uncle, stop pacing!” Chen Song shouted finally, almost at wit’s end.
Chen Gui whirled toward him, his moon-shaped face reddening. “Do not talk to me like that!” he raged. “Who do you think I am, one of your cousins? You’re my brother’s son, not mine, so show some respect! You’ve been nothing but trouble since this whole thing started! If you’d been a competent man, you would have taken care of the Fujianese like I told you!”
Chen Song’s own temper nearly reached the snapping point. He summoned all his remaining discipline and reined it in quickly; getting into a shouting match with his uncle would serve no purpose, nor would it do him any good. He composed his face into a mask of apology and sat up on the bed, bowing his head.
“Sorry uncle,” he muttered.
This seemed an acceptable act of contrition. Chen Gui made a dismissive motion and stalked over to the windows overlooking the dark harbor. Chen Song settled back on the bed, fluffing the pillows up beneath his head. He grabbed the remote control and pointed it at the TV, scanning through the channels until he arrived at HBO. He was rewarded with the opening credits for The Sopranos, a show both he and his uncle fairly revered.
“Uncle?” Chen Song glanced at the shorter, older man as he stood before the large windows, hands clasped behind his back, still clutching the cell phone.
“What is it!” Chen Gui snapped.
“The Sopranos is being rerun on HBO,” his nephew said finally.
“As if I care!”
Chen Song took a deep breath, fighting to keep his tone of voice conciliatory. “But…but you love this program, uncle. And it has Chinese subtitles!”
Chen Gui sighed loudly and settled his large rump onto the small couch by the window. He gazed at the television screen for a few moments, but from the expression on his face, Chen Song knew he couldn’t care less about the trials and tribulations of Tony Soprano. Chen Song sympathized. While Soprano might have been a fairly factual representation of organized crime bosses in America, Chen Gui likely found his own plight more compelling at the moment.
“What if the Bai Hu fails?” Chen Gui suddenly worried aloud. “What if he can’t get to the Fujianese? What if the Japanese police catch him?”
Chen Song’s attention was suddenly focused on his uncle, as sharp and penetrating as a laser beam. In the background, The Sopranos played on, completely forgotten by him. He swung his legs off the bed and sat up again, looking at Chen Gui with narrowed eyes. “What are you talking about, uncle?”
Chen Gui buried his face in his hands and sighed again. “I told him to take care of the problems you could not. Someone has to behead the Fujianese leader, and since you failed to do it, I had to pay him an exorbitant fee! Truly, I’m too generous for my own good!”
Chen Song spoke through clenched teeth. “I told you I would take care of that problem, uncle. I swore I would!”
“Then it’s regrettable you couldn’t spend less time chasing Japanese and Korean bar hostesses and do what you ‘swore’ you would!” Chen Gui bellowed. “If you had done your duty, we would not have had to flee Japan and leave our territory open to others!”
Chen Song felt embarrassment rise in his chest. There was more than a grain of truth to what his uncle said, even though he didn’t know it wasn’t only hostesses he dallied with, but sometimes their male friends as well.
“Giving the American the job was wrong, uncle,” Chen Song pressed on, his voice like stone. “He cares nothing for us-”
“Perhaps not, but he cares for the money we pay him, you fool! Of course he’ll try and do the job, but even he could fail.” Chen Gui launched himself to his feet again and clasped his pudgy hands behind his back. “Aiyah! The trouble we’re in, because you couldn’t follow my reasonable requests!”
Chen Song’s face reddened with anger he could no longer control. “You sent the Bai Hu to do my job? How could I do it in the time we had, when almost all of our men were killed by the Fujianese? How could I have done what you asked?”
“I cannot see why you feared to do the job alone, nephew,” Chen Gui replied icily. “After all, the Bai Hu always works alone. Perhaps you should follow his example.”
Chen Song began to respond, then checked himself. This was getting him nowhere.
“I don’t see what the problem is, uncle. If the Bai Hu succeeds, then you”-he almost said “we” but managed to censor himself-“get the territory back, and the Yakuza will fall back in line. After all, the only reason the Fujianese went on the rampage was because they couldn’t match our prices. The Yakuza won’t care, so long as they get their slice of the profits. And if the Bai Hu fails, he’ll either be dead or be behind bars in a Japanese prison.”
“The Bai Hu knows much of our operations,” Chen Gui mumbled. “He never asks questions, but we’ve used him for so long he knows more than I would like.”
“Then why continue to use him, uncle? If what you say is true, then he can be a great liability.”
“Simple, nephew, simple. Chinese cannot get by in Japan without being monitored, and this you know-how often have you been asked for your identity papers by Japanese police, even in Roppongi and Shibuya? An American now, an American especially, can go places where we cannot. Unlike a Chinese, an American commands respect in Japan.”
“Bah! Many Japanese think that Americans are bothersome and ungrateful!”
“And so they are,” Chen Gui agreed, “but the fact of the matter is, what individual Japanese say is not at all reflective of Japanese society in general. Americans have prestige, and in many ways, the Japanese are indebted to them. The same cannot be said for us Chinese.”
“I see the wisdom in using him now, uncle.” Chen Song paused for a long moment, then found it time to ask the question he most wanted answered. “How much are you paying him?”
Chen Gui turned and looked at his nephew for a long moment, and Chen Song wondered if he had crossed some hidden boundary. By rights, the Bai Hu was just a common henchman-well, a specialist, actually, but still a member of the lower order-so there should have been little reason for Chen Gui to withhold the information. But when it came to the Bai Hu, Chen Song found his uncle’s judgment in great doubt.
“Almost one point seven million yuan,” Chen Gui sighed finally, and he practically collapsed back onto the couch.
The sum was more than Chen Song had been prepared to handle. “Two hundred thousand American dollars? Uncle, I realize you want the Fujianese dead, but that’s practically robbery-”
Chen Gui held up his finger, and Chen Song fell silent. “What you call ‘robbery’ is the only thing that will get us our territory back,” he intoned. “There is no other way, nephew. If the Bai Hu can kill the Fujianese leader, then those of us who still remain in Japan can move against the rest of their gang, while I plan our return. With fresh troops from Shanghai. The yakuza will wait for us, as you yourself observed our goods are the cheapest on the market right now.”
“But two hundred-” Chen Song’s mind was still spinning. While his uncle often went on about his great generosity, the fact of the matter was he was considered viciously miserly, even when contrasted against the typical Shanghainese stereotype. To know that he had such liquid assets was not surprising; that he would willingly transfer it to a foreign scum like the Bai Hu most certainly was. Chen Gui had offered Chen Song a paltry $25,000 bonus for the hit.
“The money is nothing compared to what we lose if we fail in Japan,” Chen Gui interrupted. “And if we fail in Japan, nephew, you know what will happen. We’ll lose our status, and we’ll be back to watching over Ma jiang parlors and brothels and perhaps supplying drugs to the new red princes and princesses. I very much would like to avoid that line of work. Not only is it unprofitable, it could get us killed by our own government.” Despite all the changes mainland China had undertaken, drug trafficking was still an offense that carried a mandatory death penalty, even while those in power in Beijing occasionally dabbled with that particular forbidden fruit.
“I can’t believe you paid the Bai Hu so much,” Chen Song said forlornly.
“Better him than you!” Chen Gui snapped. “At least he could get the job done!”
Chen Song’s face clouded as his anger deepened, threatening to spiral well out of his control. Chen Gui watched it happen with narrowed eyes, and Chen Song knew it gave him some measure of satisfaction.
“I should have killed him when I had the chance,” Chen Song muttered, looking away.
“You? Kill the Bai Hu?” Chen Gui threw back his head and laughed. “I’d pay another two hundred thousand to see that! Nephew, when it comes to things such as killing, you’re no match for the Bai Hu. Otherwise, why would I retain him?”
Chen Song crossed to the window and contemplated the harbor below as his uncle had done minutes earlier. Behind him, The Sopranos played to an audience of none. He crossed his muscular arms across his chest and glared at the boats below, wrestling with his anger and his hatred…for both the American and his uncle.
“You give the Bai Hu far too much face, uncle,” he hissed. “And you take away for too much of mine!”
“Then all you need to do to earn back that face is do the work I give you,” Chen Gui said evenly. “The Bai Hu doesn’t allow ambition or his personal standing in our organization to cloud his judgment. He does what he does for his own reasons.”
Chen Song laughed bitterly. “Ha! So now you think I’m too ambitious, uncle?”
Chen Gui said nothing for a time. Chen Song let the silence play out, refusing to do anything which might give his uncle room to maneuver away from answering the question.
“I think your view is short and narrow,” Chen Gui said finally. “You need to look farther down the road.”
Chen Song started to speak, but Chen Gui’s phone suddenly broke into the tunes of Yankee Doodle Dandy. Chen Gui almost dropped the phone, but after fumbling with it for a moment, his fat fingers fairly flew over the keypad, summoning the waiting text message. Chen Song turned and watched as Chen Gui scanned the text for a moment, then grinned. He tossed the phone to Chen Song, who caught it fluidly. He turned it over in his hand and looked at the phone’s color liquid crystal display.
Accomplished. WT.
“Ha! He’s done it!” the portly Shanghainese crowed. “He’s done it! Soon we’ll be able to return to Japan!”
There was a knock at the door, and Chen Gui’s grin faded. Chen Song turned and faced the hotel room door; he glanced back at Chen Gui. Chen Gui licked his lips nervously and nodded.
“Answer the door, nephew,” he said as mildly as he could.
Chen Song walked to the door slowly, handing the phone back to Chen Gui as he passed him. He peered through the peephole after a moment, then looked back at his uncle.
“It’s Boss Tao, and he has Lin Feng with him.”
Chen Gui released his held breath in an explosive rush. “Then let them in! Lin Feng has clothes for me, and I’m hungry!”

Tokyo, Japan

Manning awoke the next morning at 7:45am, right as the Sun rose high enough to bathe the curtains over the bedroom windows in a fiery orange light. Even from the height of the 33rd floor, he heard the city of Tokyo awakening, stirring like some mythical beast preparing for the coming day’s hunt. It was murder to get up; the apartment was cool from the over-active air-conditioning, and Manning was faced with the equivalent of getting out of a warm bed on a cold winter morning. Curled up beside him like a cat was Ryoko, her small body generating an inviting warmth that Manning also found irresistible. He snuggled up to her and kissed her shoulder, and she murmured something in her sleep and stirred for a moment before becoming still again. Manning allowed his head to settle back onto his pillow, and he was content to inhale the sweet scent of her hair, now bound in a ponytail. He slipped an arm around her narrow waist and closed his eyes. Sleep harkened its return, and he felt himself start to drift into its embrace.
The image of the Japanese hostess with the bleach-blonde hair appeared before the lens of his mind’s eye before it could fully close, and she froze there, captured in every detail: carefully manicured hair, artfully painted eyebrows, somewhat thin lips covered by a sheen of lip gloss, white but slightly crooked teeth, the small beads of sweat on her upper lip, the flakes of cigarette ash clinging to her black T-shirt with the word staff emblazoned across it below the small twin mounds of her breasts… and her dark eyes, aflame with the rising panic borne from suddenly coming face-to-face with her mortality.
Manning braved the cold and swung his legs out of the bed. He walked to the zoned AC and shut it off, since the bedroom was already cold enough to safely refrigerate meat. He made his way to the bathroom and went through the morning ablutions. Afterwards, he pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and headed for the kitchen. The living room was ablaze as the sun made its gradual climb into the sky, bathing the spire of Tokyo tower and its less-commanding office building siblings in orange-yellow light. Manning grabbed himself a glass of too-sweet orange juice and paid homage to the vista. Minato-ku lurched to full wakefulness and faced the day with the traditional gusto reserved for the upper-crust parts of Tokyo, peopled by only the wealthiest of salarymen and foreign dignitaries posted at the various embassies in the area. Manning finished his juice and checked the clock on the wall. Ryoko would sleep until after two o’clock, he knew, so he was free to do whatever he wished until then.
The Atago Green Hills tower, where Manning lived, was located in a park-like setting. The verdant grounds were tended by a virtual army of Japanese landscapers who wore their gray coveralls as if they were the uniforms of some elite military unit. As Manning strolled out of the main lobby doors-the only such individual in such casual dress-the landscapers were already busy at work, trimming here, clipping there. The facility had an image to maintain, and since the tower complex was neighbored by the Atago Shrine to the north and the Seishoji temple to the south, the real estate conglomerate which owned the complex had to make it conform to the bounds of serenity dictated by the two local landmarks.
Manning set off at a brisk pace through the park, jogging down the trails at a reasonable clip, weaving around the occasional walker or young mother out with her children, enjoying the bright morning. In his mind, Manning flipped through a menu of cadences seemingly tailor-made for the event when a man was faced with some distasteful memories that physical activity alone couldn’t put down, running cadences he learned by heart during his time in the U.S. Army.

See that cowboy ridin’ in his truck,
That cowboy’s tryin’ make some bucks,
TV doesn’t work and his trailer’s broken down,
All I wanna hear is that Yee-haa! sound.

Wake up, gear up, don’t wanna be late,
Gotta jump on the bull and count to eight,
And if that bull should throw me down,
I’ll be saved by a rodeo clown,
And if that clown should die today,
Fuck the rodeo it’s back to bailing hay.

Hang up my spurs and my ridin hat,
‘Cause I’m still a redneck without all that,
‘Cause I’m HARD CORE!
Fit to ride,
Lean and mean,
Ridin’ machine!

As the chant repeated itself endlessly in his mind, Manning kept up the pace, running faster and faster, no longer jogging now but virtually sprinting, causing those he passed in the park to turn and look. As the sweat rolled down his back in rivulets and his lungs began to burn, all Manning could see was the frightened face of a young girl whose only crime was to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Take that nine-mil out its case
And shoot that commie in the face
All I ever want to see
Are bodies, bleeding bodies

Swing that 50 cal around
And mow those Commies to the ground
All I ever want to see
Are bodies, bleeding bodies

Take that Stinger outta your pocket
And shoot that Commie out of his cockpit
All I ever want to see
Are bodies, bleeding bodies!

Manning charged past the gate and long stairway which led to the Atago shrine, his feet stomping out a tempo that he couldn’t sustain for much longer. His lungs were on fire, and his breath came from him in great ragged gasps. The sweat poured down his face and stung his eyes like angry hornets; the muscles in his thighs and lower back burned and protested, conspiring to slow him until he was only jogging again, then trotting, and at last barely even walking. Manning clasped his hands behind his head, his chest heaving. It was all he could do to walk now, so walk is what he did.
Later, after the sweat had dried, he walked to the Starbucks coffee shop near the edge of the park, on Atagoshiti-dori. He ordered a small coffee, for which he paid almost ten dollars. He didn’t pause to add any cream or sugar, just gulped it down hot and black, almost scalding his tongue in the process. As he walked toward the door, intending to make his way home, he spied an early-morning edition of the Japan Times, the nation’s leading English-language edition. The deaths of the Chinese had made the front page, and Manning scanned the article, looking for any mention of possible suspects. There were none, and not even a gaijin was mentioned. It all looked good. Manning let out a small sigh of relief; even though the Japanese police were known to be quite assiduous, they couldn’t bring an assailant to justice if they didn’t know who that person was.
Manning was about to put the paper back on the shelf he had taken it from when he checked the motion. He placed his coffee on the shelf instead, and opened the paper fully to read the text below the centerline.
The girl’s name was Yamada Junko. 26 years old, still living at home with her parents and younger brother. Manning folded the paper and placed it back on the shelf, then pushed through the door and out into the already-sticky day. He sipped some more of his coffee, then started walking back toward his apartment building.
Yamada Junko. At least the memories that would haunt him had a name.



CHAPTER 6


Tiburon, Marin County, California

“Lin Yubo, the police are here.” His manservant stood by the study door, waiting, and quite motionless. Han’s almost deathly stillness had been known to unnerve some of the younger servants. James Lin-when in the U.S., he took on his American persona, including a Westernized name-closed his laptop screen lid, allowing the machine to hibernate automatically. He was about to ask Han what police? when his desk telephone rang. The caller display screen told him it was his daughter-in-law. He experienced a brief spark of irritation. What did she want now? To complain once again that her fickle husband was abusing her, if not physically then by sinking his engorged yang into the steaming hot ying of every whore on the Western seaboard? She should have learned to accept it long ago. Didn’t she have a luxurious home that was the envy of her circle of ma jiang-playing wives and elder mothers? Didn’t she have everything that money could buy, except for a monogamous husband? Many wives would gladly trade their right arms to be in her position and situation. Let it ring, he decided, taking his hand away from the receiver. She should also learn that he was not at her beck and call. He’d talk to her later, at a more relaxing hour of the late evening, by which time, with luck, his younger son-no, his only son now-would have returned to the marital home and consoled his distraught wife.
“If it’s another ticket, take care of it,” he told Han, rubbing his fingers together to signify a small bribe.
“They insist upon speaking with you personally, Lin Yubo. A gweizi and a lost soul. They are detectives, not uniformed traffic policemen.” Han paused, then added, “They are San Francisco policemen.”
Lin almost smiled. A “lost soul” was Han’s nickname for any Chinese who had joined the police force. It was absolutely not a compliment. Han believed that after opium addicts, lost souls were the lowest form of life on the planet, preying upon their own kind. Lin was inclined to agree with him although he knew they also had their uses, as informants and occasionally as agents.
But Lin lived in Tiburon, across the Golden Gate Bridge from the city of San Francisco. What brought city police detectives to his residence?
The phone stopped ringing. Did his daughter-in-law also have his cell phone number? Lin hoped not. “Do you know them?” he asked, dismissing Wu Qing from his thoughts for the moment.
“The gweizi’s name is Ryker. Six months ago he tried to embarrass Lin Dan,” Han said. “The unfortunate incident with the gweizi opium whore.” Han’s encyclopedic memory for faces and events easily matched Lin’s own. Lin remembered the enormous bribe that had changed hands to ensure that all charges against Lin Dan were dropped and the actress who had died after injecting poorly cut heroin was forgotten about. Lin had bought her family’s silence through an agent posing as an insurance claims officer, who had warned that any attempt to publicize the incident would result in court action and a reclaiming of the “insurance settlement.” Only one of Shannon Young’s cousins, perhaps more suspicious than the rest, certainly less intelligent, had refused to keep silent and threatened to take the matter further. What remained of the cousin lay at the bottom of San Francisco Bay, weighed down by iron chains. Lin didn’t even have to give the order; Alexsey had known what must be done to protect the family name.
“Since then he has not intruded into our sphere,” Han went on. “The lost soul is Fong Chee Wei. Overtures were made but rejected some time ago. His family owns a restaurant in Chinatown. He is their only son.”
Their only son. Lin closed his eyes, focusing on that phrase. He drew air deep into his lungs, held it for a count of five, then released in a slow sigh. His tension levels dropped; his sadness at Lin Jong’s death remained. Lin Dan’s older and infinitely more capable brother had been gone a month now but every day Lin still expected him to call from Shanghai to discuss business matters, or even to walk in the door, paying his father a surprise visit.
Lin focused on the present. The past was too painful to contemplate. “I will see them in the conservatory,” he said. Han nodded and left the study. Lin tapped his fingernails on his desk, a calming rhythm. What did the S.F.P.D. want? Impossible that their visit could be in any way connected with Shanghai and Lin Jong. He closed his eyes again and prayed to the gods who watched over his ancestors that Lin Dan had not once again shamed himself with some white whore eager to prove her utter worthlessness by allowing strangers to fill her mouth, cunt and anus with their semen, and her veins with drugs.
He left his study and made his way to the conservatory, a place of peace, filled with exotic plants including the rare orchids whose cultivation were his private pleasure. There he checked temperature and humidity levels, and adjusted both fractionally even though he knew automatic sensors would have done the same in a short while, compensating for the ever-changing external daytime temperature.
Han stepped through the door that connected to the entrance via a short hallway that acted as an airlock to protect the precious flora. Two men followed him inside, the tall gweizi, Ryker, and the Chinese policeman, Fong, young and quick-witted, his clever eyes taking everything in. Han closed the door behind them and led the visitors into the middle of the room. They stood there for a moment, looking uncertain, until Lin stepped out from behind the curtain of fronds that had concealed him from their gaze. He enjoyed seeing their surprise.
“Gentlemen,” he said. “I am James Lin. You told my manservant you wished to speak with me personally.”
The gweizi said, “Mr. Lin, I’m-” But Lin held up his hand, stopping him.
“I know who you are. Let’s stop wasting time. State your business, Detective Sergeant Ryker, and then leave. You are not welcome here.”
Ryker’s spark of anger, clumsily hidden, did not escape Lin’s notice. He stared at the American’s soft face, disliking it intensely. The eyes were all wrong, the nose too big and protruding. The corners of his lips bore deep creases as if damaged from being frozen in a cynical smile too long. Lin estimated his physical age to be in the late-thirties although he could easily pass for someone much older. Ryker said, “All right. Have it your own way. Has anyone spoken to you about events that took place last night at the Mandarin Oriental?”
Mention of the hotel made Lin think immediately of Lin Dan who thought nothing of hiring an entire suite to impress his “lady friends.” Once and only once Lin Dan had paid the bill using his corporate charge account. Lin had punished that outrageous impertinence by sending Lin Dan to India for three months to nominally assist in setting up an international call center for end customer technical support. To add insult to injury he made Lin Dan report his daily progress via the Indian general manager, which had resulted in enormous loss of face. The mistake had not been repeated.
But now Lin felt the first stirrings of uneasiness in his stomach. What was this gweizi trying to say? Han’s expression remained impassive but his eyes radiated concern. Lost Soul Fong made an art out of studying the surrounding flora. Lin might have expected Ryker, a Westerner and an American at that, to maintain embarrassing eye contact but he, too, seemed to find many things to interest him in the conservatory, allowing Lin a moment to deal with his fluttering emotions. He reined them in, brought them under tight control, and said, “What has happened to my son? Tell me.”
Ryker said, “Mr. Lin, your son, Lin Dan, was murdered last night.”
Perhaps it was because he’d recently had practice at receiving such news, but it didn’t seem to hurt as much. Or perhaps it was because Lin Dan had never been his favorite, which fact wounded Lin more grievously than his actual death. Both my sons are dead. Lin focused on this incredible thought and examined it from every possible angle. Of course, that was why Lin Dan’s wife had been trying to talk to him. The police must have gone to her first. That brought into question the matter of timing. If Ryker and Fong had visited his daughter-in-law to convey the news and, obviously, to study its effect upon her, and then came here directly, why had it taken her so long to call? Because she had entrusted them to break the news to Lin rather than undertake this arduous task herself. He knew he should view this as a weakness of character but he took into account the fact she had revised her position and found the strength to call him, for which he was grateful, even if he had made the mistake of not picking up the phone.
Both my sons are dead.
“Murdered, how?” he said, surprised his voice still worked. “And by whom?”
Ryker’s gaze held steady but his stance, his passive body language, suggested he was trying to be as compassionate and understanding as possible. Lin wanted to slap him. He neither wanted nor needed any sympathy from a gweizi and certainly not from a policeman. To Lin’s surprise Ryker’s eyes widened a fraction. So, the gweizi had sensed his mounting aggression. Perhaps he was more intelligent than he looked.
“Mr. Lin, maybe you should sit down. Is there anywhere we can-?”
“Tell me what I wish to know, detective sergeant, or I will pick up the phone and make a single call that will ruin your career.”
Ryker flinched. His compassion drained, to be replaced by cold anger; Lin could deal with that. “Your son was stabbed through the heart,” he said. “Before this, he was ritually dismembered. We believe he would probably have bled to death if not for the fatal stab wound.”
Lin forced his tongue, teeth and lips to form the word: “Dismembered?”
“We believe that the same person who stabbed your son through the heart also severed his penis.”
“What have you done to apprehend the person responsible for Lin Dan’s death?” Han said, causing them to look at him and thus giving Lin a precious moment in which to think. He centered his chi by breathing deeply while he assimilated this unexpected and staggering news. The Shanghai police were still investigating Lin Jong’s murder but were no closer to defining a suspect let alone making an arrest. The method of Lin Jong’s death had baffled them, and Lin too. He had jealous rivals and enemies aplenty but none, in his opinion, was responsible for Lin Jong’s bizarre execution. What message was it supposed to send? Lin knew all the traditional ways-had employed them himself on many occasions during his long and bloody climb to his present exalted position. Sometimes an entire conversation might be conveyed by the way a man died, and by how long it took him to die. Such dramas often forced both sides to stop and rethink their positions, and might lead to truce and peaceful settlement of differences or renegotiation of territory, rather than a long and costly war. But he’d encountered nothing quite like this before, not in the business sense. Which suggested the arrival of a new enemy, unfamiliar with the old ways but wishing to make a statement. Or so Lin had assumed until this pivotal moment, when layers of fog evaporated to reveal the truth. This was not some play for power on the streets of Shanghai, or punishment meted to Lin Jong for some offense he’d committed against a rival, knowingly or unknowingly. This was personal. This was aimed at James Lin, chairman of Lin Industries and head of the Lin clan.
Ryker said, “Forensic evidence is being examined. Hotel staff have been questioned. We’re anxious to speak to the woman who was with him last night. At the moment she’s our prime suspect.”
Han took a half step toward Ryker. Seventy and frail looking, he nonetheless projected an intimidating physical presence. “Who is she? What is her name?”
“If I knew, maybe I’d tell you.”
“If you know, you will tell us!”
Lost Soul Fong said, “How about giving us some space here, grandpa? Getting a little crowded.” He put his hands on his hips, casually opening his jacket to reveal his gun in a hip holster and his detective’s badge clipped to his belt, a less than subtle warning. Lin knew that Han could easily snatch them both before either policeman had a chance to react. Now that would conjure an interesting situation. Han came down off his toes, stepped back to his former position and gave an apologetic half-bow, acknowledging his unforgivable lapse of manners.
“Where is my son now?” Lin asked.
“The coroner has him,” Ryker said. “As soon as they complete their examination they’ll release his body to your family.” He opened his wallet, took out a card and was about to offer this to Lin-but instead turned and offered this to Han, who took it and inclined his head. “The number’s on there. I’d give them until mid-afternoon. Lin Dan will be given priority but he isn’t their only client. We talked to his wife before we came here.”
“Yes, I know. Thank you for that. And for your courtesy. Of course I will inform her when the body becomes available. If there is nothing else, detective sergeant, my manservant will show you out.”
Han gestured to the door, after you, but Ryker said, “Perhaps you’ll permit me to ask a couple of questions, Mr. Lin.”
“What questions?” Lin regretted not taking up the gweizi’s suggestion to go somewhere where he might sit down. There were no chairs in the conservatory. A muscle above his right knee had begun to twitch uncontrollably and the weakness was spreading.
“You’ll appreciate we don’t get many incidents like this. Oh, they appear from time to time. You may remember the Bobbitt case? Wife attacked her husband with a knife after he beat her. He survived, and surgeons were able to make him whole again once they found his piece. But that was Virginia. We’re a little more civilized here; at least I like to think so. That’s why I was wondering, what with your family coming from China, whether the method of his…execution…was something you recognized? I mean no insult and I apologize if I offend you. But you’ll appreciate we’re investigating a murder. Your answer might give us a significant clue.”
Lin shook his head. It took tremendous effort. “I am neither insulted nor offended, detective sergeant. China is a country of many facets. Not all are pleasing to the eye. But the answer is no. I have not encountered such a thing before.” He had no wish to discuss Lin Jong’s death with these strangers. Enough that he had to answer questions from the Shanghai police who were even more insufferable than their Western counterparts.
Lost Soul Fong said, “You ever hear of Lin Yuk-sang?”
“I don’t know that name,” Lin said, although he did know it.
“It’s a pretty famous incident. Happened in Hong Kong, 1986 or ‘87. Lin Yuk-sang’s wife cut off his penis with a pair of scissors when she found out about his mistress. She flushed it down the john. I guess you’re not related.”
“My family is from Shanghai, not Hong Kong,” Lin said, hating him.
“Sorry for bothering you, Mr. Lin,” Ryker said. “I hope you understand the necessity of our intrusion. Please accept our condolences.”
“Maybe Mr. Lin knows what the message means,” Lost Soul Fong said, stopping Ryker as he turned away. A look passed between them and Lin seized its meaning at once: the gweizi hadn’t wished to bring up the subject.
Han obliged by demanding, “What message? What have you not told us?”
Ryker’s shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly as he surrendered to the inevitable and said, “A message was left on the wall of Lin Dan’s suite at the hotel. It was written in Chinese.” He glanced at Lost Soul Fong.
“Bu zhan bu he,” Fong said immediately.
Lin let the words wash over him. They unlocked memories he’d never expected nor wanted to review again. Parts of his life that he’d put inside black lacquered boxes, then put inside other boxes, never meant to be reopened.
“I’m told it translates to ‘No war, no peace,’” Ryker said. “Do you recognize the phrase, Mr. Lin? Does it mean anything to you?”
“I wish it did,” Lin said. “Especially if it has any bearing upon my son’s death. But I’m afraid I have no idea what it signifies. None at all.”
He was afraid that something in his tone might betray him, but to his relief they accepted the lie without comment and allowed Han to escort them out. As soon as they were gone Lin lurched for the door. He only just made it back to his study where he collapsed into his chair gasping for breath. He squeezed the arm rests until his fingers hurt and the room stopped spinning.
Both my sons are dead.
He wanted to cry but could not. Tears were a luxury he’d given up some time ago, as one of the many prices he’d paid so his family could survive the horrors of the Cultural Revolution and China’s agonizing metamorphosis into a dominant world power, a process that was still ongoing. How many had died during this bloody evolution? The numbers were huge and without meaning. But Lin remembered every single person whose death he had precipitated. How could he possibly forget? The trick lay in isolating these memories. Consigning them to the black lacquer boxes. Pushing them so far back into the darkest recesses of his mind that their murmurings would never bother him again.
Until something entirely unforeseen rose up to strike him on the face and demand the boxes fly open to reveal their grisly contents.
Bu zhan bu he. Lin almost giggled. So absurd. How many years now? How many years? And still the words had returned to haunt him.
He opened his eyes and found Alexsey standing there, his massive hands clasped over the swell of stomach that some might easily mistake for fat but was in fact solid overdeveloped muscle, like the rest of his outsized weightlifter’s body.
“Lin Yubo, I offer my condolences on the death of your son.” Alexsey’s coarse Russian accent had benefited from his time in the United States. So had Lin’s business dealings, thanks to Alexsey’s connections with Russian Mafiya and his friends in the military, which had smoothed out certain problems with deliveries and production behind what was left of the Iron Curtain.
“Who was with my son last night?” Lin said.
“I believe he took the usual woman back to the hotel.”
“Did you have anyone watching him?”
Alexsey stared at the floor. “A misjudgment on my part, for which I apologize.”
Lin slapped the top of his desk. “Nonsense. You were not to know someone intended Lin Dan harm. Find the woman. Han knows her name. If she has not fled the city then she will be with her friends, in Chinatown. Call me when you have found her.”
“You believe she killed Lin Dan?”
Lin pondered that question for a moment. “If not then she may know who did. She was with him. The police do not yet know her identity. I wish to speak to her before they do.”
Alexsey nodded understanding. As turned to go Lin added, “She must not be harmed. If it turns out she had a hand in my son’s death, I’ll deal with her myself.” Alexsey left the study closing the door silently, leaving Lin alone with his grief.
But he was not unaware of the duties he still had to perform. He opened the lid of his laptop, typed his password and watched as the screen brightened, returning him to his unsaved e-mail. He read what he had already written, felt dissatisfaction with his poor choice of words, deleted the entire message, and started writing again from the beginning.



CHAPTER 7


Tiburon/San Francisco, California

The electronic gates swung open as Chee Wei’s Crown Vic neared the end of the driveway that led to James Lin’s residence, a sprawling Spanish-style mansion in the exclusive Marin County community called Tiburon. The taciturn guard at the shack at the corner waved them through. Ryker watched the sprawling building recede in his side mirror as he analyzed how he felt about that brief and unsatisfying interview. Lin had given nothing away, nothing at all. They might as well have been talking about the weather as about his son’s death. Did Lin have emotions? Or did he just keep them buried so deeply that nothing showed on the surface, except his very obvious contempt for the police, and for Ryker in particular?
“What did you think about that old guy?” Chee Wei said, zooming through the open gates and onto the road. “He gave me the creeps. Real spooky.”
“Pull over onto the next street,” Ryker said. Chee Wei gave him a funny look but did as he was told. There was another road perhaps two hundred yards down from the entrance to James Lin’s house. Chee Wei pulled the Crown Vic onto the road and turned it around so its grille pointed back the way they had come. The Ford’s Police Interceptor engine purred while Ryker sifted his thoughts.
“What’s up?” Chee Wei asked. “Was it that war and peace thing? Things were a little tense, I thought maybe you forgot to ask him.”
Ryker shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. The old guy. Lin called him his manservant. What does that mean? In Chinese terms.”
Chee Wei shrugged. “Same as it does here. Except, maybe, it’s a role rather than just a job. These things are traditional. I bet he’s worked for Lin and his family all his life.”
Ryker unwrapped a mint and popped it into his mouth. With this new information in mind he revised the conversation-and suddenly the manservant’s noisy interruptions made perfect sense. “They were a double act,” he said, pleased that he’d figured it out so quickly. “The manservant distracted us so Lin wouldn’t betray himself.”
“Man, you sound just like my sister. She lies in bed all day watching soaps then talks all that ‘betrayed himself’ stuff. So what’s the big deal? The merry widow called him before we got here. Lin knew his son was dead. He’s not gonna want to go all misty eyed over that, not in front of a pair of cops, especially when one of them is white.”
Ryker found himself agreeing with Chee Wei, but only to an extent. The beats were all wrong. Lin had taken the news of his son’s death remarkably well. Ryker had admired his self control; he wasn’t sure if he could be so outwardly calm if someone dropped by unannounced and told him something had happened to his daughter, God forbid. But then Ryker had revealed the method of Lin Dan’s death. That had sparked off the manservant’s tirade, taking their eyes from Lin. Very clever. And the second time, when Chee Wei had intervened? They’d been talking about the woman at the hotel, who might have been Lin Dan’s companion, or his murderer, or both.
“Bogey at twelve o’clock!” Chee Wei said, snapping Ryker’s train of thought.
Ryker looked up just in time to see a black sedan dart past, heading down the street that led from Lin’s house. Ryker recognized the stylish Mercedes S500 as the one that had been parked in Lin’s driveway.
“That was one of Lin’s rides. You know, I’ve always wanted to say this-follow that car!” Ryker said.
Chee Wei snorted and dropped the Crown Vic into gear and accelerated toward the intersection. He pulled out after the Mercedes without really bothering to check for oncoming traffic. Lucky for him, there was none.
“Don’t get too close,” Ryker said.
Chee Wei rolled his eyes. “What, you think I forgot all about this stuff? You sure that’s one of Lin’s cars?”
“You didn’t check out the cars when we were going into the house?”
Chee Wei shrugged. “A Lamborghini I’d look at-a Mercedes? Who cares?” He didn’t close on the Mercedes, instead he sat well back and allowed other cars to change lanes and overtake. The skies had turned dark, angry weather coming in off the ocean following the earlier rain shower. Ryker wished he’d brought a coat.
They followed the Mercedes across the Golden Gate Bridge.
Chee Wei said, “Looks like we’re heading back to the Mandarin Oriental. Maybe they’re gonna take a look at the murder scene?”
Ryker didn’t dismiss that possibility but he was pretty sure their destination was Chinatown. The Mercedes kept in lane, confirming his suspicion. Chee Wei grunted. The GPS slowly scrolled the streets, bright yellow on a lemon background. The red dot that represented the hotel slipped past on their right. Other points of interest coming up were the Cable Car Barn amp; Museum and the Transamerica Pyramid, which oddly enough he hadn’t ever visited in all the years he’d lived here.
The Mercedes seized his attention. A head in the back seat had turned round and was staring at them from three car lengths ahead.
“We’ve been made,” Chee Wei said.
“Maybe he’s just admiring the car.” Ryker glanced to his right and watched a stunning blonde in a black jacket and tight skirt walking her poodle.
The Mercedes powered ahead, stretching the distance between them. Chee Wei didn’t give chase, although his fingers tapping on the wheel suggested he was itching to burn rubber. “Now what?” he said.
Ryker’s reply was denied by his cell phone’s sonar ping ring tone. He recognized the displayed number and accepted the incoming call only with reluctance. He didn’t like Bob Jericho, not one bit, and Jericho didn’t much like him. He supposed that was a normal relationship between any working cop and their boss. “What can I do for you, captain?”
“It’s almost eleven and I’m only just hearing about James Lin now. You should have called me, damn it. Where are you? You haven’t spoken to Lin yet, have you?”
“Captain, something like this, we can’t sit on our butts. We visited the widow first. We think she was busted up in a quiet Chinese kind of way.”
Chee Wei rolled his eyes.
“Answer my question, Ryker.”
“We’ve spoken to James Lin, yes.”
He heard Jericho sucking in a deep breath. “What did you say to him?”
“We informed him of his son’s death. We offered condolences, of course. Captain, we’re in the middle of something, can I call you back?”
“What did you say to him? Tell me what you said.”
“Captain, relax. We told him his son had been murdered, and we’re looking for a woman who was probably with Danny Lin last night. Forensics are on it. Lin seemed satisfied with our response.”
“What woman?”
“Not his wife. Girlfriend, mistress, hooker, take your pick. She left behind a diamond earring, very expensive, could be designer. We’re heading into Chinatown right now, following up a possible line of inquiry.”
“You should have come to me first. You know that.”
Chee Wei changed lanes and the Mercedes was three hundred yards ahead, turning left through a red light and setting off a chorus of horns. Chee Wei immediately took the next left and glided down a street with lighter traffic.
Ryker said, “I wish you’d trust me not to embarrass the department, captain. What happened before with Danny Lin, that’s water under the bridge. This is entirely different. We’ve talked to Lin and broken the bad news and we shouldn’t have to bother him again. I expect he’ll want regular updates. That’s where you come in.” He winced when he blurted out that last part.
“What the hell does that mean, detective sergeant?”
“Just what I said.”
Ryker imagined Jericho hunched over his desk, beads of sweat dripping off his nose, dark stains growing under his armpits. This would go all the way up to the commissioner and all the way back down to Jericho. Ryker derived malicious satisfaction from the situation.
“All right,” Jericho said. “Report your progress every hour. That’s every hour, you got that?”
Chee Wei made a hard right turn that made Ryker lean in his seat. There was no sign of the Mercedes.
“Got it, captain. Over and out.” Ryker ended the call and made a jerk off motion with his hand. Chee Wei grinned. They cruised through two intersections, slowing at each to look both ways. As they passed a third Ryker caught a glimpse of the Mercedes’ tail vanishing around a corner. The Crown Vic leapt ahead. They approached a set of traffic lights. Ryker expected them to turn red but they held long enough for them to proceed without killing a whole bunch of civilians and making the six o’clock news.
At the next intersection they were fractionally ahead of the Benz, two streets down and running parallel. Chee Wei whistled through his teeth as he spun the wheel and took them on an intercept course. He swerved around a delivery truck, slowed to allow a sedan to park at a meter, then he was off again. The Mercedes flashed past up ahead. A Chinese woman waiting to cross the street stared at Ryker, who judged her age at somewhere around two hundred and three. Stores and restaurants garishly proclaimed their identities in Chinese. Ryker considered making a wok the dog joke but thought better of it while Chee Wei was in combat pilot mode.
Chee Wei took a left, cruised down a narrowing street, squeezed by a delivery van and turned right into an alley, narrowly missing a man who had to take a long step to avoid a broken pelvis. He shook his fist in Ryker’s side mirror. The Crown Vic splashed through puddles, sending spray against the walls on either side. White sheets hung from washing lines above. Chee Wei hit the brakes and stopped just after a narrow alleyway that gave them a momentary glimpse of the back of a nondescript building, and the black Benz whose occupants were climbing out, the three Chinese and the Caucasian, a powerfully built man with a goatee and a crew cut. Chee Wei unlocked his belt, opened his door and climbed out. Ryker climbed out and joined him.
“They went inside,” Chee Wei said over his shoulder. “They look like rented apartments. Wonder who owns them? Might be able to tell us who lives there.”
Ryker said, “Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown.” They both chuckled at the old joke. But there was a serious side to the saying, too. Trying to track down a Chinese landlord would prove nigh on impossible, Ryker knew, and for the landlord to be willing or able to supply the names of his tenants was even less likely. With apartments like these rent was paid in cash and no questions asked. Non-payment would result in immediate eviction, no argument accepted.
“So what do we do?” Chee Wei said. “Just wait here?”
“Unless you’ve got any better suggestions.” Ryker certainly didn’t. For all he knew, the Caucasian and the three Chinese were visiting a brothel.
A Chinese girl with blue highlights in her hair and wearing a black leather jacket and knee-length boots stepped out of a doorway near the corner of the building and walked quickly away, her head bowed as she cradled a cell phone to her ear.
“She’s hot,” Chee Wei said. “Why isn’t she calling my number?”
Ryker smiled but dismissed the girl from his thoughts, until she turned to look back toward the building and he saw the fear etched in her young-old face as she spoke rapidly into her cell phone. Her gaze flicked from the building onto Ryker and Chee Wei. She stared at them blankly for long seconds before she turned away and broke into a run.
“Got her,” Chee Wei said, running back up the alley like an Olympic sprinter. Ryker kept his eyes on the Mercedes and the building. And before he knew it, his thoughts turned to Valerie Lin. He wondered idly why he even bothered thinking of her; there was no chance that she would even deign to give him the time of day under normal circumstances. And he was convinced the last thing on her mind would be fucking the horny white guy who’d dropped by to tell her that her husband was dead.
Chee Wei reappeared with the blue-haired girl, who stopped struggling and shouting in Chinese when he shoved his badge into her face. Her eyes crossed in almost comical surprise. He had her cell phone. Ryker crossed the alleyway and repositioned himself so he could still watch the Mercedes, while listening to what they were saying.
“Talk English! Where do you think you are, a shit boat in Hong Kong harbor?”
“Big-shot cop!” she snarled back. “So what are you, third, fourth-generation cocksucker?” She threw Ryker a distasteful look. “Working for a white. You wash his laundry too?”
Chee Wei slapped her. She put a hand to her cheek and glared at him. “Who were you calling?” he demanded. She tried to snatch the phone out of his hand but he was too fast for her, jerking it away again and again, enjoying her rising anger. “Are you deaf? I said, who were you calling?”
“My girlfriend. She eats me out better than you ever could. Give me back my phone, I paid good money for it, it’s mine.”
“What’s your name?” Ryker said.
She stared at him, weighing him up. “Suzy.”
He didn’t believe her, but that didn’t matter. “Tell us what we want to know and you can leave, Suzy. We’re not busting you. We just want to know why these guys are here.”
“How should I know?” She tried to pull away from Chee Wei but he had a firm grip on her leather jacket. “Let me go. I’ve done nothing wrong.”
Ryker held out his hand and Chee Wei gave him the phone. It was a different make from his but the menus were the same. He checked the last outgoing call. “Who’s going to answer if I press the button?”
“I called wrong number. They told me to fuck off, never call again.”
“You should be on television,” Chee Wei said. He let go of her and held up his hands, palms outward. “I didn’t want you to run away, that’s all.”
She rubbed her shoulder. “Big-shot cop. You like to treat girls rough? Hit them around?”
“Maybe I don’t like being called a cocksucker.”
Ryker offered her the phone. She hesitated, as if wary he’d play the same game as Chee Wei, but he let her take it. She slipped it into her purse. “Who did you call?” he asked.
He gave her time to consider the question. “They’re looking for a friend. She used to come here.”
“You tried to warn her?”
“She didn’t answer. I left a message.”
“You rent one of these apartments?” Chee Wei asked.
“No….”
“Then who does?”
“Just a couple of guys I know. We party sometimes.”
Ryker would have pressed her for more information but at that moment the big guy and the three Chinese emerged from the building and climbed back into the Mercedes. Ryker was torn between running for the car and following them, and going into the building to talk to whoever might be in there. He chose the latter, following his gut instinct that there was more to this than Suzy was prepared to reveal.
“They’ve gone,” he said. “You can go back inside now.”
“I got other things to do right now. Maybe later.”
Ryker took her gently by the arm and walked her to the building. She resisted at first, then gave in, realizing it wouldn’t do any good. Chee Wei followed them, grinning. The Mercedes was long gone. Suzy led the way along a short, dark hallway. Steps led up to the second floor. A door lay ajar. Lights were on inside. Suzy hesitated, then took a deep breath and called out, “Roger? You okay?”
“Who’s there?” a high-pitched voice said from inside the apartment. The door opened and a middle aged man with wavy blond hair stared blankly at Ryker and Chee Wei. He wore a beige silk shirt and held a bloody handkerchief to his nose. “Suzy, darling. We were wondering where you’d got to. One moment you were here…who are these friends of yours?”
“Cops,” Suzy said.
“You went and fetched the cavalry! How wonderful, even if it is too late. The Indians have withdrawn back to their reservation. We’re still alive, thank God. They didn’t even scalp us.”
Ryker showed his badge. “Detective Sergeant Ryker, S.F.P.D. This is Detective Fong. The four men who just left. Who are they, and what did they want?”
A crash of breaking glass came from inside. Ryker drew his Glock and pushed past Roger who spluttered in protest but couldn’t do or say anything to stop Ryker before he entered the apartment’s living room, which had been converted into a film set. Lights and reflectors surrounded a king-size bed. There were two digital cameras, one lying on the floor with its thin tripod legs bent. The other had been thrown onto the bed alongside a Chinese girl with pink highlights in her hair, who covered herself with a sheet and sobbed quietly, her face turned away from them. Electrical cables covered the floor. Every socket in the room was in use, as were the pendant light fittings whose bulbs had been removed to allow extension cables to hang down. A very suntanned man who could be anywhere from fifty to sixty-five years of age knelt on the floor, tears running down his face as he gingerly picked up broken pieces of glass from a lamp that had evidently toppled.
“For goodness sake Vincent, leave that alone, you’ll only hurt yourself,” Roger said. He stepped over cables and helped the suntanned man, Vincent, to stand. “These gentlemen are police officers.”
“Bloody hell, that’s what I call a quick response,” Vincent said. His accent was either Australian or New Zealander, Ryker couldn’t tell which.
“Now you’ve cut your hand, stupid,” Roger said. He applied his handkerchief to the wound. Ryker supposed it didn’t matter that the handkerchief was already stained with blood; he guessed that Roger and Vincent exchanged fluids on a regular basis. He put his gun away.
Chee Wei turned to look at Suzy, who folded her arms, leaned back against the door frame and jutted her chin out as if daring him to question what she did here. Ryker could imagine what the movie’s title might be. Blue On Pink. Or maybe Pink On Blue. Or maybe, hell, Pink In Blue. Thinking about it made his eyes water.
“We’re not Hollywood, God knows,” Roger said, “but we do our best.”
“So,” Vincent said, sitting down and holding his hand. “What are you going to do about those bastards? Walking in here as if they own the place. Smashing our stuff. Knocking poor Roger around. Aren’t you going to arrest them?”
“They were looking for someone,” Ryker said. “I want to know who.”
The pink-haired girl in the bed sat up, revealing creamy white breasts topped with dark nipples the size of silver dollars. The entire left side of her face was livid, as if she’d been slapped hard, or punched. She directed a stream of angry words at Suzy, who bowed her head and looked away. Ryker recalled passing a bathroom on the way in. Maybe Suzy had hid in there when the unexpected guests arrived, and ran out the door when they weren’t looking. Whatever, the pink-haired girl wasn’t pleased with her, and he didn’t need Chee Wei to translate.
“Cover yourself up, there’s a good girl,” Roger said. She scowled at him and pulled the sheet higher. “They thought she was Juicy Lucy, poor dear,” Roger told Ryker. “They became very upset when I told them she wasn’t here. Fortunately they believed me. It could have been much worse, I suppose.”
“Who,” Ryker said, feeling as if he’d slipped into a surreal dimension, “is Juicy Lucy?”
“Oops.” Roger covered his mouth with his hand, and giggled. “It’s just our little nickname. She’s a sweet girl really. Her real name is…and I’m not sneezing, before you say anything…Xiaohui. There, I think I’ve pronounced it correctly. Suzy darling, how did I do?”
Suzy looked anything but pleased. “What do you want with her?” Suzy asked Ryker. “Why did they come looking for her?” She sat down on the bed and put her arm around the pink-haired girl, who at first tried to shrug her off, but then allowed the contact.
“That’s a very good question,” Roger said. “Why indeed?”
“Get me a beer, Roj, will you?” Vincent said. “My hand’s killing me.”
“He says he was in the Australian S.A.S.,” Roger whispered to Ryker on his way to the adjoining kitchen. “Girl Guides, more like.”
“I heard that,” Vincent called after him. “You only had to say the word, Roj. I would have taken them out. All of them.”
“To dinner?” Roger called from the kitchen. He opened the fridge, took out a beer bottle and popped the cap with a practiced downward stroke, spilling not a single drop.
Suzy spoke softly to the pink-haired girl in Chinese and kissed her on the cheek. It took Ryker all his will power to tear his gaze away from them. “Do you know where this Xiaohui is?” he said, rolling his tongue around the unfamiliar syllables. “Did you tell them?”
“I’m afraid our Juicy Lucy has gone up in the world,” Roger said, passing the beer bottle to Vincent. “We don’t see much of her any more. Just a couple of months ago she lay on that very bed with her legs wide open. What was the name of that film, Vincent?”
“I dunno,” Vincent said. He swallowed a mouthful of beer. “But she was a right good little actress. Then she met some bloke. Must have had money. Suddenly two hundred and fifty dollars is chicken feed to her. She turned down the next job too, and it was a sequel. They always do well.”
“At least she wasn’t bitchy about it or anything,” Roger added. He delicately touched his nose and inspected his finger. “We told Arnold bloody Schwarzenegger he should ask someone at the Snake Bite if they knew where she was. She used to work there, as a dancer.”
Ryker knew the bar, a waterfront dive popular with tourists looking for a good time.
“Forget the dolly bird, what are you going to do about this?” Vincent said, using his beer bottle as a pointer to indicate the fallen camera and broken light. Almost as an afterthought he also indicated the pink-haired girl. “Can’t let the buggers get away with it. Why don’t you get on the blower and call in a SWAT team or something? Put a cap up their arses. Serve them bloody well right.”
“All right. But you can’t touch anything before forensics photographs the evidence. And the investigators will want to talk to all the witnesses.” Roger and Vincent both looked at the pink-haired girl, who rested her head on Suzy’s shoulder while Suzy stroked her hair. Friends again.
“Ah, well,” Roger said. “That could prove difficult. Our little Lotus Blossom here doesn’t speak a word of English.”
“I’ll be happy to translate,” Chee Wei said.
Suzy shook her head almost imperceptibly. The gesture was intended for Roger but Ryker picked it up and knew the matter wouldn’t be pursued with the police.
“Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary. The damage really isn’t too severe. And we’ll pay our lead actress danger money to make up for her discomfort. Won’t we, Vincent?” Vincent nodded eagerly. “So, detective sergeant, now that you have the name of the person those thugs were after, what will you do?” Roger asked, smoothly changing the subject.
“I think we need to find her before they do,” Ryker said. “For her own protection.” Suzy got the message. She said something to the other girl, then got up off the bed and went out into the hallway. “We’ll see ourselves out.”
“Our pleasure to have met you, I’m sure,” Roger said.
Ryker followed Suzy into the hallway. She was waiting for them by the front door. Chee Wei was only a step behind him. “Fucking gays,” he said, his whisper every bit as loud as his normal voice. “All that pussy and they don’t know what to do with it! She’s a minor. We can close them down.”
“People gotta eat,” Ryker told him.
“Would you say that if she was white?”
Ryker stopped so suddenly that Chee Wei almost ran into him.
“Okay, hold on,” Chee Wei said. “I’m gonna be picking shoe leather out of my teeth for weeks. I shouldn’t have said that. Dumb fuck thing to say. Forget it, will you?”
But Suzy was waiting to hear his reply, so Ryker gave her one. “The question is would I rather she sold her ass out on the street? The answer’s no. She’s better off here, doing tricks for a pair of queers more likely to mother her than do her harm.”
He stepped up to Suzy. Their eyes were almost level thanks to her boot heels. She was undeniably beautiful but her friend back there in the makeshift film studio had drawn his attention to Suzy’s age. Looks were deceiving; she could be young enough to be his daughter, which was the biggest turn off he could think of on such short notice.
“What else can you tell me?” he said.
“Her name is Zhu Xiaohui,” she said. “She has an apartment. It’s not far. She could be there. But if she knows someone is looking for her? Maybe she’ll stay with her sister.”
Ryker took out his notepad, flipped it open and offered it to her along with a pen.



CHAPTER 8


Shanghai, People’s Republic of China

There were advantages to owning a multinational corporation that dealt in advanced electronics, chief among which was the near guarantee of totally secure communications. Somewhere above the world a satellite owned wholly by Lin Industries looked down upon them and beamed encoded signals from continent to continent. New compression techniques meant that delay was almost non-existent and both parties could speak in real time without any irritating pauses. Sound quality was also enhanced, so that every nuance of tone and emotion came through clearly. They might as well be sitting in the same room, Chen Gui thought, as Lin Yubo’s voice lashed him from 6,000 miles away, and rightly so, considering what might easily have gone wrong and how much they could have lost in Japan, in terms of both wealth and face.
The tirade continued for nearly two minutes. Chen Gui feared his boss would faint because of lack of oxygen to the brain, but he went on without pause and apparently without the need to draw breath.
“-And that nephew of yours,” Lin Yubo said. “How much of this unnecessary confrontation with the Fujianese was his doing?”
Chen Gui resisted the temptation to blame it all on Chen Song. That might possibly lead to unfortunate and fatal repercussions. Chen Gui didn’t particularly like Chen Song’s mother, but she had a tongue that could cut through silk and a vindictive streak that was to be feared. She would never give him a moment’s peace if anything were to happen to her beloved son. Even though, if there was anyone on the Asian continent who deserved to suddenly disappear without trace, it was the incompetent wretch Chen Song whose foolishness had almost cost Chen Gui his reputation, his position, and his life.
“Many factors contributed to the situation, Lin Yubo,” Chen Gui said, pushing the temptation aside. “Some were beyond our control. Of course our people in Tokyo should have assessed what was happening, and reported this so we had more time to prepare an appropriate response. And the yakuza, aiyah. So much distrust there. They gave us no warning, even though they must have known something was amiss.” He waited for his boss to comment but the speakerphone was as silent as a tiger stalking its prey. Chen Gui wiped his forehead with his handkerchief and said, “Thankfully the matter has been resolved with only minimal loss. I was able to take steps to avoid the bumbling Fujianese peasants, and also inflict irreparable damage upon their Tokyo organization.”
Lin Yubo said, “What are you talking about?”
Chen Gui savored the moment. “Our limited resources in Tokyo had already been decimated by the time I arrived. While my nephew organized a retaliatory strike to distract and delay the Fujianese, I engaged the services of a professional. An outsider, who has no connection with us and cannot be traced.”
“You know my feelings concerning mercenaries.” Lin Yubo’s disapproving tone made Chen Gui imagine an executioner stepping up to a wooden chopping block, an ax gleaming in his hands.
“I have used this man before, Lin Yubo, and knew he could be trusted. Also, he was available immediately. He lives in Tokyo but is above suspicion. Neither the police nor the intelligence services have any interest in him, his cover is entirely legitimate. While the Fujianese foundered like fish out of water, he spirited us safely away from Japan. Nothing was left to chance. Then he initiated the second half of my plan, an assault against the Fujianese boss and his contingent. I have people in Tokyo now, retaking what was lost and reestablishing our trade links with yakuza. They are impressed by the way we handled ourselves. As you would expect of the Japanese they stood back and waited to see which side was stronger. Now they know. We have gained enormous face.”
“What if the Fujianese had also hired mercenaries? It would have been all-out war on the streets of Tokyo. The police would have closed the city down. No one would have profited from such madness.”
“I believe the Bai Hu would have triumphed regardless of the number of guns arrayed against him.”
“Bai Hu? White Tiger. That is his name? Absurd.”
“Merely a nickname, Lin Yubo. His methods are direct and swift. I engaged him to rid us of the tiresome leader of the Fujianese, who believed he could take over our trade with yakuza, and by nightfall the nuisance was no more. He never misses and he never fails.” Chen Gui basked in his own brilliance and wished Chen Song were here with him to hear Lin Yubo’s congratulations.
“One man did this? One man returned the Tokyo territory to you?”
“Yes, Lin Yubo. As I said, he is extremely competent, and resourceful. This is why I retained him in the first place.”
Chen Gui expected some sort of congratulation-was even thanks too much to hope for? — but Lin Yubo denied him even that small honor. “This White Tiger interests me. I may have need of his services. See that he is dispatched to San Francisco immediately. Make whatever financial arrangements are necessary. Inform me when he is on the plane.”
Chen Gui stared at the speakerphone. Several seconds passed before he realized that the click he’d heard was the sound of his boss hanging up.
He revised what had been said but could find no fault with his report, which gave him rightful credit in resolving what could have been a major setback. Did Lin Yubo not realize what they would have lost if the Fujianese had been allowed to triumph? More than just face. But now, with a startlingly rude show of abruptness, Lin Yubo had dismissed Chen Gui’s resourcefulness. Had he not ensured their position within Japan remained secure into the foreseeable future? And where was Lin Yubo while all this was happening? Concentrating on his business interests in San Francisco, in the United States. As if what went on in Asia was of secondary importance.
He made certain that the phone was switched off before he filled his lungs with air and bellowed, “Chen Song!”
The double doors opened almost instantly, proof that his nephew had been listening in, probably with his ear pressed against the lacquered wood. If not for the fact his private telephone was not linked to the internal extensions, Chen Gui was sure that Chen Song would have been hunched behind a pot plant in the hall, the telephone receiver cradled to his ear and his handkerchief over the mouthpiece, like some henchman flunkey in an old Charlie Chan film. Come to think of it, that was exactly what Chen Song was, a henchman flunkey. He would never amount to anything else. Any promise he might have shown before had been destroyed by his lamentable performance in Japan.
“Uncle. What did he say? Did you mention-?”
Chen Gui’s stern expression gave Chen Song pause.
“Lin Yubo’s rage was boundless. He demanded to know who was responsible. Fortunately for all of us I was able to placate him, by assuring him that our business with yakuza will continue uninterrupted. It helped that we gained face by wiping out the Fujianese.”
“We didn’t wipe them out. The foreigner did.”
Chen Gui didn’t like his nephew’s sour expression, which indicated ongoing disapproval of his decision. No matter. A henchman flunkey’s opinion was of no value. Chen Gui said, “Lin Yubo accepted my explanation that employing an outsider was, in this case, necessary. Now. What precautions have you taken to ensure my safety?”
Chen Song looked confused for a moment, as his father often did when she was asked a complex question. “Uncle, I have arranged for additional guards on the gates. More patrol the grounds. Just let the Fujianese try to reach you! They won’t get past my men. We’ll slaughter them like the dogs they are.” He patted his jacket underneath the left armpit, indicating the weapon he carried there. Chen Gui supposed it was necessary, although he admitted to himself that he didn’t much like the idea of Chen Song having a gun in his presence, especially when they were alone. Perhaps it was the way Chen Song had behaved when they were in the hotel in Dalian, awaiting the arrival of Lin Feng and Boss Tao. Chen Gui had picked up some unnerving vibrations from his nephew. Instead of becoming subdued when Chen Gui had berated him, Chen Song had become increasingly angry, though he’d attempted to hide this. And now, his reference to his men displeased Chen Gui even more. Who was boss here, Chen Gui or his nephew?
He said, “What if the Fujianese wise up and decide to hire the Bai Hu? Do you think your men could stop him from reaching me?” He enjoyed the effect these words had on his nephew.
“Do you want me to send word to Japan to have him killed, uncle? Is that what you are saying?” Chen Song asked eagerly.
Chen Gui shook his head. “Absolutely not. We’ve lost enough people already. But heed my warning, Chen Song. If an attack comes, it may not come in the form of guns and bullets. There are other night tigers that possess the gweizi’s skills. Perhaps it would be prudent to engage the services of such men, in addition to your hired guns.”
“I’ll look into it immediately, uncle,” Chen Song said, but Chen Gui noticed a subtle movement at the corner of his nephew’s lips, the beginning of a smile.
“Is something amusing you?” he demanded.
“No, uncle.”
Realization struck Chen Gui. He knew all about his nephew’s lifestyle. Chen Song liked living the high life. His enjoyments centered around fast cars and fast women, to use the Western vernacular. And, so Chen Gui had been informed, other things best not discussed at the dinner table, or anywhere else for that matter. He thought of his favorite film star, Rock Hudson. Chen Gui possessed several copies of Ice Station Zebra, including the recently released digitally remastered DVD, which he played at least once a month. He was eternally fascinated by the multi-layered relationships between the principals, with the indecently handsome Hudson shedding his light romantic comedy persona to convincingly play the veteran submarine captain dedicated to preserving the lives of his crew in treacherous waters, while also having to deal with spies and traitors and the eternal threat of Mother Russia. Chen Gui saw himself in an almost identical role. And yet, behind Hudson’s all-American male facade was the secret self whose sexual preferences remained unknown almost to the time of his sad death.
Before Chen Gui stood his nephew Chen Song, a handsome lady-killer vain enough to literally carve notches in his bed posts to declare the number of women he’d brought back to his luxurious apartment and used for sex. But Chen Gui knew that many of these notches signified sexual liaisons with young men, something Chen Song had taken very great care to hide from him. Seeing Chen Song’s smile made Chen Gui realize that “night tigers” probably meant something else entirely to Chen Song, who found amusement in the term.
Imbecile. Time for him to learn.
“Meet me outside in ten minutes,” Chen Gui found himself saying. “Bring four of your best men with you.”
“Are we going somewhere, uncle?”
“You’ll find out soon enough. Your best men. You understand?”
“Yes, uncle. As you wish.” Such a patronizing tone!
Chen Song departed and Chen Gui looked up his telephone index, searching for a number he hadn’t called in years. He half-expected his call to go unanswered; it was possible the man was dead by now. He had been in his late seventies when he and Chen Gui last conversed. His brother was only two years younger.
To his surprise the phone was picked up on the first ring and the familiar voice said, “What do you want?” in Mandarin, the tone impatient and rude.
“It is Chen Gui.”
“You honor us.”
“Is your brother still the man I knew?”
“Hah. Even better. Please wait, Chen Gui.” A hand covered the phone mouthpiece and voices murmured. Then the man, whose name was Pak, said, “My brother sends his regards, and asks what you wish of him?”
Chen Gui told him, and Pak conveyed the request to his brother. They easily reached an agreement. The task, after all, was simple enough. And Pak’s brother would not even have to leave their house, which was in Shanghai. Easy money.
He hung up and made a second telephone call. He told the man who answered what he wanted and how soon, and received assurance it would be done.
Minutes later Chen Gui met Chen Song downstairs in the courtyard. Two cars sat waiting, fumes spewing from their exhausts. Four young men wearing cheap suits and long hair waited also. They radiated arrogance. There was no respect in their eyes when they looked at Chen Gui; just the opposite, in fact. Chen Gui wondered what Chen Song had told them. Did they even know that Chen Song worked for Chen Gui? Or did they think his nephew was Boss Chen, and Chen Gui some ancient relative allowed to live in the house?
“These are your best men?”
Their chests swelled with self-importance and they thrust their jaws out or narrowed their eyes, trying to look tough, just like in the movies. One smoked a cigarette which dangled from lips that were frozen in a cynical half-grin, an expression that obviously attracted wanton whores by the wagon-load.
“The very best, uncle.”
Chen Song opened the rear door of the first car and for a moment Chen Gui thought he was about to climb in-but then he seemed to remember his manners and instead held the door wide for Chen Gui.
They settled themselves in the back seat and Chen Gui gave the driver the address. Chen Song looked at him curiously; it lay in one of Shanghai’s oldest quarters, steeped in history which upstarts like Chen Song and his cocky young guns knew nothing of. He watched the man in the front passenger seat play with his gun, removing and inserting the magazine again and again as if it were a toy. He spoke to the driver in gutter dialect, telling him he hoped he got the chance to use his weapon. The driver opined that the Fujianese didn’t have the balls to try anything. Chen Gui, who knew otherwise, kept his silence. Chen Song turned and looked out the rear window every thirty seconds, as if unsure whether the second car was still following them. Chen Gui wondered if the driver of the tailing car suffered from an eye impairment that might cause him to lose sight of them and accidentally wander up the wrong street.
The streets became narrower, the houses more traditional. Cobblestones made a roaring noise underneath their tires. The driver slowed and the noise died down until Chen Gui could hear himself think again. When the driver hesitated at a street junction, Chen Gui directed him to go straight ahead. He marveled that he still remembered the way after so long.
It was a moonless night, and Lin Yubo had been with him. So were Boss Hong and Boss Sun. Nominally business partners, technically rivals, they had worked together for almost a decade, abiding by the terms of a truce hammered out by the previous leaders of the Green, Red and White Dragon Tongs. They’d all benefited from the truce, no denying that, but some recent territory disputes had led to friction and so Lin Yubo had suggested they meet at a neutral location to agree who owned which streets. It would be a simple matter of give and take, he’d assured them; in the end no one would leave the meeting unhappy. Which was true.
“There,” he said, pointing at a red-tiled house surrounded by a high wall. The gates swung open as the two cars approached, and swung shut again as soon as they were inside. As the cars rolled to a stop on the oval courtyard’s dark flagstones Chen Gui saw Pak waiting at the front door, small and wiry, his arms folded inside the sleeves of his black silk jacket.
“Who’s that?” Chen Song asked, leaning forward to peer through the window.
“An old acquaintance,” Chen Gui said. He reached for the door handle. Chen Song took the hint, got out his side and hurried round to open Chen Gui’s door.
Chen Gui went up the steps and greeted Pak. He motioned for Chen Song to join them. The four gunmen waited by the cars in their rumpled suits, looking around but finding nothing to impress them. The same gunman checked and rechecked his magazine, ramming it in with the heel of his hand, heedless of the fact he might damage the weapon.
“Stand very still,” Chen Gui told Chen Song. “No matter what happens, make no move to interfere.”
“Uncle?” Chen Song said.
“Watch, and learn.”
A shadow flew over the roof of the house and landed in the courtyard without a sound behind He Who Constantly Reloaded His Weapon. The shadow moved into the gunman, who screamed as both his arms were hideously twisted and quite plainly broken, his weapon and its magazine spinning away in opposite directions. The scream cut off suddenly as vertebrae were expertly dislocated; the gunman flopped like a sack of rice. The other three men drew their guns but not one shot was fired as the shadow moved among them, making examples of them as Chen Gui had requested. Chen Gui felt nothing for these men. They were street trash who owed him no loyalty and would gladly have killed him if someone came along and offered them more money than Chen Song had. Or, perhaps, if Chen Song gave the order. Did his nephew possess such aspirations? Knowing his mother as Chen Gui did, and remembering his idiot father, that seemed entirely possible.
Chen Song, stupid as ever, ignored Chen Gui’s warning and reached inside his jacket, but Pak tapped two fingers against Chen Song’s wrist, stopping him. The last of the gunmen sprawled face down in the courtyard below, quite dead. Pak’s brother, clad in a suit, hood and mask that exactly matched the dark of the flagstones, came to a stop at last and stood facing the house. Chen Gui bowed to him. The bow was returned.
“I can’t move my arm!” Chen Song said, panic in his voice. He only distracted Chen Gui for a second but in that second the shadow was suddenly gone, as quickly as it had appeared, and leaving no trace of its passage or whereabouts. Had it ever been there? Four broken bodies leaking blood into the courtyard suggested it had.
Chen Song’s expression betrayed his pain and his astonishment at his inability to make his arm work. Pak tapped his wrist with two fingers again, and Chen Song had control of his limb once more. He cradled it to him as if it were a long-lost child.
Chen Gui slipped the envelope containing the agreed sum of money into Pak’s hand. It disappeared inside his sleeve and he retreated into the house, closing the door behind him, their transaction complete.
A light breeze blew across the courtyard, stirring the leaves. Chen Gui returned to the first car. Chen Song, quite dazed, staggered down the steps and joined him. He bent to examined one of the corpses, stepped over to another, checked a third. Chen Gui could have told him he was wasting his time.
“Uncle, what…?”
“We’re leaving. You’re driving.”
Chen Song opened the door for Chen Gui, moving like a robot. Chen Gui climbed into the passenger seat. Chen Song took up position behind the wheel, still wearing a dazed look. Chen Gui slapped him hard. Chen Song shook his head and came out of his trance.
“Start the engine. Take us home.”
Chen Song started the engine. The gates swung open again to permit them to leave, and swung shut behind them as soon as they reached the street, blocking their view. The bodies, of course, would be disposed of forthwith. Just like the bodies of Boss Hong and Boss Sun had vanished that fateful night years ago when Lin Yubo brought them to this same house to meet Pak’s brother, the night tiger, who slew them and their helpless bodyguards without mercy, clearing the way for Lin Yubo to command the united Shanghai Dragon Tongs. They had not left the meeting unhappy, as Lin Yubo promised.
They negotiated the light traffic in silence. When they were very nearly back where they started, at Chen Gui’s house, Chen Song said, “Uncle. I think we are being followed.”
Chen Gui looked in his side mirror. A black sedan cruised behind them. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “Just keep on driving.”
“They could be Fujianese! We have no protection!”
Chen Gui took pleasure in saying, “They are our protection.” He watched for a reaction. Chen Song’s expression changed from open-mouthed surprise to blank-faced puzzlement as he tried to deduce what was going on. And finally, frowning realization.
“Why did you have them killed, uncle?” he asked.
“To demonstrate the power of the night tigers! The name is not to be mocked under any circumstances. You understand?” Chen Song nodded. Chen Gui opened a pack of American cigarettes, and regretted not having sufficient time to purchase his maximum duty free allowance before they fled Japan. He lit one using the car’s lighter. “The night tiger you saw is the older brother of he who met us at the door,” he continued. “You may guess his age. Yet he went through your best men like a knife through rice paper. Tell me, did any of them stand a chance against him? Huh?” Chen Song stared straight ahead, the muscles of his jaw working. “You already know the answer. Good. The night tiger and his brother have trained together since childhood. Consider how easily the brother might have killed you for your stupidity. Out of respect for me he allowed you to live. And for no other reason!” Chen Song flinched, obviously having thoughts of his own mortality, which pleased Chen Gui further. “Tell me, Chen Song. Did I do the right thing in not leaving you back there?”
Chen Song swallowed loud enough for him to hear. “Uncle, you have my full loyalty and devotion. You know this. All I was thinking about was your safety. Nothing else.”
“Just keep driving,” Chen Gui said. “And think of what you have learned today. This is not a movie! Death is not heroic. It comes swiftly and without warning. There is no time for posturing or strutting.”
“No, uncle.”
Sentries opened the compound doors and they rolled inside. The black sedan followed them in. Chen Song climbed out and hurried to open Chen Gui’s door. Ignoring him, Chen Gui climbed out, flicked his half-smoked cigarette away and greeted his cousin, Yuan Lau, who had answered his call and brought his soldiers with him, older men, gray haired men, hardened men who had proved their loyalty to the family during the worst of times, before Lin Yubo brought peace and order to Shanghai.
Chen Gui took Yuan Lau inside and explained the situation. Chen Song followed them at a respectful distance and kept his silence. Yuan Lau accepted his instructions as if he had never left Chen Gui’s side all these years, and rejoined his men to pass on the orders. Chen Gui felt safer already.
In the study, Chen Song closed the door and said, “What can I do to regain your favor, uncle?”
“I’ll think of something,” Chen Gui told him. “Now leave me, I have a phone call to make.” He sighed. “A very expensive phone call.” Lin Yubo hadn’t offered to pay Bai Hu’s expenses and fee; he had only ordered Chen Gui to make whatever financial arrangements were necessary to send the gweizi to the United States.
He waved Chen Song outside. Chen Song opened the door, and stepped back in surprise as one of Yuan Lau’s men stepped into the study and moved to stand by the door, his hands clasped in front of him. He ignored Chen Song completely. Chen Song sucked in a deep breath and Chen Gui thought he was going to say something, but instead he simply left the room, closing the door behind him. The man by the door stared straight ahead, a human statue. Chen Gui approved.
He found the Bai Hu’s telephone number in his index and dialed. It was picked up on the fifth ring and the gweizi said something Chen Gui didn’t understand, a string of fast Japanese words.
Chen Gui lit another cigarette and shook out the match. “I hope I have not disturbed you,” he said.
“I thought we had an agreement,” the Bai Hu said, switching effortlessly to Mandarin. His tone oozed disapproval. “No direct calls.”
“How would you like to earn a half a million dollars?” Chen Gui said. “It would involve your traveling to the United States. To San Francisco. Call it a special job. What do you say?”
He thought he might have to bargain further and up the price, but the answer came sooner and much easier than he had expected.



CHAPTER 9


San Francisco, California

Mid-day traffic combined with an automobile/pedestrian accident at the intersections of Market and Gough kept Chee Wei from driving as fast as Ryker would have liked. To make matters worse, it appeared the entire city of San Francisco had decided to take its collective lunch hour at the same time, leaving the downtown area mired in near-gridlock. Even if they’d been in a marked cruiser with the lights and siren going, they wouldn’t have made better progress.
“Well, this sucks balls,” Chee Wei said.
“You have experience with that, I guess,” Ryker said.
Chee Wei fidgeted a bit in the driver’s seat. “Hey, I’m a Democrat, but I’m not that open-minded. What’s that address again?”
Ryker looked at his notebook. Suzy’s handwriting wasn’t exactly a portrait of neatness, but it was serviceable.
“Twenty-four twenty-three Quintara. On the corner of Quintara and Thirty-third Street.”
“Nice ‘hood,” Chee Wei said. “Very family-oriented.”
“I hope we’ll be able to confirm that soon.”
“You think Lin’s guys will beat us there?”
Ryker shrugged. “Only if they have the same address we do.”
“Hope they don’t.”
“Hope is a bad word, you should stop using it,” Ryker sighed. He twisted in his seat, looking for a gap in the traffic to exploit. There was nothing. A bottled water truck blocked most of his view.
Chee Wei drummed his fingertips on the Crown Vic’s black dashboard, then began fiddling with the GPS.
“We’ll have to cut through the side streets to get there any time before the sun goes down,” he remarked. “We might be able to make the turn onto Octavia, then cut across to Sunset that way.”
“Sounds like a plan, unless you’ve got a helicopter in your pants.” Ryker checked his watch as the Crown Vic trundled forward, then leaned back in his seat. He rested his elbow on the armrest and cupped his chin in his right hand, impatient with the holdup.
“What?” Chee Wei asked, reading his body language. “You mean to tell me you’re not used to San Francisco traffic, after all this time?”
“I’m trying to decide if I want to ask for a patrol unit to head over to the address.”
“So you do think Lin’s guys will get there ahead of us,” Chee Wei said.
“No idea.”
“It would really suck for us if they find this girl and plug her before we can talk with her,” Chee Wei continued. “Plus, she’s gotta be a hottie to the max, if that Lin Dan was porking her.”
Ryker smiled despite his irritation. “‘Porking her’? You realize that term went out probably before you were born, right? I don’t think I’ve heard it since 1982.”
“Makes sense, because I picked it up when I watched The Neighbors last night.”
Ryker rolled his eyes. “At least watch some of Belushi’s good movies, if that’s how you’re going to spend your time. Animal House.The Blues Brothers. Even Continental Divide. But I guess watching The Neighbors beats surfing porn.”
“Cathy Moriarty’s hot,” Chee Wei informed him.
“Yeah, thirty years ago.”
“Hey, I got a woody watching her.”
“You probably get a woody watching Woody Harrelson,” Ryker said, “and frankly, that’s beginning to frighten me a bit. Maybe you should marry this girl in China, and soon. Even your parents must be worried, if they’re going to go through all this trouble to set up an arranged marriage.”
“My parents just want a grandson,” Chee Wei answered. He took his foot off the brake and allowed the Ford to glide forward for ten feet before coming to a halt again.
“Gosh, that’s worrisome. They really think extending the gene pool’s a good thing to do, huh?” Ryker fished out his cell phone and looked at the unit’s plastic screen absently.
“So you gonna make the call, or what?” Chee Wei asked. “Taraval’s got patrol responsibility-I worked over there before coming over to Metro.”
“Yeah thanks, I remember who patrols where in the city,” Ryker responded, a touch irritated at the push. He kept looking down at the phone. A homicide dick calling up a neighborhood station for patrol assistance wasn’t something that would be deemed unusual, but in this circumstance there was no clear threat.
Jesus. Look at me, suddenly worried about how things are going to look. What am I doing, running for public office or trying to solve a murder? He shook his head at the thought, and he hit the speed dial for central dispatch. When the call went through, he identified himself and gave his badge number, then requested that a patrol unit sit on the southwest corner of Quintana and 33rd Street until their arrival. The dispatcher relayed the request to the Taraval patrol desk for actioning. A car would be outside the address within six minutes, and would remain until Ryker and Chee Wei arrived, or a more pressing matter demanded their attention. Ryker could live with that.
Chee Wei made a turn on a northbound street, still caught up with the flow of traffic; he hadn’t been the first to make the assumption that getting off Market Street was a good idea. The smaller side streets were almost as bad as Market was, but there wasn’t anything that could be done about it. Clogged traffic and poor parking were two of San Francisco’s more chronic diseases.
“So, you going to go after the widow or not?” Chee Wei asked. “If you’re not, maybe I’ll try. I’ll bet I actually can wear Lin Dan’s robe and slippers.”
“Chee Wei, you really need to get laid.”
“True, but you didn’t answer my question,” Chee Wei responded.
“And my silence should indicate my position on the matter,” Ryker said. “Of course I’m not going to do anything with the widow. She’s part of the Lin family, and if I did anything that pisses anyone off, the department will come down on me with both feet.”
“You’re such a girl,” Chee Wei taunted, grinning broadly.
“Maybe so, but I’m still not available, so keep it in your pants, hot shot,” Ryker warned with a humor he didn’t necessarily feel. He’d been having trouble keeping his mind focused on the task at hand, and the fact that thoughts of the newly-widowed Valerie Lin kept crowding out his professional sensibilities every thirty seconds weren’t making things any easier. Nor was Chee Wei’s admittedly good-natured banter. Even now, Ryker could see how her dark slacks had clung to her, accentuating the gentle sweeps of her hips and buttocks-
Let’s not go through that again, he thought, recalling his biological reaction to seeing her in the flesh. Revisiting her visage even through the distance of memory was no less likely to prevent such an organic response from reoccurring, and he certainly didn’t need to be popping a boner while riding shotgun with Chee Wei.
The traffic finally broke enough so that Chee Wei could accelerate onto Haight Street and start making up some time. It still took almost fifteen minutes to make it to the rotary at Dewey and Taraval Streets, and then another ten to make it into the central Sunset District proper. They arrived at the address Suzy had given them almost an hour before.
The S.F.P.D. patrol car was sitting in front of a fire hydrant, which in turn sat at the corner before a line of ubiquitous two-story tract homes. Off Taravel, the main street through the area, the neighborhood was very residential and to Ryker’s eye well maintained and neat. The single-family homes generally lacked true front lawns, where concrete driveways or patios were found more often than not. The first story of each home was usually comprised of a one-car garage and the occasional entry, while the second story was where residents lived. From some windows, families would be able to see the blue Pacific Ocean several blocks to the West, and Ryker had seen for himself just how striking the sunsets could be…which begat the district’s name. It was also an integrated neighborhood, with a large Asian population woven into the tapestry. A likely enough background for a young woman to try and lose herself while trying to figure out what to do next.
Chee Wei pulled abreast of the black-and-white Ford patrol car, and Ryker rolled down the window.
“Hey guys, Ryker from Metro,” he said, showing his badge. “Thanks for sitting out here for us, I appreciate it.”
The patrolman sitting in the front passenger seat shrugged. His hair was flecked with gray, and the sergeant’s stripes on his shoulder indicated he was the senior of the two officers.
“You took your sweet time about it,” the sergeant said. “You get sacked by that bang-up on Market?”
“We did, and I’m sorry it took us so long to get here,” Ryker apologized.
The patrol sergeant waved the apology away.
“We get paid the same whether we’re sitting or patrolling. Next time, just give us an address with a better view, all right?”
Ryker smiled. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”
The patrol sergeant motioned to his younger Hispanic partner, and the black-and-white hitched forward a bit as the driver dropped it into gear.
“All right, we’re out of here unless you need us to stay. We gotta get back into the rotation.”
“See anyone entering or leaving?” Ryker asked.
The Hispanic patrolman behind the wheel jerked a thumb toward the pastel yellow house off the car’s left rear fender. It had the right number, 2423.
“Saw some activity on the second floor,” he said. “Just someone peeking through the curtains every now and then.”
“Good enough,” Ryker said. “Thanks again.”
He motioned Chee Wei to pull ahead. Chee Wei took his foot off the brake and the big Ford sedan drifted up the street. He watched in his rearview mirror as the patrol car pulled away from the curb and turned onto Quintana. There was a spot a bit further up the street, and he pulled into it without a problem, shoehorning the Crown Vic between an old Chevy pickup and a Toyota Prius.
“I’m the parallel-parking master!” Chee Wei crowed.
“Make sure you send your audition tape to America’s Got Talent,” Ryker said before he unbuckled his seat belt and opened the passenger door.
“You really need to be more supportive,” Chee Wei griped good-naturedly as he hauled himself out of the car.
Ryker walked down the sidewalk toward the house on the corner. He stopped when he heard Chee Wei call out to him.
“Hey, check it out,” he said.
Ryker turned. Chee Wei was still in the street, looking toward the south. Ryker followed his gaze, and sure enough, the glossy black Mercedes-Benz S550 was parked at the curb about a hundred feet down, its grille pointed toward them. Behind the wheel was a Chinese; beside him was a huge Caucasian man with broad shoulders and an equally broad face. The same men Ryker and Chee Wei had seen leaving Lin’s estate in Tiburon.
Chee Wei bent at the waist and placed his hands on his knees. He stared directly at the car.
“They’re all there-two up front, two in the rear. Good call putting the squad car on the house. You’ll thank me for badgering you about that later, right?”
“Let’s have a chat with them,” Ryker said, reversing course and walking toward the parked Mercedes. Chee Wei fell in with him.
As they advanced, the white man in the passenger seat favored Ryker with an open, appraising stare. He then said something to the driver. The car took off from the curb immediately.
“Hey!” Ryker shouted. “S.F.P.D., stop right there!”
The Mercedes did no such thing. It pulled into a driveway on the opposite side of the street, executed a three-point turn, and accelerated away from the two detectives. Ryker didn’t even have the time to pull his badge.
“Now that’s illegal, disobeying an officer of the law like that,” Chee Wei said, reaching for the cell phone clipped to his belt. “I’ll call it in-our pals on patrol’ll have them pulled over in no time.”
Ryker thought it over for a moment, then shook his head. He didn’t want any more issues with Jericho…or Lin, for that matter.
“Let them go,” he said, as he turned away from the street and headed back toward the sidewalk.
“Come on!” Chee Wei exclaimed. “They were waiting for the patrol guys to pull out, so they could go up there themselves!”
“And what’s wrong with that? It’s a free country.”
Chee Wei hurried after him. “How about that part where they’re interfering with an investigation?”
“So far, they’re not, not really,” Ryker said, stepping onto the sidewalk. He turned and faced Chee Wei. “They can talk with anyone they want to, and we can’t necessarily stop them from that.”
“And they can beat people, like those two gays and the girl in the Tenderloin?”
Ryker put his hands in his pockets and faced his younger partner.
“Chee Wei, the way I see it, this investigation is going to last longer the less we piss off Lin,” he said. “All Lin has to do is make one phone call to set things in motion, and the eventual response will be that Jericho’s balls retract and we’ll get pulled off the case.”
“Even James Lin couldn’t stop us from conducting a murder investigation,” Chee Wei replied. “And why the hell would he want to? His own son was whacked, for God’s sake. For sure he wants to find out who did it, and bring them to justice.”
“I kind of think Lin has a different definition of justice than you do,” Ryker said, glancing back over his shoulder at the neat yellow house at the corner. “I don’t know if he’s figured it out yet, but eventually, he’s going to want cops who are more sympathetic to him on the case. That way, if S.F.P.D. finds the killer, said person gets delivered to Lin’s goons. And this”-he nodded his head in the direction the Mercedes had taken off-“was just par for the course, an initial reaction. Once Lin calms down, he’ll either use us or pull us.”
“Dude, you really have a thing for conspiracy theories,” Chee Wei deadpanned.
“Hey, this is San Francisco, home of the loony liberal left. Conspiracy theories are what we live on out here.” Ryker waved toward the house. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”
The two detectives walked toward the house. The entry was on the second floor, accessible by a winding, stucco-covered staircase. Chee Wei bolted up its length, his Bostonian loafers clacking loudly on the red tiled steps. Ryker climbed it unenthusiastically, his rubber-soled Rockports barely making a whisper. Chee Wei rang the bell as Ryker clambered onto the stoop behind him. A wind chime suspended beneath an ornate glass dragonfly hung beside the door, making small tinkling sounds as the light breeze caressed it.
There was no answer. Chee Wei rang the bell again.
“Think one of us should watch back?” he asked.
Ryker looked through the opaque window next to the door. He shook his head.
“No. Someone’s coming.”
He stepped back from the window and pulled his badge. Chee Wei did the same as the door opened. A security chain prevented it from opening more than five inches, and a thirty-something Chinese female face peered out at them. She was only borderline cute, and had the look of a mother, not a sexpot. There was no way this could be Xiaohui Zhu, Ryker decided.
“What do you want?” the woman asked, her English heavily accented.
“San Francisco Police,” Chee Wei said, showing her his badge. “I’m Detective Fong, this is Detective Sergeant Ryker, from Metro Division. May we come inside for a moment?”
“Why you want to come in?” the woman asked quickly. “I didn’t call the police!”
“We’d like to discuss some things with you,” Chee Wei said. “You’re not in any trouble, but we think you might be able to give us some assistance.”
“I don’t-”
“Do you have a sister named Xiaohui Zhu?” Ryker asked abruptly.
The woman behind the door looked at him, then back at Chee Wei. It didn’t take a degree in rocket science to see that she was trying to decide upon something…like whether to lie or not.
“No,” she said simply, choosing to lie. She started to close the door.
Ryker shoved it back open, slamming the door back against the chain. The woman shrieked a little and jumped behind it and out of view.
“This happens one of two ways,” Ryker said, his voice firm. “You let us in to talk with your sister, or we get a warrant. And some very, very bad people are looking for your sister. If you make us get a warrant, we’ll have to leave, and then they’ll show up before we can come back. Believe me, they’re not really all that interested in talking with her, and the kind of conversation they’ll likely have won’t last more than ten seconds. So you might want to consider letting us in so we can begin to straighten this whole thing out.”
The woman stepped out from behind the door after a moment, wide-eyed and clearly frightened.
“How I know you real police?” she asked.
Ryker reached into his wallet and pulled out one of his business cards. He held it out to her.
“Call the number on the card, but don’t dial the extension. Press three instead, and you’ll get the watch officer. Ask for me. He’ll tell you I’m away from the station.”
The woman regarded the card for a moment, then snatched it out of his hand. Ryker allowed her to slam the door shut.
Chee Wei checked his watch then looked out over the street.
“Well, this could take a while.”
“Patience, grasshopper.”
“Whatever you say, Blow-My-Wand Kenobi.”
The corners of Ryker’s mouth twitched upward slightly, as much of a smile such a comment deserved.
The chain rustled on the other side of the door, and it opened an instant later. The woman looked at both detectives suspiciously for a moment, but it was obvious that at least the question of their identities had been resolved.
“Why you want my sister?” she asked.
“Your sister is a known associate of Lin Dan,” Chee Wei said, pronouncing the deceased’s name with perfect Chinese intonation. “We really need to speak with her regarding her whereabouts last night.”
“I know nothing about this,” the woman protested. She was wearing faded blue jeans and a gray Gap T-shirt, over which was a light blue sweater. Worn slippers adorned her feet. She wore no makeup, and her face was relatively plain without it. A simple gold wedding band reflected the sunlight from her hand.
“Ma’am, may we come in?” Ryker prodded.
After another brief hesitation, she nodded curtly and stepped to one side. Ryker shuffled in ahead of Chee Wei, and the woman closed the door behind them. She locked it and slid the chain back into place. The smell of ginger and garlic was in the air. From deeper in the house, a small dog yapped.
“Why you want to ask my sister about this man?” the woman asked.
“You know of him, then,” Chee Wei said.
“Not me, I don’t know anything.”
“Lin Dan could be a female name as well, but you knew it was a man.”
“It’s on the news,” the woman countered, pointing down the small hallway toward what was probably the living room. “Chinese station.”
Ryker rubbed his eyes tiredly.
“May I have your name, please?” he asked.
“Mabel Chan,” she replied automatically. “My husband, his name is Eugene.”
“And your sister’s name is Xiaohui Zhu,” Ryker continued. “And we have it on some pretty good word that she’s here.”
There was a spell of silence for a long moment. Ryker looked around the small entry hall; white tile, beige walls, Victorian-style crown moldings, and a slightly battered wall table holding up two antique-looking bowls of green glass. Both were overflowing with old mail. He reached out past Chee Wei and snatched up one envelope. Mabel Chan opened her mouth and took a quick breath to protest, but he ignored her. The envelope was indeed addressed to the Chan family. He returned it to the bowl, and turned to face Mabel.
“Mrs. Chan-Mabel? — it’s for the best that we speak with your sister as soon as possible. She could be in some serious trouble, and we need to figure out if she needs help from us.”
Mabel looked from white man to Chinese man and back to white man.
“Come with me,” she said. With that, she led them to a small living room outfitted with two small leather loveseats. One was against another beige wall; the other had its back to the window overlooking the driveway outside. Both were oriented toward a large plasma screen television. On it played a Chinese news program, the volume muted. English captions flashed at the bottom of the screen, and Ryker thought that was odd.
“For my son,” Mabel explained, catching Ryker’s expression. “He doesn’t speak Chinese good.”
“Ah,” Ryker said, biting back a comment regarding Mabel’s imprecise English.
“Please sit.” Mabel waved toward the couches, then vanished down the nearby hallway. Heading for the bedrooms, Ryker figured as he lowered himself onto one of the loveseats. Chee Wei took his place on the second, and glanced around the room. His brow furrowed and he shook his head.
“Beige walls, tan leather couches, and an off-pink carpet,” he observed. “Some people have no grasp of the basic principles behind home decorating.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right, Martha Stewart. This place could really be classed-up some. Maybe some deep red shag carpeting and murals of Cupid being gang-raped by a bunch of Boy Scouts?”
Chee Wei looked at Ryker evenly. He shook his head again after a moment.
“No wonder you’re divorced,” he commented.
“Says the kid who bought a Lexus thinking it would get him a date,” Ryker shot back. “Worthwhile investment after all, huh?”
“Blow me.”
“Sorry, I don’t have time to organize a search party.”
Chee Wei started to say something in response, but Ryker held up his hand. The small dog began yapping again, after which they could hear voices from the back. Two women, one whose voice bore overtones of fear, the other moderate and reasonable. Neither spoke English. Ryker looked at Chee Wei questioningly, and the younger detective shook his head.
“I think it’s Shanghainese or some other dialect,” he said. “Sorry, I can’t make any sense of it.”
“I’ll remember that during your next performance review,” Ryker groused.
There was a stirring from the back of the house. Ryker hauled himself to his feet just as Mabel reappeared, casting a glance over her shoulder. She was followed by another woman, a little taller than she was. From the corner of his eye, Ryker saw Chee Wei practically elevate to his feet in an instant, as fast as a sommelier in a high-class restaurant could uncork a bottle of champagne. And with good reason.
If there was any woman that could have made Lin Dan abandon his wife, she would be Zhu Xiaohui. Clad in white corduroy hip-huggers that accentuated the curves of her figure topped by a collared black leather halter top with a braid zipper that fairly strained to barely hold back her round breasts, she was a head-turner who could have stopped all lanes of traffic on the 101 freeway in a heartbeat. Xiaohui oozed a rampant sexuality that even the dead would likely notice. Her feet were bare, and her skin was creamy and smooth.
But her face was something else. While Ryker had no trouble imagining it was something lovely to behold under the proper circumstances, at the moment there was an impenetrable frostiness to it that made the perfection of her features look as fake as a plastic nose.
Now this, he thought, is a lady who knows how to get what she wants…and doesn’t give a damn who she hurts to get it.
“Officers, my sister. Xiaohui,” Mabel said needlessly. Ryker nodded to her and vaguely wondered if Mabel was at some level deeply chagrined that she had been so utterly short-changed by the same family gene pool that produced her sister.
“Miss Zhu, I’m Detective Sergeant Ryker. This is-”
“Detective Fong Chee Wei,” Chee Wei cut in, almost breathlessly. “We’d like to ask you…ah, we’d like to ask you some, you know, questions-”
Ryker looked over his shoulder at Chee Wei and tried to telegraph a warning: Shut the hell up, and try not to get anything on the walls.
Chee Wei got the message. He cleared his throat and reached into his jacket, removing his notebook and pen. His Adam’s apple bobbled nervously a bit as flipped through the pages, trying to at least pretend he was a cool and competent homicide detective.
Xiaohui looked at the Chinese detective and smiled icily, subtly amused, even though Ryker was certain this was something she went through all the time.
“Miss Zhu, would you mind having a seat for a moment?” Ryker indicated the couch behind Chee Wei. Chee Wei caught the motion and stepped out of the way with a nervous smile, unable to stop himself from firing furtive glances at Xiaohui. Ryker groaned inwardly, but he’d had his moment with Valerie Lin. It was only fair that Chee Wei’s hormones had the opportunity to become carbonated too.
“What is this about?” she asked. Her voice was lightly accented but completely understandable. Miles ahead of her sister in that way too, Ryker noticed.
Ryker looked at her directly. “Lin Dan, of course.”
Xiaohui nodded once, then walked toward the couch with a practiced hip-swaying gait. She smiled vaguely at Chee Wei again, then coiled up on the couch like a tigress. Her sister sat next to her with all the comparative grace of a zeppelin trying to dock in a heavy wind.
Ryker remained standing, and Chee Wei took the other couch, pen at the ready. Ryker clasped his hands behind his back and regarded Xiaohui frankly for a moment before beginning.
“Are you comfortable with English, Miss Zhu?” Ryker asked needlessly. Just a little something to say before he began with the interrogation.
She smiled in response, but it didn’t reach her perfect eyes.
“I’ve studied it for years,” she responded a little tartly. “Are you comfortable with Chinese, Mr. Ryker?”
“Miss Zhu, you were with Danny Lin last night at the Mandarin Oriental, correct?”
“His name is Lin Dan. And why would you think that I was with him, sergeant?”
“The fact that hotel surveillance caught both of you on camera would be my first guess,” Ryker said, not liking her attitude and taking the wind out of her sails immediately because of it. For added effect, he continued with, “You left one of your earrings behind. Interested in getting it back?”
Xiaohui said nothing, but she didn’t need to. Like anyone who consorted with the fabulously rich and shameless, it was unlikely she would have a very high opinion of mere public servants. Especially ones that hadn’t been bought off or who had no interest in her bedroom skills. Ever the windows to the soul, Ryker believed he could clearly see the snotty derision in her eyes.
“My sister tells me you feel I’m in some danger,” she said. “What danger?”
“Lin’s father. He has some of his men looking for you. A few Chinese and a big white man. You know them?”
“No,” she answered simply. “I’ve never even met his father before.”
“Tell us about last night, Miss Zhu,” Ryker continued.
“And if I don’t?”
“Let’s not go there. You can make this as hard or as easy as you like, ma’am. It’s all up to you.”
“Am I a…a suspect?” she asked.
“For certain,” Ryker replied.
Xiaohui looked at her sister and snapped off something in her native dialect. Mabel hesitated, then left the room, her face composed into lines of worry. She disappeared into the kitchen. Dishes rattled.
“My sister is a simple housewife with a family,” Xiaohui said. “She does not need to hear these things.”
“We understand that,” Ryker acknowledged.
She nodded, and looked down at the ratty, off-pink carpet. As if deciding it was too cheap for her exotic feet to come in contact with, she curled them beneath her on the couch.
“Lin Dan and I were lovers,” Xiaohui said softly, her eyes downcast. “I did not like him much as a person, but he took very good care of me. Do you know what a ‘kept woman’ is, sergeant?”
“I do,” Ryker said.
“In China, it has a stronger meaning than here in America. Kept women are provided for, given everything they desire. Lin Dan did that for me. He was my benefactor, but that was all he was. A means to an end.”
“But you didn’t like him,” Ryker pressed.
Xiaohui raised her eyes and met his gaze.
“I did not like him much, I said. But I would never destroy that which gives me what I need, and Lin Dan did just that. I am not like my sister, sergeant. I have different desires, and a simple home and family are not what I want. Not ever.”
Ryker nodded. He glanced over at Chee Wei, who was busy writing notes. He looked back at Xiaohui.
“So you’re an escort, then?” he asked.
“Not any longer. Lin Dan provided more than enough for me to leave that life behind.”
“Very well. About last night…?”
She sighed, and for an instant she appeared to be very, very weary. Ryker stared at her, watchful for any changes in her body language which might contradict what she would say. He detected nothing overt, but that meant nothing at this point.
“We met at the Mandarin Oriental. We would see each other only fairly occasionally, though he needed to be discreet because of his wife. She is not a very jealous person, but because of his troubles, he wanted to avoid making a spectacle of our relationship.”
“What troubles?” Chee Wei asked. Ryker didn’t react to the interruption, because it meant that Chee Wei was engaging his professional self, and he had skills to bring to the table.
Xiaohui looked over as if she had forgotten he was there, then redirected her gaze to Ryker.
“You know which troubles, sergeant,” she said. “I do know some things about what went on in Lin Dan’s life, and your name is familiar to me.”
“He told you about Shannon Young, did he?”
“He told me that you were interested in making him the guilty party. But that’s not very important any longer, is it?”
Ryker shrugged, and motioned for her to continue.
“We had sex. After that, I went to the bath. I soaked in the tub, and listened to music. Wong Fei. When I called for Lin Dan to bring me a towel, he did not. I thought he had fallen asleep, even though he had promised he wouldn’t. So I got out of the tub, dried myself, and then”-she abruptly lowered her gaze to the floor once again-“I found him in the bed.”
“And then?”
She snorted humorlessly, and when she looked up at him, Ryker could see the fear in her eyes. What she had seen in the hotel suite the previous night had cracked right through what he figured was a normally unflinching demeanor as effortlessly as a high-velocity bullet would pass through rice paper.
“I got out of there,” she said. “What did you expect?”
“I would have expected you to call the police,” Ryker told her.
Xiaohui shook her head, laughing humorlessly. The sound had a nervous edge to it.
“Oh no. No, I was not about to call the police. I was going to go home, to Shanghai, and forget all about this place and Lin Dan.”
“That’s not going to happen now, Miss Zhu.”
She nodded, and hugged her knees to her chest. Her fingernails were painted a fiery red, as were those on her toes.
“I know that,” she said softly.
“Miss Zhu, if you didn’t kill Mr. Lin, then who might have?”
“I have no idea. I never thought Lin Dan was a very smart man. He was good for making money, I suppose, but he likely offended many people. He was crass and not exactly astute in social situations. But I wouldn’t know who his enemies were. We didn’t speak of those things.”
“Why not?”
She looked up at him again.
“We were lovers, but I did not love him. I really didn’t care what went on in his life, so long as I got what I wanted from him.”
Class act, sister. “So you would have no idea who would want Lin Dan dead?” Ryker kept his tone disbelieving even though his gut told him it was the truth. “Funny, his wife said the same thing. Lin Dan was certainly an international man of mystery, wasn’t he? Or is it just a common trait in Chinese women, to be so dismissive of the men in their lives?”
“I do not know Lin Dan’s wife, so I can’t speak for her, sergeant. Lin Dan was not dismissive of me, but yes, I was of him. He served a single purpose for me, and that was all.”
“So you won’t be mourning his passing then,” Ryker declared.
Xiaohui paused. She took a deep breath and let it loose in one long sigh.
“I never wished him dead. The way he died looked quite horrible. But all I can think of is, he must have brought it upon himself. And whoever did it was very professional, I would think. For me not to have heard anything-”
“Did he have an orgasm, Miss Zhu?”
The sudden swerve in the line of questioning knocked her off balance.
“I’m sorry?” she asked, blinking her eyes.
“I asked, did he have an orgasm. With you?”
“Yes. I’m sorry, what does this have to do with-”
“Indications are that he was apparently in the midst of ejaculating when he died,” Ryker continued. “Given your obvious talents, it’s pretty obvious that you’re more than reasonably capable of inducing that condition in a man.”
“Lin Dan only came with me once last night, sergeant,” Xiaohui responded slowly, and Ryker could see that the sudden revelation had put her guard up.
“I’m sorry, Miss Zhu, but you’ll be coming with us. Our criminologists will need to conduct a physical survey of your person for DNA evidence, and we’ll also need access to your residence. For your sake, I very much hope that we can find the clothes yow were wearing last night.”
The alarm that spread across her face was so genuine that it was almost surprising.
“You’re arresting me?” she asked, completely shocked.
“That’s what we call it.” Ryker turned to Chee Wei. “Detective Fong, Mirandize Miss Zhu, if you don’t mind. I’ll take her in custody, then we’ll have Taraval send a unit to transport Miss Zhu to Metro.”
Chee Wei closed his notebook and slipped it back inside his jacket. His face was expressionless.
“On your feet please, Miss Zhu,” he said, all business. He reached behind his badge holder and pulled out his Miranda card as Ryker pulled his handcuffs from their pouch at the small of his back.
Xiaohui Zhu slowly rose to her feet. Ryker took her left wrist and turned her around so that she faced the couch, then slapped the cuffs on. She gasped at the contact, and when he turned her around again, her eyes were squeezed tightly shut.
“I did not kill Lin Dan,” she whispered. “I did not do it.”
“Well, someone sure did,” Ryker said, “and until I find someone else who fits the bill, you’re the only show in town. Look at it this way, at least you’re getting all of our attention. That should mean something to a girl like you, right, Miss Zhu?”
Chee Wei shot him a disapproving look, but Ryker ignored it. It was uncalled for and wholly unprofessional, but he couldn’t resist the jibe. Xiaohui Zhu was as heartless a bitch as they came, and times were tough all around. He would get to the bottom of it eventually, so long as he stayed on the case, and one component to that was keeping the girl away from the elder Lin’s goons. After things were squared away, he would personally see to it that she got on a plane to Shanghai, and that would be that.



CHAPTER 10


Tokyo, Japan

“Moshi-Moshi.”
Again, Ryoko’s voice was like smoke and bourbon in still air, revealing nothing, promising everything.
“It’s Jerry. Free tonight?”
A brief pause. “I have a calendar shoot tomorrow. They want to start early.”
“Ah.” Manning shifted the phone to his right ear, driving with his left as he drove with the sporadic traffic down Amashita-dori. “What time do you have to get up by?”
“At least seven-thirty. If I can.”
“I see. Well…I have to get up early tomorrow, too. So I’m not asking for a late night or anything. I was thinking dinner.”
Another pause. “I see. What did you have in mind?”
“Bourbon Street?”
“Mmm…” Ryoko took a moment and thought it over. “Too spicy. I would prefer Cicada.”
“Then Cicada it is. What time shall I get you?”
“Seven o’clock, please.”
“I’ll see you at seven.”

He was a little late making it to Ryoko’s due to traffic, but she didn’t seem to mind, especially when he came around and opened the passenger door for her. She touched his cheek as she slid into the Legend; Japan was a place where women didn’t often experience people opening doors for them of their own volition.
Cicada was a trendy Mediterranean restaurant situated on Gaien-Nishi streets in the Manimi-Azabu district. It was run by a Westerner who had been trained in the culinary arts of Spain, and the establishment had a rather unique focus on sherry. As the server led them to their table, Manning could see the eyes of most of the men following Ryoko as she strolled with a quiet confidence through the restaurant. She was dressed in an understated but elegant black skirt and matching silk blouse, but the clothes clung to the curves of her body in a way that was guaranteed to attract attention. When the Japanese patrons saw that she was with a tall, middle-aged gaijin, they immediately dropped their eyes. Manning could figure out their thoughts of the arrangement easily enough.
After they were seated, Manning declined the wine list, settling for water instead. They ordered appetizers-roasted calamari stuffed with prosciutto for him and lobster gazpacho cocktail for her-which were delivered to them with a rapid grace that Manning admired. And Ryoko was approached twice by young men, seeking her autograph. Manning found that to be surreal, to be seated in a fine dining establishment as a well-dressed man in his 30s gushed to Ryoko, telling her she was his favorite AV star. Ryoko thanked both of them graciously, signed autographs, and posed for pictures which were taken on the admirers’ cell phones.
“I’m sorry,” Ryoko apologized after each interruption.
“Gosh, maybe I should get an autograph too. I could probably sell it for millions of yen online.”
“I don’t think so. Even my underwear doesn’t go for that much.”
Manning coughed and sputtered. Ryoko laughed gently and squeezed his hand.
“So how long will you be working tomorrow?” Manning asked after he had recovered his composure.
“Mmm. This is good,” Ryoko commented as she tasted the shrimp. “I’m afraid I’m not sure. For most of the day, at least. It’s a week-long shoot, here in Tokyo, then some shots in the south. It’ll be brutally hot down there this time of year, but it could be worse.”
Manning cocked a brow. “Well, seeing as you won’t have much on anyway….”
Ryoko laughed. “You are a dirty old man!”
“As always, darling, as always.” Manning tried to keep the tone light, despite the fact that he would be leaving Japan for God knew how long. Usually, he relished the idea of leaving, even if it was for a short time; as a stranger in a decidedly strange land, there were times when leaving was a practical necessity, if just to preserve what might be left of his sanity. But with all that had happened, and all that might happen now that Chen Gui was back, Manning was uneasy. Add to that the mystery surrounding his latest assignment. During their professional relationship, Chen Gui had never been one to “loan out” Manning’s services, which likely meant there was more to the assignment than what the Shanghainese had told him. Much, much more.
Dinner was served. Manning chose the lamb tagine, while Ryoko surprisingly took the grilled sirloin with cresson. He sometimes wondered just how much she ate when they weren’t together, because when they did dine out, she didn’t seem fazed by such things as counting calories.
The wonders of the 23-year-old metabolism, he thought.
He must’ve been staring at her for a little too long, because she suddenly began staring back. Manning withstood it for a few moments. “What is it?”
“I was going to ask the same thing.”
Manning leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Sorry, was just someplace else, I guess.”
“Are you all right?” Ryoko asked.
“Sure.”
After a moment, she reached across the table and touched his hand lightly. “I think maybe that’s not so?”
Manning sighed. “I’ll be going away for a while, Ryo-chan.”
“Oh?” Ryoko looked down at her plate suddenly. After a brief pause, she cut off another piece of steak. “Can you tell me where?” She knew better than to ask what he would be doing.
“San Francisco. Home, actually.”
“Ah.” She smiled and looked back up at him. “So it’s not so bad, then.”
“I will be working, unfortunately.”
“I see. Well. You’ll be all right?”
Manning put down his silverware and clasped his hands before him. “That’s actually what I wanted to ask you. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. And there may be times when I won’t be able to contact you, or vice versa. It could be a few days, or a few weeks. Maybe even a few months.”
“That long,” she said. Her tone was unconcerned, but she wasn’t meeting his eyes right now, and that bothered Manning more than he might have normally cared to admit.
“Yes, maybe that long. And I need to know you’ll be okay during that time.”
Ryoko met his eyes after a time. “When did you find this out?”
“Just this morning.”
“And you’ll be leaving tomorrow?”
“Yes. My flight leaves at about six tomorrow evening. So…how about it? Will you be able to get along…?”
Ryoko smiled again. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”
She leaned back in her chair and faced him directly. “I’ll be fine, Jerry. You don’t have to feel like you always need to take care of me.”
Oh but I do, young one, I do. “I don’t mean it that way, of course. But…well, things haven’t been that great in the past. For either of us. And I will be coming back to Japan after all, but I just want to make sure. That you’ll be able to get along.”
“Certainly!”
Manning smiled tightly and returned to his dinner. It didn’t taste quite as good as it had before, but he kept at it. They finished their meals in silence, and declined both dessert and coffee. Manning drove her home, and she was at her apartment by nine.
As Manning put the car in park and started to open his door to get out, Ryoko put her hand on his left wrist.
“Please wait.”
Manning settled back in the Legend’s leather seat, and looked over at her. She kept her gaze focused on the car parked in the space ahead of them. For the longest of moments, she did not speak. She didn’t even move, and it was only the rise and fall of her bosom that convinced him she was still alive.
“I thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” she said finally, her voice soft and far away. “I don’t lie to myself about what was happening to me. I was dying, and I was pathetic, and I did become a burden to you. I’ve tried hard to repay that,” she continued hurriedly, not giving him the time to speak, “but I know it’s nothing I ever really could repay. Sometimes I feel so old, but I know that when it comes to things like this, I’m still too young to know what I should really do. So I ask for your forgiveness that I’ve not done a good job. I am trying my best.”
Manning took her hand in his own. It was so small and delicate, even for a hand that belonged to a young Japanese woman.
“You have nothing to apologize for, really,” he said. “I did what I did of my own free will, and never looked for any kind of payback. You’ve always had the ability to just walk away again, like you did before. You owe me nothing, Ryo-chan.”
She smiled sadly in the wan illumination of the streetlights. “You know Japanese very well, but sometimes not well enough. I was brought up properly, Jerry. I know what I should and should not do, because both of my parents, especially my father, worked to make sure I’d never-never get lost like I did. Have you ever noticed what it’s like to try and give a gift to a Japanese? Even if they want it, we have to act like we don’t, that it’s too much of an imposition on the giver, and if we accept we have to give something back. You gave me a great gift, Jerry, and I have no idea what to give you in return.”
“That’s easy. I’m not Japanese, so you don’t have to give anything.”
“Unfortunately, I am Japanese, and I know what’s right.” She raised his hand to her face and kissed his knuckles. “It wasn’t until tonight that I think I finally figured it out. Maybe I can repay you, after all.”
“There’s no-”
“Please.” Her voice was still soft and almost serene, but there was emotion in it, held back by the dam of self-control and discipline. “Please, let me do what’s right.”
Manning considered it. He looked away from her for a moment, watching the people walking past the car on the sidewalk.
“What is it, then?”
Ryoko squeezed his hand. “I don’t want you to think of me. I don’t want you to call me, or email me, or message me in any way. I want you to go about your life, and do whatever it is you need to do in America. I’ll be fine while you’re gone. I’m much better now, and I know what my limits are. But I think the time has come for both of us to try and get on with our lives in some way.” She turned her head and looked at him.
“I’m not saying I don’t want to see you ever again. I’d be lying if I said that. But really, I’ve been using you to hide behind, even now, and that’s not fair to either of us. I know what you do. I think I know what you were, and what you are now. I respect you because no matter what you think of yourself, you are very, very decent.” Ryoko reached out and touched his face. “And decent men tend to worry about little girls like me too much, and that’s got to come to an end. At least whenever you’re not in Japan. We can start that way, can’t we?”
Manning sighed. Leaving her was one of the harder things about his new assignment, not because he was in love with her-he did love her, of course, but as a kindred spirit that gravitated toward one of its own kind, not as a soul mate-but because he did feel a responsibility to her. He wasn’t sure he could just turn that off, no matter how much either of them might have wished it.
“I’ll do my best,” he said, and he was surprised to find his throat was tight. “I’ll try and do whatever it is you need, so you can get on in life. You have my promise.”
“Domo arigato gozaimasu,” she said, bowing her head. “I hope you have a good flight tomorrow, Jerry. And I hope that San Francisco isn’t dangerous or stressful. Be safe. Be well.”
With that, Ryoko Mitake kissed his cheek, and let herself out of the car. Before Manning could do anything more, she entered her apartment building, and the gate locked behind her.



CHAPTER 11


San Francisco, California

Ryker hadn’t made it to his apartment in the city’s South of Market section until after 4:00am, so getting up for another day on the job was an arduous journey. He showered and shaved, and managed not to slit his own throat even though his eyes couldn’t focus. He examined his face in the mirror, and wondered how someone on the high side of 40 could look closer to 50; he decided the bloodshot eyes didn’t help matters, so he found some Visine in the medicine cabinet over the bathroom sink and popped three drops in each eye. It didn’t help much, but then again, not much did these days.
He found a suit that wasn’t quite as rumpled as the one he’d worn the day before-the others were waiting for him at a local dry cleaner, and he hadn’t had the time to fetch them-so he was left with no choice but to slip it on, even though it was a static gray affair that likely dated back to 1998. He slipped on his pair of Rockports and decided they needed a shine…something he would attend to later. He also selected yesterday’s tie, as it wasn’t in such bad shape.
His apartment was a rather bland affair, reflecting his current station in life. At $1,800 a month, it wasn’t as much a bank-buster as many other places in the city, but he was getting what he paid for: white walls, gray carpets, a bedroom that was only slightly larger than a closet, and a miniature living room that was essentially the Siamese twin of the galley kitchen, sans appliances. There was no balcony, and certainly no view, not that SoMa had any to begin with. A battered cloth sofa and equally battered mahogany coffee table were the only furnishing in the living room, with the former directly oriented upon the forty inch flat screen television. But at least he had the parking space in the garage for free, something the building manager had arranged since he was cop.
Ryker marched down to his car, a white 2003 Chevy Impala, a vehicle he didn’t particularly adore but it was cheap and fit in most the parking spaces he was likely to encounter in the city, not to mention it wasn’t terribly tough on gas. When-if-he made it to Lieutenant, he would get a department ride fulltime, which meant that he wouldn’t have to pay to tank up, he could do that at the station free of charge.
Though that’s not going to happen until I pass the test, he thought, unlocking the car door and sliding inside. Just another thing to add to the list of missed accomplishments.
He made it to Central Station in a little less than twenty minutes, having the misfortune to get caught behind one of the Muni buses as it lumbered through the city, and the stream of traffic was thick enough that he couldn’t get past it for at least five minutes. The constant stop-and-start was aggravating, but at last he made it. He pulled up to the gated parking lot and waved his security card before the reader. The gate opened, and Ryker pulled in and parked.
The detective room was as bland and plain as anyone could have possibly made it, with twenty steel desks arranged in pods of five. At each pod, four detectives sat in two-by-two formations, one pair of detectives facing the other, while the fifth desk at the head of the pod was for the sergeant running the squad. Ryker walked to his own pod, and found only Chee Wei sitting at his desk. Chee Wei’s usual partner, Garofolo, was out on medical leave after falling down a flight of steps while drunk. He had broken a leg, and wouldn’t be back for weeks. Of the other pair of detectives, there was no sign. Nor was the Lieutenant in; his glass-walled office was empty.
“Hey, nice threads,” Chee Wei commented when Ryker approached. “Nice job with the razor, too.”
“Huh?” Ryker stalked toward his desk, situated directly across from Chee Wei’s. Chee Wei touched a spot on his chin as Ryker pulled out his chair and fairly collapsed into it.
“Nice cut right here,” he said.
Ryker ran his hand over his chin, and felt a small scab underneath his chin. It stung lightly when he played with it.
“Fuck,” he said simply. Well, this one’s off to a galloping start.
“Not your day, huh?” Chee Wei said, smiling.
Ryker sighed and removed his pistol from its holster. He dropped the Glock 17 into a desk drawer and locked it with a key on his key ring, then slipped the keys into his pocket.
“Not so far. Where’s Spider?” Ryker nodded toward the vacant lieutenant’s office.
“Dunno, haven’t seen him. You want to get some coffee, though. Your day’s probably not going to get any better.”
Ryker looked over the computer monitor on his desk at the Chinese detective.
“How so?” he asked, suspicious.
Chee Wei waved toward the hallway.
“Grab some coffee. We’ll talk,” he said.
Ryker rubbed his eyes wearily and did what the younger man suggested. He stopped by the men’s room first and washed the blood off his chin, then made his way to the break room. There, he filled a cup with some of the most rancid coffee he’d ever tasted even after he tried to soften it by adding copious amounts of sugar and four Mini-Moos creamers. Mission accomplished and his taste buds almost certainly assassinated, he returned to the homicide office. He slid back into his chair and faced Chee Wei again. He sipped the coffee and grimaced.
“What’ve you got?”
“Zhu lawyered up last night,” Chee Wei said. “I just got a call from the D.A.’s office.”
“So?”
“Her representative is Victor Chin,” Chee Wei said. He leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers together behind his head.
Ryker sighed again. Victor Chin had started out as a Bay Area ambulance chaser, who now made more money representing specific Asian interests in the city. His current calling was acting as counsel to the “underrepresented” Chinese community whom had been “victimized” by the racist San Francisco Police Department. The S.F.P.D., and more importantly the District Attorney’s office, were already handling several lawsuits initiated by the do-gooder and social crusader with the two thousand dollar sharkskin shoes named Chin.
“This day really is starting to suck.”
Chee Wei shrugged.
“Look, we knew she had money. So of course she’s going to get the best she can get, and Chin’s just going to be the first one. If he doesn’t work out, she’ll just grab someone with more horsepower who won’t make such a scene in public.”
“What’s the D.A. say?”
“They say the normal stuff: we’ll stick by you, but you have to get us a case we can bring to trial. Speaking of which, is Miss Zhu under arrest for murder or just for questioning?”
Ryker rubbed his eyes again. He contemplated the coffee, then went ahead and sipped some more. A mistake.
“We just got her yesterday. She’s not even due for arraignment until this afternoon, right? You can’t tell me that Chin’s got that much name value. The guy’s an ambulance chaser.”
“Who’s suing the department,” Chee Wei countered. “Three suits at the same time.”
“She was properly Mirandized and went through the same procedures as anyone else we pick up. Big deal. This Chin guy can play with himself in Union Park, for all I care.”
“Well, you know-”
Ryker waved Chee Wei to silence.
“Skip it, that’s out of our hands. Let the D.A.’s office handle it. We need to start the murder book. You get the surveillance video from the hotel?”
Chee Wei reached into a desk drawer and pulled out six DVDs. They were in evidence bags.
“Yep. One master disc and one copy of each. Already entered as evidence.”
“Good. Criminologist reports?”
“Not due until this afternoon or tomorrow.”
Ryker grunted. He hadn’t expected anything any sooner. That would have been a genuine miracle, and his morning wasn’t shaping up that way.
“All right,” he said wearily, “let’s get started.”
Ryker spent the next hour working on his initial report, filling out the required departmental forms and annotating all evidence collected. He also added notes from the night’s interrogation of Xiaohui Zhu, currently locked up in the department’s detention cells. Ryker had made sure she was separated from the rest of the detainees in one of the “Hilton suites”, so she wouldn’t run the risk of being injured by one of the other women in lockup.
One of the more interesting aspects of the case was that Xiaohui’s high-end Diamond Heights residence had all the signs of being expertly tossed when the other two detectives on Ryker’s squad, Kowalenko and Morales, had arrived armed with a telephone warrant and keys to search it for themselves. They had recovered the clothes which matched those on the hotel surveillance footage, and had delivered them to the criminologists for inspection. Ryker checked the day planner which served as a blotter on his desk; Kowalenko was scheduled off, and Morales was in court, but was expected back before noontime.
Bit by bit, the murder book began to come together. It was still thin-very thin-but at the very least, the evidentiary process was coming along. Once they had the results from the criminology lab, then they could start tying up the loose ends from a physical evidence perspective. The coroner’s report on the body wouldn’t be seen until the end of the week at the very earliest, as there had been two other homicides earlier in the week. Not that the cause of death was an issue, but Ryker was keenly interested in the DNA evidence the coroner might turn up.
“You ready to watch the video again?” Ryker asked. He checked his watch. It was already ten minutes to eleven in the morning.
“Born ready,” Chee Wei said. “It might even be better than watching HBO.”
“At least this time it’s for free,” Ryker replied. He pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. He took a moment to stretch, and felt his back pop and crack in different places. Getting old certainly could suck.
A monitor with DVD player was on a wheeled rack at the other side of the room. As Ryker and Chee Wei walked toward it, Metro homicide’s commanding officer stepped into the office. He carried a cup of Starbuck’s coffee in one hand.
“Heya Lou,” Ryker said. “Just showing up for work, are we?”
Lieutenant Phil Furino was a tall, thin man with gangly limbs that had earned him the nickname of Spider. He had thick brown hair and dark brown eyes that dwelled deep in his head. His nose was almost as thin as a rifle sight, and he swiveled that targeting apparatus toward Ryker as he continued on to his office, located at the far end of the room.
“We have a meeting at eleven-thirty, you and me,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere I can’t find you.”
Ryker stopped short.
“What meeting?”
Spider continued on, targeting his office with his nose now.
“If I knew, I’d tell, but I don’t. So just stick around.” With that, he disappeared into his glass-paneled office and closed the door. Ryker watched as Spider sidled into his chair and swigged some of his overpriced but doubtless non-lethal coffee and began going through the contents of his inbox.
“Like shit he doesn’t know,” said Detective Sergeant Wallace, a portly man with a thick mustache and bald head. As bad luck would have it, his desk was right beside the A/V cart. “Spider got in at seven-thirty, then got his ass yanked by the High and the Mighty.”
Ryker looked down at Wallace.
“What’s that, Cueball?” he asked, even though he already knew.
“Jericho came stomping in here at about seven-forty-five looking like he was about to piss himself. Went into Spider’s office and asked about you, then he and Spider went off someplace else.” Wallace leaned back in his chair, which creaked beneath his bulk, and interlaced his fingers across his round belly. “You piss someone off again there, Supercop?” he asked, his dark, porcine eyes locking with Ryker’s.
“The day’s too early for that,” Ryker said.
“Never too early to put your ass in a sling,” mused a short, thick black detective named Johnson. He sat at one of the desks in Wallace’s pod.
Ryker shrugged, nonchalant. He then motioned Chee Wei to put the DVD in the player.
“Let’s get the show on the road,” he said.
“Or on the tube, to be more precise,” Chee Wei said, sliding the disc into the unit. As he fiddled with the buttons on the player’s control panel, he asked, “Any idea what’s up?”
“I can only think James Lin,” Ryker responded dryly.
“That chink’s got a hard-on for you, Ryker,” Wallace said. Apparently Chee Wei’s racial status was outside his ability to detect, which made sense: Putting him in the field pretty much guaranteed a case would appear on television’s “Unsolved Mysteries” program.
“You’re a charming man, Cueball,” Ryker said. He noticed the hard set to Chee Wei’s jaw as he switched on the monitor.
“No offense, Fong,” Cueball said belatedly.
“No problem, Wallace. How’s the Weight Watchers coming along?” Chee Wei pressed the DVD unit’s play button, and stood up straight, hands on his hips.
“Hey, what’s this?” Wallace asked, curious.
“Surveillance from the hotel cameras,” Ryker said. “What the hell else would it be?”
“Don’t get testy there, Supercop.” Wallace’s phone rang, and his chair squeaked as he spun around toward his desk. He snatched up the handset.
The surveillance video was of the hallway outside the Taipan Room. It showed the door to the suite, and further down, the elevator bay. Ryker and Chee Wei also had separate footage taken from the elevators themselves, as well as the front desk. They’d already watched the front desk surveillance, which was how they’d established Xiaohui Zhu as being with Lin Dan before he died.
There wasn’t a lot in the video. It wasn’t full-motion action, but a series of stills taken every few seconds. They watched as Lin Dan and his “kept woman” entered the suite, and not much else. There was some of the expected activity, such as guests coming and going from other rooms, but nothing of note until Xiaohui left the suite in a hurry, dressed in the coat she had worn earlier. Her gait was fast and furious, but neither Ryker nor Chee Wei could determine if it was from fear of a sudden, grotesque discovery, or from fear of being caught and branded a murderess. After that, there was no further activity until room service arrived.
“So how did the killer get in the suite if it wasn’t her?” Chee Wei asked after a time.
“Great question,” Ryker said. “No one else approached the room at all, as far as I could see.”
“So it’s her, then,” Chee Wei decided.
Ryker shrugged, but said nothing.
Chee Wei popped the disc out of the player and looked back at him.
“What, you think someone else did it?”
“It doesn’t make a lot of sense, her doing it,” Ryker said. “Lin was her gravy train. He gave her everything she could have wanted, and all she had to do was lie on her back and take it for a few hours at a time. Even if they’d had a rip-roaring argument over something, where she was a couple of nights ago was a hell of a lot better than where she came from.”
“Come on, Ryker, she’s a dame who got pissed because the john wasn’t going to leave his wife for her,” Wallace opined. He’d spun around in his chair and watched the footage after finishing his phone call.
Ryker didn’t even bother looking at him.
“You got a case of your own, right Cueball? Why not solve yours and let the pros take care of this one?”
Wallace’s chair squeaked in protest and he spun back to his desk.
“Fuck you, Ryker,” he said.
“Now that would be your lucky day.” Ryker walked back to his desk with Chee Wei in tow.
“So if not her, then who?” Chee Wei asked.
“What am I, a psychic?”
Chee Wei pulled out his chair and sat down.
“You know, sometimes things are exactly what they seem,” he said. “I agree we don’t have much in the way of motive, but who else could it have been?”
Ryker sat in his own chair.
“I don’t have a clue,” he said. “But this girl’s in it for the reward, nothing else. Certainly not love, other than the love of money.”
“That much is pretty obvious. So what do you plan on doing? Her DNA’s going to be all over the place.”
Before Ryker could do more than just shrug, Spider stepped out of his office. He pulled on his jacket.
“Ryker, let’s go,” he said simply.
Ryker nodded. He sighed heavily and pushed himself to his feet.
“Call the D.A.,” he told Chee Wei. “Tell him we need to hold onto Zhu as a material witness. And mention that may be revised once the lab work gets done. If we get something good, she could go from material witness to murder suspect.”
Chee Wei cocked his head to one side.
“Why not just go there now, and tell the D.A. she is the murder suspect?”
“Because for some reason, I don’t think she is,” Ryker told him. “I can’t put my finger around it, but she’s not the killing kind of animal-even if she did think Lin was dirt.”
“Ryker,” Spider called again, impatiently. “We’ve got to get downstairs.”
“Coming, Lou.” Ryker looked down at Chee Wei. “Make the call,” he urged.
“She’ll just make bail,” Chee Wei said, “but all right, I’ll do that.”
Ryker shot him a thumbs-up and headed after Furino.

Furino wasn’t the most gregarious of sorts, but his silence during the time it took them to ride the elevator down to the second floor convinced Ryker he knew more than what he was letting on. But Spider was a stand-up kind of guy, the type of leader a cop could follow without too much trouble. In Ryker’s mind, if he wasn’t even going to give him a heads-up on what to expect, then whatever was coming was a done deal. No changes would be made, and if Spider had his orders, he had his orders.
There was quite a reception waiting for them in the conference room. Spider opened the door and stood aside, allowing Ryker to enter ahead of him. The first person he saw was Captain Jericho, of course. Almost four inches over six feet in height with dark hair that was going gray at the temples in the most distinguished of ways, he cut an impressive figure in his uniform. Ryker figured there was a lot more gray in Jericho’s hair than just at the temples; it had been that way for years, and the gray was as perfectly delineated as the day Ryker had first laid eyes on him. As he watched, Jericho squared his broad shoulders and smiled, revealing perfectly capped teeth. Obviously, he subscribed to the premium dental plan.
“Detective Sergeant Ryker, thanks for coming,” he said, his voice booming a bit in the functional conference room. “You of course know Chief Hallis?”
There were other people in the room, but all of them faded into the shadows when Ryker looked to his left and saw the Chief of Police rising from his chair. Chief Hallis had been a cop once, and a good one, rising from the ranks as a patrolman in the early 1970s all the way to San Francisco’s top cop. But that had been a while ago; now, Ted Hallis was just another politician, and it showed when he halfheartedly returned Ryker’s salute.
“Detective Sergeant,” the Chief said.
“Sir,” Ryker responded automatically.
The chief immediately lost interest in him. Ryker looked around the room. Sitting at the end of the long conference table like an emperor was James Lin, dressed in an expensive suit. Next to him was the broad white man Ryker had seen the day before outside of Xiaohui’s sister’s house. Ryker’s chest tightened. This wasn’t exactly a good sign.
He turned to Jericho just as the tall captain was beginning to make introductions.
“Captain, what’s Mr. Lin doing here?” he asked, cutting to the chase.
Jericho paused, and from his expression Ryker could tell he was taken aback that Ryker would even dare to speak before such an august assemblage. He recovered a moment later, and his voice was hard-edged.
“I was going to get to that, detective sergeant. Maybe you’d like to have a seat?” Jericho indicated a nearby chair.
Ryker sighed and pulled out the chair. He settled into it with all the aplomb of a truculent adolescent showing up for after-hours study.
“Thank you, Hal. I’ll make some introductions, and then we’ll get this show on the road.”
Ryker nodded absently. He noticed that Jericho wasn’t exactly up to snuff, performance-wise. As far as he could remember, Jericho never met an audience he didn’t like, and being the star performer was one of his more natural traits. This time, his manner was halting and perhaps even a bit obsequious. Ryker wondered if it was because of the chief, but a small part of him was convinced it was because of Lin and all the money he had behind him.
Two of the men in the room were city supervisors, one representing district one, while the other represented district eleven. At first, Ryker couldn’t determine why they were present, then it came to him that Danny Lin lived in Sea Cliff, which was part of district one, and had died in the Mandarin Oriental, which was in district eleven. Both men appeared to be a bit on the nervous side, and Ryker figured that the supervisor from district one-a man named Harrison Newsom, who still looked every bit the hippy even though he must have been in his sixties-wasn’t at all that comfortable with police stations in general and police officers in particular after spending the latter half of the 1960s as something of a counter-culture magnet. Ryker found his presence to be not only incongruous, given his blue jeans, denim jacket over a tie-dyed shirt, and long gray hair tied in a ponytail, but almost laughable as well.
The only woman in the room was well-known to Ryker as she was one of the primary assistant district attorneys he dealt with on occasion. Selma Kaplan was as much a thoroughbred as they came, with her no-nonsense business suits and perfectly-coiffed blonde hair that likely had so much hairspray in it that even a typhoon couldn’t ruffle a single hair on her head out of place. She was also something of a heartbreaker, with those perfect good looks that only California seemed to be able to generate. She was also rumored to be so frigid that she couldn’t even get an Eskimo to date her. All Ryker cared about was that she was a hell of a prosecutor, tough, shrewd, and dedicated.
That left James Lin and what Ryker could only surmise to be his bodyguard. The hulking man was introduced as Lin’s corporate chief of security, Alexsey Baluyevsky. Ryker met the man’s eyes, and the big man nodded toward him curtly, his blue eyes as cold as the Arctic Circle. His mammoth hands were clasped before him on the table. Ryker looked at them. They were broad and hard, just like the rest of him, and Ryker had no doubt that he had no trouble using them in the most lethal of ways when the situation required it.
“And you of course know Mister James Lin,” Jericho finished.
“Indeed I do. Good morning, sir.” Ryker nodded to Lin, and felt that wasn’t enough by means of acknowledgement. He lamely added, “Good to see you again.” It sounded false even to him.
“Detective Ryker,” Lin responded simply.
Ryker looked at Spider, but the Lieutenant only continued to stare at the tabletop before him. Ryker cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair.
“So what can I do for you folks?” he asked, turning his gaze toward Jericho.
It was Hallis who spoke instead.
“Detective sergeant, how are things coming with the Lin investigation?” he asked.
The chief was seated almost directly across from him, so Ryker had no problem meeting his gaze. Hallis kept his demeanor pleasant and non-assuming…well, as much as the chief of police of a major metropolitan city could when dealing with a minion.
“It’s just started, chief. We’ve only made one pass at the mur-ah, at the book, and we’re still going through the inventory of physical evidence. We’re also waiting for both the crime lab and the medical examiner to finish up, and as you might suspect, there could be a lot of potential leads in those areas.”
“I’ve asked both departments to expedite their procedures,” Jericho added, which made Ryker smile slightly. A captain didn’t have the horsepower to change jack-diddly when it came to either department.
“I’ve already had a heart-to-heart with Morry,” Hallis said, and Ryker knew that Morry could only be Deputy Chief Maurice Trabak, currently the head of the S.F.P.D. Investigations Bureau. As a matter of fact, he was also Ryker’s top boss, but the two men had had little contact over the years.
“I expect things will start moving along much more quickly,” Hallis continued. He looked at the far end of the table. “Mr. Lin, we’ll have your son returned to you by tomorrow afternoon at the very latest. The medical examiner will conduct the autopsy today.”
Lin nodded his head and tried to look gracious. It only looked fake.
“Thank you, Chief Hallis.”
“You’re very welcome.”
The mutual admiration society thing was beginning to get a little thick, so Ryker cut to the chase. After all, it looked like they were about to kick him off the case, so he had nothing to lose.
“Excuse me, please. I don’t mean any degree of disrespect, but I have a murder investigation to get back to.” Ryker looked at Jericho. “Unless this meeting has been called to bigfoot me, that is.”
“Not at all,” Hallis said immediately. “As a matter of fact, Mr. Lin has requested that you be kept on it full time.”
Ryker looked down the table at Lin. The Chinese man was as expressive as a department store mannequin. He met Ryker’s gaze evenly.
“This is true, detective sergeant,” Lin said. “I can see you are a dedicated man, and I would like to express my hopes that you can dedicate all your skills toward finding the person who killed my son.”
“I see,” Ryker said. He shifted in his chair and glanced over at Spider. Spider fidgeted a bit himself, then spoke for the first time since entering the room.
“Detective Sergeant Ryker is a supervisor, Mr. Lin. He runs four other detectives, who have two other murders assigned to them.”
Well, at least Spider still has a pair. Ryker’s respect for the lieutenant increased a bit.
Chief Hallis cleared his throat and stirred in his seat. He glanced down the table at Jericho.
“Ah, Lieutenant Furino, we were hoping maybe you could make some additional assignments. Offload the cases Ryker’s team is handling to the rest of the homicide squad at Metro.” As he spoke, Jericho rubbed his hands together, almost wringing them, in fact. It was a fitting gesture from Ryker’s perspective.
“I see.” Spider kept his voice steady and neutral as he spoke. “So you’re asking me to put two other deaths on the company back-burner, so to speak. Excuse me sirs, but isn’t that proscribed by at least one or two departmental policies? I really can’t imagine that there’s any regulation that would allow for that.”
Whoa, Spider’s kicking ass and taking names. Ryker glanced down the table at Lin. He was surprised to find the elderly Chinese man wasn’t looking at Furino at all. His gaze was fixed directly onto Ryker. Ryker stared back for a moment. If there was something in his eyes, some indication of what was going through his mind, Ryker couldn’t see it. Ryker shrugged to himself mentally and refocused his attention on Jericho.
“As I said. We were hoping you could find a way to make the reassignments.” It was obvious that Jericho didn’t intend to follow Spider’s line of reasoning.
“We can backfill with detectives from one of the other districts, if you think that’s necessary.” Hallis Said. Apparently, the chief wasn’t buying into Spider’s nearly-voiced argument, either. Ryker looked across the desk at Selma Kaplan. She met his eyes for an instant, then shook her head minutely.
This is way out of my league, pal, she seemed to say.
“So you want me to work on the Lin case full time,” Ryker mused aloud. “Shuffle the other cases my team is handling off onto the rest of the squad. Tell me, captain, do you think the Hermanos family would feel good and secure knowing that their son’s death is now being handled by, say, Cueball?”
“Detective sergeant, I don’t think you’ve discovered the proper tone to take with me. Try again,” Jericho said.
“Take it easy, Hal,” Spider cautioned, glancing over at the chief. “Let’s listen to what the captain has to say.”
“The Hermanos case is a drug-related homicide, is it not?” Jericho asked. “He was shot dead in a transaction involving ice at a gay dance club, was he not?”
Ryker nodded slowly. Wow. I never knew Jericho cared.
“Those are some of the facts, yes,” he answered. “But-”
“So answer me honestly, detective sergeant,” Jericho pressed on, overriding him, “would you really feel that badly if the case was taken off your team’s hands?”
“That’s Morales’s case, sir. He’s close to closing it out, and we expect an arrest to be made very, very soon. Snatching it away from him and Kowalenko will bust the momentum. And the Dyer case-”
“Another drug-related murder most probably,” Jericho said. “Dyer was indigent and clearly not in the best of health, and the medical examiner found substantial amounts of heroin in his system. Hardly a model citizen,” Jericho finished, looking down the table at Lin.
Ryker looked down at the Chinese man as well. Yeah pal, a lot like your little Danny-boy.
If Lin saw anything mirroring the thought in Ryker’s face, it did not move him. Ryker sighed slightly and turned back to Jericho.
“We don’t judge them for how they lived, captain. We only figure out who killed them and bring the guilty parties in for justice.”
“And the other detectives will see to that. But we need you prosecuting the Lin murder with everything you’ve got.
“I have to ask-why?” Ryker blurted before he could stop himself. The question resulted in a long and uncomfortable silence; even Spider seemed to shrink in his chair. Jericho put his elbows on the table and looked at Ryker directly. There was no mistaking the hostility in his voice and body language.
“You don’t need to know why, Ryker. You just need to know this is how it is, and you’re going to give a hundred and fifty percent. Do you have any further questions?”
Ryker saw the lay of the land very clearly. He took one sidelong glance at Spider, and when his lieutenant didn’t meet his eye, he had his answer.
“I got you, sir.”
“Glad to hear it,” Jericho nodded toward Lin. “Mr. Lin, you had some special requests to make?”
Oddly enough, it was the big Russian who spoke.
“Mr. Lin insists on full access to your investigations into the murder of his son, Lin Dan,” he announced. His English was accented but perfectly understandable. “In this matter, a third party has been retained to act as Mr. Lin’s second. Mr. Lin has many important business affairs to attend to, and in the end, this third party would perhaps be more objective in this matter than he.”
You gotta be kidding me, Ryker thought.
The Russian went on.
“We would like full access to the woman you are holding, Zhu Xiaohui. We would also like to review all evidence collected in relation to this case. We would also need to read all reports made, and be briefed on the facts as they now stand.”
“That’s quite a list,” Ryker said. “Getting your Christmas shopping out of the way early?” He turned to Jericho. “Are you planning on deputizing this ‘third party’, sir? I mean, if he gets all this access, the least we can do is give him a detective shield. He probably already has his own gun, but we can square him away with a badge, right?”
“Ryker,” Jericho warned.
Ryker ignored him. He turned to Lin and faced him directly.
“You want to see Xiaohui Zhu? No. You want full access to the investigation I’m conducting? No. You want to review all the evidence we collected? No. Neither you nor your bodyguard are police officers, Mr. Lin. I’m sorry you’ve lost your son, but the task of finding his killer is mine.”
“Ryker!” Jericho snapped. “Enough!”
The chief stirred after a moment. He and Selma Kaplan exchanged glances.
“I have to take Detective Sergeant Ryker’s side on this,” Hallis said unexpectedly, and Ryker did a double-take to make sure it was actually the chief talking. “These requests are-extreme, at the least. The San Francisco Police Department does not usually allow for outside interference when it’s conducting an investigation into any matter.”
Alexsey looked at the two city supervisors sitting next to him.
“Mr. Lin remembers those who show him kindness and respect,” he said. “He is willing to donate substantial monies to a number of charities, including the police athletic league…and certain political parties.”
Both Newsom and the other supervisor-Ryker couldn’t remember his name-exchanged glances among themselves and with Chief Hallis, then Jericho. They didn’t bother paying attention to Ryker or Spider, or even Kaplan. They were only tools of the city, no one important.
“He also has the ability to remove some of the S.F.P.D.’s current troubles,” the Russian finished.
“Current troubles?” Hallis asked.
“Victor Chin,” Alexsey said.
“What’re you going to do, plug him?” Ryker asked.
Alexsey looked at Ryker with eyes that were as flat as the landing deck of an aircraft carrier. “Mr. Lin has the ability to appeal to Mr. Chin’s better nature.”
“How’s that? You’re going to give him a choice of which kneecap gets busted first?”
“Please, let’s not let this get completely unpleasant,” said the hippy supervisor Newsom. “I think you’re being needlessly antagonistic, detective.”
“Fashion tip: bell-bottomed jeans went out of style in 1974,” Ryker said.
Newsom’s eyes bugged out of his head, but he said nothing further.
Spider pushed back in his chair. He slapped Ryker on the shoulder once, hard.
“Get out of here,” he said. “I’ll handle this.”
“The hell you will,” Ryker snarled.
“The hell I won’t,” Spider hissed. “Get out. Now. Go wait in the hall.”
“That sounds like some excellent career advice,” Jericho seconded. “We’ll handle this from here on out, detective sergeant. Thank you for coming.”
Ryker snorted and shook his head. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was insane. The entire situation was completely outside of anything he’d had to deal with as an officer of the law, and it was totally beyond him how both Jericho and Hallis could roll over for Lin in front of him and Spider. It made him sick, and just witnessing it made him feel dirty. He knew Lin would get what he wanted.
Disgusted, he left the conference room.

The meeting lasted for another ten minutes. Ryker cooled his heels in the hallway as Spider had instructed. He wanted a cigarette, but he had quit years before and San Francisco was the kind of town where a smoker could be drawn and quartered. Men could tongue-kiss other men in public on the street in front of kids from the Midwest on a walking tour, but he couldn’t smoke a Marlboro in back of the station.
When the meeting broke, Ryker watched as Lin and his Russian sidekick headed down the hall, escorted by Chief Hallis and the two city supervisors. None of them looked in his direction. Then he found himself face to face with Jericho.
“You’re some piece of work, Ryker,” Jericho said. “Do you really want me to pull you off the case? With that little outburst you just made, I should have your ass shipped out to the Traffic Company. You can get your jollies handing out parking tickets and directing traffic.”
Ryker reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his plastic container of Tic-Tacs. He held them out to Jericho.
“You need some of these, captain. Really.” Because I think I smell dick on your breath, he wanted to add, but couldn’t bring himself to completely commit professional suicide. Not just yet.
Jericho stepped closer, towering over Ryker, his face flushed.
“You’re not as useful around here as you seem to think you are, son,” he rumbled. “You want to fuck with me? You think you have what it takes to bring me down?”
Ryker stared up at Jericho but said nothing.
“Are you boys going to have a gun fight?” Selma Kaplan asked. She was standing in the doorway to the conference room with Spider right behind her.
Jericho glanced over his shoulder. He then turned back to Ryker. After a moment, he stepped back.
“Lieutenant Furino. Give your detective his instructions,” he said, then stomped off after the Chief and James Lin, like a good lackey.
Ryker leaned back against the wall. Down the hallway, a couple of cops on the bow and arrow squad-desk duty-had gathered to watch the fireworks. Now that the show was over, they went back to their respective offices.
Spider stepped around Kaplan and approached Ryker.
“That could’ve gone better,” he said.
“How’d it end up? Hallis, Jericho, and our duly-elected officials line up to give Lin a collective blowjob?”
Kaplan laughed. She walked up to Ryker and punched him in the arm, her blue eyes bright and luminous.
“You’re my hero. You’re as dumb as a brick, but you’ve got cojones, I’ll give you that.”
“Thanks. Was it just my imagination, or did Lin just successfully bribe the chief and a district commander?” Ryker asked.
“Serious accusations,” Kaplan said, “but since no money changed hands in my presence, I couldn’t confirm that.”
“Internal Affairs might see things differently.”
Spider laughed. “You want to try and uncage IAD on Hallis and Jericho? Kaplan’s right, Ryker. You are dumb as a brick.”
Ryker looked at Spider directly, his eyes narrowed.
“So what’s the upshot? What went down after I left?”
“They don’t get access to Zhu or any other witnesses or suspects we nab,” Spider told him. “Everything else, they get. We do keep identities private, however. Even the supervisors agreed to that one, because if it ever got out that S.F.P.D. let some names out and those folks got either whacked or mysteriously disappeared, it could put us all over the barrel.” He paused for a moment. “And Lin’s man said that Victor Chin and his lawsuits would go away.”
“Generous,” Ryker commented.
Spider shrugged.
“So how about it, Hal? You going to play ball, or what?”
“Like I get a choice?” Ryker asked.
“Sure, you get a choice. You have a choice between working homicide or Company K,” Spider told him, using the alias for Metro’s Traffic Company.
Ryker shook his head. “Lovely.”
“It does suck,” Spider acknowledged, watching a group of cops walk toward them down the hall. He nodded to them but kept silent until they had moved out of earshot, then continued. “It sucks big time, but San Francisco’s just like any other city-politics make the prime time, the rest of the action, like real police work, gets tossed into the backseat. Both Hallis and Jerko”-Ryker smiled when he heard Spider use Jericho’s nickname, something he’d never known the lieutenant use before-“want a long and storied life after they leave the department, and Lin’s obviously offering it to them. Same for the supervisors, too.”
Ryker nodded and looked at Kaplan.
“And what’s the district attorney’s interest in all of this?” he asked.
Kaplan reached up with both hands and threw her blonde hair back over her shoulders.
“Ostensibly, to make sure that things don’t get too far out of hand. If you guys agree to something that’s going to break the rules, we’re here to walk you back to sanity.” She paused. “But at the same time, I wouldn’t be too surprised if Sheffield wasn’t looking for some handouts either. He’s an elected official too, you know.” Sheffield was San Francisco’s district attorney, and Kaplan’s boss. He’d been known as a handout king for years.
“Well, looks like we’re getting it all around,” Ryker said.
“And it’s not likely to get any better,” Spider agreed. “Your guys have to work double-time on this one, Hal. Seriously.” He looked at Kaplan. “You’re attached to this one now, I take it?”
Kaplan nodded. “I’ll be representing the D.A.’s interests in this, from this point forward.”
“What do you make of the girl? Xiaohui Zhu?” Spider asked, mangling the name.
Kaplan shrugged and looked at Ryker. “If she did it, I’ll prosecute. Did she?”
“I doubt it,” Ryker admitted. “Danny Lin was a first-rate asshole, but this girl has her eye on her bank accounts, and killing Lin was no way to keep ‘em full. Speaking of which, I’d like to run a financial on her, if you don’t mind, Lou.”
Spider nodded. “Get me the form, and I’ll authorize it.”
“Will do.”
Spider checked his watch. “All right, let’s get to it. Keep Miss Kaplan in the loop as far as persons of interest go, and give the rest of your troops their details.”
“You got it,” Ryker agreed, not liking it one bit. But it was better than being sent down to the Traffic Company, he had to give it that.
But only just.



CHAPTER 12


The flight from Narita to San Francisco took nine hours and seven minutes, arriving on the same day as when Manning left. As the Japan Air Lines 747–400 descended through the marine layer which shrouded the airport, Manning prepared himself, straightening up in his business class seat and slipping on his shoes. Outside the window, misty gray cloud swirled past, featureless even though the airplane was flying at more than 200 miles an hour. It touched down at half past eleven that morning, and with the wail of thrust reversers, braked to a relative crawl in less than six thousand feet.
The jet lumbered its way to the taxiway and finally came to a halt at Gate A4. Manning joined the rest of his fellow passengers in unbuckling their seatbelts and setting about to disembark. As they filed off the aircraft, Manning nodded to the flight attendants and walked down the skyway, heading to the International Arrivals Hall, where he went through the usual customs proceedings. As an American citizen with nothing to declare-and who ever declared anything, anyway? — he breezed right through. He stepped through the glass doors leading to the bright and wide arrival hall, his bag in his right hand, a light leather jacket in his left.

There was a plastic basket of mail waiting for him in the lobby of his Lombard Street apartment, as he had restarted the mail service over the internet before leaving Japan. Manning picked through it for a moment, marveling at all the credit card offers he’d received, as well as some unwanted but regrettably unavoidable correspondence from the Internal Revenue Service. Also some mail regarding the disposition of his military benefits, which he had not yet started drawing. He decided he would go through it another day; after all, it had been there for almost four months.
The apartment itself was much as he had left it: sparsely furnished, comfortable but still mostly utilitarian, devoid of any real decoration save a few pictures of the family he had once had. He ignored the photos for the moment; there would be time for that later. He dragged his suitcase into the bedroom and unpacked it quickly. The digital alarm clock on the cheap nightstand next to his king-sized bed was flashing; apparently, the apartment had lost power at some point while he was away. Manning sat on the edge of the bed and went through the process of resetting it, checking it against his watch to make sure the time was correct. He then picked up the cordless telephone and dialed his voicemail; most of the messages there were from solicitors of one variety or another. Nothing important, and nothing he decided to save.
He treated himself to a shower to clear some of the post-travel fuzziness in his mind, then pulled a pair of worn jeans from the closet and tugged them on. After that came a T-shirt, over which went a denim shirt which he tucked into his jeans. He then headed down the stairs to the single-stall garage allocated to his unit.
The 1970 Pontiac GTO was in perfect shape. It had been in almost mint condition when Manning had purchased it almost two years ago. When he had first relocated to the city, he had been driving a GMC 2500 crew cab pickup; while the rig had perhaps reflected the more austere aspects of his personality, it was hardly the easiest vehicle to navigate through the streets of San Francisco. Not that the starlight black GTO was much easier-it was almost as long as the truck had been-but at least it fit in the garage. Manning ran his fingertips along the car’s flank as he walked toward the driver’s side door; the car was a little dusty, but the wax still made the paint feel as smooth as silk. Manning smiled to himself wryly as he unlocked the door and pulled it open. Driving the Goat would be one of the pleasures of coming home.
He started the car and the garage was almost overwhelmed by the basso rumble. Manning tapped the button on the remote clipped to the passenger side sun visor, and the garage door rolled up on its tracks. As the GTO’s big 455 cubic-inch engine warmed up, Manning opened the cabinets at the rear of the bay. He pulled out his drip pan, a funnel, a new oil filter, and several quarts of oil. Once the engine had warmed up enough to loosen whatever sediment might be in the engine’s crankcase, he switched the engine off and went to work.
Less than half an hour later, Manning was done. He went back upstairs and washed his hands and arms in the half-bathroom across from the kitchen, then went back to the garage. He started the GTO again, checked for any leaks, then pulled the car out of the garage. The cloud cover had burned off at last; the day was bright and sunny, the air clear and cool. As Manning turned down Lombard Street, he found himself hoping the highway was clear. Both he and the GTO needed to run a bit.
He caught the 101 heading southbound and found that the afternoon traffic was already starting to mount; commuters were beginning to head back to their homes in the Santa Clara valley. Manning decided he would take the I-280, the freeway which ran down the peninsula’s left side. It would make for a longer trip, but speed wasn’t exactly of the essence at the moment. Driving on the right side of the surface streets and the freeway felt proper, and Manning had no problems falling back into the old rhythms of driving in California. As he goosed the Goat toward the merge with 280, he felt good. Real good. Japan was a complex and at times difficult society to traverse, with more dead-ends than one would experience in America, from finding a restaurant that would serve a gaijin to just braving the flow of traffic. Here in California, Manning felt as if a ponderous weight had been lifted from his chest. He dropped the GTO into third and gunned the engine; the GTO fairly leapt forward as it responded with a throaty bellow and relentless, almost intoxicating power. Manning caught himself grinning in the rearview mirror as the speedometer’s needle wound past 90 miles per hour. He felt like a kid again.
And that felt good, too.

As the news of Lin Dan’s death spread, James Lin had left instructions that he would accept personal calls from only the mayor and the chief of police. All other calls were screened by Han, who would express gratitude for the caller’s offered condolences, and promised to pass on the message as soon as it was convenient. The list of callers had grown to fill an entire page. Lin mentally segregated them into two groups: those who warranted his personal attention and whom he would call back later, and those who would instead receive a thank-you card delivered by courier. What irritated him was how quickly the news had spread across the city. He imagined that if he were to open the windows of his study he would hear the beat of drums, broadcasting his personal misery to the world. The mayor had warned him that the story had leaked to the media despite attempts to have it suppressed. Television news channels were already featuring Lin Dan’s murder as their third or fourth item. Their speculation on the “mysterious assault and murder” was supported by information from “an unnamed source,” thought to be a hotel employee. Lin knew that as other news items lost their impact, the murder would slowly rise until it became the leading story of the day. He prayed for an airline disaster, or for a new hurricane to form in the Gulf of Mexico with unexpected speed and fury. But his fatalistic side knew that such a miracle would not come. They never did.
“Lin Yubo?” Han’s voice tore Lin from his thoughts. He stood in the study doorway, a shadow within a shadow, his hands clasped before him.
“Yes.”
“I have received a telephone call from the Medical Examiner’s office. They say the preliminary report is available. But they cannot release Lin Dan’s body until tomorrow.”
“I would like to see my son.”
“Lin Yubo, forgive me. I believe that would be inadvisable at this time. Let us remember Lin Dan as he was. The undertaker will inform us when he is prepared for his onward journey.”
Lin thought about that, and nodded. Han was taking care of the funeral arrangements. He’d recommended a small family business that exclusively served the Chinese community, and which could be trusted never to divulge private matters. Lin still wasn’t sure whether he would prefer Lin Dan to be laid to rest here in the United States, or shipped back to Shanghai for burial beside his brother. While family tradition demanded the latter, the fact was that his sons, Lin Jong and Lin Dan, had never liked each other. There had always been conflict between them. To place their remains and thus their ghosts in close proximity was to invite eternal unrest. Not that Lin believed in ghosts. Communism had all but stamped out such ideas, together with ancestor worship. Nearly fifty years ago Lin had been swept up and swept along by the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. As much as he hated to admit it, it had changed his way of thinking forever. But he’d been younger and more foolish then, at twenty-five years of age one of the youngest political officers in the region, granted enormous power in addition to the influence already enjoyed by the Lin family as ranking members of one of Shanghai’s most notorious Tongs. Of course the Tongs had gone underground for a period, until Mao’s raging storm passed by and it was safe to come out again. But their strangle-hold upon crime remained, and they were canny enough-with Lin’s help of course-to prosper at a time when the country teetered on the edge of almost total self-destruction. So long ago….
Bu zhan bu he.
No war, no peace.
It seemed almost laughable now, a distant memory, a confused dream. His campaign for political reform had demanded absolute obedience and a willingness for every man and woman and child to question their own worth. Changing one’s appearance and verbally expressing one’s loyalty to the Party wasn’t enough. Only by changing the inner self was it possible for someone to serve the Party and China better. That was the true meaning of Bu zhan bu he. “If you never go to war with yourself and reinvent yourself as a better citizen of the State, you will never know peace.” The young political officer known as Lin Yubo had presented his reform to the Politburo, which immediately endorsed the plan and promoted him again, giving him everything he required to carry it through. He had traveled from town to town and from village to village accompanied by two regular companies of Red Guards, soldiers who had much experience in suppressing civilian populations, and who carried out their duties with exuberance.
Boxes within boxes, locked and pushed to the back of his mind. Reopened now by the deaths of his sons on two different continents, and a message written in blood.
“The Medical Examiner refuses to send the report by courier,” Han said. His expression remained unchanged but his tone conveyed a subtle irritation which, Lin imagined, few people would have picked up. “They say it is too late in the day. I told them I would collect it personally.”
“It can wait until tomorrow,” Lin said.
“With respect, Lin Yubo.” Han bowed his head to take the sting out of his disagreement. “It may tell us something we do not already know, however unlikely that may be. The police will undoubtedly be given a copy. We should share their awareness.”
Lin admitted that Han had a point, but a suspicion had been growing in Lin’s mind ever since the policeman Ryker had brought him the news of Lin Dan’s death. “I am not at ease,” he said. “First, Lin Jong was executed in Shanghai. Now Lin Dan, here in San Francisco. Perhaps the killer, whoever he is, will come after me next? Then again, perhaps not. It occurs to me that perhaps he has not finished delivering his message?”
“I have had the same thoughts, Lin Yubo,” Han said. “Tao Baozong and Fan Guolong are waiting for me in the car.” Lin knew the names, both men were members of the select bodyguard cadre that Alexsey had personally trained, and were highly competent. Han patted his jacket, beneath his left armpit. “And I am taking an old friend with me. Its familiar weight brings back memories.”
Lin gave an involuntary bark of laughter. Han had served his family for decades, but he had also worn the uniform of the People’s Army. Alexsey, upon witnessing Han’s shooting skill on the firing range, had declared there was no need for him to adopt the cadre’s methods lest Han’s natural ability become impaired.
“I should have known your instincts would alert you,” Lin said. “But, be careful, won’t you? Call me when you get there, and when you leave to return.”
“As you wish, Lin Yubo.”
Han bowed and withdrew, leaving Lin to his thoughts, which turned now to business, and specifically to his latest dealings with his American partners, which could not be ignored. The investment was huge, the stakes enormous, and if an unknown enemy hoped that these petty distractions would incapacitate Lin or sway him from his path, then they would be sadly disappointed.

Han relaxed as best he could in the rear seat behind Tao Baozong, who confidently maneuvered the sedan through San Francisco’s swollen traffic stream en route to the Medical Examiner’s office. Han didn’t expect to find any surprises in the M.E.’s report. After all, there was little doubt that Lin Dan had been murdered by the same hand that had slain his older brother. As Lin Yubo had intimated, the killer could still be in the city of San Francisco, planning further mayhem against the Lin family, and its adopted members. Han found this possibility unsettling. They were dealing with an unpredictable psychopath, the worst kind of enemy, against whom ordinary security precautions might well prove useless, unless the Russian and his men maintained round-the-clock vigilance. Which, as Han knew only too well from personal experience invited tiredness, disorientation, and fatal error.
“We should be there in another five minutes,” Baozong said over his shoulder.
“Traffic could be a lot worse,” Fan Guolong, in the front passenger seat, said.
Han’s cell phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and opened it. He expected to see Lin Yubo’s name on the display, but instead “Caller unknown” showed. “Hello?” he said cautiously.
“Ah, Mr. Han? This is Michelle Huang in the Medical Examiner’s office.” He recognized the woman’s voice; they had spoken half an hour ago. Evidently she had stored his cell phone number, an impertinence. “I’m really sorry to bother you again, Mr. Han. There’s been a mix-up here.”
“What kind of mix-up, Miss Huang?” He detested the Americanization of Chinese names, the willingness to blend into the alien environment. Lin Yubo himself used the pseudonym James Lin when dealing with American politicians and businessmen, which was necessary, but what Chinese family would willingly name their daughter Michelle?
“The report, Mr. Han,” the woman said, sounding distressed. “It’s been sent to our offsite records facility by mistake, along with some other stuff. I’ve been trying to contact the driver, but I can’t get hold of him. You aren’t on your way to the M.E.’s office, are you?”
“As a matter of fact I am.”
“Oh dear. Mr. Han, would it be an inconvenience if I asked you to meet me at the records facility instead? I’m on my way there now to find that report.”
Han considered the request. It was not too outrageous, although clearly the San Francisco Medical Examiner’s administrative procedures were inadequate, oand the staff incompetent. “Where is this facility?” he asked.
She gave him the address, which he repeated to Baozong. The driver nodded and immediately moved into the right-hand lane. “No problem,” Baozong said. “Another couple of minutes, that’s all.”
“I will see you there, Miss Huang,” Han said.
“My car’s a red Toyota hatchback. It’ll be parked outside the rear entrance.”
“Thank you.” Han hung up and slipped the phone back into his pocket. “Aiyah. The stupid whore has managed to misplace the Medical Examiner’s report,” he told the two men. “We are to meet her at this other address. She drives a red Japanese whorehouse. A Toyota hatchback.”
Guolong said, “I bet she fucks with the hatch wide open. She likes the cool breeze on her ass.” They laughed, and Han conceded a smile.
As they navigated the streets their surroundings changed from a mix of stores and residential apartments to older office and utility buildings, some of which appeared empty. Traffic thinned, then became non-existent, with only a handful of vehicles parked in otherwise deserted alleyways. Baozong slowed while Guolong consulted a street map he took from the glove box. They reached agreement and the sedan entered a dark city of one-story buildings and tall warehouses. It reminded Han uncomfortably of times long past in his faraway homeland, of entire towns left populated only by ghosts.
The street narrowed so much that two cars would have found it difficult to pass. The shrinking dimensions gave Han an acute feeling of claustrophobia. “There,” Guolong said. He pointed to the alleyway directly ahead, in which a red car sat near a stairway that led up to a sheltered doorway.
Baozong said, “Is that it, Mr. Han?”
“It has to be,” Han said, irritated by the question.
“Maybe she’s fucking someone in the back seat, hey?” Guolong said.
“She can’t be, the hatch is shut,” Baozong said, cackling with amusement. But Han found himself focusing on something other than their asinine humor, something external and inexplicable that chilled his spine and caused his stomach to lurch.
Guolong leaned forward and twisted his head to look upward. A shadow passed over his face and he said, “What the fuck?” A heavy weight struck the sedan’s roof, the boom reverberating through the car like a gunshot. The windshield shattered a split-second later, showering Guolong with a storm of glass. Han, even as he reached inside his jacket to draw his pistol, a copy of the Russian Makarov, from its cracked leather holster, understood that someone had leaped from the roof of the warehouse. The analytical part of his mind calculated the height and distance, and told him that such a leap should not be possible.
Baozong’s side window exploded and the driver abruptly jerked sideways, his head dragged outside by his tie. He choked and fought back, pulling with all his strength. But then a knife descended and slipped so easily across his throat, opening Baozong’s carotid artery and windpipe in the same fluid motion, as if the tough cartilage of the throat posed no obstacle to the gleaming blade. Blood sprayed across the dashboard and Baozong began to die, his brain deprived of vital oxygen.
Han fired upward through the roof, five deliberate shots that drew a straight line from corner to corner. He didn’t wait to see whether he’d hit anything; while he remained inside the sedan with his back to the rear window he was at his most vulnerable. He kicked the rear door on the driver’s side open, a diversion, then opened the opposite door and threw himself from the sedan, trusting his fate and his life to the gods. He rolled as he landed and came up on one knee, facing the sedan with his gun in both hands, the hammer thumbed back, two rounds still in the magazine.
Guolong, his face cut to bloody ribbons by the glass, recovered sufficient presence of mind to pull an Uzi submachine pistol from inside his jacket and cock the weapon. Absurdly, Han wondered how he would have explained the Uzi if they had been stopped by the police for any reason and searched. So sorry, officer, I didn’t realize automatic weapons were illegal here, they’re all the rage in Shanghai, don’t you know? Guolong screamed his rage and blindly unloaded his Uzi into the sedan’s roof, even as Han realized there was no one up there.
Death came to Guolong not from above but from beneath the sedan, as a figure clad all in black slid out between the wheels, wrenched Guolong’s door open and, with a clinical precision that a surgeon might have admired, inserted the point of a long, straight sword into his exposed lower back. Han watched, utterly fascinated, as the blade slid up and completely disappeared inside Guolong’s torso. There seemed to be no resistance at all. Guolong threw both arms wide and arched his back, his mouth open but making no sound. Han could barely imagine his agony. The Uzi barked once more as confused nerves caused dying fingers to tremble. Brass cartridge cases pinged and bounced on the asphalt. Then the door was slammed shut and Guolong slid down out of sight, leaving bloody streaks on the side window.
Han’s eyes almost failed to pick out the black-clad figure crouched on all fours like an animal about to pounce. It blended into the shadows around the sedan-seemed to belong to a world of confused light and shade rather than be an individual human entity. And it was staring at Han over the barrel of his pistol. Han willed his finger to pull the trigger and send a bullet into the killer’s skull, but those eyes, those terrible eyes and the dark force behind them stopped the signal from passing along the network of nerves that connected Han’s brain to his hand. Try as he might, he could not pull the trigger. And for the first time in nearly forty years, Han Baojia experienced fear.
Too late, his troubled mind acknowledged the object that whirled through the air and struck the gun from his hand. Red-hot pain lanced up his arm. At least one bone in his hand had been shattered by the impact. He looked down and saw what looked like an iron rod, no more than six inches in length, lying beside his foot. Further back up the street, the way they’d just come, a car hissed by. Han clutched his hand to his chest and ran for his life. If he could find someone, if he could surround himself with witnesses whose presence might deter the killer, he might stand a chance. His footsteps echoed up the lonely street, vying with the thump of his heart against his ribcage and his laboring, wheezing lungs. He shifted left and right, hoping to avoid any thrown objects. Another car passed by only a hundred paces away, perhaps even less. The possibility that the killer had chosen not to pursue him grew in his mind, until the split-second when his ankles snapped together and he fell headlong, landing on his broken hand and smashing his face into the asphalt.
The numbness lasted for a count of five. Then agony tore through his body. Blood filled his mouth; he’d bitten the end of his tongue off. He curled into fetal position and suppressed the groan that sought to escape his lips. He became aware that his ankles were bound by a length of wire attached to teardrop-shaped iron weights at either end. He’d been tripped, brought down expertly like some jungle animal hunted for sport. Barbs fixed along the wire had torn his flesh to ribbons. He suspected their points might be grating against the bones of his ankles.
The killer bent over him and inspected him thoroughly. Hands grabbed hold of his jacket. Han was lifted and spun around and slung over the killer’s shoulder. He struggled to remember the term. Fireman’s carry. Han ground his teeth together, determined not to make a sound that would give the killer satisfaction, even though he had no idea whether that was what the killer sought from him. Only now, through the haze of pain, did he begin to perceive a true impression the killer’s size. He was not a large man. His frame was surprisingly small, his shoulders narrow, his arms wiry, his hands tiny. Was the killer a young boy? Could that be possible?
Small or not, the killer carried Han all the way back toward the sedan without any apparent effort. Keeping Han balanced on his shoulder, the killer opened the driver’s door and took the key from the ignition. He went to the back of the sedan and unlocked the trunk, which swung open to reveal the spacious interior, occupied only by a plastic box containing a flashlight, tire iron, and foot pump.
The killer twisted and dipped his shoulder, dumping Han into the trunk without ceremony. It was simply too much; a moan escaped Han’s lips. He instantly detested himself for exposing his weakness to his enemy. But the killer didn’t appear interested; he slammed the trunk shut. The light bulb dimmed, became a glowing pinhead, too small to illuminate Han’s surroundings. His ragged breathing filled the darkness. Now that he was alone he sucked air deep into his lungs and permitted himself a full-blown groan. Moving his legs proved impossible, the nerves refused to respond. His hand burned, distracting him further.
He sought, and found, the flashlight, which was made of tough plastic, with a handle above the body. He thumbed the switch on. When his eyes adjusted he played the light over his other hand. It was unnaturally twisted, the fingers bent backward, dislocated or broken, he couldn’t tell which. In terms of pain it probably didn’t matter, one was as bad as the other. He laid the flashlight on the floor. The beam waned and he thought the batteries might be drained, but the beam’s strength returned again without explanation. Han gripped his twisted forefinger and wrenched it straight. The pain made him weep. He spat blood that had pooled in his mouth, then pulled his other fingers straight in rapid succession. Three had been dislocated, and his smallest finger was indeed broken. He tried gripping the flashlight but it slipped from his numb fingers. He jammed his useless fingers between the flashlight’s handle and the cylindrical body, an exercise in self-mutilation, but it gave him a club that would, with luck, be enough to distract the killer for a split-second. He switched it off to preserve battery power. Next he searched for the tire iron and took comfort from the feel of the chill, hard metal. As soon as the trunk opened again he would turn on the flashlight and swing it at the killer’s head, masking his real attack, the pointed end of the tire iron which he would thrust at the killer’s solar plexus with all the strength and speed he could muster.
Thumping noises came from the front of the sedan. The car rocked on its suspension. The engine started. Han imagined the killer must have got behind the wheel, having pushed Tao Baozong over into the passenger seat with Fan Guolong. Their failure to safeguard his life angered Han. The ineptness of the Russian’s “special training” couldn’t be more obvious. Baluyevsky’s competence would be called into question as soon as Han saw Lin Yubo….
The sedan moved off. Han relaxed as best he could, conserving what strength he had. The numbness began to spread up his legs, to his knees. That suggested blood loss as well as nerve and muscle damage. After he dealt with the killer, assuming he could, what then? Somehow he would have to get out of the trunk and into the driver’s seat. He’d cross that bridge when he came to it. For now his focus must be entirely upon the killer. Exacting revenge for the deaths of Lin Yubo’s sons was paramount. To Han, this objective was more important than his own life. He closed his eyes and mumbled a prayer to all his ancestors. Let me perform my duty well.
The sedan slowed. How far had it been driven? He’d no idea. He thought it turned a corner, though his limited perspective from within the dark trunk couldn’t be entirely trusted. It slowed again, then stopped. The engine was switched off. The sedan rocked again. Had the killer got out? Han gripped the tire iron tight and placed his thumb over the flashlight’s switch.
The trunk opened! Han switched on the flashlight and swung his arm up and around. It seemed as if a sledgehammer struck his forearm, the force tremendous, the pain too much for any man to bear. The flashlight spun away, torn from his hand, and smashed itself to pieces. He screamed even as he rose up on his elbow and aimed the tire iron at an imaginary point where he imagined-hoped, prayed! — the killer must be standing. His makeshift weapon only found air before the sledgehammer struck again, shattering his hand. The tire iron made a clanging noise as it hit solid ground. Concrete? Could they be inside one of the warehouses?
The flashlight was gone. The tire iron was gone. All that remained was the pain. His arms were as useless as his legs. He lay on the floor of the trunk, gasping and helpless.
“How does it feel, Han Baojia?”
The trunk light revealed the killer, a black shape against a black background. Where were they? Han couldn’t hear anything above his own rasping breathing.
He shook his head, forcing himself to concentrate. What had he missed? Something important. Something his senses had tried to tell him before now, but he’d ignored the information, relying instead upon his misconceptions.
A woman’s voice. Muffled by her mask but nonetheless recognizable. She’d spoken in Cantonese. Her hands were empty. There was no sledgehammer. The truth stunned him. She’d broken his forearm and his wrist using only her hands.
“How does it feel to be helpless, and alone?”
He wanted to ask, Who are you? but suspected he would receive no meaningful answer.
“Does it bring back memories?”
Very probably a Michelle Huang did work at the Medical Examiner’s office, but she had not called Han about the preliminary report. No, the killer had called him, briefly assuming Michelle Huang’s identity. She’d lured him from a position of security and safety. Then she’d called again, with perfect timing, and asked him to meet her at another location. Like a fool he’d fallen for her trickery.
She knew his name. Evidence that she must have been gathering intelligence. Or had been given it by an unknown third party.
“Think back, Han Baojia. Think back to Shanghai.” She leaned into the trunk, so close to him that he felt the warmth of her breath on his cheek. “Think back to Pudong. Does the name Shi mean anything to you?”
Her eyes, blacker than black, were only inches from his own. Power radiated from those orbs, a terrifying elemental power that seeped into him and made his heart flutter.
“Do you remember a boy? Twelve years old. Frightened of the People’s Army officer who shouted into his face. So frightened that he could not answer the officer’s questions.”
Han shook his head, denying the memories, but they insisted upon casting the earth aside and rearing up out of the ground like rotted corpses suddenly come to life. There had been a boy. Where? When? In the poorest quarter of old Shanghai. A village in its own right. Han had denounced the elders who were then displayed for all to ridicule. The boy, he’d been part of the crowd, standing near the front. No, not part of the crowd. He’d been in the crowd. But somehow detached, unresponsive to the emotion that hung in the air, showing nothing. Han had watched him until he felt sure the boy disapproved of what was happening. He’d called him forward. The crowd had pushed him into the center of the square.
He didn’t want to remember but the dark force behind those eyes pressed down upon him, allowing him no escape.
Han had questioned the boy but received only the most basic answers. He began to suspect the boy was retarded. When asked to explain why the Revolution was so important to the Chinese people, he could not. Han saw smiles appearing in the crowd, as if the peasants found the boy’s stupidity amusing. Those smiles had forced Han to punish the boy. The Party could not be seen to lose face. Stupidity was no excuse. If the boy was retarded then his family should have tried harder to educate him. The fault was entirely theirs. Han dragged a wooden box into the square, put the protesting boy inside, and nailed the lid shut. He then stood upon the box while he addressed the crowd, explaining the new policy and what it meant to every one of them. He was pleased with his impassioned speech and how it seemed to affect them. Only when he stepped off the box over an hour later did he realize it had no air holes.
The killer straightened. Han sighed with relief, glad to be away from her. She pulled off her mask. Her hair cascaded down over her shoulders. Some might have judged her beautiful; to Han she was a demoness in human form, who had worked dark magic upon him.
“His name was Shi Jiawen. He was my brother. As Lin Yubo shall pay for the death of my father, you must pay for the death of my brother.”
She slammed the trunk shut.
He heard no footsteps, nor the sound of a door opening and then closing, entombing him within the building, wherever it was. But he knew she had left him here to die.
Han had always wondered what the boy’s name was. Now he knew.



CHAPTER 13


At 6:25am, the morning was much like the one before it: murky and gray from the marine layer, with a chill wind winding its way through the streets of San Francisco. Manning found that the jet lag he’d hoped to avoid had nestled upon his shoulders like a waiting falcon poised to launch itself into the sky. There was no getting away from it; the exhaustion he felt was enormous, just like it always was when he returned to the U.S. from Asia. He would just have to suck it up and deal with it the best way he could.
His primary weapon to combat the effects was coffee, and lots of it. He drank half a pot of Arabian he found in one of his cabinets while keeping a bleary eye on the television. The same old news was playing. More trouble in the Middle East, a faltering economy, political farce after political farce played out on the American stage, terrorism and gasoline prices were still in the forefront of everyone’s mind. Not a lot had changed in the months Manning had been away.
When he felt human enough, he roused himself from the embrace of his sofa and padded into the second bedroom. There he worked out for forty minutes with the Bowflex that dominated the center of the room, then went through a series of repetitions with the free weights for a while, followed by a vigorous set of crunches and deep knee bends. By the time he was finished, his heart was pumping and the blood sang through his veins and sweat stood out on his brow.
Human at last, he thought.
He showered and shaved, then slowly dressed, pulling on a dark suit over a white Brooks Brothers shirt, accented with a yellow tie. He knelt and reached into the closet, pulling up the small metal hatch hidden there beneath the carpet. The floor safe was one of the more useful things he’d come across, and he quickly pressed his thumb against the bioscanner lock and opened it. Inside were two items: a pair of NVS-7 night vision goggles, and a Smith amp; Wesson Model SW990L.40 caliber pistol. He removed the weapon and closed the safe, replaced the hatch and covered it with the carpet.
With quick, practiced motions he went through the routine of stripping down the pistol and quickly ensured that all its parts were lubricated and in working order. It was in pristine condition, never once having been fired in anger, and he kept it meticulously maintained. The action moved smoothly beneath his fingers, the only resistance being that which had been designed. He loaded a magazine with.40 caliber glazed rounds and slapped it into the weapon. He pulled back on the slide and charged it, then safed the weapon and placed it in its self-securing holster. Manning then looped his belt through the holster and pulled on his jacket. He inspected himself in the mirror, and was satisfied that the weapon was as concealed as it could be. Not that it mattered to him personally; in California, he was licensed to carry such things. For added measure, he also slipped an ASP3 baton into the mix, clipping it to his belt next to his cell phone holster. When fully extended, the device would act as a deterrent in a physical altercation where the pistol might be inopportune. Manning was adept enough with the device to shatter an assailant’s collarbones or forearms.
At eight o’clock, he ran a comb through his short brown hair, made one last inspection of his face to make sure he hadn’t missed a spot while shaving, threw on a London Fog dress coat, and left the apartment. His destination laid only a hair less than a mile and a half distant, so he chose to walk. The morning rush hour traffic was mounting, and he didn’t want to have to deal with any unplanned interruptions-that and the fact that parking in the business district was almost impossible. Therefore, on foot is what it would be. On the way, he stopped by a Starbucks and grabbed another small coffee, something to keep him warm in the cold late-Autumn air. The streets were already clogged with cars and buses, and the sidewalks weren’t much easier; twice, Manning had to react quickly to avoid being run down by bicyclists who illegally used the sidewalk instead of the street.
It’s a shame I can’t shoot these guys and get away with it.
On the way, he practiced his usual surveillance detection routines, using storefront windows and the like as mirrors, looking for any possible tails. He also walked in a circle twice, navigating two blocks that took him well out of his way but afforded him the opportunity to examine the path he had covered. No one was following him. As far as he could tell, the rest of the humanity in the city of San Francisco merely regarded him as another businessman on his way to work downtown…if they regarded him at all.
As he walked, he fished his cell phone from his pocket and flipped it open. He had no text messages nor voicemails, and their absence made him feel almost poignantly lonely. He wondered how Ryoko was doing, and wished he hadn’t agreed to honor her request for privacy.
Despite the circuitous SDRs, Manning arrived at 101 California Street ten minutes early. He finished the dregs of his Starbucks and tossed the empty cup into a nearby trashcan. He pulled his wallet from his pants pocket and removed his conceal carry and driver’s licenses, then pushed his way into the building’s ornate, seven story lobby with several other similarly-dressed men and women. He made his way to the front desk, holding the licenses out before him. 101 California had some history; it had been the site of a mass murder in the early 1990s, when a disgruntled businessman had executed eight other workers. In response to that firearms and the like were absolutely illegal on the premises. Manning planned on declaring his weapon as soon as it was prudent; he wanted no mistakes.
“Can I help you, sir?” asked one of the security guards behind the desk, a skinny black kid in his early twenties.
“Jerome Manning. I’m here for a nine o’clock appointment with Lin Industries on the 45th floor.” Manning handed over the licenses. “I’m a licensed security contractor, and I am armed. These are my credentials.”
The guard took the licenses and examined them. Manning’s declaration had also caught the attention of another security guard. This one was also black, but older and much, much larger. He walked around the desk and approached Manning slowly from the left side.
Manning looked at him quickly.
“Let’s take it easy, boss.”
“Weapons aren’t allowed on the premises sir,” the guard said. “You have to surrender it or leave.”
“No problem. How do you want to do this?”
The skinny kid behind the desk pulled out a plastic bin and placed it before Manning.
“Empty your pockets in this, including the gun,” he said. “You can’t carry it with you up to 45th floor.”
Manning nodded and opened his coat, showing the guards the Smith amp; Wesson. The guard behind the desk looked at it, then nodded in return and pointed to the plastic bin again.
“Unload it and make sure the safety’s on, then put it in here.”
Manning removed the pistol. He ejected the magazine and cycled out the round in the chamber, which he then pressed back into the magazine. He placed them in the bin. He also tossed in the baton, cell phone, and his keys as well.
“That’s it,” he said.
The big guard stepped back and indicated the metal detector off to one side. He seemed much more relaxed now that Manning had voluntarily surrendered his firearm.
“I’ll need to ask you to go through the metal detector. Who is it that you’re here to see?”
“James Lin.”
The big security guard hiked his brows momentarily.
“The big fish himself. Okay man, step through the detector and then we’ll call up and get you a pass.”
Manning made it through the metal detector without any difficulties, but the big security guard used a wand on him anyway, checking for any hidden items which might have avoided the detector’s magnetic sensors. He was thorough but swift.
“Sorry about this,” the man said, motioning for Manning to lift his arms at the shoulders and hold them steady. The wand remained mostly silent, chirping only once when the man brushed it against Manning’s belt buckle.
“You’re clear,” the guard said, switching off the wand and motioning toward the desk. The skinny kid was already on the phone, presumably with someone from Lin Industries.
“I’m glad. I thought you were going to ask me for a date if we kept that up.”
The security guard smiled sourly.
“I know this is San Francisco and all, but for some of us there’s a limit to the brotherly love I’m willing to show, you know?”
“Happy to hear it,” Manning responded casually.
Manning’s appointment was confirmed, and he was issued a temporary identification. He was instructed to wear it in plain sight clipped to the lapel of his coat or jacket at all times, and that he could recover his pistol and baton when he left the premises. His cell phone was returned to him, and the big guard directed him to one of the elevator bays.
“You can catch forty-five by taking one of these elevators here. Once you’re in the elevator bay, someone will buzz you in to the floor itself,” he said.
“Thanks.”
Manning rode the elevator up to the 45th floor, stopping a few times as other people disembarked. One woman, a fat lady with pasty white skin and poorly applied makeup, brushed by him as she exited. Her perfume was thick and cloying, and Manning hoped that it didn’t stick to his coat. Just to be certain, he removed it and draped it over one arm as he exited the elevator himself on the 45th floor.
Another guard, this one wearing a dark blue blazer with the logo of Lin Industries USA on the breast, buzzed him in through the glass doors that led to the office space itself. A matronly-looking Hispanic woman seated behind a broad desk peered at him over her bifocals.
“How can I help you, sir?” she asked, her voice one of professional but distant disdain.
“Jerome Manning. I have a nine o’clock appointment.”
The woman checked her computer screen and her watch.
“You’re a few minutes late.”
“Security held me up.” Manning checked his own watch; it read 8:59am. He elected to let the unwarranted criticism pass.
The woman didn’t comment. She directed him to sign the visitor’s ledger.
“Follow Wilson here. Wilson, conference room two, please.”
“Yes, ma’am. Mr. Manning?”
The guard motioned Manning to follow, which he did. He led Manning down a carpeted hallway and after a moment, left him in a small conference room dominated by a cherry wood table and black leather chairs.
“You can wait here,” the guard told him.
“Thanks.”
The guard nodded and stepped outside, closing the door behind him. Manning sighed and slid into one of the expensive leather chairs. He set his coat across the seatback next to him, and leaned back, arms crossed over his chest.
Ten minutes later, during which Manning had entertained himself solely by looking out the window at the goings-on of San Francisco’s business district, the door opened. A tall, almost incredibly wide man stepped inside. He was dressed in a blue suit, and his head looked unusually small when contrasted to the girth of his body and breadth of his shoulders. He had a huge gut, but Manning could tell it wasn’t from a soft living. The thickness of the man’s neck and upper arms attested to that. He held a day planner in one beefy hand.
“Mr. Manning?” The accent was definitely Slavic, if not Russian.
Manning rose to his feet.
“Yes, I’m Manning. I can only presume you’re not James Lin.”
The big man stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He didn’t smile.
“Your presumption is correct. I’m Alexsey Baluyevsky, Mr. Lin’s security chief. Please be seated.” Without offering to shake hands, Baluyevsky pulled out the chair opposite Manning and lowered his bulk into it. Manning sat back down without comment.
“Mr. Manning, I will ask you a series of questions. How you answer them dictates what will happen next. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly, Mr. Baluyevsky.” There hadn’t been a moment when Manning had thought this would be unlike any other hire. He had been brought in for a specific mission, so there was no need to go through the usual banter surrounding a job interview. If Baluyevsky wanted to get right down to it, so did Manning.
“Are there any questions you have for me before we begin?”
“None. You seem to be in a hurry, so I don’t want to slow things down.”
Baluyevsky nodded; apparently, social skills hadn’t been part of the requirement when his job opening went to bid. The big Russian pulled a Cross fountain pen from his jacket pocket, opened the leather-bound day planner and flipped to a page without further preamble.
“You come recommended to use from one of Mr. Lin’s business partners in Japan. You know of whom I speak? This room is secure, it is swept for electronic listening devices every day. You may speak to me freely.”
“I know of whom you speak, but I hadn’t been aware there was a business connection between the two men.”
“Mr. Lin has personal businesses not affiliated with Lin Industries,” Baluyevsky said. “Because of the nature of these endeavors, Mr. Lin cannot be connected to them directly.”
“I understand. I’m surprised Mr. Lin has dealings with people like those who usually employ me.”
“Mr. Manning, have you ever acted in a personal security capacity?” Baluyevsky ignored the opening Manning had set out.
“I have. I’ve operated in a personal security capacity for several individuals, from Afghanistan to Zhuhai City.”
“Representing legitimate interests,” Baluyevsky stated.
“With the exception of Afghanistan, yes. That was part of the mission I was assigned during my time with Operation ENDURING FREEDOM.”
“In Afghanistan, you served as a captain with U.S. Army Special Forces, 1st Special Forces Group. You developed alliances with several Afghan warlords, and pressed them to assist the United States in attacking both Taliban and Al Qaeda strongholds, correct?”
“That is correct.” Manning wasn’t surprised that Lin’s people had done their homework, but was surprised to discover they had determined his final duty posting while with the Army.
“You also refused to further assist one warlord on moral grounds, and personally eliminated another, correct?”
“That would be classified.”
Baluyevsky smiled slightly and leaned back in his seat. He looked at Manning directly for a long moment.
“I also killed warlords,” he said after a time. “I too served in Afghanistan.”
“Russian Spetsnaz, I would presume.”
“Yes. Afghanistan…we would have won there, if not for your country’s interference.”
Manning shrugged, indifferent to the argument being presented.
“I didn’t join the Army until the mid-eighties, so that was mostly before my time.”
Baluyevsky grunted, and Manning wondered if he was bothered by Manning rebuffing his attempt at bonding.
“In the course of your employment with Mr. Lin’s partners, you’ve also eliminated fourteen competitors throughout Asia, mostly in Taiwan, China, and Japan. This impresses Mr. Lin, for he knows it’s difficult for a foreigner to conduct these activities and remain anonymous in those countries.”
Manning remained silent.
Baluyevsky waved toward the ceiling.
“I can assure you that this room is clean. We have already had a person in Mr. Lin’s employ give his personal attestation toward your skills. These are skills that Mr. Lin is highly interested in. You may speak freely, please.”
“Pardon me if I choose discretion at this time,” Manning replied. “After all, we don’t exactly know each other.”
“I see. I still have questions. Do you need to know the reasons for these ‘missions’, as you call them?” Baluyevsky asked.
“Not necessarily, unless the knowledge increases my chances of getting closer to the target.”
“And do you have any rules for accepting an engagement?”
“Principals and their immediate associates only. No women, no children, no family, no torture,” Manning said immediately. “Those are non-negotiable requirements from my end.”
Baluyevsky nodded automatically.
“Have you ever killed innocents?”
Manning remained silent again.
“As what recently happened in Japan, perhaps,” Baluyevsky continued.
Manning grimaced inwardly. Wow, bad news travels fast.
Baluyevsky grunted when Manning neither confirmed nor denied the incident. His blue eyes locked with Manning’s.
“Regardless, I can see that what happened bothers you,” Baluyevsky said. “I can understand this. But these things do happen to men like us, from time to time. Yes?”
“Apparently,” Manning conceded.
Baluyevsky turned the page in his day planner. Manning glimpsed a gold Rolex Daytona on his thick wrist. It was the only jewelry he wore.
“Can you eliminate someone before they have become a verified threat?” he asked.
“How do you mean?”
Baluyevsky looked at Manning directly.
“If you feel someone intends to use lethal force against your client, will you neutralize that individual before they can act?”
Manning considered it.
“That’s a wide-open question. But if the threat is something I deem severe, then yes, I would neutralize it…though not necessarily by lethal means.”
“So you would allow an assailant another opportunity then,” Baluyevsky judged.
“Not at all. But I would presume that I’ll be of no use to Mr. Lin if I keep plugging anyone who comes near him, especially since it wouldn’t be very long until I’m in jail,” Manning said. “And I’m also quite certain that Mr. Lin isn’t interested in any more attention than he’s already received.”
“Will you use lethal techniques in a questionable situation?”
“Didn’t you just ask that question?”
“Indulge me.”
“I have used lethal force in circumstances where it looked like they weren’t warranted, and it later came to light that my actions were the correct ones. Every situation’s dynamic, and that’s the best answer I can give you.”
“I understand.” Baluyevsky closed his day planner without writing a single note and rose to his feet. “Please wait here.”
With that, he was gone, closing the door behind him.
Manning sighed softly and leaned back in his chair.
A few moments later, the door opened. This time, it was a polished, elderly Chinese man stepped into the room. His gait was quick, and his movements were sharp. He emanated an air of power and wealth, mirrored by his expensive gray double-breasted suit and immaculately-shined shoes that likely cost as much as a decent car. James Lin had finally made his grand entrance. Manning rose to his feet immediately.
“Manning xiansheng, ni zhidao wo shi shui ma?” he asked, after he had closed the door. Mister Manning, do you know who I am?
“Shi de.”
“I rarely have the opportunity to speak to a foreigner in my native tongue,” Lin continued. It was a lie, Manning knew; there were thousands of foreign businessmen who spoke Mandarin. “May we continue our discussion in Mandarin?” he finished.
“By all means, sir.”
Lin settled himself into the chair opposite Manning and motioned for Manning to sit. Manning did so after a respectful pause, and slid back into his chair once the older Chinese man had gotten himself squared away.
“You come recommended to me, Bai Hu. Chen Gui speaks highly of you, and it appears that he and I are somewhat in your debt for your actions in Tokyo,” he said in Mandarin.
“I merely did what I was contracted to do.”
“Perhaps. But you saved my organization great face, and preserved our territory there. While I rarely bother with such things such as this myself, there is a great amount of money to be made by these types of endeavors.” Lin paused for a moment. “Tell me, is Chen Gui still an insufferable idiot?”
Manning smiled.
“I wouldn’t use such words to describe him, Mr. Lin.”
“Of course not. Talking about your employer in such a manner is the easiest way to be killed.”
Manning nodded.
“Alexsey thinks you might be a little soft for what we need.”
“I’m not surprised to hear that.”
Lin made a dismissive gesture.
“My understanding is that you have a preference for subtlety. I recognize this as a very valuable trait, even here in America. For all his utility, Alexsey is sometimes too direct in his actions. Do you know why you are here, Mr. Manning?”
“Ostensibly, for your personal protection. Beyond that, I don’t know anything else.”
“You’ve conducted personal protection missions in the past, this I know. But this is not why I have called you here. Tell me, what do you know of American police activities? Specifically those of the San Francisco Police Department?”
Manning thought about that for a long moment. “I’m afraid I don’t have specific knowledge of their command structure, but there is a wealth of information available on the internet.”
“Would you feel comfortable being my liaison with the San Francisco police? I need someone who knows their language, and knows it well. I have no former policemen in my employ, for reasons you might understand.” Lin did not elaborate, but Manning got the message. Lin didn’t want any suspicious eyes in his business, no matter how protected that business might be.
Manning nodded. “Perhaps you can explain your situation to me more fully, Mr. Lin? I’m still very unclear what it is you expect from me.”
Lin looked at him for a moment, then rose to his feet. He shoved his hands in his pockets and stepped toward the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking California Street. Manning turned in his chair, watching him.
“Are you familiar with the term kOzhMng, Mr. Manning?”
“I am.” KOzhMng meant literally “feelings of pain or embarrassment that are difficult to discuss.” Usually these were related to personal affairs that would describe ineptitude of an individual, such as a wealthy man unable to explain where all his money went when he actually had a notorious gambling habit.
“What I have to tell you is that what I face is likely my own doing,” Lin said, still facing the outside world. “But I cannot understand how or why it has come for me now.”
“You need to tell me only what is specific to your problem, Mr. Lin. If there are personal or family matters that won’t matter, then there’s no need to discuss them.”
“If only it were so simple.” Lin sighed, and for a moment his shoulders sagged. “You see, Mr. Manning, my silence has already cost me both of my sons. My eldest in Shanghai. My youngest here, in San Francisco.”
“Then what is it that you need to tell me, sir?”
“Bu zhan, bu he.”
Manning was puzzled.
“‘No war, no peace’? I’m not sure I see the significance of that, Mr. Lin.”
“A lifetime ago…” Lin’s voice was small, muted, as if he were speaking more to himself than Manning. “A lifetime ago, I was a different man. I was part of the Chinese Communist Party. A willing participant in that party. I was selected by Mao Zedong himself to lead the reformation of Shanghai. I had buried my past, you see. I was always one of the dragon heads of the great Shanghai tongs, with an empire sprawling from Shanghai to Hong Kong. But after the Communists came to power, I had to leave all of that behind me. I became one of the loyalists, and managed to survive all the cleansings that perverted fool Mao and his people were so incredibly fond of. For this, I was eventually rewarded for my efforts by being recognized by Mao and given the task of purging all distasteful elements from Shanghai. I set about my duties quite seriously. After all, I had everything a man could have in China in those days…power, prestige, position. I would do everything I could to hold on to them.
“I initiated a program called ‘No War, No Peace’. The underpinning philosophy of the movement was that no Chinese could reinvent himself into a peaceful, loyal part of Chinese communist society without going to war within himself. Millions were purged. Tens of thousands died, and tens of thousands more were relocated or went into the force labor camps. What I presided over was proper and correct, and everyone in the Party was satisfied. I fulfilled the Party objective and managed to survive another day. Then of course, when Mao died, all that changed. I was removed from power and relegated to a do-nothing post, but at that time, China was going through great changes. Deng opened China to the West, and with that came Western money, Western influences…and the tongs flourished. I had come full circle.”
Lin stopped talking after a moment. He then looked over his shoulder at Manning.
“Forgive me. I should get to the point. Both of my sons were murdered by some sadist who apparently survived the purges, but who remembers me quite well. This person, or persons, has set about taking their revenge upon me, first by killing my sons…and then, I could only presume, by killing me.”
“And how would you be able to piece this together?” Manning asked.
“Written in Chinese at both murder scenes was No War, No Peace. And it was written in the spilt blood of my sons.”
Manning nodded. He leaned back in his chair and looked up at Lin, who had not turned away.
“Firstly, my condolences on the passing of your sons. Secondly, you said your sons were killed here and in Shanghai?”
“Yes.”
“Have the police been involved in both murders?”
“Of course. In Shanghai, it’s considered a most urgent homicide to solve. It is now considered the same here, in San Francisco. This is why I will need to retain your services.”
“Please tell me more, sir. You want me to ‘liaise’ with the police?”
Lin turned and walked back to the table. He slowly pulled out a chair next to Manning and sat down. He looked at Manning for one long, speculative moment, and then removed his glasses. He tossed them onto the tabletop and rubbed his eyes tiredly. For the first time, Manning became aware of the physical signs of Lin’s stress. His hands trembled slightly, and his eyes were vaguely rheumy, distant.
“I want you to get as close to the police investigation as possible. I want you to review every shred of evidence they have. As soon as they are able to identify the murderer, I want you to know it as soon as they do. And then, I want you to kill the assassin before the police can act. In short, I want you to show the San Francisco police that you are an officious man doing the bidding of his client. And when that work is done, I want you to become the famous Bai Hu I’ve heard so much of.”
Manning nodded slowly. “You don’t want the assassin alive? You’re not interested in finding out if there are more people orchestrating this?”
“When the identity of my son’s murderer or murderers is known, your only mission is to kill them. Immediately, effectively, and mercilessly. After that, you may return to Japan and whatever tasks Chen Gui has waiting for you, and we shall never speak again. But know this: you will kill these people, no matter what the cost.”
“And you’re certain the murderer is still here, in the San Francisco area?”
Lin hesitated, glancing out the window once again.
“Last night, one of my most trusted employees left to fetch the medical examiner’s report of my second son. He took two men with him, both trusted and well-trained. They did not return.”
“I see.” Manning leaned back in his chair and drummed the tabletop absently for a moment. “Mr. Lin. Are you certain that Baluyevsky has the ability to protect you?”
“He has never failed me, and he is well paid for his vigilance.”
“Very well, then. In that case, I’ll need access to your personal schedule, as well as background on all your upcoming business-related and personal travel-I can’t expect the police to show me everything, so I’ll have to get more information to fill in the gaps. If you withhold anything from me, you’ll severely cripple my chances of doing my job.”
“Everything you ask for will be done,” Lin replied instantly. “Everything. And I would like you to start immediately. I’ve already gone through the trouble of having your weapons brought up from the lobby security guards. They’re waiting for you in the office I have arranged for you.”
Well. That didn’t take long, Manning thought.
“Then I’ll get started,” he said. He rose to his feet and nodded to Lin. “I’ll do everything in my power to ensure your personal safety, Mr. Lin. And when it comes time, I’ll guarantee you your revenge.”



CHAPTER 14


The way Wallace paused in the rest room doorway to check whether any of the stalls were in use, and if anyone was outside in the hallway, warned Ryker that this wasn’t a social call. Wallace was a big man in every sense of the word. His fat gut fooled a lot of people, but beneath that flab lay thick muscle spread over a solid frame, which added up to substantial strength and power. Ryker had heard stories about Wallace slapping suspects around to get answers, and he believed them. Not that this made Wallace a bad cop in Ryker’s eyes. Name me a cop who hasn’t leaned on some junkie punk who deserved all they got. What made Wallace a bad cop was his inability to sense where lines existed-to perceive that some rules were etched in stone, never to be bent or broken. The irony of it was, Ryker had no choice but to bend a couple of rules himself in response to what was coming next.
Ryker shook his hands dry and watched Wallace’s reflection as the rest room door swung shut with a soft click. “Ryker, you goddamn pussy. Where the fuck do you get off, reassigning everyone’s caseload?” Straight to the point, no beating about the bush with Cueball.
“I guess you weren’t listening when Lieutenant Furino told you this comes direct from the captain,” Ryker said, taking out his comb and running it through his hair. He had an unsettling feeling that his hairline had retreated slightly since this time last year. He’d need to see an old photo of himself to be absolutely certain, but his suspicions were aroused. Another sign of impending old age, just what he needed. He vowed to suck the barrel of his own gun on his next birthday-unless somebody gave him a really nice present, in which case he wouldn’t.
“You and Spider can dress it up any way you like. You think I don’t know it’s down to you? You son of a bitch.”
Ryker put his comb away. He loosened his tie, slipped it off, tucked it into his jacket pocket. “Maybe I am, but your momma wore Army boots, and your daddy was a bunch of soldiers,” he said. It didn’t matter what reply he gave; Wallace’s stance, his tightly clenched fists and his reddened face had provided all the clues that were needed. This conversation could only end one way, as incredible and as infantile as it seemed. Wallace’s anger and aggression filled the room. All that was missing was steam coming out of his ears.
Wallace grabbed Ryker’s shoulder and pulled, turning him around to set him up for a haymaker. Ryker was pretty sure Wallace would hold back, since he didn’t want to be charged with murder, but that proved academic as Ryker caught Wallace’s wrist and slammed the heel of his hand into the startled cop’s elbow, straightening his arm with an audible pop. Ryker drove the toe of his shoe under Wallace’s right kneecap, gave him a little push under the armpit to totally wreck his balance, then dropped down and swept him off his feet with savage force, far more than was needed. Wallace’s legs pointed at the ceiling and his head and shoulders hit the tiled floor hard enough to shake the building.
Ryker put his tie back on and straightened it in the mirror. He took some toilet paper from a stall dispenser and blew his nose. He dropped the makeshift handkerchief into the trash bin on the way to the door, stepping around Wallace, who lay on the floor curled up like a baby, his useless arm cradled against his chest. “Listen up. You make any more chink jokes when Chee Wei’s around? I’ll tear you a new asshole.” Wallace didn’t reply. Ryker opened the door and went out.
Morales stood waiting for him by the coffee machine, a puzzled look on his face. “What was that noise? Sounded like something really big hit the deck.”
“Cueball’s just taking a dump,” Ryker said. Chee Wei entered the detective room, saw Ryker and headed his way. “You got something?”
Chee Wei offered Ryker a couple of sheets that were paper-clipped together. He recognized the lab header and snatched the sheets out of Chee Wei’s hand. He scanned the report, hoping for something major. Instead he only found disappointment. It was by no means the full criminologist’s report; the sheets only contained the results of Miss Xiaohui Zhu’s swab-semen, positive, Mr. Daniel Lin-and blood tests on her skin and on the clothing she’d worn to the Mandarin Oriental-negative, no trace. Since these tests were relatively simple they had been rushed through ahead of the others, for which Ryker supposed he should be grateful. But the report shut a door in his face. It suggested that Xiaohui Zhu hadn’t cut off Danny Lin’s dick, nor had she climbed onto the bed or onto him to perpetrate the knife thrust to his heart that had killed him. No spatter, no smear. She was clean.
Morales sipped his coffee. “Doesn’t look like she’s your girl, unless DNA and other tests show up with something radical.” Ryker nodded thoughtfully. Morales headed back to his desk. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet since returning from court. Ryker would grab him later and give him the opportunity to get his frustrations out.
“We’re fucked,” Chee Wei said, meaning the report.
“That’s the technical term,” Ryker agreed easily. “How about we have another cozy little chat with Miss Zhu anyway?”
“Suits me fine. What’s the angle?”
“Daddy Lin is the angle. She knew the son. I wonder if she knows the father?”
Chee Wei grinned. “You mean in the Biblical sense?”
Ryker chuckled at the joke to mask his trembling reaction to the close encounter with Wallace in the rest room. Norris, Seagal, Van Damme, Jet Li and the rest made it look easy in the movies, but the amount of adrenalin pumping through Ryker’s system would take time to dissipate. He was glad Morales hadn’t offered him a coffee, he would have spilled the damn thing all over the floor.
They made their way downstairs to the holding pen. Xiaohui Zhu’s room was almost comfortable, with cushions on the benches and a window that couldn’t be opened, but let in natural light and gave an illusion of freedom. After peeking in on her and earning himself a frosty glare, Ryker greeted the veteran sergeant, Hoffer, who manned the desk and kept track of the division’s latest customers. They’d known each other back when Ryker drove a black-and-white. “Hey, Hoff. Where are the donuts?”
“I’m looking at one right now,” Hoffer shot back without hesitation. Chee Wei snorted.
“Everybody’s a comedian. We’re here to see Miss Zhu. The Danny Lin case.”
“Oh yeah, the dick murder.” Hoffer made a chopping motion with his hand. “Hell of a way to go.” He checked his book. “Zah-hoo Soo? Is that how you pronounce it?”
“Close enough,” Chee Wei said, though Ryker knew he could have belabored the point and given Hoffer pronunciation lessons.
“Her lawyer’s on his way down. You want to wait for him?”
“We’ll keep her company until he gets here,” Ryker said, not relishing the prospect of meeting Victor Chen under any circumstances. “Bring her into one of the interview rooms, will you? We’ll have three coffees. And don’t forget the donuts. I know you’re hiding them somewhere. The ones with the pink icing and the sprinkling.”
“Sure thing. You want me to suck your dick too?”
“Now you’re spoiling me.”
They found a vacant interview room and waited while Xiaohui Zhu was brought from her cell by a female cop. Ryker nodded his thanks. Xiaohui’s gaze darted around the room, as if she was surprised to find they were alone. She wore standard issue cotton shirt and pants, and a pair of light sneakers without laces. Her jewelry was missing, of course. Everything that could be used as a potential tool to commit suicide resided in an envelope under lock and key in the store room behind Hoffer’s desk.
“Don’t worry, Mr. Chin is on his way,” Ryker said. “We’ll be talking to him in just a minute. Sit down, Miss Zhu. Make yourself comfortable. As a matter of fact, I was just talking to someone else who knows you. We had a meeting upstairs. James Lin. He says hi.”
A fearful expression passed across Xiaohui’s face. Ryker tried not to loathe himself for what he was doing. Icy bitch or not, she didn’t deserve to be scared. At his invitation she lowered herself into a chair.
Chee Wei stood silently by the door in perfect voyeur’s position, his eyes glued to the woman. If she even noticed him she gave no sign.
“Miss Zhu, I’m going to come right to the point,” Ryker said. “I don’t think you murdered Danny Lin, and the forensic evidence supports this. There was no blood on your clothing or upon your person. And the medical examination confirmed exactly what you told us.” She looked up at him with big eyes filled with relief. “I’m sure Mr. Chin has been giving the D.A. all kinds of hassle to get you released. He’s right, we have no evidence. Right after we talk, I’ll get the paperwork stamped. It shouldn’t take long.”
“If you had listened to me in the first place, I would not have had to suffer the indignity of arrest. My own family thinks I am a criminal! And a woman calling herself a doctor physically assaulted me.”
“For which I apologize,” Ryker said, wondering how many lesbian porno flicks Xiaohui had starred in where much, much worse had been inflicted upon her. “I’ll call your sister if you like, and explain our mistake. It’s the least I can do.”
She hesitated, thinking about that, then shook her head. “There is no need for you to trouble my family further. I will do my own explaining.”
Ryker wasn’t in the least surprised. “Great, but if there’s anything I can do, let me know, won’t you?” She afforded him a curt nod. Ryker looked at his watch, looked at the door, sat down opposite her. “Tell me something, Miss Zhu. Did you ever have any dealings with James Lin? What I mean is, did you ever meet him when you were in Danny Lin’s company?”
“Lin Dan would never have introduced me to his father.”
“Oh, sure. I wasn’t thinking. No, I just wondered if you’d met him, perhaps at a social occasion, even if he didn’t realize you and Danny were seeing each other. It just seems to me, and I hope you don’t mind my saying so, Miss Zhu, that you are an extremely attractive woman. Please don’t be offended. It’s just, well, it strikes me as strange that Danny would hide you away in a hotel room. I can’t imagine doing that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not having some kind of midlife crisis fantasy here. But if I were with you? I’d make damn sure everyone knew about it. I’d be parading you up and down the street. I’d be taking out ads in the paper. That’s not poetic enough. Let me try again. You grow the world’s most beautiful orchid, you don’t keep it in your greenhouse. You take it to the world orchid championships so people can admire it.”
Ryker feared he’d gone too far, that his rhetoric might have alerted her to his deep sea fishing. But she showed no sign of suspicion. If anything, in fact, she seemed more relaxed and at ease, as if she found herself in agreement with what he’d said. Perhaps she’d thought exactly the same things herself whenever Danny Lin invited her to a champagne-and-cum session in the Taipan Suite? Was there ever a hooker in all of history who didn’t imagine herself standing by the side of her sugar daddy, elevated from sordid mistress to respected wife? Ryker was willing to bet hard cash that at some point in their relationship, Xiaohui had lain beside a thoroughly exhausted Danny Lin and whispered sweet nothings into his ear about how he must be crazy to stay with a wife who didn’t understand him, and failed to cater to his every bizarre sexual fantasy, like she did.
Which thought gave rise to recent memories of Valerie Lin, who didn’t look anything like Xiaohui, whose flawless beauty was undeniable. Yet the widow Lin had popped Ryker’s cork just by breathing. Would he feel differently about Xiaohui if he hadn’t met Danny Lin’s wife first? Somehow he doubted that. Some people were just incompatible with each other. He recognized the fact he was absolutely wrong for Xiaohui and she for him. Valerie Lin, on the other hand-
“We did meet,” Xiaohui said. “Just once.” She stared at the table top. “At a reception. For businessmen. From Beijing and Korea.” Her hesitant delivery made Ryker think she was recalling the memories only with difficulty. “Lin Dan’s father thought I was the wife of one of those present. But the wives would not speak to me. Lin Dan realized it was a mistake. Realized the risk he was taking. His father would be angry if he found out. He arranged for me to be taken by taxi to the hotel.”
“How long ago was this?”
“Perhaps a month ago. Longer. Six weeks.”
“Here in San Francisco?”
She frowned, puzzled. “No. Shanghai.”
Ryker sensed Chee Wei’s curiosity from across the room but didn’t look at him. “Aside from the businessmen, Miss Zhu, was anyone else there?”
“The senator,” Xiaohui said, as the door opened and Victor Chin entered carrying a leather briefcase. The Chinese lawyer looked from Ryker to Chee Wei, and was not happy.
Ryker stood and said, “Mr. Chin, we were just telling your client she’s no longer a suspect. We have no reason to hold her. I’m going to talk to the desk sergeant, get the paperwork pushed through.”
“And you are?”
“Detective Sergeant Hal Ryker.”
“Ah. We’re going to sue you for wrongful arrest, detective sergeant. Your unforgivable victimization has caused my client considerable distress.”
Ryker had been expecting something of the kind, and was a long way from shocked. “Make sure you invite the press along to the court hearing, Mr. Chin,” he said. “We’ll give them a good story. How Danny Lin flew a high-class hooker in from Shanghai whenever he felt horny. How they both got high as a kite on coke, and she fucked him senseless in a thousand-dollar-a-night hotel suite overlooking San Francisco Bay. How she stars in low budget porno flicks whenever she’s over here, just to earn herself some lipstick money.”
Xiaohui looked shocked; Chin didn’t bat an eyelid. He said, “I think we both know the consequences of such a story ever being released. A certain party would destroy your career.”
“Along with yours. Might be worth it, just to see the look on your face when they tear up your license and run you out of the state.”
“Are you really so insane, detective sergeant?”
“Only when I haven’t had enough coffee. This is one of those moments. Don’t push me, Chin. First and only warning.”
Chin stared at Ryker for a count of five, then his lips twisted into a humorless smile and he said, “I think we might be inclined to drop the lawsuit. Assuming my client is released forthwith and receives no further harassment from the police.”
Ryker shrugged a shoulder. “Sure. Back in a jiffy.” Chee Wei followed Ryker out into the hallway, and closed the door.
“Bad timing, huh? Wonder who this senator is?”
Ryker thought about it for all of two seconds. “Might not matter. Lin hobnobs with the rich and shameless, so hearing a politician’s in the mix doesn’t surprise me.” He jerked his thumb toward the interview room. “But wants access to the girl. What do you suppose he wants with her?”
“To ask her what she knows about Danny Lin’s murder. What else?”
Ryker stepped up to the door so he could watch Xiaohui and Chin through the slit window. “You notice her reaction when I mentioned Lin’s name?”
“Yeah, she pissed her pants. What do you think she’d say if I asked her out on a date?”
“You’ve already got a hot date, remember? With that nice girl from Guangzhou.”
Chee Wei made a sour face. “You had to go and remind me, didn’t you? I got her e-mail address. My parents don’t know. I’m gonna give her the bad news tonight. Hey bitch, I don’t do arranged marriages, it’s over, deal with it.”
“You want some friendly advice?” Ryker winced inwardly. He’d almost said some fatherly advice. Jesus, he wasn’t that old. Not yet, anyway. “Don’t be so hasty. Ask her to send you a pic first. What if it turns out she looks like Miss Zhu? Or better?”
“Come on, what are the chances? I don’t need to see a picture, I know she’s a pig.”
Through the window in the door, Ryker watched as Victor Chin spoke rapidly while Xiaohui frowned and nodded her head a lot. Again she had a look of fear in her eyes. What the hell was he saying to her?
“That’s funny, I thought the Chinese ideogram for happiness was a pig inside a house?” Ryker said, even as wheels turned in his head and he figured it out. He rapped his knuckles on the door and opened it without waiting for a response. Xiaohui looked positively relieved to see him, which was a clue that he’d guessed correctly.
“My client can go now?” Chin said.
“That depends entirely on her,” Ryker said. He stepped into the room and moved away from the door so Chee Wei could see and hear. “Miss Zhu, you’re under no obligation to accept, but I’m offering you police protection. At least for the next twenty-hour hours. If you say yes, Detective Fong Chee Wei here will accompany you when you leave this building. He’ll stay with you and be your chaperone, until you say otherwise.”
Chin gaped, caught by surprise. Then he recovered his wits and snapped his mouth shut. Ryker saw doubt in his eyes and knew he’d guessed right. In the short time between the meeting upstairs and Chin’s arrival here, James Lin had made a phone call. Had he made Chin an offer he couldn’t refuse, appealing to his better nature, as had been suggested? Or had he threatened him, pure and simple? Ryker remembered the big Russian, and his tactics when he’d gone looking for Xiaohui in the Tenderloin. Cueball was big and mean but the Russian belonged in another class altogether.
“My client doesn’t need police protection,” Chin said. “Protection from what? Just what are you implying, detective sergeant?”
Ryker ignored him. “What about it, Miss Zhu? Mr. Chin seems happy to let you walk out the door and call a cab. There’s something you should be aware of. When we got to your sister’s there was a car parked across the street, a Mercedes, watching the house. Before that? The same car was at Roger and Vincent’s place.” Xiaohui’s eyes widened. “They’re okay. So is Suzy. She was very concerned for your safety. Frankly, so were we. The Mercedes peeled out before I got a chance to talk to the occupants. But I know who they are. They work for James Lin.”
“That’s enough,” Victor Chin said. “You’re trying to frighten my client. Your behavior is insufferable. I want the name of your superior.”
Xiaohui was frightened, all right. A pulse throbbed at the base of her throat. Ryker held the door open, an invitation for her to leave. She didn’t move. “Perhaps all Mr. Lin wants is to ask you about his son,” he said. “That’s understandable. But the fact is we’re no closer to finding out who killed Danny Lin. You were the only person seen entering the Taipan Suite with him. No one left after you did. The security tapes prove that. It’s looking as if a ghost cut off his dick and drove a knife clean through his heart, then vanished into the night. The question is, will James Lin accept that explanation?”
She bowed her head to hide her anguished expression. Her shoulders shook. Ryker wished he had another job; this one sucked. Victor Chin spoke a rapid stream of Chinese that was beyond Ryker’s ability to decipher. Xiaohui shook her head. Chin spoke again, louder this time, more insistent. Xiaohui shivered like a deer caught in a bright light. Chee Wei pushed past Ryker and took hold of Chin’s arm. He went nose to nose and said something that made Chin flinch. Xiaohui’s head came up and she looked from one man to the other, puzzled and relieved at the same time. Chin tore his arm free, snatched up his briefcase and walked out the door without even looking at Ryker.
Chee Wei crouched down beside Xiaohui and spoke in hushed tones that were clearly intended to reassure and relax. She listened to him and nodded several times. She said something that Ryker couldn’t catch. Chee Wei touched her shoulder, nothing sexual, simply more gentle reassurance. Her hand came up and covered his for a second before Chee Wei stood and turned to Ryker. His cheeks contained just a hint of a flush.
“Miss Zhu would like to accept our offer of protection. She is afraid of James Lin and what he might do to her, even though she played no part in Danny Lin’s death.”
Ryker nodded his approval. “I’ll clear it with Spider. You okay with the job?” What he meant was, Can you keep your python in your pants while you carry out your duty? And Chee Wei knew it.
“I’m okay with the job,” he said.
“Outstanding.” Ryker leaned into the room. “Miss Zhu?” She flinched when he said her name. “I’m going to leave you here with Detective Fong. I just have to arrange a couple of things. I’ll be back soon. Then you can both leave. All right?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Ryker took Chee Wei outside into the hallway, making sure that Xiaohui could still see him from inside the interview room. “What did Chin say to her?”
“He said it was only a matter of time before James Lin got her. She might as well go to him voluntarily. That if she tried to run or hide it would be worse for her. Can you believe that creep?” Ryker noticed Chee Wei was wound up tighter than a spring. “He said if she went back to Shanghai, Lin’s people would be waiting for her. He fucked with her head real good.”
Ryker watched Chin’s retreating back disappear through the security door at the end of the hallway. James Lin had got to him, all right. “And what did you say to him? You didn’t threaten him, did you?”
“No way. I wouldn’t do a thing like that.”
“Things looked pretty tense there for a moment.”
“I might have suggested bad luck would befall him and all his generations if he didn’t get the fuck out of here, but that’s just a traditional Chinese way of saying goodbye.”
Under other circumstances Ryker might have smiled, but there was nothing funny about this entire situation, nothing at all. “When I give you the okay, take her back to her sister’s place. Call ahead and tell the sister you’re coming. I’ll ask Spider to call Taravel, arrange for a black-and-white to keep an eye on the street. You’ll be on the high priority watch list until further notice.”
Chee Wei let out a whoosh of breath. “You really think this Lin guy will send his goons after her?”
“To be honest? No. Victor Chin’s going to report what happened, and Lin’s going to come at this through the suits at City Hall. Jerko will chew Spider’s ass and he’ll chew mine. If we absolutely have to, we’ll arrange for Lin to see Miss Zhu, but on our terms. Until then, we haven’t got reason to keep her locked up here, so we keep her safe at home instead.”
“I don’t get it. You don’t even like her. Now you’re bending over backwards to make sure she’s okay.”
“I am a complicated person,” Ryker said. He clapped Chee Wei on the shoulder and went to square things with Hoffer. Then he went upstairs and sought Spider, who was in his office talking with Wallace. Ryker knocked on the door and opened it. Wallace glared at him over his shoulder, his jaw rigid and his eyes ablaze. Ryker took enormous pleasure in pretending he didn’t exist. “Sorry to interrupt, Lou. Got some news for you.”
“Wallace, give us a couple of minutes.”
Wallace looked as though he were about to argue, but instead he got up and left the office without a word. Ryker gave him plenty of room. Spider beckoned him in, and Ryker shut the door and took a seat. He explained what had gone down with Victor Chin and voiced his opinion that Chin was now working for James Lin, or at least could be presumed to be acting with Lin’s interests at heart. Spider took the news without reaction. Not so when Ryker told him that he’d offered Xiaohui police protection. Spider slapped his pen down, sat back and stared at him.
“We’re juggling manpower here so we can put maximum effort into solving this case, and you’re giving Chee Wei time off for babysitting duty? Jesus Christ.”
“She’s no baby. The lab couldn’t pin anything on her but she might still know something. If she does? She might just pucker up for Chee Wei. He impressed her in the interview room. Even if she doesn’t ante up, the situation is going to shake Lin. He might think she knows something we want to keep from him.”
Spider leaned forward, elbows on his desk, knuckles showing white. “Listen to me, detective sergeant. James Lin will have your head in a roll if you play games with him. I’m not sure I can stop that from happening. But that’s beside the point. You need a cataract operation. We’re not after Lin. We’re after whoever killed his son. I want Lin out of my life. That goes for Jericho, too. He’s already called me wanting an update only thirty minutes after the damn meeting broke up.”
“Then give him an update. We’re getting at the Zhu woman another way. We think she’s more likely to loosen up if we release her, but keep someone close to her. Meanwhile, we’re still looking at the hotel security tapes and interviewing everyone we can think of. Something’s going to break, Lou, and I don’t mean Cueball’s brain.”
“Funny man. All right, we play it your way, for now. Anything else?”
“Need you to call the Lou at Taravel patrol and assign a squad car to Chee Wei.”
“Just so you can needle James Lin.”
“Nuh-uh. To protect a frightened girl from a bunch of guys who might not respect her civil rights. That Russian guy traveling with Lin? He’s trouble. Our paths have already crossed. If we hadn’t put a patrol car out front, they would have snatched Zhu from her sister’s house. I wouldn’t like to bet what they would have done to her to make her talk.”
“No shit?”
“That’s the people we’re dealing with, lieutenant. Don’t let the suits and the polite crap fool you. James Lin is used to getting what he wants. Just ask Victor Chin.”
“I’ll make the calls. Oh, and stay out of Cueball’s way, he’s pissed as hell, got some crazy idea this is all your doing.”
Ryker left Spider to it and went back downstairs. On the way he remembered Sandra Raymond. He’d meant to call her again but the big meeting with James Lin and the city’s finest minds had derailed his train of thought. She’d missed the morning’s excitement. He called her now, and she picked up after the third ring.
“Detective Raymond. Missed you at the station house. Where are you?”
“Are you kidding me? I’m still at the Mandarin,” she said, sounding weary. “We’ve interviewed over fifty guests. You have no idea. These people have social secretaries. They won’t let me in their rooms without an appointment. ‘Come back later this afternoon.’ I’m like, ‘We’re investigating a murder here, open the fucking door.’”
Ryker squeezed into a corner to let a couple of female cops march a skinny junkie upstairs. “From the tone in your voice, I’m guessing no one saw anything.”
“Damn right.” Raymond sighed into her phone, venting her anger. “Hey, I talked to Morales. He said the surveillance video only showed the Chinese woman and morning room service. You’ve arrested her, haven’t you? So why am I still here?”
“You’re there in case someone reports seeing a ninja assassin climbing down the outside of the building.” Ryker almost missed his footing as the crazy thought solidified and hit him between the eyes. “Sandra, I want you to check with the manager. Find out who’s staying in the rooms beneath the Taipan Suite. Go talk to them.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“It’s worth a shot.”
“No, I mean the CSI team already checked it out. I talked to that guy, Klein? He said they dusted the doors, checked the locks, blue-lit the entire balcony and the balcony below. Nada.”
Ryker reached the holding pen and got himself buzzed in. Raymond’s signal faded as he passed through the doors and headed for Hoffer’s desk, but came back again as soon as he cleared the metalwork. “Can’t do any harm to talk to the occupants anyway, while you’re waiting for your next social appointment.”
“Okay. I got it covered.”
Hoffer had his book open and the envelope with Xiaohui’s belongings ready and waiting. Ryker signed the book and the clipboard that Hoffer held out, effectively releasing her from custody.
“Did Klein say anything else?” Ryker asked Raymond.
“You get brain cancer from these things,” Hoffer opined. Ryker crossed his eyes and stuck his tongue out, and headed for the interview room.
“He hit on me,” Raymond said.
“He hits on everyone. Don’t think you’re special. What did you say?”
“I told him I have AIDS.”
“Ouch. But he asked you for a date anyway, right?”
She chuckled, a throaty sound which pleased Ryker no end. Maybe he’d lost the knack of pleasing women, but at least he could still make them laugh.
“Keep doing what you’re doing, Sandra, it’s appreciated. News update, we’re releasing the hooker,” he said. “Not nearly enough evidence to hold her.” He didn’t go into detail about James Lin; plenty of time for that later, and Raymond’s diary was hectic enough at the moment.
“With respect, Sergeant, what am I missing?” Raymond said. “If no one else was in the hotel room, she has to the killer, right?”
Chee Wei stood in the interview room doorway with his hands on his hips, a classic David Caruso pose. All he lacked were sunglasses and a blue Miami sky. Xiaohui must be coming in her pants, Ryker thought. “Don’t worry, Chee Wei’s going to be keeping a close eye on her,” he said into his phone. “Got to go, call me if anything exciting happens.”
“Roger that.”
Ryker put his phone away and joined Chee Wei. “Just keeping Detective Raymond in the picture,” he said. “She’s feeling lonely. Are we good to go?”
“Anytime.” Chee Wei half-turned to enter the room but Ryker stopped him and motioned him away from the door, turning so Xiaohui couldn’t possibly hear them. A cop walked by carrying a tray with covered plates, he nodded to Hoffer who opened a door for him. Ryker’s nose twitched at the rich food smell; criminals, it seemed, ate better than he did.
“Whassup?” Chee Wei said.
“If I wanted to talk to someone in the Shanghai police? Who would I go through? Any ideas?”
Chee Wei thought about it. “I have a cousin who works for the Hong Kong police. I’m sure he still has contacts in the old country. You want me to ask him?”
“That would be great.”
“Tell me something. Is this about her?” Chee Wei jerked his head to indicate Xiaohui, who had her back to them and stood with her arms folded, almost hugging herself, a picture of insecurity. “Or is it about James Lin?”
“Call me when you get to the sister’s place,” Ryker said. “After that, I want you to check in every thirty minutes. I’ll make sure Debbie knows.” He meant Debbie Price, the department’s administrator/clerk, whose duties included screening incoming calls and passing them to the relevant Homicide detectives. A three-times-married fortysomething, Debbie was too much woman for Ryker, who’d been mildly tempted to pursue a social dalliance until he learned her only interests were her seven cats, and Mexican dramas piped in via cable, a habit she’d acquired from her last husband, a decorated Latino cop who’d stopped a bullet from a Desert Eagle and left Debbie financially secure, if a little eccentric. “Don’t miss a call. You hear?”
Chee Wei nodded. They entered the interview room. Xiaohui turned to face them and Ryker saw she’d been crying. Was it an act to provoke sympathy? He couldn’t be sure, couldn’t read her accurately enough. He’d ask Chee Wei later; he was sure to be tuned into her more. Although hopefully not too tuned.
“Detective Fong will drive you to your sister’s, Miss Zhu. You don’t have to worry about anything while he’s with you. The investigation into Danny Lin’s murder will continue. I’m hopeful we’ll make an arrest soon. That should satisfy Mr. Lin. He’ll call off his dogs.” Which was bullshit; at this moment Xiaohui was their best and only lead, but he wanted to reassure her that the entire S.F.P.D. was on her side.
She sobbed a thank-you. Chee Wei escorted her to the desk to pick up her stuff. Ryker watched them go and knew he’d done the right thing. Chee Wei’s performance with Victor Chin had swung it, of course; he’d protected the damsel in distress and seen off the evil dragon. If Xiaohui was going to talk at all, she’d talk to Chee Wei. That was the plan, anyway, and while Ryker acknowledged its simplicity, he also thought it might just work.
Which left him alone and wondering what the hell he should be doing next. His rumbling stomach told him. He remembered the effect the smell of food had had on him, and realized how hungry he was. Pity the station house didn’t do room service….
He hurried out and along the hallway, took the stairs three at a time and burst through the doors, startling Johnson who said, “Where’s the fire?” Ignoring the black detective, and the ugly look Wallace gave him, Ryker fired up the DVD player again and used the timer to backtrack to when Danny Lin and Xiaohui arrived at the Taipan Suite and went inside. He fast-forwarded, keeping his eyes fixed on the screen. The minutes and seconds blurred but he kept track of the hour, 3 a.m., 4 a.m., 5 a.m., 6 a.m….
“Found anything interesting?” Spider stood behind him, Wallace by his side, their reflections visible in the upper corner of the screen.
“Playing a hunch,” Ryker said.
“Yuh-huh,” Wallace drawled, before turning and heading back to his desk. Maybe he’d become addicted to John Wayne movies. Ryker wished he’d climb up on his tall horse and mosey on out of town.
As 8 a.m. rolled up, room service arrived, the waiter with the breakfast trolley. Ryker pressed Play and the DVD player went into real time. The breakfast dishes lay hidden beneath silver heat covers, cutlery was laid out on the spotless white tablecloth, there was even a little vase with flowers, plus the slim leather wallet for the customer’s signature. The waiter knocked on the door, paused, knocked again. He opened the door and said something. Sir, are you there? I want my gratuity.
“It can’t be him,” Spider said. “Time of death-”
“Watch the tape.” Ryker compressed a whole bundle of irritation into that short phrase. Spider sighed, and Ryker sensed the impatience the lieutenant radiated like stale after-shave. Screw you, Spider, we’re all impatient. Wallace moved files around on his desk, lifting and dropping them so they made a slap-bang noise. He was like some kid told he couldn’t have candy for being naughty. Ryker mentally reviewed the rest room incident and decided his only mistake was failing to break Wallace’s fucking arm, yuh-huh.
He chided himself for being so stupid. He wasn’t mad at Wallace, he was mad because James Lin thought he could pull everybody’s strings, and Ryker didn’t like being pulled. Well, of course, that all depended on who was doing the pulling. He’d met several suitable candidates over the past couple of days, none of whom knew he existed, unfortunately.
On the TV screen, the waiter entered the room. Ryker knew what was coming next. He pressed Fast Forward again and time rolled on. The duty manager and two hotel employees blurred out of the elevator and into the room like characters in a Benny Hill TV show; all that was missing was the music. They came out again with the waiter and had a brief conference in the hallway. Security beamed down seconds later and put a man on the door. Hotel blazers came and went. The breakfast trolley disappeared. Ryker stopped, rewound, watched the same sequence again.
Hotel blazers came and went. Three of them stood between the trolley and the camera, talking. Ryker played it again. Spider leaned forward, his pale blue eyes unblinking, his lips forming a tight line. Three hotel blazers stood talking. Four hotel blazers went their separate ways. Ryker hit Rewind, then hit Play, then hit Freeze. Four hotel employees, when there should only have been three.
Two of the four faced the security camera. The other pair had their backs to the lens. Ryker pressed Play. One of the unknowns turned his head, revealing himself as a Caucasian man. The last member of the group was smaller, a woman, race undetermined. Ryker dismissed the man, whom he judged to be around six feet and one-eighty pounds, and focused on the woman. Not once, as she walked along the hallway and out of shot, did she show the camera anything except the back of her head. Another employee took the unwanted breakfast trolley away. Just before he passed out of shot he stopped, bent down, lifted the tablecloth, and looked underneath. Then he straightened and continued on his way.
“Some hunch,” Spider said.
Ryker was already dialing Sandra Raymond at the Mandarin Oriental. Two rings later she said, “Detective Raymond.” Her exasperation came through loud and clear. Maybe she thought Ryker was stalking her. Maybe he’d like to.
“Detective Raymond. This is Detective Sergeant Ryker.” He said it for Wallace’s benefit. “The room service guy brought a breakfast trolley to the scene at zero-eight-hundred. It sat outside the door for twenty minutes. Nobody was in the mood for scrambled eggs, someone took it away. Find out who, and what happened to the trolley.”
“How important is this?” Raymond asked.
Ryker sensed he had the attention of everyone in the squad room. “It’s looking like the killer sneaked out when the room service guy wasn’t looking, and hid in his trolley until other people arrived. At an opportune moment, she just up and walked away while wearing a hotel blazer. Talk to Klein. We’re looking for fingerprints, trace, DNA.”
“She?”
“I’d say somewhere between five-zero and five-six, ninety to one-twenty pounds.” Bigger wouldn’t fit the trolley. “When she climbed out she was wearing the blazer and black pants. Perfect camouflage for the terrain.”
“She could be an employee,” Spider said softly.
Ryker didn’t respond; just as equally the killer could be impersonating an employee. He told Raymond, “She knew the position of the security camera. We’re missing a shot of her face.”
He waited a few seconds, wondering if Raymond would get it, and he wasn’t disappointed. “So she stayed in the suite with the body until morning? Jesus.”
“Yep, she was in there all night, until the room service guy opened the door.” Ryker glanced at Spider, who shook his head in disbelief. “She knew Danny Lin had booked a wake-up call and breakfast. She might already have been hiding in the suite when he called room service. How long was the suite empty before Danny Lin arrived? Who had access? Find out. We know the killer has patience. Maybe we need to go further back with the tapes. Related subject. Hotel lobby security, from eight-twenty to eight-thirty. If anyone came downstairs and exited the hotel during that time frame, I want a Kodak moment. Also check with staff, see if anyone’s missing some clothes, ask if they can remember when the clothes walked, who might have been around, anything.”
“It’s my sister’s kid’s birthday next week, she’s seven years old. She’s having a party. I’d like to go, if that’s okay.”
Raymond’s unveiled sarcasm slapped him hard. He did his best not to smile, which wasn’t easy with Spider standing there. “I’m with Lieutenant Furino. We’ll see about sending some cavalry. Get things moving, Sandra.”
“Will do.” She hung up before he did.
“So what have we gained?” Spider asked.
Ryker stopped the video. “Maybe a face, if we’re lucky. Maybe someone will remember something. The more questions we ask, the more chance of getting an answer. I’m putting Morales in with Raymond.” Maybe that would put a smile on Morales’s sour face. Ryker remembered something else. “There were a couple of Bay area cops at the hotel when we got there. Jackson. And Blacque, spelled with a ‘q.’“ Jesus, maybe my memory isn’t so bad after all. “Can you give their boss a courtesy call, ask if they can drop by the hotel?”
“I’ll see what I can do. Anything else?”
“You arranged cover for Chee Wei?”
“It’s solid,” Spider said. “But if that hooker hasn’t opened her mouth this time tomorrow, we deal the cards another way. I’m bent over my desk on this one. Pants around my ankles.”
“Hell of a picture, lou,” Ryker said.
Spider grimaced as if he didn’t like the mental image either. “You heading back to the Mandarin?”
“It’s the place to be. Then I’m going to pay Valerie Lin a visit, see what falls out of the tree when I shake it.”
Spider motioned with his head and Ryker followed him into his office, closing the door as soon as they were inside. Spider settled in his chair and said, “What’s to be gained by hassling James Lin’s daughter-in-law?”
Ryker had never thought Spider was the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he didn’t think he was totally stupid either. Nonetheless he spelled it out. “That video increases doubt over the Zhu woman’s being the murderer. Like it or not-and I don’t-Valerie Lin is similar in size to whoever hid in that breakfast trolley.”
“Hold on. You’re forgetting she has a witness who swears she was home. The housekeeper. It’s in the report.” He tapped a folder on his desk. “The original’s in the murder book. The phone records checked out too. It’s just like she said, she was calling her sister in China when Danny Lin joined his illustrious ancestors. For your information, we had to request authorization via the chief’s office before we could pull those records.”
“Her sister-in-law,” Ryker corrected him.
Spider opened the report and flipped a couple of pages. “My mistake, not hers. Seems like anything to do with the Lin family has to be cleared by a couple of security agencies. You see where I’m going with this?”
“The housekeeper is a loyal family servant who’d swear Valerie Lin was playing Gypsy Rose Lee on Broadway at the time of the murder, if she was ordered to. Meanwhile, Valerie Lin drove to the hotel with her favorite chopping knife.”
Spider made a show of looking around the room. “What is this, Candid Fucking Camera? Let’s keep it sane, okay? Mrs. Lin is not, repeat not, to be hounded by you at this or any other time. She’s a grieving widow, for Christ’s sake.”
“I’m aware of that, and I didn’t say I was going to hound her.”
“Sounded pretty much like it to me.” Spider drummed his fingers on his desk top. “Leave Valerie Lin alone. For the moment, anyway. I’ll talk to Captain Jericho, see what he says. Best I can do, Hal.”
Ryker thanked him and retreated gracefully. He intended to raise the subject again first thing in the morning, unless they got another break through Chee Wei or from the hotel video.
As if he were telepathic, Chee Wei called at that very moment to report they’d arrived safely at Xiaohui’s sister’s apartment. “I’m pretty sure we weren’t followed, and there’s nothing suspicious in the street. I’m looking out the window now.”
“Outstanding. How’s Princess Xiaohui?”
Chee Wei chuckled. “Happy to be with her family. She talked about getting some more stuff from her own apartment. I told her I didn’t think that was a good idea. The sister says she’ll call one of her cousins, ask them to pick it up.”
Ryker checked his watch. “I make it three-twenty. What say we skip the three-thirty call and make it four o’clock? Thereafter every thirty minutes. When Debbie goes home you call me.”
“Ten-four, mother hen.”
Ryker looked for Morales. Debbie Price was in the process of hanging up after a telephone call when Ryker approached her desk and said, “Hey Debbie, have you seen Detective Morales?”
“He’s a little down today,” Debbie said. She’d straightened her curly red hair and added blonde highlights. The overall effect made her look ten pounds lighter and ten years younger. Ryker wondered if she might have her eye on someone, and realized that someone could well be Luis Morales, given Debbie’s preference for Latino men. Relationships between squad members were discouraged for perfectly logical reasons, but clerical staff weren’t cops, which meant that technically they weren’t part of whatever squad they happened to be assigned to. “I saw him at the end of the hall. He didn’t even notice me.”
“That’s hard to believe. Hair’s looking nice, by the way.”
Ryker stepped out into the hallway. Sure enough Morales stood by the window at the far end, by the stairs, toying with a Styrofoam coffee cup. He glanced over his shoulder as Ryker approached.
“Just needed some air,” Morales said.
“It’s allowed,” Ryker said. “I should have asked-how’d your court case go?”
“Liquor store owner changed his mind. Local gang threatened to put a cap in his ass, you can bet on it.” Morales crushed his cup. “Two punks walk free and start planning their next hold-up. I just hope I’m there when it goes down. Ah, fuck it. What’s happening with you?”
“Bet you wish you were in Chee Wei’s shoes. He’s with the Chinese girl we brought in. Camped out in her living room.”
Morales grinned. “You gotta be shitting me. Whose ass do I have to kiss to pull that kind of duty?”
“Mine, but I’m not in the mood right now,” Ryker said. “Tell you what, next good-looking girl comes in, she’s all yours. Reason I’m here, Sandra Raymond’s still at the Mandarin, she could do with some help. I’m heading over there. Wouldn’t mind having you along.”


“Sure. Gets me out of this place.” Morales dunked his crushed cup into the bin, his mood brightening visibly. They returned to the squad room and Ryker briefed Debbie on Chee Wei’s assignment and his half-hourly check-ins. She assured him she’d be there till six, as soon as she took that call she’d let Ryker know and pass the baton to him. The flicker of interest in her eyes as she glanced at Morales didn’t go unnoticed by Ryker, though Morales seemed unaware, as he cleared his desk and grabbed his coat. Ryker collected his Glock from his desk and Spider gave them a nod and wave from his office on the way out of the squad room.
Ryker quickly brought Morales up to speed with the rest of the stuff while they cut a path through the city’s late afternoon traffic.
“There’s a rumor going around,” Morales said. “I dunno who started it. You and the widow-woman Lin got the hots for each other. Anything to that?”
“Jesus.” Ryker shook his head. “Chee Wei loves his soap opera, doesn’t he?” Morales laughed, confirming the source of the “rumor.” Ryker wanted to knock it on the head instantly, since at least half of it was true. He decided attack was the best form of defense. “I’ll tell you this, Luis, she’s damn fine-looking. I’d go so far as to say ‘sizzling.’ It’s beyond belief that Danny Lin would rather pay for pussy when he’s got a sex fantasy waiting for him at home.”
“She impressed you that much, huh?”
“The day I end up in bed with someone like Mrs. Danny Lin is the day I get religion.”
“You’re not a religious man.”
Ryker was only too glad to change the subject. “Not in the church-going sense. Do I believe in God? Sure, it was drilled into me as a kid. And it feels good to know there’s a higher being responsible for everything-and someone to blame when things turn to shit. It gives me my place in the universe, you know?”
Morales nodded, taking it seriously. “Yeah. Yeah, I know exactly what you mean.” He leaned forward to look up at the imposing structure that was their destination. “Sometimes I think that’s what all churches should look like. So high they touch heaven. People should be able to step in an elevator, go right to the top, and step out into God’s waiting room. Make an appointment with His secretary. Sit down and talk to the Man Himself. Feel His love. Know His purpose.”
“Pull over, Morales,” Ryker said. “You’re under arrest for driving under the influence.”
Morales was still laughing when they turned into the entrance to the hotel’s parking lot. Ryker showed his shield to the guy on the barrier, who let them through. There were plenty of empty spaces. Ryker assumed most guests must arrive and depart in chauffeur-driven limos rather than in beat-up Fords with municipal license plates that needed a wash and wax.
Ryker called Sandra Raymond and asked her to meet them in the lobby. There she introduced them to the duty manager, an impeccable middle-aged man with a pencil mustache that was so precise it must have been trimmed using a microscope and surgical scissors. Ryker assured the manager they would keep as low a profile as possible, and only disturb guests if and when it became absolutely necessary. As soon as the manager went on his way, Raymond vented her anger. “Every time I tried to talk to someone, that oily little dick shooed me away and put his tongue up their ass.”
“As long as none of them were female, between five zero and five-six, we’ll let it pass,” Ryker said. “Have you had a chance to look at the lobby tapes?”
“This way,” Raymond said. She led them to a room just round the corner from the elevators and out of sight of the entrance. She knocked on the door and entered. A big man whom Raymond introduced as Duffy turned in his chair and nodded to Ryker and Morales. Besides his uniform he wore a lightweight wire headset and mike. In front of him were eighteen flat screen monitors arranged in three banks of six. Ryker counted as many tape machines stacked to one side and numbered. The monitor images changed constantly, cycling through various floors and hallways, some empty, some not.
“You’re ready to go,” Duffy said, pointing to one of the tape decks. Raymond offered Ryker a second chair, which he declined like a true gentleman. Morales grabbed it and pretended to sit down, then laughed and offered it to Raymond.
“Thanks,” she said, dropping into the chair with a sigh. “Been on my damn feet all day. I’m claiming for shoe leather, and Lieutenant Furino better okay it.”
“So what’s on TV?” Morales asked. “Spongebob Squarepants?”
“This,” Raymond said, leaning forward to press the Play button. She pointed to the lower-right TV monitor, which showed a view of the hotel lobby and reception desk. The time stamp said 08:17. Ryker felt a tingle of anticipation in his stomach. She’d found something! Six customers stood at the reception desk, attended by three hotel clerks. Further back, a woman of around sixty sat on a couch reading one of the pamphlets scattered on the coffee tables, which advertised tours of the city, trips around the Bay, restaurants, attractions. Pedestrians and street traffic were visible through the glass doors. The uniformed doorman stood in profile, one eye on the street and one on the lobby. The time stamp changed to 08:18 and from somewhere off to the left, a woman wearing a long black coat over black pants and shoes appeared. She strode to the entrance without pause. The doorman saw her coming, opened a door for her, and smiled pleasantly. She went down the steps, turned left and was instantly lost in the stream of passers-by.
“You think that’s her?” Morales said.
“She knew the position of the camera,” Ryker said. “Didn’t turn round, just kept walking. We saw her hair, that’s all. Same length and style as the woman we saw on the suite hallway tape.”
Raymond’s nimble fingers worked the tape deck controls. The tape ran in reverse. The doorman opened the door and the woman back-stepped into the lobby. She’d almost vanished off-screen, returning to the point where she’d first appeared, when Raymond hit Play again. The woman walked toward the entrance. Her reflection showed in the glass doors. Just before the doorman opened the door for her, her reflection became more solid, almost equal in quality to a low-resolution digital camera picture. The doorman’s uniform jacket, behind the door, darkened the glass and somehow gathered sufficient light to show her face, clearly enough for Ryker to realize she was Chinese. Raymond hit a button and the face swelled to fill the TV monitor. The edge of the screen flickered uncertainly while the center of the picture remained stable, giving them a blurry but almost-distinct mug shot. To Ryker’s relief, she looked nothing like Valerie Lin whose features were softer and more feminine. Not that this woman was by any means ugly. He thought of Michelle Yeoh, whose strong features had mesmerized him throughout Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.
Raymond indicated a slimline printer connected to Duffy’s master control panel by a USB cable. Ryker expected the printer to do something, but Raymond picked up a folder with the hotel logo instead, and opened it to show him a glossy hardcopy of exactly what was on the TV monitor. “Here’s one I prepared earlier,” she said. “So how are we doing?” Her smile told him she already knew she’d made a lot of people very happy, starting with Ryker and not necessarily ending with Captain Jerko.
“You’ve shown this to hotel staff?”
“Soon as the ink was dry. Duty manager doesn’t know her. Cleaning staff manager is checking it out, they hire temporary staff as needed, and they took on four new employees last week. Kitchen staff is more stable.”
Ryker stared at the print. He knew it was just a trick of light and camera angle, like a portrait whose eyes followed you around the room, but the woman seemed to stare at him, and he didn’t like what he saw. The killer’s eyes were lifeless black stones. He didn’t deny that her face held a measure of physical beauty, but those eyes….
“Where’s the cleaning manager?” he said, passing the print to Morales.
Raymond got up and headed for the door, clapping Duffy on the shoulder as she passed him by. Ryker added his nod of thanks, which Duffy acknowledged with a serious scowl that said he was too busy doing his job to shake hands or exchange verbal pleasantries, but had nonetheless taken a professional pleasure from assisting the S.F.P.D. in their hour of need.
“Just so we’re clear,” Morales said, as Raymond led them toward another door. “That wasn’t Danny Lin’s wife, was it?”
“That would be too easy,” Ryker said. “No, it’s not her. She’s a new player, worse luck. We need to fax this to Furino, stat. Luis, can you talk to the duty manager?”
“Sure.” Morales took the print to the reception desk.
Raymond knocked on the door and entered, taking them into an L-shaped office with a window onto a delivery bay. Two of the three desks were occupied by women wearing matching black pants suits. Raymond introduced Ryker to one of the pair. “Hey Martina, this is Detective Sergeant Ryker. You got anything for us?”
Martina spread four sheets across her desk, turned so Ryker could read them. They contained employee names, addresses, contact telephone numbers. Each had a passport-sized photograph stapled to the top right corner. None matched the Chinese woman who’d left the hotel at 08:18. One was Caucasian, two were Afro-Americans, the fourth a Latina with a winning smile.
“They started work here last week?” Ryker asked.
“That’s right.”
“The woman we’re looking for is Chinese.” Martina gave Raymond a look, as if accusing her of withholding that gem of information. Ryker said, “We only just found out ourselves. How about before last week? Can you check everyone who started this month?”
Martina chewed her lip for a second. “I suppose that’s okay. I’m not trying to be difficult or anything. I’m just not sure if I should be asking for a warrant, that’s all. Because it’s private employee information, I mean.”
“We’re not taking anything away, Martina,” Raymond said. “We just want to look at the photographs. We’ll get a warrant if we need to take anything away. Okay?”
Martina opened a filing drawer divided into sections with colored folders. She extracted one, flipped through pages, and fished out half-a-dozen sheets. To Ryker’s annoyance only four of them had photographs attached. Two were Chinese, but neither resembled the face he’d seen reflected in the glass door. He studied the two sheets without photographs. The first had been filled out by Maria Fernandez, aged 25, whose flowing looped handwriting was legible but required concentration to read. The second was filled out in neat capital letters that could have been printed by a machine. Amy Wong had been working at the Mandarin Oriental for eleven days. She’d had two of those days off. Her supervisor’s initial comments were favorable, Amy was punctual, her work was satisfactory, and she worked well on her own.
Ryker tried to recall where he’d heard that name before. When it came to him he nearly slapped his head. Amy Wong was one of the characters from Futurama, a show whose off-the-wall humor consistently made him laugh out loud. He accepted that it was probably just a mild coincidence. There must be hundreds of Amy Wongs in the country, perhaps dozens lived in San Francisco alone. Did he really expect a killer to watch the same cartoons as he did and pick a character name as her alias?
In the file was a copy of Ms. Wong’s photo identification, in this case, a California driver’s license. Ryker looked at it eagerly, but frowned when he saw the picture. Amy Wong we definitely in her 50s, and the jowls on her jaw line didn’t jibe with what he had seen in the video.
Well, she’s all we’ve got.
Raymond wrote the name in her notebook. She moved into a corner and turned her back to the room while she made a call on her cell.
Ryker tapped Amy Wong’s sheet and said, “Martina, did you hire this woman?”
“I don’t remember the name. Some are referred to us through agencies who do the hiring and firing. Let me look up the reference code. Right here, see?” She pointed to a string of letters and numbers printed along the top of the sheet. She tapped on her computer keyboard. Something changed on her LCD monitor, which Ryker couldn’t really see because of the angle. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Whoever assigned that code made a mistake when they typed it into the system. Carelessness.”
Ryker would have called it stupidity, and included Martina in that general category, but he kept his mouth shut and looked at Raymond, who was listening to whoever was on the other end of her phone. She held the device away from her ear and said, “The address is a rented apartment in Chinatown. The lieutenant wants to know if you want a SWAT unit.”
“Let’s keep it low profile,” Ryker said. “Request a search warrant. Call the building supervisor and have him meet us inside, with keys.”
Raymond relayed his request. Martina looked up at him, confused. “You don’t mean to tell me this woman’s a criminal?”
“We’re just checking her out, along with a hundred other people who work here. I’d appreciate if you don’t talk about this with anyone.” Ryker stared at her until she lowered her gaze and nodded, taking the hint.
Raymond offered Ryker her phone. He took it and said, “Ryker.”
Spider said, “How sure are you that this could be the killer?”
“It’s a zillion to one. That’s why I’m stepping lightly.”
“I’m not suggesting you might screw this up, Hal. But don’t screw it up.”
“Ten-four.” Ryker hung up and gave the phone back to Raymond. “Want to come along?”
“Let me think about it. Please God, yes.”
They rounded up Morales and headed back to the parking lot. Raymond still seemed a little surprised as she buckled herself into the back seat. She gave Morales the address and Ryker stuck the flashing bubble on the roof, but the car stayed put while Morales consulted an A-Z street guide. “Guess we’re missing the heavy metal rock track,” Ryker said. Raymond quickly looked out the window to stop herself from laughing.
“I like to know where I’m going before I burn rubber,” Morales said. “You hot shots want to drive, just say the word.” He put the car into gear and headed for the exit ramp.
“For the love of God don’t say ‘burn rubber’ again, it turns me on,” Raymond said. Before Ryker had a chance to think up a suitably witty reply she added, “So what happens if we find Miss Wong? We know she likes to play with knives.”
“That’s why I don’t want SWAT kicking the door down,” Ryker said. “All due respect to our boys in black, I’d like to have the opportunity to speak with Miss Wong.”
“You think she separated Danny Lin from his yang? That’s no way to die, man,” Morales said.
“I don’t think she killed him-this broad’s in her fifties. But if she did, then she’s a dangerous psycho bitch until proven otherwise.”
Morales’s route took them past the Transamerica Pyramid, then down toward the Bay. Chinatown grew up around them and they were absorbed into its labyrinthine streets. Morales slowed down, and indicated the A-Z. Ryker flicked through the pages until he found their position.
“Next right, two blocks down,” he said. Morales steered that way. In no time they were within sight of the apartment block. Morales pulled in and stopped. A black-and-white sat parked in an alley, out of sight. Two uniforms climbed out along with an inoffensive-looking Chinese guy who smiled weakly as Ryker approached, Morales and Raymond a half-step behind.
“This is the supervisor, Mr. Lau,” the older of the two cops said. Ryker shook Lau’s hand, which was cold and limp. “Get this. He’s got family in the same building, a nephew and his wife and kid. Isn’t that right, Mr. Lau?” Lau nodded eagerly. “They live on the second floor. The woman’s one floor up. Mr. Lau called them and asked if they saw her today. They said yes. They think she could be up there now. Mr. Lau says she keeps to herself, pays her rent on time, doesn’t cause any trouble.”
“She won’t even say hello to my nephew’s family,” Lau said. “What kind of person won’t say hello to their neighbors?” He shook his head in disgust, then eagerly added, “Of course, I think I still need to see a warrant, right?”
Ryker pulled a facsimile copy of the warrant from inside his coat and showed it to Lau. Sometimes he loved technology. Sometimes. Lau checked the name and address were spelled right, folded the warrant, and handed it back to Ryker.
“What’d she do?” the cop asked.
“Murder suspect,” Ryker told him. “Emphasis on suspect. If we’re wrong, no big deal.”
“If we’re right,” Raymond said, “big deal.”
The cop shrugged. “Whatever way you want to play it.”
“I want you come along behind us and cover the stairs after we’re inside, keep the neighbors under control. Mr. Lau, you’ll help too. We’re going to unlock the door and walk right in.” He held out his hand and Lau gave him a key. The plastic tag read 303.
“Simplest plans are always the best,” the cop said.
They entered the building without drawing attention and climbed the stairs. Morales put himself into wingman position, establishing Raymond as tail-end Charlie, the backup gun if things went pear-shaped. When they reached the third floor landing they drew and checked their weapons. They padded silently along the corridor until they reached 303, and passed it by without stopping. Ryker pulled out his badge. Morales did the same. They crept back to the door. Raymond sucked in a deep breath. Morales crossed himself. Ryker fought an overwhelming urge to pass wind. To hell with this, call in SWAT, let them take the risks they’re paid to take. He ignored that logical advice and inserted the key into the lock, turned it as Morales turned the door handle. They squeezed inside.
A narrow hallway. Doors to left and right. Bedroom. Bathroom. Kitchen. They peeked into each of these apparently empty rooms on their way to the living room at the end of the hallway. Ryker stepped into the living room and swung left, Morales went right. Empty. He peered beneath the couch and chairs. Nothing. He turned back to the hallway, saw Raymond at the open door in marksman’s stance, both eyes open, aiming right at him. As Ryker relaxed and Morales came up out of his crouch, she lowered her weapon. He realized that her expression must mirror his: disappointment that the neighbors, Lau’s nephew’s family, were wrong. Nobody was home.
A shadow fell across the hallway and obscured his view of Raymond for only a second. When he saw her again she was sitting outside, her back against the corridor wall, legs spread wide, head bowed so her hair cascaded down over her face. He bolted along the hallway and out into the corridor. His shoe struck Raymond’s gun as he skidded to a stop, sent it spinning away. Raymond’s arm flopped. Her head came up, her mouth moved, but she didn’t say anything. Her eyes rolled, following the direction of her flopping arm. Pointing? Ryker swung round, gun cocked, finger on the trigger. The shadow stood on the landing, looking back at him. That same face he’d seen in the security camera print, eyes like black stones, terribly beautiful, yet also terribly frightening. He pulled the trigger even as his senses acknowledged the shadow’s blurred movement up and over the hand rail, plunging down the stairwell. The narrow confines of the corridor reflected the percussion and deafened him; at the same time recoil slammed up his arm and hurt his shoulder. He already knew he’d missed. He ran toward the landing as Morales emerged from the apartment and moved to assist Raymond.
Lau and the two cops stood at the bottom of the stairway. They looked up at him with astonished faces. The older cop said something, cupping his hands around his mouth. Ryker pointed at his ear and shook his head, indicating that he couldn’t hear. His ears popped. It sounded like he had a sea shell covering both ears, giving the effect of waves on a beach. Morales’s footsteps grew louder. He joined Ryker and peered over the rail. “The hell happened?”
“She was here!” Ryker said. He shouted down to the cops, “Where is she?”
They looked at each other dumbly as if he’d spoken a foreign language. Then both men shrugged and spread their hands, the universal expression of incomprehension that told Ryker they didn’t have the slightest idea what he was talking about.
Ryker went down the stairs four at a time, leading with his Glock. Morales caught on and followed him. They reached the next landing down. Ryker peeked around the corner. The corridor was empty. At the far end, net curtains fluttered, pushed by a breeze. Ryker crabbed sideways along the hallway, pressing himself to the wall. Morales took the other side. They reached the curtains, which concealed an open window. Ryker peered out. The fire escape ladder was up, it hadn’t been used. Below the window lay a narrow alleyway with a row of trash bins. He leaned out as far as he could but there was no one down there.
“What happened?” Morales said. Ryker was torn between taking the fire escape down into the alleyway, and going upstairs to check on Raymond. “What the hell happened?”
“Stay here,” he told Morales. “Watch the alleyway. If anything moves, shoot it.”
Morales took up station, clearly bewildered. Ryker hurried back to the landing and called down to the cops, telling them to check the alleyway, even though he knew it was hopeless. They ran outside and Ryker climbed back up to the third floor, where he found Raymond on her feet, leaning against the wall and breathing deeply.
“Sandra. Talk to me.” He examined her for signs of injury, of blood, but couldn’t see either.
“I’m okay,” she said. “I’m okay.”
“Did you see her?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Raymond shook her head, then winced when it apparently hurt. “Give me a second. I don’t know, what the fuck, I was looking at you, next thing I knew….” She rubbed her neck, massaged the area of her collarbone. Ryker opened her jacket. Her white blouse was intact and blood-free.
“It hurts there?”
“Yeah it fucking hurts, don’t touch me. Christ, I thought the bitch must have shot me. The impact, I couldn’t feel my legs, what did she hit me with? It threw me back. My legs stopped working. A fucking sledgehammer or something?” He sensed her panic, a result of confusion and fear. They moved together instinctively and she clung onto him for dear life, trembling with reaction. Her words came out in breathless sobs. “I thought I’d be in a wheelchair. What did she do to me?”
“Sandra, did you see her?” He held her tightly, twisting his hips away from her to avoid any crotch contact. Last thing he needed right now was a hard-on.
“I saw something. It must have been her. She was there. Then she was gone.” Raymond delivered one last gurgling sob into his shoulder, then stepped back, disconnecting from him. “She was dressed in black, from head to foot.”
“She must have had some kind of weapon,” Ryker suggested. “A club, a T-bar, something like that?”
“I don’t, I’m not sure, if she had anything in her hands.” She touched his chest, making a fist, tapping him around his collarbone as if trying to visually recreate what she’d experienced.
“She punched you?”
Raymond frowned and shook her head, uncertain. Ryker’s phone rang, he flipped it open, saw Morales’s name on the display. “Luis, talk to me.”
“Our guys are in the alley,” Morales said. “Nada.”
“She hit Sandra,” Ryker said. “Knocked her right over. I don’t think anything’s broken. We’re going to the hospital to make sure.”
“That’s not necessary,” Raymond said.
“You hit your head. We’re going to the hospital. No argument.” To Morales he said, “Our bird has flown. We need to get someone to check out her apartment. And stick around in case she comes back. Call Furino, Luis. Tell him what’s happened. We missed her. She was here and we missed her.”



CHAPTER 15


An intern shone his flashlight into Raymond’s eyes, asked her a bunch of questions and seemed pleased with her answers, which pleased Ryker too. He decided to wait outside when they unbuttoned her blouse and exposed the livid purple bruise that had spread across her upper chest and over her shoulder. Thankfully a curtain cut off his view of further discolored flesh, and Raymond’s unblinking stare.
He sat in the waiting area, thinking about what had happened, and about his jangling feelings as he’d sped down Battery with Raymond beside him in the passenger seat, clutching her shoulder and grimacing in pain. He’d ignored the evening rush-hour lunacy of California Street and taken Pine instead, the one-way flow leading in timely fashion to Saint Francis Memorial Hospital. Now he tried to remember where he’d left Morales’s Ford. Somewhere close to the emergency room entrance, maybe. He took heart from the fact the public address system wasn’t demanding that the drunk driver who’d abandoned his vehicle move it so ambulances could get in and out. Nor could he hear a wailing siren or see flashing lights through the glass entrance doors, which suggested he must have turned them off before crashing inside with Raymond in his arms, a regular hero, only he was the chump who’d gotten her into this in the first place.
A sympathetic nurse recognized him and suggested he might want to get something to eat in the hospital cafeteria while they wheeled Raymond through to X-Ray, which sounded like a damn fine idea. He went outside first and called Morales, who told him a forensics team was still on its way to “Amy Wong’s” apartment. Morales offered to lie down and play dead to elicit a quicker response, only half-jokingly. Ryker considered calling Spider to exert pressure on the crime scenes unit, but what would that gain? He had a feeling that fingerprints and DNA weren’t going to be enough for this one. Amy Wong, if that was her name, didn’t play in the jealous ex-lovers league, he was sure of it. She was in another class entirely. When Ryker considered what that class might be, he got a sinking sensation in his gut. He offered Morales commiserations and told him to sit tight.
He called Debbie Price at her desk and asked her to obtain James Lin’s telephone number, and to transfer him to Spider’s office.
“How’s Raymond?” Spider asked, reminding Ryker why he liked him. He’d had previous bosses whose first question would have been, “Haven’t you made an arrest yet?”
“Doc thinks she’s okay but we’re making sure,” Ryker told him. “The suspect put her down with one punch. If me and Morales hadn’t been there, no telling what might have happened.”
“What are you saying, Hal?”
“I think about what she did to Danny Lin, how she got in and out of the hotel, and the way she got past us-Lou, I had her in my sights. She jumped the rail and vanished into thin air. Uniforms didn’t even see her.”
Spider didn’t say anything right away. Ryker just waited. “Damn it, this is starting to sound downright spooky. Spit it out.”
“I think she’s had training. We know she’s Chinese. How about we put the two together?” An ambulance with flashing lights glided past Ryker, on its way to the E.R. entrance. He spotted Morales’s Ford fifty yards away, and was relieved to see it wasn’t causing a major snarl-up. “She isn’t some angry ex-girlfriend of Danny Lin’s. She took on a temporary job at the hotel so she could prepare the kill. When we got to her apartment she was blacked up. Think SWAT, only lightweight. Maybe we caught her in the middle of something — a training session. Or maybe she wears black under her street clothes. I don’t know. She was a shadow, Lou. I couldn’t tell she was human until she stopped moving for a split-second.”
Spider let out an explosion of breath. “Jesus. Are you suggesting she’s, what, a ninja?”
“Ninja are Japanese. But, yeah, maybe we’re talking the Chinese equivalent. There’s a name for them, I can’t remember what it is. The translation goes something like ‘tigers of the night.’“
“Sounds like something out of a bad Kung Fu movie. C’mon, you’re kidding-hold on a second.” Spider’s voice became muffled, evidently he’d clapped his hand over the mouthpiece to speak to someone else in his office. “Sorry, go on. The Chinese ninja theory.”
“Just how much do we know about James Lin? Who does he run with? You think he might have any rivals who’d like to see him dead?”
“We’ve been here already. This is a murder investigation, and the victim is Danny Lin, not his father.”
“And the chick who cut Danny’s dick off is still running loose in the city,” Ryker said. “I’d have to ask why. Me, I’d be on the first plane out of town, not hiding in Danny Lin’s hotel room, breathing blood and shit all night. Unless there was good reason to stay. Unless the job wasn’t finished.”
“Hold onto that theory if it helps you get through the day.” Spider’s skepticism came across loud and clear. “In the real world, what’s our next move?”
“If I think of one, I’ll let you know,” Ryker said. “Morales’s stuck at the apartment until the forensics team shows up. I’m going to check on Raymond. Anything changes, I’ll let you know. How long are you going to be at your desk?”
“I’ve got a meeting with the captain in an hour. At least I can tell him we know what Danny Lin’s murderer looks like.” Spider sighed again. “Your missing her at her apartment was bad luck. No way you could have known for sure you’d find the killer there. But still….”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You should have called in SWAT. You shouldn’t have gone in alone.”
“I wasn’t alone. I had two detectives and two street cops backing me up. We had enough firepower to bring down an elephant. Let me tell you what I think, Lou. I think SWAT wouldn’t have got us anything except more people in the hospital. Or maybe the morgue.”
“That’s strictly a matter of opinion.”
“Sure, and I’m giving you mine. Just between the two of us? I’m right. I’ll talk to you later.”
“If Jericho doesn’t shoot me first,” Spider said, and hung up.
Ryker called Debbie Price again. “I can’t find a number for James Lin,” she said. “You want me to call someone higher up the tree?”
He thought about it for all of two seconds. Last thing he needed was Jericho crashing into Spider’s office and biting his ear off about hassling James Lin. Or worse, Chief Hallis crashing into Jericho’s office and performing a rectal biopsy. Ryker was glad Debbie had sense enough to ask him first.
“Thanks but no thanks,” he said. “Let’s keep the bloodshed to a minimum. How’s Chee Wei doing?”
“There’s a black-and-white on sentry duty outside, and the older sister is making him dumplings.” Debbie chuckled. “Sounds like a real tough assignment.”
“Yeah, but Fong’s man enough to stick it out to the bitter end. Thanks Debbie, talk to you soon.”
Ryker headed inside, intending to find the hospital cafeteria, but his ringing phone stopped him. Doesn’t anyone know how to send a fucking text message anymore? He resisted the urge to throw the damn thing away, and instead thumbed Accept Call as he turned and exited the building yet again. “Ryker.” He spoke through clenched teeth.
“I hope I am not calling at an inconvenient moment, detective sergeant.”
He found a wall and leaned back against it, closing his eyes. Of course, he’d given her his card with his cell phone number. “Not at all, Mrs. Lin. If I sounded a little rude there, I apologize. It’s been an eventful day.”
“I didn’t notice.” She lied beautifully. Her voice was so clear that he expected to see her standing right there in front of him when he opened his eyes again. She wasn’t, much to his disappointment. She said, “You must be wondering why I’m calling you.”
You don’t need an excuse, he thought. “I should imagine you’re curious as to how the investigation is progressing, Mrs. Lin.”
“Yes. Yes, exactly.”
He sucked in a deep breath. “I hesitate to reveal details over the phone. There’s a possibility our call could be monitored.” Actually that was a certainty rather than a possibility, though he didn’t imagine Homeland Security’s ever-vigilant telephone monitoring and voice analysis software would tag them as potential terrorists.
“I understand perfectly. Perhaps, if you have time, you might consider coming over? To my house. Have you eaten?”
Ryker didn’t get it, not at first. It took time to sink in, and by then she was saying, “I apologize for my presumptuousness, detective sergeant. I had no right to suggest such a thing. I will leave you to carry out your duties. Please excuse me-”
“No, I haven’t eaten, not yet,” he said quickly. “Listen, Mrs. Lin. I’m at the hospital. The doctors are checking out one of my colleagues. I’m sure she’ll be fine, but I have to stay with her until she’s discharged. If it’s okay with you… if you have no objections… maybe I can call you when I’m free, and arrange to speak with you then?”
He held his breath while he waited for her response.
“Perhaps that would be unwise,” she said, her voice cold now, distanced from him. He could almost imagine shutters coming down, blocking his view of her. “I’m sorry for wasting your time, detective sergeant. Good day.”
Click. Ryker stared at his phone’s “Menu” message in disbelief. She’d hung up, without leaving her phone number so he could call her back. He spun round and kicked the wall. He’d screwed it! She’d called him and all but invited him to dinner, and he’d screwed it.
On top of that, he hadn’t even had the sense to ask for her father-in-law’s phone number. Ryker threw back his head and laughed at his own stupidity. Two nurses on their way into the hospital looked at him, then exchanged smiles with each other. He wondered if they’d be kind enough to direct him to the psychiatric ward.
Okay, so he’d missed two open goals in a row. His immediate priority was still Sandra Raymond. He went to see how she was doing. He walked past a sign that pointed to the hospital cafeteria. He’d lost his appetite. His anger would sustain him for the rest of the day anyway.
The intern who’d examined Raymond was at the nurse’s station flipping through some charts. He recognized Ryker and beckoned him over. “You’re Detective Raymond’s boss?”
“Hal Ryker. How is she?”
“The good news, no broken bones. Bruising looks bad, but that’s just cosmetic, though it’s going to hurt like mad for a few days. We’ve prescribed a course of pain killers.”
Ryker couldn’t believe how lightly Raymond had got off. “Is there any bad news?”
“There’s a weakness in her left arm that’s likely a result of the blow she received. We’re putting it down to localized nervous shock. The pain killers will reduce discomfort, but she’ll have to exercise the arm, stop it seizing up, keep it flexible. We’ll issue Detective Raymond with an information pack before she leaves the hospital. As to how this affects her job, that’s up to you to decide. She’s left-handed, of course.”
Ryker hadn’t realized, but now that he’d been told he thought back to just before they stormed Amy Wong’s apartment. Raymond had indeed held her gun in her left hand and adopted a southpaw marksman’s stance, wrong foot forward. Like it or not, his team had just been reduced by one. He swallowed his disappointment and said, “I’m just glad it’s nothing too serious. Can I see her?”
“Sure.” The intern pointed along the corridor. “Fifth or sixth door on your right, I’ll talk to the staff nurse, secure her release documents, see the prescription’s ready, and let you both get back to work.”
“Thanks, appreciate it.” Ryker found the room easily enough. Raymond sat in a wheelchair, looking very uncomfortable, her arm in a sling. She smiled when he knocked on the door. “Anyone home?”
“Just us invalids,” she said. “Tell me, doc, will I ever play the trombone again?”
He admired her sense of humor. They both knew things could have gone very differently, in many undesirable ways. “How’s the arm?” he asked.
“A little stiff. Did they tell you they’re throwing me out? I’m a classic hypochondriac. They need the beds for sick people. What kind of hospital is this anyway?”
He pulled a chair up beside her and sat down. “I heard. Is there someone at home?”
Raymond squinted at him suspiciously. “That doesn’t mean what I think it means, does it? Tell me you’re kidding.”
“I need an honest answer, Sandra. If we got into a situation that required you to draw your weapon and take down a suspect, how do you think you’d do?”
She touched her shoulder beneath the sling, feeling the muscle. “I’m confident I could handle it. I know I could.” She drew in a breath. “But I’m not one hundred percent positive. Damn, I hate myself for saying that. The way Guy was talking, it could be worse than it feels.”
“Guy? Oh, your handsome young doctor, you’re on first name terms already? I’m impressed.”
Raymond wrinkled her nose and grinned. “Too handsome, too young,” she said. Ryker grinned too; he knew better than to assume she was serious. “You’re going to report me medically unfit, aren’t you?”
“Personal feelings don’t come into it. I hope you know that.”
“Of course I do. I just feel so lame.”
“The last thing I want to do is expose you to danger on the firing line when you’re not fit for duty. Which brings me back to the question-”
“My sister’s always telling me I should visit more often. I guess now’s the time. Heck, she’ll love having a full-time babysitter.” She craned her neck, looking out into the corridor. “Can you tell someone I need a pay phone? Don’t want to use my cell.”
“Sure.”
“You don’t have to stay. My brother-in-law will come collect me. Hey, you’ll apologize to Sergeant Wallace and Lieutenant Furino for me, won’t you?”
Ryker shook his head. “Nobody’s expecting an apology. You were injured in the line of duty, just as surely as if you were shot. Only this is better, you spared your pal Guy the trouble of having to dig out the bullet. Just between the two of us, he looks like the fainting type.” The corners of her lips turned up. “Why don’t you give them a call yourself? Tell them you’re okay. They’ll be glad to hear it from you personally.”
“I will. I meant it about you not staying. I’m fine. Really.”
Ryker took the hint and left her to her private misery. He asked one of the nurses to make sure Raymond got access to a phone, and exited into the rapidly cooling evening air. He hated hospitals, now more than ever.

She might easily have killed the policeman, at her apartment and here at the hospital, but had decided that the indiscriminate slaughter would dilute the effect of the deaths she had planned for almost three decades. Lin Yubo’s suffering must be pure before he choked upon the taste of her revenge. Nothing must distract him from the fact his immediate family and his closest associates were disappearing around him, until only he remained, stripped naked, alone and vulnerable.
She watched the policeman return to his car. Only the blue-and-white POLICE sign clipped to the sun visor had stopped hospital security from towing the illegally parked vehicle away; two of its wheels intruded onto the sidewalk while the other two lay in a flower bed. He unlocked the driver’s door, but didn’t get in. She held her breath, wondering whether she’d left some trace of her entry behind, as unlikely as this might be. Her hand closed about the butt of the silenced pistol lying beside her on the passenger seat. But his unseeing stare and his blank expression suggested he might be deep in thought, rather than suspicious. She recalled his reaction to the call he’d received on his cell phone. His sudden loss of equilibrium and the sudden flare of temper that had followed the call indicated a highly emotional state. She took her hand off the pistol, and waited.
The policeman shook himself out of whatever mental loop he’d put himself into, and climbed into the driver’s seat. She attached the listening device to her ear and heard him breathing, such was the sensitivity of the radio microphone she’d secreted in his car during his absence. He started the Ford’s engine and backed onto the road. Although there were three cars between them and the probability of his noticing her was close to zero, she slid down in her seat and angled her head to hide her face, keeping only one eye above the dash. He turned around and headed for the exit. She sat upright and started her Toyota’s engine. Its electronic ignition made hardly any sound. She followed the policeman out onto the main road. Other cars slid in front of her, blocking her line of sight, but this didn’t worry her in the slightest. Now that she had established contact with him, and was totally focused on his chi, she could find him blindfolded anywhere in the city. A homing instinct, though neither he nor any Westerner would believe it.
His phone rang. He said, very clearly, “Fuck off.” For a moment she thought he’d spoken into his phone, but the ring tone continued. He hadn’t answered yet. Scraping followed by a dull click suggested he had attached the phone to a hands-free clip on the dash.
“Ryker.” He shouted so his cell phone would pick up his voice.
“Detective sergeant, it’s Debbie Price. I just got the six o’clock call from Detective Fong. Everything’s fine. He knows to call you from now on. How’s Detective Raymond?”
The policeman, identified now as Detective Sergeant Ryker (she rolled the sounds around her tongue as she memorized his name), said, “She’s sitting up and smiling. She’s going to call Lieutenant Furino and Detective Sergeant Wallace, let them know she’s okay. There’s nothing to worry about.”
“Oh good. I’ll let everyone know.”
“That’s great. You have a good night, Debbie.”
“Thanks, you too. See you tomorrow.”
The phone call ended. He continued driving, heading back to her apartment, she was sure, and she continued to follow him. Her training demanded that she should never go there again, that the location was blown, that someone might recognize her and in doing so, compromise her own safety. But she had an opportunity to learn what the police already knew of her, which might well improve her chances of completing her mission successfully. This made the risk acceptable, though she could not afford to relax for a second. If anything threatened to compromise her then she might have to change her stance on killing only those close to Lin Yubo. She would prefer not to widen the circle of death but she might not have a choice in the matter. Circumstances would dictate her response to any action by the police, or by those elements employed by Lin Yubo who might choose to intrude into her space, alerted perhaps by information fed to them by the police. Risks within risks within risks, only to be expected as she moved toward the end game, gathering speed and momentum. She would react explosively to any attempt to interfere with her plans. Those who dared move against her, or chose to stand in her way, would not live to regret their foolhardy decision.
He surprised her by taking a hard left just as the lights ahead began to change. She put her foot down and negotiated the junction just as waiting traffic surged forward. The sound of angry horns faded behind her. She had memorized the city’s street grid so she knew precisely where they were, and which direction they were traveling. West along Jackson, above and parallel with California Street. Apparently he had changed his mind about returning to her apartment. Where was he going, and why? She considered the possibilities. Guessing served no purpose other than to serve as a distraction, since she had three hours to kill before tonight’s scheduled conference, which she had every intention of attending. She could not return to her apartment, and obtaining alternative temporary accommodation in the city carried an additional element of risk, since they would expect her to do just this. She followed him not only to gain information that could be of value, but also because she had nowhere else to go.

Ryker became aware that he was muttering to himself under his breath. Bad habit. But an indication of his awareness that he could be committing professional suicide. So be it. He’d made the decision and he’d live with the consequences. He drove on autopilot, and that infallible inner mechanism took him back to Valerie Lin’s house in Sea Cliff district. During the long journey-it seemed to take hours — he replayed what she’d said to him when she called him at the hospital. She’d wanted to talk to him. Why? Then she’d abruptly changed her mind. Why? Those questions refused to be ignored. They demanded answers, if only to quell the pounding in his ears. His pulse was racing, his mouth was dry. It wasn’t too late to turn back; wasn’t too late to avoid what would be the most embarrassing moment of his life, when he confronted one of her servants at the door and they told him Mrs. Lin would much prefer if he made an appointment instead of turning up at her home unannounced and unwelcome.
Spider would suspend him. Captain Jerko would demand his badge. The D.A. and whatever government departments wanted James Lin and his family protected from idiots like Hal Ryker would throw him in jail. What the hell was he doing here? He didn’t know. He doubted his own sanity. He kissed goodbye to his future with SFPD and walked up the driveway, up the steps, across the porch, and to the front door of a woman he could never have even if he lived a thousand lifetimes.
His finger stabbed the doorbell.
He expected the maid, or the gardener, or someone who would tell him to go away. He didn’t expect Valerie Lin to open her own door and stare at him with dark, unblinking eyes that held the key to the universe. She wore a black silk shirt with a high collar. An ivory comb secured her hair, exposing her graceful neck. Her expression and her body language gave nothing away. He wanted her to say something; she didn’t. It was up to him to dig his own grave.
“I’m sorry to trouble you,” he said.
“Are you?” Her harsh tone surprised him; he hadn’t expected that.
“If this is a bad time for you, if I’m interrupting something-”
She turned and walked along the hallway, leaving the door open. An invitation? He took it as such, stepping inside and shutting it behind him. He looked upstairs, and into adjoining rooms. No sign of anyone. Valerie Lin disappeared into the living room. He followed her, and braced himself for a tirade of histrionic shouting, a delayed reaction to his delivering the news of her husband’s death. Was this why he’d driven here? Was he obeying some subliminal instinct that knew she had to let off steam before she exploded?
In the living room she touched a button that caused the curtains to close, blocking the view of the garden and the sea beyond. Dim yellow wall lights came on automatically, illuminating the ceiling and casting a soft glow over the room. She walked to a wooden cabinet and opened its doors.
“What would you like to drink, Detective Sergeant?”
“I’m on duty. Thanks anyway, Mrs. Lin.”
“You don’t mind if I have one?”
“Help yourself.” His voice sounded rough to his own ears. He wanted to ask for some water but sensed that something was going on, something damn weird.
She opened a bottle and half-filled a tumbler glass. She added ice and lemon and a splash of something else he didn’t see. She turned to face him. She leaned back against the cabinet and folded her arms, swilling the drink in the glass. She took a sip, apparently found it to her liking, took another.
“Before my husband died, this would have been utterly unthinkable,” she said.
He wasn’t sure what “this” was so he kept his mouth shut, let her do the talking.
“Allowing a stranger into our house. A man. A white.” She swirled her drink, the ice cubes clinked. “And drinking alcohol. Shocking. Forbidden. For guests only. Never for the dutiful wife.” This time she took a mouthful, closing her eyes. “I dismissed my servants for the night. I wanted to be alone. Or thought I did. They will not leave their quarters unless I call them. Should I call them?”
Ryker shook his head, feeling helpless. “I don’t know, Mrs. Lin. Do you need them for something?”
“I need them, Detective Sergeant, to restore my sense of duty and obligation. I need them to help preserve my honor. I need them so I will remember who and what I am. My husband is dead.” She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “My husband is dead.” She opened her eyes again, and held him spellbound with her unblinking gaze. “His ghost is doomed to walk the earth until he is avenged. He is here, watching us, listening to our conversation. He disapproves of our meeting under these circumstances. He wishes you to leave, at once.” She almost shouted the words.
Ryker didn’t know what she was drinking, but he knew it wasn’t doing her any good. He took the glass from her hand and put it down on top of the cabinet. “Take my advice, Mrs. Lin. Lay off the juice and get some sleep.”
She slapped his face with enough power to make him stagger. He hadn’t sensed the blow coming, it was totally spontaneous, unplanned, unavoidable. The side of his face felt numb.
“How dare you?” she said. “I am not a child.”
“No, you’re not.” The numbness faded, replaced by what felt like scalding heat.
“You will not presume to tell me what I can and cannot do.” Her eyes welled with tears. “Only my husband may command me. Only he. No one else.”
He felt enormous pity for her. He’d been right, she had wanted him here, but not for any of the reasons he’d imagined. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you,” he said. “I’ll see myself out.”
She brushed past him even as he turned away and reached the living room door before him. She slammed it shut and stood there with her back to him, one hand against the door, her shoulders heaving as she sucked in air. He didn’t know if she wanted him to pull her hand away, open the door, and leave. Or whether she wanted him to stay.
Her hands worked at the front of her jacket. They moved down, lower, lower still. She gave a little shrug and the black silk slid off her shoulders revealing creamy flesh beneath, and a pattern of three tiny birthmarks over her left shoulder blade. She kept her arms in the sleeves so the jacket hung from her waist. If she wanted to, she could pull it up again and cover herself. If she wanted to, she could turn round and show him her breasts.
He wasn’t surprised at his reaction. His cock tried to rip its way out of his pants to get to her. But what did she want? His hands on her? Or was she about to lose it and cry rape?
He’d played things cautiously all his life and gotten nowhere. He crossed to her in two long strides and pulled her round to face him. Her eyes were huge, filled with surprise and want. He pulled her against him, covered her lips with his. His hands caressed her naked back, loving the cool touch of her skin. She moaned into his mouth as he moved his fingertips in small circles. He drew swirling patterns up and down her spine and she arched her back. She stuck her stiff tongue into his mouth. He thanked God he’d chewed a fresh mint on the way over here because her tongue tried to follow it down his throat. He became aware that the jacket was gone, probably lying at their feet. Her hands fumbled at her waist, brushing against his pants. She gasped and became motionless. He opened his eyes, found himself staring into hers. Her fingers clamped themselves around his rigid prick, feeling him through the wool-cotton material, seeking the outline of him behind his zipper. She squeezed him so tightly that he instinctively jerked his hips back and stepped away, afraid he’d come. He saw now that she’d loosened the drawstring holding her pants up. The black silk slid down around her ankles. Underneath she wore nothing. Her waist was tiny. Her hips divine. Her legs shapely with defined muscle. His gaze fixed upon the shiny black triangle that marked the entrance to her sex. Even from here he could smell her desire. Her gaze in turn was locked to his crotch. She covered her mouth with both hands. He’d never felt so hard before. He hoped his pants made his prick look bigger. Judging from her shocked expression, it did.
Before she had a chance to change her mind — if such a possibility existed — he wrapped his arms around her and physically carried her to the couch. She weighed almost nothing. He laid her naked, trembling body down on the soft leather and stood over her, unbuckling his pants while she watched. He maneuvered his zipper around his pulsing totem pole, careful not to rip his foreskin off, which would be an inauspicious start to their lovemaking — a thought that almost had him giggling like a nervous schoolboy about to make it to third base with the school bike. He put his kidney holster, badge, cuffs and phones on the floor and pushed them away with his foot. He slid his pants and his shorts down his legs. He slipped off a shoe, intending to step out of his pants and join her on the couch.
Before he could, she sat bolt upright, grabbed hold of his buttocks, pulled his hips forward and fastened her lips over his cock head. Not that he didn’t want her to but he had other plans-
plans that didn’t involve her devouring his cock as if she hadn’t eaten for a week. He tried to pull her head away as gently as he could, but she was clamped onto him like a leech and clearly had no intention of letting go. His plans turned to shit as her furious sucking brought him to his peak in record time. Every muscle in his body trembled in ecstasy as he leaned back slightly and shot his volcanic payload into orbit. She gurgled and choked and jerked her head away, a scattered spider-web of semen joining her chin to his still-throbbing cock. She looked up at him and he looked down at her, equally surprised. She giggled with delight and covered her face with both hands again — then realized her mistake, that she’d just made matters worse. Her fingers came away covered in his essence. She stared at her own hands with bemusement, if he interpreted her expression correctly. He could hardly do anything except gasp for breath and hope he didn’t keel over. He’d never felt so embarrassed in his life.
She picked up her black silk pants and while she maintained eye contact with him, she carefully wiped him clean. The touch of the cool silk against his over-sensitive prick sent shivers through his body. When she was finished she wiped the cum-drool off her chin and the dribbles off her breasts. She tossed the pants away and stood up. She pressed herself against him, careful not to injure his most vulnerable part. She rested her head against his chest and said, “I had forgotten what a man tastes like.”
“I didn’t intend for that to happen,” he told her. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry?” She drew back and looked at him. “For what?”
He opened his mouth to explain but couldn’t find the right words.
She put her head against him again and he felt her shake. Realized she was laughing. “You think you have disappointed me? You could not possibly be further from the truth.” The shaking subsided. Her voice became more serious. “I begged the gods to allow you to come to me tonight. I offered them everything. I offered them my own life to be allowed just one night in the company of a man who finds me attractive, who is not so disgusted with me that he would rather rut with whores than share a bed with me.”
“I don’t understand,” he said. “I don’t understand at all. Why would your husband treat you like that? Why would he even look at someone else?”
“You found her attractive, didn’t you? The woman who made love to Lin Dan before he died. Zhu Xiaohui. Isn’t that her name?”
“Yes and no.” Ryker instinctively held her at arm’s length so he could see her face and he could see his. “I can see how men would find her desirable. But the truth is, she didn’t press my buttons. Not like you did. Not like you’re doing right now.”
She shook her head with obvious disbelief. “Are you trying to tell me you would rather be with me than her? That’s absurd. She knows everything about pleasing a man.”
He shrugged a shoulder. “Each to their own. I’ve told you the truth. Yeah, looks-wise, she’s okay. But as far as pleasing a man goes, I really have to say, you’re not so bad yourself. If I’m not making myself clear, that’s a compliment. A very big compliment.”
She came to him again and this time, as well as putting her head against his chest, she encircled his waist with her arms, which surprised him, in a pleasant way.
“Yesterday,” she said. “When we met for the first time. What did you think of me?”
“I’m afraid to tell you.”
“How can you be afraid, after what we just did? I still have your taste in my mouth.” She purred against him, soft and sensual and very naked. Her hand moved down and reached underneath, and her sharp little fingernails raked his scrotum, a slow, pleasurable sensation. Against all expectations he felt a stirring in what he thought was dead tissue. “I don’t wish to put you under any pressure, Detective Sergeant,” she said, “but it is my hope that you may become erect again very soon.” She clawed him again. Heat diffused his cock, which felt heavier. “You have pleasured my mouth. I wish you also to pleasure my cunt. But first… what did you think of me?”
“What did I think of you?” He had to swallow hard before he could speak. She did it again and this time her fingernails continued up, clawing the underside of his swelling cock, stopping just before the head, as if she knew he was still too sensitive there. “I was mesmerized. Fixated. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. Every movement you made, every gesture. Every word you spoke.”
“Were you aroused?”
She knew. She knew and she was playing with him. He glanced at the floor, checking exactly where he’d left his gun holster. If a gang of Chinese thugs kicked the door open and came at him, he’d get off a couple of shots before they took him down. Jesus, Ryker, you are one suspicious bastard! This couldn’t possibly be part of some twisted revenge plan she’d concocted because he’d insulted her.
“Yes,” he said. “I was very aroused.”
Her fingers, over his tight ball-sack, up his rigid cock, around the rim of his engorged head. “I thought so.” She chuckled. “I couldn’t be sure. It was only after you left that I had time to think, to go over our meeting in more detail.”
“Now you know. Are you angry?”
“Angry? Because you became hard at the sight of me? No, I see what you mean. It’s obvious, isn’t it? The circumstances were less than ideal. My husband had died. You were the bearer of sad tidings. You carried out your duty well. And you were honest with me. I remember that too. Please, I can’t wait any longer. Please….”
He put his hands around her tiny waist and lifted her up off the floor. She put her arms around his neck and drew her knees up to her chest. They enjoyed an exquisite moment where his swollen and eager cock head hovered directly beneath her wet and fully open sex, just barely touching her labia with every beat of his heart. Her breath came in desperate gasps. Sweat ran down her face. He lowered her onto his pole. Her furnace enclosed him totally. She wrapped her legs around his waist. Without warning she let go of his neck and leaned completely back, so he had to hold her hips to stop her from falling off. Whimpering noises escaped from her throat. He moved her up and down, hoping he was doing the right thing. Her insides clamped about him, giving him a clue. He kept at it, hoping his heart didn’t give out before she took her pleasure.



CHAPTER 16


For the thousandth time, Manning had to wonder just what the hell he was doing.
He’d been at the S.F.P.D. precinct for over an hour, waiting in a small interrogation room. All had gone well upon his arrival. He’d left his firearm at home, so going through the metal detector hadn’t been an issue, but the uniformed cop manning it had gone over his body with a wand anyway, just to be sure. His California driver’s license had been scanned and entered into a computer, and from that a temporary badge had been made, which bore his photo, name, and the legend ESCORTED. After that, he’d been buzzed into the stationhouse itself, and escorted by another uniformed officer to the interrogation room. Manning had been unnerved that this is where he had been taken, and it left him wondering if the Tokyo police had made him after all. The door had been left open, and as Manning sat at the table in the center of the room, passersby would look in at him. Manning looked back, his face a composed mask.
This is stupid, he thought. Just a waste of time.
Finally, the door opened. An officious-looking woman stepped in, followed by a man in a rumpled suit. He regarded Manning with bleary eyes. The woman walked directly toward the desk and held out her hand.
“Mr. Manning?” she asked, even though he was sitting alone in the room and wearing a name badge. “Good afternoon-I’m Selma Kaplan, from the district attorney’s office, and this is Detective Sergeant Hal Ryker, the lead investigator on the case.”
Manning rose and shook Kaplan’s hand. Her grip was firm, but her handshake was perfunctory. She released his hand and put her attache case on the desk.
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Jerry Manning.” Manning held his hand out to Ryker. Ryker stared at it for a moment, then settled on a nod instead.
“Sorry for the wait,” he said unconvincingly.
Manning dropped his hand. “Yeah… no problem. I think you guys know why I’m here?”
“We do, and if you’ll bear with me for just a moment…” Kaplan opened her attache case and pulled out three stacks of forms that had been neatly stapled together. She spread them on the desk and held out a pen to Manning.
“These are the nondisclosure forms you’ll need to review and sign before Sergeant Ryker can share anything regarding the Lin case with you. The language has already been vetted by both the D.A.’s office and Mr. Lin’s legal representatives. Were you informed of this?”
Manning nodded.
“Then here you are.” Kaplan wiggled the pen she held. Manning took it, gave the forms a cursory examination, and then signed all three copies under her watchful eye. If these weren’t the forms Lin’s attorneys had agreed to, then so much the better. Manning didn’t care one way or the other.
“Thank you,” Kaplan said when Manning returned her pen. “The S.F.P.D. gets one copy, the district attorney’s office retains the second, and Mr. Lin will receive the third by messenger tomorrow morning.” She gathered up the signed forms, dropped them in her attache case, and snapped it shut. Her movements were quick and economical, and Manning had no doubt she was an apex predator in the San Francisco court system.
“I’ll leave you and Sergeant Ryker alone now. Thank you, Mr. Manning.”
Manning shook her hand again. “My pleasure.”
With that, Kaplan left the room. Ryker closed the door behind her. He had a thick notebook under one arm. He looked back at Manning with flat blue eyes, his expression one of barely-concealed disgust. Manning maintained a poker face as he looked back. He figured Ryker was a few years younger than he was, and shorter. He was broader in the shoulders and his dark hair was neatly combed, but there was a haggard cast to his face. Whether it was because Ryker was a cop who had seen too much or just didn’t sleep well at night, Manning had no idea. He watched as Ryker slowly sat in the chair across the table from him. Ryker clasped his hands together on top of the notebook and stared at Manning for a good thirty seconds without saying anything.
“So are we just going to stare at one another, or are we going to get down to it?” Manning said finally. He pointed to the notebook.
“I don’t like this, Manning. I don’t like it at all.” Ryker’s voice was a ragged baritone, commanding and maybe even a bit imperious.
Manning shrugged. “Not my problem, Detective.”
“Detective sergeant,” Ryker corrected.
“Is that your full name?”
Ryker didn’t smile. Manning slid back into his chair, and kept his palms flat on the table. Its surface was marred here and there by scratches, old coffee stains and even older cigarette burns which must have dated back to the 1980s.
“I had you checked out,” Ryker said before Manning could continue. “You’re an interesting guy.”
“Really.” Manning tried hard not to let his chronic disinterest creep into his voice, but he failed.
“Former Army Special Forces. Afghanistan, Iraq, Panama. Been around the block a couple of times, huh?”
Manning said nothing.
“Tried out for Delta Force, but didn’t make the cut,” Ryker said unexpectedly. “Why was that?”
“It was boring,” Manning said.
Ryker grunted and leaned forward with his hands pressed against the notebook, as if frightened Manning might try to snatch it away.
“Delta Force was boring, huh?”
Manning said nothing, just waited. He didn’t have to wait for long.
“What’s a supposedly stand-up guy like you doing working for a scumbag like James Lin?” Ryker asked.
“What does it matter, sergeant?”
“He have something on you?”
“What could he ‘have’ on me, sergeant?”
“You tell me.”
“There’s nothing to tell.”
“You work in Asia a lot these days, right? Security interests?”
“A lot of ex-military go into the security business after leaving the service.”
“Yeah. Blackwell, Pinkerton…but you, you work for yourself. A hired gun sometimes, maybe some other stuff. You work for Lin in the past?”
“This is the first time I’ve worked for James Lin,” Manning said. “I’ve never worked for him or his family before.”
“What about for one of his companies?” Ryker pressed.
“Not that I’m aware of. Look, Ryker-I know Lin has you pressed to the mat, and I respect that. But you keep dancing around and drag things out, I’ll eventually have to tell him you’re not being cooperative. That’ll probably go poorly for you, right?”
Ryker didn’t react outwardly, but Manning knew he had scored a hit. He backed off a bit.
“You don’t like this, and I don’t blame you, having to explain yourself to an outsider. I don’t like it either. For my money, Lin’s making a mistake by pulling so many strings. But the guy wants to know who killed his kid, and he wants to make sure he finds out before it hits the papers.”
“What do you know about Danny Lin?” Ryker asked suddenly.
“Nothing. But from what little I know, he was a serious prick who had some issues with a lot of people-you included.”
Ryker did nothing for a few moments, then nodded slowly. He finally lifted his hands off the notebook and opened it.
“This is the murder book,” he said. “It’s a log of every action we’ve conducted over the course of this investigation. Everything we do, everyone we talk to, every bit of evidence we collect, it all gets logged in here. You can read it, but you can’t copy anything, and you can’t talk to witnesses or suspects.”
“I just signed the NDA forms,” Manning said. “You don’t want Lin’s people stepping in and talking to people of interest and screwing things up more than they already are. I get that.”
“Lin’s already done that,” Ryker said. “The Russian-you know him?”
“I know him.”
“He’s already pounding the pavement after Danny Lin’s girlfriend. He’s supposed to stop. If he doesn’t, our little chats come to an end.”
“I know that, too. Lin’s called him off.”
“And replaced him with you, maybe?”
Manning sighed and got to his feet. “You know Ryker, you’re probably a really good cop. But you’re an asshole. Either give me the God damned book and shut up, or I’m out of here and someone’s going to break their foot off in your ass. Your call.”
Ryker got to his feet as well. “Are you threatening me, Manning? Not the smoothest move, is it?”
“I don’t really care. I get paid the same. This door’s unlocked, right?” Manning asked as he walked for the door.
“Read the fucking book,” Ryker snarled as soon as Manning’s hand landed on the door knob.
Manning returned to the desk and sat down. Ryker pushed the murder book toward him and leaned back in his chair, glowering. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Manning as he pulled the notebook closer and opened it.
It took an hour to go through the notebook. Ryker’s notes were neat and perfectly legible, and Manning had very little trouble following the case’s development. But other than the collection and categorization of the physical evidence and the attached autopsy results, there wasn’t a lot to go on. Manning asked Ryker questions here and there, which he answered as monosyllabically as possible. It was obvious the detective was more interested in sulking than in helping Manning understand some of the various acronyms and procedures.
“Departmental forms?” Manning asked finally, as he closed the murder book and pushed it back to Ryker. “Where are they?”
“They’re not here,” Ryker said.
“Have them for me tomorrow. I’ll be back at the same time.” Manning got to his feet.
“I may not be available,” Ryker said.
Manning shrugged. “I don’t really care, man. It doesn’t matter to me if you’re here or not, just make sure the forms are available to me. I need to review them. This was also agreed upon.”
Ryker got up and tucked the murder book under his arm. He walked to the door and opened it, then waited for Manning to step through.
“You’re some piece of work, Manning,” he said as Manning stepped past him and into the hallway beyond. “I still don’t get why you’re working for Lin.”
“Because he pays me,” Manning said.
“Or because you’re as dirty as he is.”
Manning turned and faced Ryker as he stepped into the hallway. Ryker left the door open behind him and stared back.
“You have anything on James Lin?” Manning asked.
“He’s a dirtball,” Ryker said.
“No shit? Thanks for your expert assessment. So what? You ever arrest him for anything? Even jaywalking? Even charge him with anything?”
“I was working up a nice case against his son before I got yanked off it.” Ryker hefted the notebook in one hand. “Poor Danny-boy…I guess things didn’t work out for him after all, huh?”
“That was the son, not the father-try not to get them confused. You don’t like Lin? Fine by me. But Lin wants you on this case, sergeant. For some reason, he has it in his head that you can solve it. Me, I’m not so sure. I think that when-if-you finally catch up to the killer, you’ll shake her hand.”
Ryker’s face darkened. “Pretty serious accusation.”
Manning shrugged. “You can always prove me wrong.”
With that, he turned on his heel and left.

“So how’d it go?” Chee Wei asked when Ryker returned to the office.
Ryker tossed the murder book onto his desk and sat in his chair. He shrugged.
“He’s not really easy to rile up,” he told his partner. “Didn’t give me much to go on. But a guy like that, there’s only one reason Lin hired him. He’s going to off the murderer as soon as we reveal her identity.”
Chee Wei raised one eyebrow. “You think?”
Ryker tapped a folder on his desk. Inside it was a sanitized version of Manning’s service record, which had been delivered by courier from the U.S. Army’s Total Personnel Command in Virginia.
“You’ve just got to read between the lines a bit,” he said. “The guy’s a pro. Maybe not a real assassin, but he has the capability. He’s no messenger boy. Lin hired him for his muscle.”
Chee Wee shrugged. “He’s got tons of people who can do that, like that Russian guy.”
“Lin wants to keep the Russian guy in his stable. This Manning, I don’t know. He might ship him off to Japan or China or wherever the hell he comes from, or he might just make him go away. He’s an outsider, he doesn’t fit inside of Lin’s organization. It might be easier to do that, and safer for Lin.”
“Why’s that?”
Ryker thought about his answer for a long moment before speaking. “Guys like Jerome Manning are a different breed,” he said. “I think this guy was a mover and a shaker in the Army, until his family got killed in Washington. I think he might be doing this as penance work, or something.”
Chee Wei laughed. “Wow, when did you get your degree, Doctor Freud?”
“Blow it out your ass, punk,” Ryker responded.



CHAPTER 17


Ryker’s head was swimming by the time he arrived at the police station. Most certainly, his life had taken an interesting swing, though in which direction he had no idea. Normally, he’d be ecstatic-it wasn’t every day that a hair shirt like himself found his way into a rich widow’s passionate embrace, especially one as alluring as Valerie Lin. The fact that he pretty much obliterated every departmental rule and regulation regarding officer objectivity was simply icing on the cake.
So what are you going to do about it, you flaming idiot? he raged at himself as he maneuvered his car through the downtown traffic. Refuse to see her ever again? Send Morales or Chee Wei to do any follow-on interviews? If Jericho ever finds out about it-or even Spider-I’m dead fucking meat.
The fact that he had been presented with a goldmine of an opportunity didn’t factor in to it. While there wasn’t a police officer with a beating heart who wouldn’t have given his eye teeth to be in Ryker’s place, most detectives weren’t in the same position. Solving the murder of Lin Dan was going to eventually involve something incendiary, either for the victim, or his family. The press was already on it-Ryker’s cell phone mailbox was full of messages from local beat reporters he knew, all angling for a juicy story that was a newsman’s dream. Of course, he wasn’t allowed to speak to the press directly, unless directed by his superiors, but on occasion, those jackals were sometimes capable of producing a nugget of information that could be worked into something that might fit inside the investigation’s framework. So far, given that James Lin was generally uncooperative beyond producing a different shine on the painfully obvious-Lin Dan was a playboy, and had obviously pissed off someone-the investigation was limping along without much in the way of real breaks.
Ryker pulled his Impala into the station parking lot. He put the vehicle in park but sat behind the wheel for a long moment, his hand paused on the ignition without turning off the engine. Images of Valerie Lin flashed across his mind’s eye: her mouth forming a perfect O was she climaxed beneath him; the sweep of her perfect hip, illuminated in the wan evening light; the almost chaste kiss she gave him as he left the big house in Sea Cliff. The images all conspired to arouse him yet again, and Ryker sighed, willing the ridiculous tumescence away. He couldn’t go strolling into the stationhouse with a full woody, so he had to sit in the car and repeat his social security number over and over in his head. Eventually, his erection subsided to a more manageable level.
“Oh man,” he sighed as he switched off the ignition and unfastened his seat belt. “What the hell am I going to do now?”
He threw open the door and emerged into the overcast day. As he slammed the door shut behind him, he noticed Chee Wei standing nearby, leaning against the rear of his Lexus sports coupe. The slender Chinese man was looking at him with a quizzical expression.
“You all right?” Chee Wei asked.
“Fine,” Ryker said. He returned Chee Wei’s expression with one of his own. “What are you doing here?”
“I still have to report in for start of shift, remember?” Chee Wei answered. “You know, regulations and all that, since I’m still on the clock?”
“Oh. Yeah.” Ryker rubbed his eyes. “Who relieved you last night?”
“Morales. Here’s hoping he can keep his hands to himself-that woman’s a real maneater, and she’ll leave him with only stumps.” Chee Wei straightened and hitched his trousers up on his hips, staring at the building across the street.
Ryker smiled.
“What, you upset that we have a rotation going?” he asked.
Chee Wei looked over at him, frowning.
“Hey, he’s former NYPD. Those guys can be real pigs, you know? All that hard-edged east coast, big city bullshit they push around.”
Ryker snorted and pushed his hands into his pockets.
“You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said. “You can’t possibly think you and Zhu are going to be the next item in the society pages? Besides, Nicky’s a good guy-give him a break, huh?”
Chee Wei’s face flushed with embarrassment, and he waved the statement away.
“Hey, don’t take it the wrong way, man. She’s just high-end, you know? A guy like Morales wouldn’t know what to do with something like that, anyway.”
Ryker shrugged and started toward the stationhouse. Other police officers were arriving; to his great displeasure, Ryker saw Cueball hurl himself out of his flashy new Dodge Charger. Their eyes met, and Cueball favored Ryker with a half-sneer, half-snarl. Ryker merely looked away.
“I wouldn’t know about that,” he said to Chee Wei. “By the way, how were the dumplings?”
Chee Wei let out his breath like a deflating tire.
“Man, you know about that?”
“Of course-I am a detective, after all.” Ryker walked up to the glass door leading into the stationhouse and pulled it open, motioning Chee Wei ahead. “Go on, I’ve got the door-you’re obviously having a tough day.”
“Thanks, and blow me,” Chee Wei said, marching through the door.
“Can’t we just cuddle?” Ryker stepped across the threshold and let the door close just as Cueball piloted his bulk toward it. Ryker didn’t wait to check out his expression, just turned his back toward the bigger man and followed Chee Wei.
“Let’s take the stairs,” Ryker said, pulling open the stairwell door. Chee Wei turned back, a questioning look on his face. It faded as soon as he saw Cueball pushing through the door behind Ryker.
“Yeah, let’s.” He followed Ryker into the stairway as the older man began climbing them, taking them two at a time. Chee Wei hurried to keep up.
“Hey, where’s the fire?” Chee Wei asked. “This your new exercise routine or something? Trying to get yourself in shape for Valerie Lin?”
Ryker turned on the landing and shot Chee Wei a sharp glance without meaning to. Chee Wei caught it and smiled, happy that he had stroked an apparent nerve.
“Yeah, that’s it, a couple of days running up and down the stairs’ll make you into a lean, mean fighting machine,” the younger detective continued. “Pretty soon, you’ll be in as fine of shape as, say, me.”
“And I really look back on those days when I was a skinny twelve-year-old kid with acne,” Ryker shot back, resuming his climb up the stairs. “Did Zhu cop to anything yesterday? Anything that might be relevant to the case, that is. I’m sure she told you all about the lady Rolex watch she wants for Christmas.”
“Uh-huh, the one that’s diamond-encrusted. I told her I’d go knock over the Federal Reserve and see what I can do. No, she didn’t come up with anything we didn’t already know. Once the lab results came in, I thought we were writing her off?”
“I’m not writing off anything. Lab reports can be wrong, and they’re not infallible. You start believing in everything some crime scene tech brings to you, and you’re either fat and lazy-”
“Hey, I ain’t Cueball!”
“-or you’re just plain retarded,” Ryker continued. He started trudging up the last set of stairs, mounting the flight with substantially less than vigor than when he had started. His chest already felt tight, and his breath was beginning to sharpen.
Christ. Washed up at thirty-eight. Good thing I never wasted any money on a gym membership I’d never use.
Ryker pushed open the door to the fourth floor and stepped out, Chee Wei right behind and absolutely no worse for wear; the climb probably hadn’t even elevated his heart rate. Ryker straightened his red and blue striped tie and strolled toward the squad room. Cueball had beaten them, but only just; as Ryker and Chee Wei entered the room, the fat detective was just pulling out his chair. A bag of doughnuts from Winchell’s sat on the desk before him.
“Hey Cueball, those double-long cinnamon twists have about four times the amount of fat and cholesterol required to choke a whale,” Chee Wei commented as they breezed past his desk.
Cueball patted his crotch.
“The only thing that’s double-long and fat is what’s right here, and I have the testimonials to prove it,” the rotund detective claimed loudly.
“Yeah right, like I care what they say about you when you’re singing karaoke for the twinks over at the Midnight Sun,” Chee Wei shot back, referencing one of the Castro’s better-known gay night clubs.
Cueball grunted, and his small eyes locked onto Ryker.
“Hey, Ryker! Looks like your little pet here needs to go back and complete his sensitivity training-some of the gay guys here might get offended by his act. Either that, or he’s trying to compensate for some latent sexuality he’s been repressin’ for too long.”
Chee Wei turned, his face turning red.
“Hey Wallace? Fuck you,” he said, voice even despite his obvious anger at the jibe.
Cueball laughed and pulled lowered his big ass into his chair. It creaked beneath his weight.
“Punk,” he said, opening the bag before him and pulling out a sticky glazed doughnut. “You know what you remind me of? A little Chihuahua on a leash, barkin’ up a storm but not able to do shit.”
“You-” Chee Wei started, but Ryker put a hand on his arm, interrupting.
“Enough,” Ryker told the younger detective, pulling him away. “We’ve got work to do.”
Chee Wei allowed himself to be pulled off, but not before giving Cueball an award-winning case of Evil Eye. Cueball laughed and licked his fingers.
“Like I said, a little Chihuahua…and now, you’re bein’ led away on your leash.” The fat cop bit into his doughnut. Chee Wei tensed, but Ryker continued to pull him away toward their pod.
“Don’t worry about that piece of shit,” Ryker said. “He’s not worth getting all riled up over. Let him choke on his doughnuts.”
Once Chee Wei was settled down, Ryker had him go over the murder book. There was nothing to add, other than a few isolated tidbits that had very little bearing on the case, namely the latest lab results. More would find their way to Ryker’s desk over the coming weeks, each hopefully more detailed than the last. Nevertheless, Ryker wasn’t holding out hope for a bonanza of physical evidence that would identify the killer. But anything that might help would be certainly welcome, even though the chain of command wouldn’t be content to wait for all the results to come in. If ever there was a case that required the slam-dunk, this was it.
Ryker made some inquiries into the health of Raymond-she was at home, resting comfortably, and taking her meds. He called Morales on his cell phone to see how he was holding out, and found that all was well at the Zhu woman’s residence; there hadn’t been any indication the house was being watched, which didn’t surprise Ryker at all. If James Lin wanted Zhu Xiaohui, he wouldn’t need to resort to strong-arm tactics when one telephone call to the assistant chief could likely result in what he wanted being hand-carried to his office. Ryker promised Morales that Chee Wei would be over to relieve him within an hour or so.
After that, Ryker paid a visit to the coffee machine and grabbed himself a tall cup of the extra-potent battery acid that the department called coffee, and lamented not stopping by a real coffee house on the way in. He dumped in a handful of Mini-Moo creamers to avoid suffering from a seared esophagus for the rest of his life, and plodded back toward his desk. He noticed a newspaper sticking out of his previously-empty mailbox as he walked past, and he altered course to grab it. Setting his coffee on the countertop, he pulled the publication from the narrow box and opened it up. He scanned the headline and groaned loudly.
“Ah, shit!”

Wealthy Chinese Industrialist’s Son
Slain in Hotel
By Emerson Loo
special to the San Francisco Chronicle

San Francisco — The son of wealthy Bay Area industrial magnate James Lin was found dead in a suite at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel at 222 Sansome Street. Cause of death was classified as a homicide.
Authorities are still trying to identify Mr. Lin’s assailant, but have not yet made an official statement regarding the cause of death. An undisclosed source within the San Francisco Police Department has confirmed on the condition of anonymity that Mr. Lin’s death was in part caused by ritual mutilation of his sexual organs…

“A real bummer, huh?”
Ryker looked up from the paper and slowly turned around. Cueball looked back at him from his desk, leaning back in his chair, fingers clasped across his protruding belly. Specks of glazed frosting dotted his lower lip, a few of which fell to his brown tie as he grinned widely.
“Yeah, that’s gotta be a real bummer for you and your team there, Supercop,” Cueball said. “I mean, here you are, your investigation depending on secrecy and all that, and then there’s a whole writeup on it in the Chronicle. Not that there was any way of keeping it quiet for long, but hey, another couple of days wouldn’t have hurt, right?”
Ryker felt his pulse rate increase. He rolled the paper up in one hand and lowered it to his side. His eyes bore into Wallace like laser beams. For his part, Wallace merely chuckled.
“Yeah, it’s got to suck to be you,” the fat detective chortled. He reached into the bag for another doughnut.
Ryker crossed the gap between them in three strides. One of the detectives in Wallace’s pod looked up at him in some surprise; at least one person in the room could understand body language. The detective rolled his chair back from his desk, either to put some distance between him and the brewing shitstorm, or to more easily jump in.
“You’re chickenshit, Wallace,” Ryker growled, towering over the fat cop. “You’ve always been chickenshit. Remember what happened to you yesterday when you thought you’d grown a pair?”
Wallace’s jocularity faded like a cold glass of water on a hot Arizona day.
“Yeah? So what’re you gonna do now, Supercop? You want to make this physical?” Wallace rose from his chair in a display of sudden agility that surprised everyone. All faces were turned their way, Ryker knew. There was no way this episode wouldn’t get some airtime inside the department.
Better dial it back a bit, a small voice inside him reasoned. You’re already persona non grata. You let this go much further, and it’s a suspension pending charges.
Ryker’s jaw clenched so tightly from the frustration that it made his muscles ache. He took a deep breath, and forced the tensed muscles in his shoulders and arms and hands to relax. It was a near-Herculean effort. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Wallace had been the “undisclosed source” cited in the article, and every part of Ryker wanted to extract vengeance. But vengeance would likely mean his badge.
Wallace apparently read it that way himself. He snorted, sneering.
“Yeah, not so tough after all, are you Ryker?” he pushed, trying to make it look like something it wasn’t. “Poor baby’s got his diaper in a bundle because some newspaper boy caught onto his case and blew it up in public. Boo-fucking-hoo, Ryker. Come back to me when your balls drop, and we’ll have ourselves a little talk, man to boy.”
Ryker took a sudden step toward Wallace and wound up for just an instant, with their faces only millimeters apart. That instant evaporated when Wallace reacted, almost stumbling backward over his chair. A quick titter of laughter went through the squad room.
“I don’t have anything to say to you except there’s a two-for-one special at Allstar Donuts,” he hissed. “Just think about it-for the price of twelve, you could get twenty-four of those heart plugs, and you might do us all a favor if you ate them all at once and vapor-locked right here at your desk. Of course, no one would notice, since you almost never haul your ass out of your chair except to get something to eat, take a dump, or go to lunch. I mean, what the hell, all of your clients are already dead, so why bother breaking a sweat trying to figure out the whodunit part, right? At the end of the day, they’re still dead, and you have some food to find.”
“Hey, fuck you, Ryker! I clear my cases-”
“Yeah, only after one or two generations of next of kin have either died or gone to a home for managed care,” Ryker interjected. “You make me sick, Wallace. Die, already. Please.”
“Am I interrupting something?”
Ryker glanced over his shoulder for a moment. Spider was standing behind him, a cup of Starbucks in one hand, a newspaper in the other. Furino’s narrow nose tracked from Ryker to Wallace and back again, like a weapon system trying to evaluate which target to engage first.
“I was just giving Cueball a tip on Allstar’s new two-for-one promotion,” Ryker said, before spinning on his heel and stalking toward his pod. Chee Wei was on his feet, face expressionless, but he’d been watching the whole thing.
“Next time, send him an email,” Spider said, walking along behind Ryker. “When you get a second, come in and talk with me.”
Oh, outstanding.
“You got it, lou.”



CHAPTER 18


The day went as desultorily slow as the one that had preceded it. Manning spent most of the time poring over Lin’s calendar and examining the list of invitees for his dinner party later in the evening. There were of course a host of names which were entirely unfamiliar to him, and a precious few who were. One of those names was Senator Testaverde, a moneyed Democrat who represented California in the Senate. The Senator was chairman of the Finance Committee, which seemed just like the political power someone like Lin would wish to ally himself with. Like Lin, Testaverde was more than just slightly well off; unlike Lin, he was the scion of a California real estate and entertainment magnate, now long since dead. Manning knew precious little about the Senator beyond what he had read in the newspapers: he was a Liberal with a capital L, which made him the party’s pet viper to sick on the GOP; he loved getting in newspapers and on television; he had a flashy lifestyle that was at times at odds with that of a member of the United States Senate; he was twice-divorced; and while he portrayed himself as a champion for the Common Man, he had as much in common with the majority of the vassals he represented as Manning did with Liberace. If Lin had successfully managed a leech-grab onto Testaverde, then it had to be a two-way street.
The other name that leaped out at Manning was one that would be entirely overlooked in America. Ren Yun was a former member of the Chinese Communist Party, a functionary of the politburo, and an important one. He’d stepped down years ago when Jiang Zemin transitioned power to his replacement, and had avoided the spotlight ever since, as most Chinese politicians did when their reign came to an end. That the old man still had influence in some quarters of Chinese society was to be taken for granted, though Manning had no understanding how he and Lin were connected. Clearly, Lin’s time in the Chinese government had come to a close not long after Mao’s death, where Yun had managed to hold on for decades afterwards. No doubt his hand helped shape present-day China, though to what degree was anyone’s guess.
The rest of the names were players Manning didn’t know. It was a group of about twenty or so…a pretty damned big gathering, even if it was at a mansion in Sausalito. Would there be other individuals present as well, supporting the bigwigs? Manning felt that would be a certainty, though in what capacity one could only wonder. Security, for sure. At least the Senator would have a Secret Service escort. This didn’t make Manning nervous, though he presumed he would have to submit to a background check of sorts. He was certain his activities were off the Secret Service’s radar; he’d been cautious and adroit when it came to covering his tracks, and any events that might have triggered any alarms happened overseas. It was unlikely anything had made it back to the States.
Just the same, Manning cornered Baluyevsky when the Russian returned from whatever mission Lin had sent him on earlier in the day. Baluyevsky didn’t seem to be in much of a mood to chat, but Manning didn’t particularly care. They both answered to the same chain of authority.
“What is it, Manning?” Baluyevsky asked tersely when Manning entered his office. Like the man himself, it wasn’t exactly expressive; to say the room was merely Spartan might have been a drastic overstatement. The Russian’s bulk was so large that his desk looked too small for him, even though it was the same size as the desk in Manning’s own office.
“We need to go over this.” Manning put the list of invitations on Baluyevsky’s desk. “Not just who’s on it, but those who aren’t on it.”
“What do you mean, those who aren’t on it? Ah, you’re worried about the Secret Service, yes?” Baluyevsky smiled broadly, and the skin around his eyes crinkled. “You needn’t worry about them. As far as anyone knows, you are not an entity they would be interested in.”
“It’s not the Secret Service I’m worried about. It’s other folks. Who will be supporting these people?”
“Mr. Lin’s staff, of course.”
“Not what I meant. Who will be supporting Yun, for instance?”
Baluyevsky crossed his arms and laughed.
“You must be joking, Manning. Mr. Yun and Mr. Lin have been friends and allies for decades. If you think that Yun is somehow involved with-”
“Of course not. But someone on his staff? May be.”
The humor drained out of Baluyevsky slowly.
“You think someone on Yun’s staff would pose a threat to Mr. Lin? An interesting idea, but all are vouched for. All have either the approval of Mr. Lin or Mr. Yun. That was something I insisted on in the first place.”
“Don’t get lazy,” Manning advised. “A Chinese killed Lin Dan.”
“Really. And you couldn’t have done it?”
Manning snorted and shook his head.
“Not that way, no.”
“Ignore the sexual aspects,” Baluyevsky said. “If not for those, you could have committed the murder, and left the writing, correct?”
Manning considered it for a moment.
“Perhaps-though I’ve never tried to write Chinese characters in someone’s blood. But I don’t know that much about Lin’s past, so I couldn’t leave the message, from that aspect.”
Baluyevsky cocked his head.
“What do you mean?”
Manning sighed inwardly. Apparently, Lin hadn’t seen it fit to take Baluyevsky into his confidence completely. There were obviously things Lin did not want Baluyevsky to know, and one of those was the linkage between the scrawled message left on Lin Dan’s hotel room wall and Lin’s own past.
“The message must have some sort of relevance for Lin,” Manning said. “Otherwise, it’s a complete non sequitur.”
“Mr. Lin advises me he has no idea what the threat means,” Baluyevsky said. “Do you believe differently?”
Manning shrugged, wondering if he should even worry about trying to cover his tracks in this matter. Baluyevsky should know all about it anyway; how else to plan a defense?
“You’ll need to talk with Lin about that,” Manning said.
“As I’ve told you, I already have. Do you know something I do not?” Baluyevsky demanded.
“Talk to Lin about his past,” Manning recommended. “And do it soon.”
Baluyevsky stared up at Manning from behind his desk. His face was impassive, but Manning was certain the wheels were turning behind the cliff-like facade of his brow.
“If you know something,” he said after a time, “it would be in your best interest to tell me.”
“But apparently, it would not be in Mr. Lin’s. You and he need to discuss this, and leave me out of it. I’m not here to play any political games in this organization, nor am I angling for anything other than the salary that was promised to me. Once this mission is over, I leave. Understand that right now, Alexsey. I don’t want your job.” Manning tapped the list. “And that’s why I’m asking for the other names. If you want my opinion, leaving stones unturned at a time like this isn’t the wisest course of action. But you’re Lin’s security chief, you make that assessment. Me, I’m just going to keep the old man alive, because otherwise, I don’t get paid.”
“You truly are a mercenary,” Baluyevsky said distastefully.
And you’re not, you Russkie piece of shit? Manning wanted to shoot back, but he clamped down on his temper. Arguing over their philosophical differences wasn’t going to make things any better.
“What I am isn’t really important, Baluyevsky. What I do is. You want to start filling in the blanks as far as the supporting characters go, or do I need to do it myself?”
Baluyevsky looked down at the list before him. After a long moment, he nodded.
“I will attend to this, and I will present you with another list of names. From there, perhaps you and I can go over them together.” Baluyevsky hesitated for a moment, then grudgingly added, “You know much more about Chinese culture than I do. Perhaps you can see something I might have missed.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Manning agreed.

Lunch was an uneventful part of the day, consisting of a six-inch tuna sandwich on white bread and a large Diet Pepsi from a local Subway. It was made even less memorable by the fact that he ate it at his desk while coordinating the rest of the investigation. Chee Wei had relieved Morales at the Zhu residence, and the rest of the detectives were either conducting follow-up interviews with the hotel staff or canvassing the rest of the immediate vicinity around the Mandarin Oriental, looking for any stray clue that might pop up. Ryker had taken some pleasure in adding Wallace to that detail; the fat cop was loathe to do much in the way of walking, and if this was the only way Ryker could inconvenience him without breaking his face (and getting suspended), then he was happy to do it.
Raymond was still out of commission, and he wouldn’t expect her back for days at the least. With Chee Wei and Morales doing the babysitting routine, there wasn’t a lot else that could be done other than add various bits and pieces to the murder book, none of which were very illuminating nor truly served to move the investigation ahead. As he stuffed the Subway sandwich wrapper into the plastic carry-bag that came with it, he noticed the invitation Manning had left for him on his desk. Ryker tossed the bag into his trash can and picked up the card. He reread it once again; the words were the same, but the meaning remained hidden from him. Why would James Lin want him anywhere near his residence?
And more importantly…would Valerie Lin be there?
Ryker tossed the invitation back onto his desk and leaned back in his chair. He rubbed his eyes tiredly, feeling a creeping, mounting anxiety that he couldn’t get rid of. Too many things were coming together at once-the Lin Dan murder, the ostracism and political pressure in the department-and perhaps most dangerous of all, what was going on between him and Valerie Lin.
And just what the hell is going on between you two, Hal? Ryker asked himself. She just lost her husband, got drunk, and then banged the hell out of you. Chances are damned good she regrets every moment of it now, providing her hangover’s gotten out of the way. What did you expect-to start wearing Danny’s Lin’s bathrobes around that big house in Sea Cliff, like Chee Wei said?
Ryker rubbed his face. It was too ridiculous to even contemplate. He didn’t know much about Valerie Lin, but he did know that high-society women like her rarely took on lowly public servants as their significant others. To even consider that a casual possibility was naive…and stupid. He’d gotten incredibly lucky by circumstance, by being in the right place at the right time-
That’s not it at all, he chided himself. You knew you could get into her pants right now, when she’s the most vulnerable. Great way to treat a lady, Ryker. Nail her when she’s down and out.
Movement by his desk brought him out of his self-recriminatory reverie. He looked up and was surprised to see Morales standing nearby, hands in the pockets of his trousers with an interdepartmental envelope clasped under one arm. He looked rumpled, and there were bags underneath his blue eyes. He smelled faintly of tobacco, and right then, Ryker thought he could kill for a cigarette.
“Nick,” Ryker said. “What the hell are you doing here? You have the day off-you’re on a night rotation.”
“Couldn’t sleep.”
“Okay…so what are you going to do tonight? Fall asleep on the Zhu’s couch?”
Morales shrugged.
“I’ll catch some shut-eye later.” He pulled the envelope from under his arm and held it out to Ryker. “Here, an early Christmas present.”
“What is it?” Ryker asked. He took the envelope and read the signatures. “The medical examiner’s report? Already?”
“A lot of the fine-line stuff isn’t done. They didn’t have to crack open the chest, since the wound was obvious, and the toxicology screens are pretty much negative.” Morales rubbed his bristly chin. “You don’t know this, but the M.E. has family back east and wants to get into the same line of work for the N.Y.P.D. I made some calls, got some things arranged. That’s how I was able to get it so quick.”
Ryker nodded and opened the envelope. Inside was a gray file folder, and some official routing documents he would have to sign and send back to the medical examiner’s office.
“Didn’t realize you still had so much juice back in New York,” he commented.
“Yeah well, it’s not like I’m some kind of fallen angel. Some folks over there still remember me.” Morales waved toward the folder. “Of course, I still had to go over and pick it up from them, the lazy humps.”
“Never an easy day for you, is it?” Ryker asked. He signed the forms and put them aside, then opened the folder. “You read this yet?”
“Nah. I got the Cliff’s Notes from the M.E. direct. It’s pretty much what it looks like-the stab wound killed the guy, though the loss of his main vein probably didn’t thrill him at the time, either.”
Ryker went through the overview documentation, skipping the more detailed analyses for the moment. It was as Morales said; inspection of the wound site confirmed that the damage to the heart tissue had been severe enough to kill Lin Dan quickly.
“Whoever did it, did it right.”
“Yeah well, I always thought I’d be happy to die in bed. Now I can see that’s not always the case. When I check out, I’m gonna throw myself in front of a cable car. At least that way, I’ll be on the news and the folks back home’ll have something to talk about.”
“You’re a sick man, Morales.”
Morales shrugged and nodded.
“A suitable epitaph,” he said.



CHAPTER 19


The Lin compound was a huge, sprawling Mediterranean villa that sat atop a hill in the town of Tiburon, an upscale community in Marin County, north of San Francisco. The villa had commanding views of the San Francisco Bay, from the Golden Gate Bridge to the heart of the city itself, as well as Angel Island. Manning hadn’t seen such eye-popping natural beauty in quite some time, and he had almost driven his GTO off the road while looking out across the Bay.
The compound was gated, of course, and his identity was checked by the taciturn guard on duty there. After a brief conversation over his radio, he waved Manning through. Manning accelerated up the long, winding driveway. The grounds were immaculately landscaped, and an army of greens keepers were at work making last-minute grooming. They paid Manning no mind as he brought the car to a halt before a three-bay garage. Two Hispanic men in red vests approached him-valets, of course. Manning waved them away, ignoring their protests that he couldn’t leave his car there. He marched toward the villa’s front door and rang the bell. As expected, a tuxedoed butler answered. The man was portly and bald, and carried himself with a regal bearing usually reserved for members of the British aristocracy.
“Yes sir, how might I help you?” Damned if the man didn’t have a British accent!
“Jerome Manning for James Lin.”
“Ah yes, Mr. Manning-I’ve been expecting you. Mr. Lin is not yet available, and I was wondering if you might meet with Mr. Baluyevsky instead?” The butler stood aside and waved Manning inside with a small bow.
“That’s fine,” Manning said. He stepped across the threshold and tried not to marvel at the ornate entry hall that waiting on the other side. The ceiling was at least thirty feet high, and floor was solid white marble veined with shoots of black. Gold lame adorned the curved ceiling and the ivory beams that supported it, and a chandelier that likely exceeded Manning’s entire net worth cast subtle light throughout the cavernous chamber. A sweeping staircase rose away from the entry hall, leading to what Manning presumed to be the living quarters.
Manning mentally recited a classic Mel Brooks line: It’s good to be the king.
“My name is Edwards, Mr. Manning. Will you be staying for the party?”
Manning nodded to the butler. “For a time, certainly-though if it’s a black tie affair, I’m afraid I’m somewhat underdressed for the occasion.” He wore a dark blue suit and an understated tie. Though it had cost him $4,000, it was likely worth less than one of Lin’s used handkerchiefs.
“I do believe you’re on staff, sir, not a guest? Your attire is in keeping with Mr. Lin’s tastes. Now, if you’ll follow me…?”
The portly bald man led Manning deeper into the villa, past large rooms filled with furnishings of unquestionable value. The opulence was almost beyond measure, which wasn’t surprising. Chinese elites had an image to project, and Lin obviously intended to live up to his part.
At last, they came to a small suite of rooms located near the rear of the villa. Edwards knocked discreetly on a mahogany door before opening it, motioning Manning forward. Manning nodded his thanks and stepped into the next room.
Inside, several flat screen monitors glowed in the semi-darkness. A man sat behind a horseshoe-shaped desk and watched the monitors. Various portions of the property were under closed-circuit surveillance, and audio was included. A small storage area network stood in a rack in one corner, humming to itself. Manning surmised that the camera footage was digitized and stored there for future review, if necessary.
“Hello, Manning.” Baluyevsky was seated at a small desk on the other side the room, bathed in the wan light of a lamp. He closed the laptop computer before him and rose to his feet. His jacket had been draped across the back of the chair, and his white shirt drew tight around his expansive belly.
“Baluyevsky,” Manning said.
Baluyevsky waved to the horseshoe desk and the bank of monitors. “Our security station,” he explained. “The entire compound is under at least some degree of surveillance. This station isn’t manned routinely, but after the death of Lin Dan, we now have it operational twenty-four hours a day.”
“You pay your people overtime?”
Baluyevsky looked at Manning oddly, then pointed at one of the monitors. Manning’s GTO could be seen sitting in the wide driveway.
“This is your car. You’ll have to move it,” the big Russian said. “This will be a drop-off point for the rest of the guests. They are scheduled to begin arriving in one hour.”
“Don’t worry about it-I won’t be staying for long,” Manning said.
“I’m afraid Mr. Lin has requested your presence throughout at least the first part of the evening.”
“Huh. Didn’t think this was a party for the working class. Sorry, I’m not letting any valet drive my car.”
Baluyevsky pulled on his jacket. “Very well, if it makes things more palatable, leave it there. I know how you Americans love your automobiles. Come, let’s go for a walk. I will give you a guided tour, I believe it is called.”
Manning followed Baluyevsky out of the cool, darkened room and into the hallway. The big Russian led Manning throughout the lower floor of the villa, pointing out room after room filled with lavish furnishings and stunning artworks. Lin’s taste was hardly eclectic, Manning noticed. He preferred furniture that looked expensive, but was probably uncomfortable for more than occasional use. He was fond of statues from all over the world, and his framed artworks were likely first class, though such things were beyond Manning. Near the rear of the house, there was a windowed gallery where large paintings and wall hangings were on display. The windows overlooked the carefully sculpted gardens and huge patio, and a large swimming pool could be glimpsed past artistically manicured hedges. And the view from the courtyard was simply stunning: from the Golden Gate to downtown San Francisco, it was laid out for all to see. On such a peculiarly clear day as this one, it bordered on breathtaking.
“The view at night is simply lovely,” Baluyevsky stated, as if sensing Manning’s thoughts. “The city and the bridge gleam like jewels.”
“Probably the only things Lin doesn’t own,” Manning replied.
“For now,” Baluyevsky said.

They finally wound up in the large gourmet kitchen, which was full of white-clad staff scurrying back and forth as they prepared the night’s meals. Most were Chinese, but some whites and Hispanics were present as well. Baluyevsky led Manning to a large table off to one side, and motioned to one of the chefs as he sat. Manning sat down across from him.
“Lin doesn’t have any African-Americans working for him?” Manning asked.
“Observant. No, Mr. Lin does not care for blacks. Does this offend you?” Baluyevsky wanted to know.
Manning shrugged. “Lin’s an old guy from China, and most Asians don’t care for blacks anyway. It’s not surprising. I just didn’t think he would care about those things.”
“Mr. Lin cares about a great many things. In his world, perceptions are quite valuable.”
One of the Chinese chefs approached the table, carrying a silver coffee service. On it were two espresso cups made of extremely delicate china. Baluyevsky ignored the chef and picked up one cup by its tiny handle. Manning was surprised the vessel didn’t shatter in his thick fingers.
“Espresso,” Baluyevsky said. “Please help yourself, if you like.”
“Thanks.” Manning brought his cup to his lips and tasted the hot, bitter liquid. It was first rate, of course.
“So tell me of your meeting with the police,” Baluyevsky said.
Manning raised a brow and looked around the busy kitchen. “Here?”
“No one here cares about such things, and if they did, things would go badly for them.”
“You guys really stick it to the little people, huh?”
“I do not know what you mean by that, but no one here is threatened by us. They know what is required of them, and if they cannot provide a specific level of service-which includes discretion-then they are fired. That is all I meant.”
“Ah.” Manning sipped more espresso. “I see.”
He told Baluyevsky of his meeting with Ryker, and what his review of the murder book had revealed. There wasn’t a lot to go on, and Manning surmised that some things hadn’t made it to the book as of yet. Still, it seemed that Ryker and his team were moving ahead as quickly as they could. Solving a murder became substantially more difficult after the first forty-eight hours or so, and even though there was some substantial physical evidence, there was nothing that could offer up a suitable suspect. Manning told Baluyevsky that Zhu Xiaohui had been nominally cleared of any wrongdoing, but that the police were still interested in her.
“And they are protecting her from us?” Baluyevsky wanted to know.
“I got that impression, yes. You were made on the day that you stopped by her sister’s place, which wasn’t particularly wise.”
Baluyevsky waved that aside. “What did you not see today? What was missing?”
“Various interdepartmental forms. Background checks, things like that. I only saw the murder book itself, and while it was pretty thorough, I’m sure there’s stuff that hasn’t made it there yet. I asked for the forms to be shown to me tomorrow. Ryker said someone would handle that.”
“Yes, Ryker…what did you think of him?”
Manning shrugged. “Seemed competent enough. Contentious son of a bitch, but I can understand why. He’s got a bunch of outsiders looking over his shoulder and turning up the heat on his bosses, which doesn’t make things easier for him. He’s probably a very good cop, but he’s being kept on a short leash.”
“How close is he to identifying a suspect?”
“Not very. A lot of people hate Lin, both the son and the father, though the son certainly had a higher profile here in the U.S. I’m wondering if anyone has taken a look at his wife?”
Baluyevsky frowned. “You would think that Lin Dan’s wife killed him, or had him killed?”
“Look, the guy was taken out while having an affair with a much younger woman, right? That would cost a Chinese a lot of face. A lot of face, especially in circles like this one.” Manning indicated the house in which they sat.
Baluyevsky shook his head. “That would be impossible. Valerie Lin is not that sort of woman. She knew of her husband’s infidelity, but she bore it silently. The only action she took regarding that was to bring it to Mr. Lin’s attention.”
Manning was surprised by that. “She took this to Lin himself? That’s outside the box for a Chinese.”
“She has American sensibilities about some things, but you are right, it was a moment of great embarrassment for both of them. Mr. Lin was not pleased to be approached with such a development.”
“So what did he do?”
“He reduced his son’s standing in the business. Major responsibilities were transferred to others not in the family bloodline. And there was no chance that Lin Dan would keep his seat on the board of directors of Lin Industries, in either the U.S. or China.”
Manning thought about that. “I guess it didn’t work,” he said finally. “Lin Dan still had his ladies on the side.”
Baluyevsky sipped from his cup so delicately that it was almost comical. “No, it did not work. Apparently this woman is quite the artist.”
“What do you know of her?”
“Nothing. Only that she is a native Shanghainese, and that she has exorbitant tastes. Lin Dan was literally spending hundreds of thousands of dollars a year maintaining her. It was only when he brought her to California for their liaisons that Valerie Lin found out about Lin Dan’s ‘other life’, so to speak, and took action.”
“So Lin Dan wasn’t a very cool cat, then.”
Baluyevsky blinked. “What do you mean by ‘cool cat’?”
“I meant he wasn’t the paragon of discretion.”
“No. He was obviously not at all discreet,” Baluyevsky agreed.
“Ryker investigated him earlier for something else?”
“Yes. Lin Dan had cost his father much face before. He was an embarrassment to the family and the business more than once.”
Manning sipped some more espresso. “Maybe Lin should send his son’s killer a thank-you note.”
Baluyevsky glared at Manning. “Be mindful of your place, Manning. And hold your tongue.”
“Take a step back, Baluyevsky. I know what I’m here for.”
The two men stared at each other for a time. Baluyevsky defused the moment by draining his cup and setting it on the silver tray.
“At any rate, you will see for yourself that Valerie Lin is not capable of murder, or of arranging a murder. She will be here tonight.”
“Really? That’s…surprising.”
“She knows her place in Mr. Lin’s world, and even the death of her husband cannot excuse her from her duties just yet. As I meant to say, she is a very dutiful woman, and because of this I truly do not believe she is capable of murder.”
“I guess we’ll see about that.” Manning finished his espresso and placed the cup on the tray as well. Baluyevsky checked his watch and rose to his feet. Manning mimicked him.
“I will need to make some inspections before the guests arrive,” the Russian told him. “Perhaps you’d like to accompany me?”
“Why not,” Manning said.

At dusk, the limousines began to arrive.
Manning and Baluyevsky watched from one side of the driveway as the long, shiny vehicles disgorged their passengers, elegantly-dressed men and women who were obviously representatives of the upper echelons of both American and Chinese societies. Manning recognized an action movie star from Hong Kong, the U.S. senator from California, and two high-ranking congressmen. He wondered what they were doing for Lin, and what had Lin promised them in return? Lin greeted them personally in the entry hall, and he looked resplendent in a fine but conservative tuxedo. He had spared Manning only the quickest of glances as he stood aside and watched the arrivals stream in.
A black Audi A8 pulled up in front of the house, and a graceful woman alighted from it. Her hair piled high on her head, and she wore a long dark gown that was graced with a sparkling heron that ran from hip to hem. Over her shoulder was a leather purse so small as to be almost useless. She looked at once regal, yet weary as she glided down the covered walkway on high-heeled shoes. Lin’s greeting was muted and subdued, and the woman nodded to him obsequiously.
“Valerie Lin,” Baluyevsky rumbled.
Manning watched the elegant woman step into the house unchaperoned as one of the valets took her Audi around the house and parked it next to Manning’s GTO. Apparently, the wife of Lin’s deceased son did get at least one perk.
“A handsome woman,” Manning said.
Another limousine rumbled up the wide driveway, this one a large stretch Bentley. Several Chinese alighted from it, and Lin advanced to meet them, smiling broadly. He extended his hand toward an older Chinese man who seemed to be Lin’s contemporary, but where Lin was polished and poised, the newcomer seemed rough and unfinished, even while wearing an expensive tuxedo.
“That must be Ren Yun,” Manning said. “Lin’s pal from the good old bad days.”
“Yes,” Baluyevsky said. “He and Mr. Lin are among the most powerful men inside-and outside-China.”
“They don’t seem very much alike,” Manning observed.
“They are exactly alike. Mr. Lin is simply…more refined.” Baluyevsky checked his watch. “I need to confer with my staff. You needn’t come with me. I think it would be acceptable for you to mingle with the rest of the guests, so long as you hold your tongue.”
“What do you expect me to tell them, Alexsey? I’m here to bump off Lin Dan’s killer?”
Baluyevsky glared at Manning, something Manning now recognized as the big Russian’s default expression. “I do not expect you to say any such thing.”
“I wasn’t being serious.”
Baluyevsky blinked, and looked as if the thought had never occurred to him. “Was that American humor? It was not very funny. At any rate, you should tell them that you are in Mr. Lin’s employ as a security consultant only, and that you represent Mr. Lin’s interests in Japan. He has an office in the Komeito Tower in Tokyo. Do you know it?”
“Of course. I’ve actually worked there in the past.”
“Then you should have no problem coming up with something very boring to say, should anyone ask. Follow me.”
Manning followed Baluyevsky to the covered walkway and moved past the crowd surrounding Lin as discreetly as possible. As they did so, Manning took a moment to study the group. Ren Yun spoke animatedly to Lin; his voice was gruff and loud, and his manner was somewhat crude. Lin laughed at something the man said, and clapped him on the shoulder while the rest of the group tittered politely. One woman stood at the edge of the crowd, wearing an immaculate blue silk qi pao, the cultural garb women wore in mainland China. It was slit high on her thigh, and she wore low-soled shoes. She looked over as Baluyevsky eased his bulk past, his eyes fixed forward. Her dark eyes drifted toward Manning as he followed. Manning nodded to her slightly.
“Ni hao,” he said.
“Good evening,” she responded, and her English was devoid of almost any accent. She smiled slightly, and Manning smiled back. She turned her head and looked back at Ren and Lin, and Manning slowed an instant to study her profile. The overhead lights were bright enough to reveal her face, and he saw she had fine features that would have bordered on breathtaking if they hadn’t been somewhat severe. She had the face of a woman who didn’t laugh very much, someone who might be the usual officious sort who served the Chinese elite. She didn’t look back at him, so Manning continued after Baluyevsky.
Baluyevsky led Manning into the vast entry hall and turned back to him. “I will leave you here, Manning. I’ll look for you within an hour or so, which is when Mr. Lin and his guests will sit down for dinner.”
“Very well,” Manning said.
With that, Baluyevsky turned and left without another word. Manning watched him leave for a moment, then sighed. He had never been particularly good at social events even with people he knew, so skulking about a mansion amidst a cast of international elites promised to be less than entertaining. He slipped his hands into his pockets and looked around the entry hall, wondering what to do. Before he could arrive at a decision, Lin led the entourage through the front door. He was all smiles, and still had a hand on Ren’s shoulder. His eyes met Manning’s for a brief instant, and Manning got the hint. He faded down the hallway that led to the kitchen, his shoes clicking on the hard marble floor. Behind him, the assemblage erupted into raucous laughter as Ren barked out some joke in a dialect Manning did not understand.
The kitchen was still buzzing with activity, and Manning found there was no space for him there. He passed through it and made his way to the dining room, where more members of Lin’s staff were still setting the long table. There was no place for him there either. The gallery was empty for the moment, so he slowed and took a moment to look at the artworks on display. Two Grecian-looking statues stood silent guard duty, flanking a long line of expensive paintings that were likely originals. Manning put his hands in his pockets again and examined them closely. They did not evoke much.
“Are you appreciative of the fine arts?”
Manning turned and found that Valerie Lin was standing only a few feet away. She had come in from the patio area, where a bar had been set up. She held a glass of white wine in one perfectly manicured hand. Her fine makeup accentuated her beauty, as it was intended. However, it did little to mask her exhaustion. She emanated a quiet desperation that Manning felt immediately.
“I’m unfortunately not much of a connoisseur,” he said. “I guess I’m more of a comic book kind of guy. But I think this one here must be a Picasso.”
She smiled faintly and nodded toward the painting Manning indicated. “Le Femme au Tambourin,” she said as she walked over. “Yes, a Picasso. My father-in-law paid almost eight hundred and fifty thousand dollars for it in New York City last year. He outbid my husband by one hundred thousand dollars. The two of them competed against each other for everything.”
“I see,” Manning said.
“Do you?” She turned from the painting and eyed him for a moment as she sipped from her glass. “That would be interesting if you did. You are-?”
“Jerome Manning. I work for your father-in-law.”
“Of course. You don’t look comfortable enough to be one of his business associates, and I’ve never seen you before. I’m Valerie Lin.”
She switched her wine glass to her left hand and extended her right. Manning shook her hand. Her grip was soft and warm.
“I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Lin,” he said.
She released his hand and turned to regard the paintings on the wall. “Thank you, Mr. Manning. What is it that you do for my father-in-law?”
“Security. I do some work for him in Japan. At the Komeito Tower.”
“Really? What does he need you here for?”
Manning hadn’t really seen that one coming, even though it was an obvious question. “Mr. Lin has…well, his business interests are wide and varied, and he always likes to stay on top of things.”
“I’d thought that was what Alexsey was for,” she said.
“It is, but I represent his security interests in Japan. Our schedules happened to coincide, and he asked me here to brief him, and then asked me to stay for a while.”
She turned to him again. “Are you here to find my husband’s murderer?”
Manning worked on keeping his composure. Despite her loss, it was blindingly obvious that Valerie Lin was no dummy. It was also obvious that she had been through a lot; as she brought her wine glass to her lips, her hand trembled slightly.
“Mrs. Lin…I’m sorry, but that’s something you would really have to ask your father-in-law.”
She nodded after a moment, eyes downcast. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ambush you that way.”
“You have nothing to apologize for,” Manning said.
“Yes. Well.” She looked up at him and forced a smile to her face. “It was very nice to meet you, Mr. Manning. I hope you enjoy the night.”
Manning nodded. “Thank you, ma’am. Same to you.”
He watched as she walked down the hallway, then stepped out onto the patio. The bar was suddenly looking pretty good right now.
The Chinese bartenders were dressed in black vests and trousers, and smiled broadly as Manning approached. He ordered and received a bottle of Anchor Steam beer, a San Francisco area favorite and wandered around the vast patio. The huge grill beside the house was already fired up, apparently in an effort to supplement the busy kitchen, and flavorful smoke wafted through the air. Manning’s stomach grumbled, and he realized he was hungry. Thankfully, a caterer walked past at the moment with a tray of fresh shu mai in bamboo steamers, and he helped himself to a few. They were excellent, light and steamed to perfection. It was almost a shame to drink the beer after sampling such a fine delicacy, but he did it anyway. At the far edge of the courtyard was a series of arches which terminated at a pavilion that overlooked the Bay. It was currently deserted, so Manning headed for it and stood there for several minutes, taking in the view. There was a low glass-topped table flanked by four wrought-iron chairs in the middle of the open pavilion, but he ignored them and chose to stand. It was a clear night, and the lights of downtown San Francisco glittered in the growing night. It was most certainly a million dollar vista. Despite everything, he had to admit that Lin had no shortage of taste to go along with his fortune.
He was compelled to call Ryoko in Japan, despite her wishes. It would be nice to hear her voice, and to find out how she was getting along. She would still be sleeping, of course. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and looked at it. His thumb stroked the keys idly. Finally, he returned it to his pocket. She expected him to respect her wishes, and forcing himself on her was not likely to impress her.
Footfalls caught his attention, and he turned from the beauty spread out before him. Lin was leading Ren Yun and the woman Manning had briefly spoken with toward the pavilion. Manning turned to head off across the lawn, but he was surprised by Ren’s gravelly voice. He spoke in rough Mandarin.
“No need to leave because of us,” he barked. “We’re only here to take in the view for a moment!”
“Mr. Ren says there is no need to leave,” the woman said instantly as the trio entered the pavilion. “He and Mr. Lin are-”
“Manning knows what he said,” Lin said in Mandarin. “Don’t you, Manning?”
Manning nodded. Ren looked dubious.
“You speak Mandarin?” he demanded.
“I do.”
Ren grunted and stepped closer to Manning, looking up at him. He was bald with a round face and dark complexion, and his eyes seemed too large for his head. With his thick lips and short neck, he resembled a Chinese frog. He was somewhat sloppy in appearance; even though he wore a tuxedo, it seemed too big at the shoulders but pulled too tight around his round belly. Comparing him to Lin’s polished appearance, it was not hard for Manning to imagine he was Mr. Hyde to Lin’s Dr. Jekyll.
“Do you also speak Shanghainese?” Ren asked.
“I do not.”
Ren grunted again and looked over at Lin. “Americans learn Mandarin but not Shanghainese? Well, I guess we can’t ask too much of them, Lin Yubo.”
Lin smiled and put a hand on Manning’s arm. “Manning, meet my close friend and associate, Ren Yun. He and I have been through an eternity together, and I consider him to be my brother.” To Ren: “This is Jerome Manning. He works for me in Japan.”
“Japan?” Ren echoed. He cackled suddenly and turned to Lin. “Don’t tell me he works with Chen?” Without waiting for Lin to answer, he turned back to Manning. “So you must be the White Tiger I’ve heard of!”
Manning looked over at Lin, who gave him a resigned nod. “There is little about my business dealings that Ren Yun does not know.”
“I do not know why the Bai Hu is here,” Ren groused. He looked at Lin flatly.
“A personal matter,” Lin replied.
Ren got the message and nodded. He looked back at Manning with a vague, sour smile.
“I wish you luck then, Manning.”
“Thank you, sir.” Manning glanced at Lin and had no difficulty reading his body language. He nodded to both men and smiled tightly. “I should be going-enjoy the view.”
“You may leave also. Lin Yubo and I have matters to discuss,” Ren said to his translator. He said this without looking at the elegant woman who stood slightly behind him. She inclined her head to his back, but both men had turned to regard the vista beyond with hooded eyes. Manning looked at her as he started down the flagstone walkway, but her expression was blank. Clearly, she was likely used to such casual dismissals. They were a part of life when working for the Chinese elite. When they were a short distance away, Manning glanced over his shoulder. Lin and Ren were dark silhouettes standing shoulder to shoulder.
“I would guess he’s always that brusque?” he asked her.
The woman looked at him for a moment, then at the courtyard they approached. “Mr. Ren has his way. I would imagine Mr. Lin does as well?”
Manning shrugged. “Can’t really say. I’m here for a short term assignment, so we don’t have a lot of casual interaction. Usually I get my instructions, and I’m on my way. I’m Jerry Manning, by the way.”
“Yes, I heard. I’m Maggie Shi.” She glanced at him again, but didn’t offer to shake hands. Manning let it go.
“Pleased to meet you. What’s your birth name?”
“My birth name?”
“Your Chinese name. I’d imagine Maggie isn’t your real name, right?”
She glanced at him again. “Most Americans wouldn’t ask that question,” she said. “They’d take what I gave them at face value.”
“I guess I’m not like most Americans.”
“Meihua,” she said after a moment.
“Beautiful Flower,” Manning said. “Or maybe, Beautiful Plum Blossom, depending on the interpretation.”
“Well done. You are certainly a scholar when it comes to names, Mr. Manning. Is this how you ingratiate yourself with Chinese ladies?”
She didn’t look at him when she said this, so he had no idea if she was joking. He glanced at her, but she rewarded him with only her profile.
“I spend most of my time in Japan, so there’s not a lot of opportunity to ingratiate any Chinese ladies, Ms. Shi.”
She stopped suddenly. Manning came to a halt and turned back to her. She looked at him speculatively, her features illuminated by the wan light sconces attached to the columns supporting the archway overhead.
“I did not mean to be rude,” she said suddenly. “If I sounded that way, I apologize. I don’t have much time for…for social interactions, I’m afraid.”
“It’s not a problem.” Manning offered his hand. “Let’s try again. I’m Jerome Manning.”
She smiled after a moment and accepted his hand. Her grasp was strong and warm.
“Shi Meihua,” she said. “You may call me Maggie, if you prefer.”
“Which do you prefer?”
Her smiled deepened after a moment, and she released his hand. “Shi Meihua would be interesting,” she said. “I never hear my name from foreigner’s lips.”
“An interesting way to phrase it, but very well-Shi Meihua it is.”
“Do you prefer Jerry or Jerome?” she asked.
“Either will do, and are preferable to Da Sha Gua,” he said, using the Chinese expression for big fool. She laughed suddenly, eyes wide.
“Do you know what that means?” she asked incredulously. “Oh-of course you do. It’s so odd, hearing a foreigner say things like that!”
“I’m sure you’ve met your share of whites who speak Mandarin. It’s not a rarity these days.”
She nodded. “True-but very few of them try to use humor. Especially self-deprecating humor. The foreigners Ren Yun associates with are usually high-level businessmen looking to make inroads into China, or those who have to sustain the inroads they’ve already built.”
Manning nodded back the way they had come, where the two men were only vaguely visible. “He’s like Lin? A corporate exec?”
“No. He’s nothing like Lin Yubo.”
Manning raised an eyebrow. “Government service, then? A vice minister, perhaps?”
She adopted a fey expression and turned her face away from him slightly. “I’m really not able to say. What is it you do for Lin Yubo, Jerry?”
Manning grinned. “Whatever he tells me to do.”
She clasped her hands in front of her and looked at him again. “And is that difficult?”
“It depends on what he asks me to do.”
“You said you spend most of your time in Japan? Do you live there, or…?”
He nodded. “I have a residence there, but I also live over in San Francisco. Lots of flights to Japan from here, so it makes for a good home base. I presume you live in China?”
“Hong Kong. Have you been there?”
“Of course. I enjoy it there. Hong Kong’s a bit easier for a foreigner than Japan. It’s more like New York City, only the MTR tends to run on time.”
Meihua laughed. “That it does.” She looked past his shoulder at the big mansion. The courtyard was filling up now as people made their way to the bar.
“It’s interesting that even wealth as great as this is never enough to buy happiness,” she said after a pause.
“You think Lin Yubo is unhappy with his life?”
She looked at him again but didn’t answer immediately. She smiled softly after a time and took a step toward him.
“Do you intend to stay for dinner, Jerry?”
He shrugged. “I hadn’t planned on it, nor do I think I’ve been formally invited. It seems more of a closed affair.”
“I won’t be staying either,” she said. “Ren Yun has already informed me he will not be requiring any additional translation services tonight, as he will remain here with Lin Yubo.”
“Really.” Manning met her gaze for a moment, trying to get a read on her. He presumed that her occupation was a lonely one, as man like Yun Ren required much but usually gave little in return. And for the uninitiated, America could seem a cold, forbidding place.
“Have you seen much of San Francisco?” he asked.
She only shook her head, her eyes still on his. He caught a trace of her perfume, a subtle scent that reminded him of lilacs. The aroma was suddenly arousing, leaving his senses tingling.
“We should find the opportunity to change that, then.”

Ryker stopped his Malibu beside the guard station at the end of the gated driveway and handed the invitation to the security guard on duty. The man checked it against whatever was written on his clipboard, then motioned toward the driveway.
“Valets will take your car,” he said.
“Any chance they’ll lose it?” Ryker asked dryly.
The guard smirked and stepped back into his shack. Ryker took his foot off the brake and accelerated up the winding driveway. It was a long one, and it was not lost on Ryker that Lin had likely chosen the villa for its remoteness. He pulled up at the end of a long covered walkway and stepped out of the car. A Hispanic man in a red vest hurried toward him, and handed him a small card with the number 16 on it. Ryker wondered if a tip was in order, but if it was, the valet didn’t wait for it. He hopped inside Ryker’s car and drove away immediately. Ryker put his hands in his pockets and watched the taillights fade away for a moment, then slowly turned and regarded the mansion behind him. That it was huge and impressive was not surprising. He ambled up the walkway and showed his invitation to the man at the door, and was immediately granted entry. Ryker nodded his thanks and stepped inside the gigantic mansion.
The outright affluence of the entry hall alone was enough to take his breath away. Gleaming marble floors, gold lame on the ceilings, artful wainscoting abounded. Partygoers reveled deeper in the house, and a tuxedoed butler waved Ryker on.
“You’ll find most of the guests in the courtyard, sir.” With his pallor and accent, he could only be British.
“Thanks,” Ryker said. “Is Lin there, as well?”
The butler looked at him with vacant eyes. “Mr. Lin is also present, of course.”
Ryker nodded and headed down the long hallway, hands still in his pockets. He glanced at the artwork on the walls, and found he recognized some of the signatures. It appeared that Lin favored the finer things in life, even if some of those things were mere decorations. It was not lost on Ryker that his entire net worth might not even be enough to fill a simple 6 inch by 6 inch frame.
What the hell am I doing here, he asked himself, for the thousandth time. He knew the answer, of course. He just didn’t want to articulate it to himself. Still, it rose in his mind, completely against his will.
Because she might be here.
Slowly, his reluctant feet delivered him to the sprawling courtyard where most of the revelers had congregated. Some of them regarded Ryker with expressions that ranged from near-dismissal to outright interest. From his suit alone, it was obvious he did not fly in the same rarified air as they did. It didn’t take much to determine he was an outsider.
He made his way to the bar and asked what beer was available. He barely recognized some of the names, so he settled on a gin and tonic. He walked toward the pool area, the babble of English and Chinese and even some other languages assaulting his ears. Most of the conversations he couldn’t understand; even those he could were completely uninteresting. Ryker felt lost as he sipped his drink and scanned the crowd, looking for a familiar face.
He found one in Manning. The tall man met his gaze from across the courtyard, and he lifted his beer bottle in a gentle salute. He stood with a Chinese woman who looked nothing like Valerie Lin-she was too tall, too hard, and her face was perhaps a touch on the severe side. Ryker nodded back and turned away, looking out at the gleaming vista of San Francisco twinkling in the distance. It was a definite jetliner view. Despite his discomfort, Ryker found it to be a pleasant evening. The slight breeze uncharacteristically warm and dry.
“Didn’t think you’d make it, detective sergeant.”
Ryker turned and found Manning and the Chinese woman were standing behind him. She took in the view while Manning looked at him.
“My dance card was a little empty tonight,” Ryker told him.
“So this isn’t a conflict of interest? You showing up here while you’re in the middle of your investigation?”
Ryker reached into his jacket and pulled out a notebook. “I can interview people here more easily than when I’m rousting them at work or at their homes, right?”
Manning nodded. “So no play for you, eh?”
Ryker shook his head as he slipped the notebook back inside his jacket. “Unlikely.” He looked at the woman standing next to Manning. Her gaze was cool.
“Maggie Shi, meet Detective Sergeant Ryker. Sorry, I’ve forgotten your first name-”
“Hal,” Ryker said, extending his hand toward Maggie. “Hal Ryker. Pleased to meet you, Miss Shi.” He couldn’t quite pronounce the name the same way Manning had, and he wondered if that would be considered insulting.
“Good evening, Mr. Ryker. What brings you here?” Her grip was strong and firm, nothing dainty about it.
Ryker didn’t know how to answer that. “Police business,” he muttered.
“Oh? What business is that?”
“Ryker’s investigating what happened to Lin Yubo’s son,” Manning said softly.
Her expression did not change, but her eyes remained on Ryker for a long moment, sizing him up. The examination did little to make him feel at ease.
“It would be wrong of you to use this night to your advantage,” she said finally.
Ryker sipped his drink and glanced at Manning. “The law never sleeps, Miss Shi.”
“Of course not. But you should respect Lin Yubo, and not use this occasion to treat the people attending this event as suspects.”
Ryker sipped his drink again and turned away from her. He took in the view instead. “Sounds like you don’t care for the police, Miss Shi.”
“That’s not what I meant. I have no problem with policemen.”
Manning cut in. “I think what Maggie is trying to say is that this is a social gathering. Lin has lots of important folks here. And face it Ryker, you have the social skills of a pirate.”
Ryker smiled and looked over his shoulder at Manning. “Think I was too rough on you at the station?”
Manning shrugged. “I’ve been treated worse. But you probably don’t want to unwind the same attitude here, especially since your jurisdiction is way over there.” He pointed to the lights of San Francisco, twinkling in the distance.
“I’ll take that under advisement,” Ryker said. He scanned the rest of the crowd in the courtyard. Everyone was in their silken fineries, doing their best to look important and successful even if they weren’t. Ryker was definitely among the lower class here, barely at the level of the hired help.
“Just try not to be the bull in the china shop,” Manning said. “I imagine Lin invited you here to take in the crowd anyway.”
That seemed to capture Maggie’s interest. “You think Lin Dan’s-” She stopped herself and glanced around, then continued with her voice bordering on a whisper. “You think Lin Dan’s killer might be here?”
Manning shrugged. “Not my department. What do you think, Ryker?”
“Like I said before: the law never sleeps.” But the truth of the matter was, no one in the courtyard looked out of place. Some might have felt uncomfortable with the charade they were playing, but they had been at it for a long while and hid their true feelings well. And most of the guests were Chinese. They spoke a different language, were intimate with different customs that Ryker had only glimpsed through movies, books, and the occasional job in Chinatown. If Danny Lin’s killer was among them, she had picked the perfect camouflage. There was no way Ryker could get any traction without shaking things up, and that wouldn’t be very wise. Danny Lin’s murder was a political time bomb, and Ryker didn’t want it blowing up in his face.
“But who knows,” he continued. “Maybe. You think one of Lin’s people might have killed Danny, Manning?”
“I’m not saying anything of the sort. But in my line of work, we poke around in the immediate area before casting the net wide.”
Ryker sipped his drink again. “And just what is your business, anyway? And don’t give me that corporate security horse shit again.”
Manning smiled. “Later, Ryker. I’m sure we’ll be talking again at the stationhouse tomorrow.” He paused. “Try not to be a prick this time.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Ryker watched as Manning and the Shi woman disappeared into the courtyard. Ryker took in some more of the view and finished his drink, then handed the glass to one of the many waiters navigating through the crowd. He walked around the edge of the courtyard and examined the partygoers openly. There was no need to be discreet about it. Manning was right, the only reason Lin invited him was on the off chance that he might ferret out something among his inner circle. He was still a cop working a case, and he acted like it.
Until he saw Valerie Lin.
She stood near the patio, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. She had seen him before he had noticed her, and she didn’t smile when their eyes met. But she didn’t look away either, and that alone made Ryker’s heart start to pound. He’d hoped she would be here, and now that he found she was, he felt as nervous as a schoolboy on his first date. Was it because she was Lin’s daughter-in-law? Was she still considered so in the eyes of Chinese society, even though her husband was dead?
Well, we’ve seen each other. Let’s get on with it.
Ryker cut through the crowd, heading her way. He noticed Lin standing amidst a small group of people, and from the corner of his eye, Ryker saw Lin watching him as he walked through the partygoers. Ryker didn’t let that deter him for a moment. He couldn’t care what Lin thought about anything at the moment. He refocused his entire attention on Valerie Lin, still standing by the open sliding doors that led into the mansion. She watched his approach, and gave no indication if she welcomed it. Ryker didn’t quite know what to make of it, but he didn’t allow it to deter him.
“Mrs. Lin,” he said when stopped in front of her, hands in his pockets.
“Detective Ryker. I’m surprised to see you here.”
“And I’m equally surprised to be here, at your father-in-law’s request.” He turned and nodded to where Lin stood, still surrounded by his adoring public. Ryker noticed another man in the group, one of Lin’s contemporaries who resembled a frog, looked at him and Valerie as well.
“That’s some dress,” he said, when he turned back to her.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, of course. So…are you doing well?”
She thought about it for a moment. “I’m…doing as well as can be expected. I’m wondering why Lin Yubo invited you here, however. You’re not really…not really his type of person.”
But am I yours? he wanted to ask. But of course, he didn’t. One drink wasn’t enough to make him lose all control, and saying such a thing would be the next best thing to suicide as far as this woman went.
“I suspect he wanted me to have a look at the rest of the guests. He didn’t say any such thing to me, but that’s really the only reason I can think of that Danny Lin’s father would allow me to even get close to this place.” He looked up at the mansion that towered over them. “As you said, I’m not really this kind of guy.”
She looked at him with her flat, expressionless eyes for a long moment. “I would like to ask you a question. Was my husband responsible for the death of the Young woman?”
The question came out of left field and Ryker bobbled it for several moments, not sure what to do with it. He decided to catch it and play ball.
“I believe he had more than just something to do with it, yes.”
“And my father-in-law made that go away.”
“Same answer. Why are you interested in this now?”
She shrugged. “When I married Lin Dan, I was still…an innocent girl. But over the years, I grew to know him quite well. He was not someone I admired.” She looked around the courtyard, at the beautiful people, the rich and shameless, as they mingled and spoke and smoked and drank and ignored both her and Ryker. “I just wanted to know the truth of the matter, but I think I always did.”
Ryker said nothing.
Valerie looked around the courtyard once again. “I don’t want to be here. I want to leave.”
Ryker nodded.
She looked at him significantly. “Do you want me to leave, Sergeant Ryker?”
“I…” It took a moment, but Ryker figured it out. “Yes, if you want to leave, you-”
She turned and walked into the house without saying anything further. Ryker watched her go for a moment, then straightened his jacket and looked around. Lin still watched him, and Ryker was torn. How to play this?
Only one way.
Ryker stepped into the house and followed Valerie Lin’s wake as keenly as a Great White shark would follow a ribbon of blood in a dark sea.

“Manning.” Baluyevsky’s voice was just as brittle and intrusive as ever. Manning sighed and turned away from Maggie. The big Russian stood at the end of the hall, and his body language said it all: Come with me.
“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he said to Maggie in Mandarin.
“Of course.”
Manning nodded his thanks and walked toward Baluyevsky. The Russian faded back into the security center, and Manning followed him inside. The same operator sat facing the monitors, and Baluyevsky pointed to the one that showed the main dining area.


“Mr. Lin and his primary guests are sitting down to dinner, and the rest of the guests will begin their departures. You are no longer required. Mr. Lin wants you to go to the police station tomorrow and get another update from Ryker.”
“Very well.”
“Did you notice Sergeant Ryker left immediately after Lin Dan’s wife?” Baluyevsky asked. He strove for a conversational tone, but failed miserably.
“I noticed no such thing, nor is it at all relevant to what I’m here to do. Unless you feel Mrs. Lin is a potential method for Ryker to use to expose the murderer?”
“That is why I bring it up. Is she?”
“I don’t know, Alexsey. My job is to look after the law enforcement side. I’d thought that you and Lin had the family relations angle under control?”
“I leave nothing to chance. I do not think she is involved in her husband’s murder. But she may have some information. And now it looks as if she has left with the policeman.”
Manning spread his hands. “So?”
“So? So we expect you to find out from Ryker what he was talking about with Mrs. Lin.” Baluyevsky pointed to a monitor. Manning hadn’t noticed it was a freeze frame of Ryker and Valerie Lin, apparently speaking on the back patio. He looked at the image and sighed.
“You recorded them?”
“Video only. We have no audio pickups there.”
“I’ll see what I can find out during tomorrow’s meeting with Ryker. But if it’s not in the murder book, he’s not going to tell me anything about it.”
Baluyevsky wasn’t impressed. “You must find a way.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“Then you may start now. Your services are no longer needed for the rest of this evening.”
That brightened Manning’s day. “And to think I thought you were just another Russian ass. Thanks, Alexsey.”
Baluyevsky’s face darkened, and he drew closer to Manning, towering over him. Most men would have been intimidated. Manning was not most men. “Do not try and ‘press my buttons’, Manning. You will not like what happens.”
“You better remember who came to who, Baluyevsky. And don’t ever walk up on me, unless you want to take this to the next level.”
Baluyevsky thought about that for a moment, then turned and opened the door. “You may leave.”
“Thanks, don’t mind if I do.”
Manning returned to the hallway. Maggie had disappeared, and he spent several minutes winding his way through the mansion, looking for her. He finally found her stepping in from the courtyard.
“I wanted to get another look at the city,” she explained.
“Feel like getting a close up?” Manning asked.
She smiled slightly, her eyes fixed on his. Something flickered in them, and Manning wondered what it was. Desire? Anticipation? He could only hope to find out.
“I would like that very much,” she said.
Manning led her to the front door.

Maggie Shi had no idea what she was doing.
She allowed Manning to lead her to his car, and buckled herself into the passenger seat while he started the vehicle and pulled away from the Lin estate. As the tremendous mansion faded from view behind them, the car glided through the darkness, heading toward the Golden Gate Bridge. Manning didn’t make much small talk, and neither did she. Not that he needed to. She knew what he did, and she knew who he was after.
So why am I with him? she asked herself. What am I doing here?
She couldn’t find her answer, no matter how deeply she searched for it.
Or, more realistically, she couldn’t find an answer she liked.
Like Manning, she had seen Danny Lin’s wife depart with the police detective hot on her heels. She knew how to read body language, and while the cues from non-Asians were slightly more difficult for her to interpret, there was no mistaking what she saw. Both Lin Dan’s wife and the policeman Ryker were aroused by each other.
Maggie was thankful. Not just for the fact that the detective had been lured away from Lin estate. While she had been as careful as humanly possible to avoid all security during her murder of Lin Dan, the American police were very good at reassembling puzzles even when several pieces were missing. Not having Ryker on hand was better than having him underfoot. She was also thankful the Lin widow had someone to occupy her time, now that her vile husband was gone forever. She hoped that Ryker would bring her much pleasure.
She had left with Manning for the same reason as the Lin woman had lured away the detective. But there was a difference in their circumstances. Valerie Lin was doubtless emerging from behind a thick shell of repression and needed to experience the sensations of being desired again. This was something Maggie understood; in fact, as she glanced sidelong at Manning beside her, she felt much the same thing. Unlike Valerie Lin, this would be the final time Maggie would be made to feel desirable. It was unlikely that she would have the opportunity ever again.
She was surprised to see that Manning took her directly to his home without any attempt at subterfuge. No anti-surveillance maneuvers, barely nothing more than an occasional glance in the rearview mirror. He lived in a secure apartment building, though Maggie thought the “security” was a joke. Apparently, Manning did as well; as he parked his black GTO in the garage, he kept an eye on the mirrors as the door slid closed, and remained just as watchful even after he had exited the vehicle. He walked to the passenger side and opened Maggie’s door for her. She thanked him, then allowed him to lead her to his apartment directly. It was on the third floor, only a short elevator ride away. The unit was a two-bedroom affair, certainly not elaborate, but not cheap either-she knew San Francisco had the highest rents in the United States, and where Manning lived in Russian Hill was never considered cheap even in the worst of economies. It was sparsely furnished, though if by design or circumstance she could not tell. She knew Manning spent most of his time in Asia, so it seemed reasonable that his U.S. presence needn’t be terribly upscale. There were a few photos on the wall, most of them with a blond-haired woman and a young boy whose hair was darker. There was no official portrait, but Maggie saw much of Manning in the boy.
“My family,” he told her in a flat voice. “They were killed in a car accident in 2003, when I was in Afghanistan.”
Maggie nodded slowly. She knew all about the pain, the outright agony, such a loss could leave in its wake. She looked at Manning and studied him for a long moment. He stood beside her and looked at the photo with clear eyes, his face immobile, his body at rest. Though she doubted he could ever grow used to the fact his family was among the departed, it did seem that he had accepted it.
She didn’t know whether to judge that as a weakness or a strength.
Instead, she took his hand and led him to the bedroom.
The sexing was urgent, driven by a sudden desire that almost consumed her entirely. Two strong orgasms failed to even dent it. She climbed atop Manning and slowly impaled herself on him, then stretched out on his body and rocked her hips up and down. Their bodies slammed together in a hurried rhythm, their lips together, tongues touching as she pistoned up and down his length. He held out for as long as he could, and her next orgasm tore through her like a grenade blast. She felt her desire begin to unwind then, slowly uncoiling like a constrictor releasing its dead prey, only to have another wave of pleasure slam into her. She screamed into Manning’s mouth, and a moment later he moaned as he fired into her again and again and again.



CHAPTER 20


Alexsey Baluyevsky walked the grounds himself even though it was almost four in the morning. The courtyard had been cleaned and returned to its original, pristine condition, as had the interior of the great house behind him. All occupants were safe and accounted for. Baluyevsky had his security team searching the house throughout the night’s festivities, poking about in all the rooms, ensuring that no one could hide out. Baluyevsky even went so far to look through the kitchen cabinets. Once, as a much younger man, he and his soldiers had been attacked by a Chechen youth who had hidden in the cabinet beneath a kitchen sink. Two men had died that day, and Baluyevsky never looked at a kitchen quite the same way again.
The house was clear. The grounds were clear. Lin was safe in his second story master suite, guarded by two of Alexsey’s best men. The suite’s doors and and walls were virtually impenetrable, and Baluyevsky would not be surprised if they could withstand the blast of a 155 millimeter artillery shell. The windows were likewise hardened and bullet-resistant. And if that failed, one of the master suite’s walk-in closets had been turned into a safe room. If an attacker decided to come after his employer, Baluyevsky hoped he or she brought a lunch.
Just the same, he watched as his security team checked the grounds, using flashlights, hounds, and night vision devices. Nothing more amiss than some unnoticed party garbage came to light. Baluyevsky had the men check again. Only after the second check was completed did he release them, and only after they left did he allow himself to relent in the face of what felt to be nearly bone-crushing exhaustion. It had been days since he had had a proper night’s sleep, but he dared not reveal that his performance was degrading. After all, his employer slept even less than he did, and had been doing so ever since the death of his prized son and heir Lin Jong. While Baluyevsky was not enchanted by Chinese in general or Lin in particular, he had to admire the older man’s ability to continue to function on almost no recuperative rest whatsoever.
Baluyevsky took in the view of San Francisco from across the bay. Many of the city’s lights had dimmed as the night wore on, but there was still a quality of sleeplessness that surrounded it. Even though the majority of its inhabitants were fast asleep, the city itself and those who tended it remained awake, watchful, never succumbing to exhaustion or fatigue. Baluyevsky stood and watched the city for a few moments, his hands clasped behind his back. A chill had crept into the air, but he barely felt it. He was from the Ural Mountains, and the bitter cold weather he had grown up with had left him almost invulnerable to simple chill such as this. He unclasped his hands and checked his watch. It was 4:40am. It was time to get as much rest as he could before starting over again tomorrow. Hopefully, that troublesome American Manning would be able to get something actionable out of Ryker and then they could put all this weariness behind them, once and for all.
As he turned, he heard the vague rustle of clothing over skin, barely audible over the whisper of the breeze that blew in from the San Francisco Bay. His right hand went for his pistol, strapped to his hip. At the same time, a shape disengaged from the darkness almost directly in front of him, visible only when it moved. Baluyevsky was surprised, and initially thought it was an animal of some sort-but it was no animal. He stepped back as his hand closed around the butt of his pistol. At the same time, the shape lunged toward him with more speed than Baluyevsky had thought possible from a human being. Pain flashed through his arms, and he found that he could no longer draw his pistol. Two more strikes on his biceps made the pain go away-in fact, all sensation in his arms faded, and Baluyevsky wondered if the radial nerves in his arms had been severed. He lashed out with one leg, launching a powerful kick at his opponent even though it was too late. His combatant was far too close for kicks to be effective, but it was all he had. The black shape avoided the crescent kick easily, then launched upward like a striking viper. Baluyevsky felt a peculiar thrill pass through his neck, then something like an electric charge blossomed in his head, crackling through his cranium like a bolt of lightning. He couldn’t make a sound, and he wondered if he had been hit with a stun gun of some sort. Then he felt the wetness pour into his mouth and tasted blood. He knew then that it was no stun gun.
It was a blade.
And then, the blade twisted inside his skull, and cohesive thought came to an end.



CHAPTER 21


Manning awoke to find he was alone in his apartment. There was no note, no indication that he had ever not been alone, except for the vague smell of Maggie Shi’s perfume on his sheets. He ran a hand through his hair and prowled through the apartment. He found no trace of her, which was slightly unnerving. Manning was a light sleeper, both by nature and from training. How had she left the apartment without him knowing?
His cell phone buzzed, and he checked its display. The caller ID read PRIVATE. Manning was tempted to let the call roll into voice mail, but answered it anyway.
“Hello.”
“It is I,” Lin said in Mandarin. “Come to my home immediately.” The line went dead.
Manning stared at the phone for a long moment, then put it on the night stand and headed for the en suite bathroom.

Manning circled Baluyevsky’s body for a second time, moving slowly, trying not to disturb any elements surrounding the dead Russian. He was grateful for the tall hedges that surrounded the courtyard and the swimming pool area, for the day was off to a bright and sunny start. If this had happened in the hills of Los Angeles, say, then the body would be visible to dozens of people.
Lin stood nearby, along with Baluyevsky’s second-in-command, a man Manning had not been introduced to. The security man kept his hands in his pockets, but the hunch of his shoulders betrayed his tension. For the first time since they had met, Lin looked tense as well.
“What can you see?” he asked Manning in Mandarin.
“I’m not a medical examiner or a forensics expert. I think you should call the police, Lin Yubo. Waiting will make them suspicious.”
“So you see nothing?” Lin demanded.
Manning straightened and put his hands on his hips. “I see a dead man with what appears to be a knife wound beneath his chin. Looks like the blade transited through his sinus cavity and probably intersected with the brain stem. Alexsey might have drowned in his own blood, and his death wasn’t quick.”
“What else?”
“The killer’s address and phone number.”
Lin was deathly silent for a moment. Then: “This is not the time for humor.”
Manning looked at him squarely. “Whoever did this caught Baluyevsky by surprise. At the end of a very long day, when his responses would be degraded. From the position of his right hand, it appears he might have been in the process of drawing his weapon. What I’d really like to see though, is the video.”
“We have it,” said the second man.
“Who are you, and what do you do?”
“I’m Nyby, security staff. I reviewed the video myself. I saw the video this morning, right after we found Alexsey. It shows the…the engagement. It went down almost like you said. We didn’t catch the killer on any of the perimeter sensors…well, that’s not true. At about the same time, we had a family of deer enter the estate through a small gate that’s hidden by the brush over there.” Nyby pointed to the right side of the estate. “About a hundred meters that way, behind those shrubs. The gate’s been broken for some time, but no one has fixed it yet.”
Manning was gobsmacked. “You mean…you knew there was a break in the wall, and you never bothered to fix it?”
Nyby became a bit indignant, forgetting the fact his boss was dead on the ground only a few feet from where he stood. The corpse’s pale eyes were now dry and stared up into the sky. “Alexsey knew all about it, but only deer came through there. They’ve been tripping off the motion detectors for days. He wanted it repaired as soon as it was discovered, but”-Nyby glanced at Lin quickly-“but Mr. Han wanted to find a vendor who would honor a specific price point.”
Lin sighed wearily and nodded. “It’s true, Manning. Han did mention this to me. He was known to be notoriously miserly all his life, even when the money was mine.”
Manning rubbed his face. “You allowed a break in your physical security.”
“We had electronic-”
“Mr. Nyby, electronic measures are meant to supplement physical measures, not replace them. Someone had a very big mistake, and this”-Manning pointed at the body lying at his feet-“is the result. Has the entire area been photographed, and have copies of the video surveillance been stored somewhere safe?”
“Yes,” Nyby said. “I have about a hundred photos of the entire area, taken by a Nikon D700 digital camera. Also HD video through the same system.”
“Has anyone disturbed Baluyevsky’s body?”
“No. The first person to find it didn’t touch it, and we have video to confirm that. It was one of the landscapers.”
Manning nodded and looked at Lin. “Lin Yubo, what do you want to do? If we call the police, then another department will take charge of this investigation. We’ll be shut out, but the chances of them catching Lin Dan’s killer go up…though only slightly.” He spoke to Lin in Mandarin, shutting Nyby out of the conversation.
“I know this. What do you suggest?”
“How much money do you have in the house? Right now?”
“Two hundred and sixty-seven thousand dollars in cash. Much more in gold, silver, platinum, and gems.” Lin didn’t bat an eye.
“Give the landscaper one hundred thousand dollars to forget about what he saw here today. Then get your people to dispose of the body. The guy’s stiffening up, so the sooner he gets hidden the better. Do you have next of kin contact information?”
“Baluyevsky had no one.”
“So much easier, then. Where is Ren?”
“Upstairs, still in his room. He had a great deal to drink last night, as always. Why do you ask?”
“Just trying to get a handle on who was where when this went down.” In English: “Nyby, you said you have video of the attack?”
“Yes.”
“And no one saw it go down in real time?”
“Manning,” Lin said tiredly, “I do not require constant manned surveillance of my own property.”
Manning snorted and pointed at Baluyevsky. “I very much disagree.” To Nyby: “Show me the video.” He looked at Lin. “Ryker would be extraordinarily interested in this, and in the disappearance of your manservant, Lin Yubo.”
“As…as am I, Manning. As am I.”

Ryker was still in Valerie Lin’s bed when his cell phone started vibrating in his jacket. His jacket was on the floor near the door, but the phone rattled against the hardwood floor, and Ryker slowly disengaged himself from Valerie and slid out of bed. He picked up the phone but didn’t recognize the number that showed on the display. He looked back at the bed and saw Valerie was still asleep. He contemplated returning to her side and nestling against her warmth-the master bedroom was a little chilly-but the phone continued to vibrate in his hand. Even on a Saturday morning, he was getting calls.
So he did exactly what he thought he’d never be able to do: he slipped on one of Danny Lin’s terry cloth bathrobes and slippers (both were too small for him). And then he stepped into the white marble bathroom and redialed the number that had called him.
“Good morning, Detective Sergeant Ryker.” It was Chee Wei.
“What’s up?”
“Got some info you might be interested in,” Chee Wei said breezily. “I’m in the city. Want to meet at the Starbucks near your place? Market Street and, what, Polk?”
“Market Street and Fell. We can’t do this over the phone?”
“Got stuff to show you,” Chee Wei said. He sounded like he was enjoying the whole cloak-and-dagger bit a little too much. “Believe me, we’ll all want to see it.”
“Who’s this ‘we’ you’re talking about?”
“You and me for now, then Spider and the rest of the crew. Maybe even Captain Jerkoff himself, if he can remember he’s a cop first and a politician second.”
Ryker sighed quietly. “When?”
“Jeez, what the hell’s wrong with you? I’ve got a treasure trove here, and you’re dragging your ass? Meet me in thirty minutes, is that good enough?”
“Yeah. Okay.” Ryker hung up just as the bathroom door opened. Valerie stepped inside and looked at him. Her face was an emotionless mask as she examined him while he stood there, stuffed inside a bath robe and slippers that were three, maybe four sizes too small.
“You look like you’re about to bust out of that robe,” she said finally.
“I’m sorry.”
“Why?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “Because you think I might feel badly about you wearing my husband’s things, now that he’s dead?”
“Yeah. I guess, yeah.”
She shook her head, and her black hair shimmered in the light like some rare substance that was covered beneath a thin sheen of lacquer. “You worry a bit much…Hal? Can I call you Hal? Or would you prefer detective sergeant?”
“Hal’s fine, Valerie. A bit odd getting that worked out in your bathroom, though.”
“Who was on the phone?”
“My partner. He has something he wants to go over. He wants me to meet him at a Starbucks in SoMa.”
“The ABC?” she asked, using the term for American-Born Chinese. “Fong. That one?”
“One and the same.”
“So you’re leaving?”
“Yes. I think I have to.” He wanted to take her into his arms, and after a moment, he did. She came to him willingly and placed her head against his chest, her hands resting on his hips. Ryker bent over and kissed the top of her head. “Are you all right?”
“I have to pee,” she said with a slight giggle.
“Oh. Well, have at it, then.”
Ryker stepped outside and got dressed. He heard her go to the bathroom and flush the toilet, then turned on the water to wash her hands and maybe brush her teeth. He moved to the door, intending to ask if she had a spare toothbrush-Ryker’s mouth tasted a lot like the inside of a garbage can. But over the running water, he heard her sobbing. Quietly, because she was trying to hide it from him. He hovered outside the door for a moment longer, then turned and walked out of the bedroom.

“You’re late,” Chee Wei complained. It was almost 8:00am, and the Starbucks was already crowded. Ryker didn’t doubt he’d had to fight to keep his table. Maybe he’d even pulled his gun.
Ryker shrugged and sat down opposite him on a wooden chair that was off-balance. He tried to get comfortable, but the chair kept rocking around under him. He’d taken the time to buy himself a small coffee, and it tasted like rocket fuel.
“So what do you have that’s so important you couldn’t tell me about it over the phone, but have no problems discussing in the middle of a crowded, noisy Starbucks?”
“I heard from my cousin last night…well, more like this morning. Remember how I told you he was with the Hong Kong PD? He did some digging for me and found out some really interesting shit about James Lin.” Chee Wei smiled and took a swig of his skinny double half-caf mocha latte and looked damned pleased with himself. Ryker patiently sipped his no-frills coffee and wondered when Chee Wei would show the goods.
“Dude, you’re gonna love this,” Chee Wei promised.
“Any chance we can get this done before lunchtime?”
Chee Wei reached to the bag on the floor beside him and opened it up. Ryker frowned.
“Chee Wei. Is that a purse?”
“It’s a knapsack,” Chee Wei said defensively as he pulled out a manila folder from inside the dun-colored bag. He put the folder on the tiny table between them their coffee cups and flipped it open. Inside were several pages of text. Chinese text.
“Wow, it’s all in Chinese, even. Impressive,” Ryker said as he swigged some more rocket fuel and looked around the coffee shop. To think he woke up in a mansion just off of China Beach this morning, lying on a bed that was probably bigger than his entire bedroom in his apartment, next to a woman whose beauty was…well, the most amazing thing he’d ever seen up close. Despite being driven nearly crazy by grief over her dead, abusive husband.
Women. You just can’t figure them out.
“It is impressive,” Chee Wei said, rifling through the papers. “It’s a file on Lin Yubo, aka James Lin, former governor of Shanghai, former deputy director of the Central Cultural Revolution Group, and the head of the Shanghai Black Dragon tong. This guy was a real mover and shaker during Mao’s time. He started out as a criminal, working the backside of the Kuomintang and the rest of the Chinese Nationalists until the Japs invaded. When they took Shanghai, Lin faded out and came back into the picture, this time with Mao and his guerilla fighters. He stuck with them during the whole war against Chiang Kai-shek, and it seemed Lin Yubo was a true-blue commie lover.”
Ryker snorted. “Lin? A member of the Communist party?”
“The Chinese Communist Party, no less,” Chee Wei said. “Those guys didn’t mess around, they all believed in the Party, heart and soul. Well, at least in the beginning. But Lin? No way, man. It was just another way to stay alive for him.”
“An opportunist to the core,” Ryker agreed. “Look, all this is really interesting. But what does it have to do with our case?”
Chee Wei flipped a page over and started reading. He finally pointed at a block of text and showed it to Ryker. “Look familiar?”
“Yeah. It says ‘spicy beef platter’, right?”
“It says Bu zhan, bu he. No war, no peace. It was a slogan used during the Shanghai purges in the 1960s, during the beginning of the Cultural Revolution.” Chee Wei flipped over another page and held it up for Ryker to see. It was a photo of James Lin-Lin Yubo, back then, in a time when James Lin didn’t exist-standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Mao Zedong, the crazed deflowerer of twelve-year-olds himself. Mao had a gentle, almost beatific smile. Lin looked just as crusty as he did today, only more than four decades younger.
“So it’s revenge,” Ryker said. He took the printout and examined it more closely. A woman stood next to Lin, half cropped out of the picture. Ryker turned the page and pointed to her.
“Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife,” Chee Wei said. “She took over the post of the Central Cultural Revolution Group from Lin. This is when Lin had some bad times, when he was sent back to Shanghai to oversee the purges. It was actually a demotion, but my cousin thinks he used the time to rebuild part of his tong. Ten years before Mao kicks the bucket, and he was already planning for when China opened its doors to the west. You have to hand it to him, Lin is a really strategic thinker. And he used his crime money to buy his way into businesses and make even more cash.”
“You sound like you admire him,” Ryker said.
“I admire his check book, that’s for sure.”
“What else you got?”
Chee Wei spread out the pages as far as the tiny table would allow. Ryker picked through them, but 99 % of the text was in Chinese. He would need Chee Wei to spoon-feed him everything, which would be incredibly time-consuming. He was about to ask Chee Wei to type up the Cliff’s Notes version when he came across some more pictures. Lin as a younger man. Lin in the trenches with the rest of the commies. Lin as a respected member of the Chinese Communist Party. Lin extolling a group of people-
“Well, lookie here.” He pointed out one of the figures standing beside Lin in his ‘return to Shanghai’ phase. “You were right. It’s that guy the manservant.”
“Han Baojia,” Chee Wei said. “Lin’s deputy. See, I told you those guys had a history.”
“Shoot son, you might actually be worth a detective’s badge after all.” Ryker went through the pictures again, and found yet another person of interest. He’d almost looked over the image but something tickled his eye and he looked back. It took a moment for the face to register with him, and he turned the paper back to Chee Wei again. “Who’s this guy?”
Chee Wei read the caption. “Ren Yun. Until recently, the guy running the Ministry of Transport in China. He was one of Lin’s associates back in the day, and his primary sponsor back into the Communist Party after Mao died and the Gang of Four fell. What about him?”
“He was at Lin’s last-” Ryker said before he stopped himself. “I saw him with Lin,” he amended, and quite lamely, at that.
Chee Wei looked at him, puzzled. “What’s going on?” he asked.
Huh. Maybe he will make a good detective after all.
“I was invited to Lin’s house last night. For a, uh, social function. This guy, Ren, he was there. Looks about the same, only a billion years older.”
“You went to a party at Lin’s house?” Chee Wei was appropriately scandalized. “Hal, you realize that’s a bona fide conflict of interest, and probably ethically questionable, right?”
“Neither of those things ever separated Cueball from his badge.”
“Everyone knows he’s fat and stupid, and every village needs its idiot, so Wallace is ours. But you? You’ve got baggage, and superiors who fucking hate you, man. Going up there was probably not that smart.”
“Yeah, well.” Ryker lifted his coffee cup to his lips.
“You get laid?”
Ryker almost spit his coffee all over Chee Wei. “What?”
“I said, did you get laid? Was Valerie Lin there? Did your hormones assault her?”
Ryker sputtered for a moment, then made a face and shook his head. “Kid, you’re some piece of work.” He dropped his eyes back to the papers, hoping that Chee Wei wasn’t that good of a detective yet.
“Yeah. Yeah, okay. I guess it’s just not your time of the year yet. Don’t worry though, I hear rutting season is right around the corner. In, like, New Zealand.” Chee Wei caught the look of the woman seated at the next table. “Eh, sorry.”
“Do we know what this guy’s here for?” Ryker asked.
“What guy?”
“This guy. The guy I saw last night.”
“Why didn’t you ask him last night when you saw him?”
“Because we weren’t exactly formally introduced?”
“Oh. Well, I don’t know. I guess I can try and find that out, though. But there’s something else I got to tell you. This is the creme de la creme, man. You interested?” Chee Wei wiggled his sparse eyebrows.
“Not at all.”
“Lin had two sons. Danny was the youngest. His eldest? Killed in Shanghai last month. Care to guess how he died?”
Ryker didn’t need to guess. He stared at Chee Wei for a long moment, too stunned to even speak. Then finally: “You mean to tell me this has happened to Lin before?”
Chee Wei nodded. “Totally weird shit, right?”
“A month ago, you say.”
Chee Wei went through the printouts and showed him another page. A younger, taller, more vital version of James Lin stared at him from the small picture on the paper. While he couldn’t reasonably ascertain these things from just a two-inch by two-inch picture printed out from an inkjet printer, he got the impression that Lin’s eldest son had been nothing like Lin Dan. This one had been serious. This one had been intelligent. This one had been studious. And more than likely, this one had been legitimately dangerous.
“Do we know the full circumstances behind this one’s murder? And what’s his name, anyway?”
“Lin Jong. John Lin here in the U.S. No, we don’t know the full circumstances, it’s still an active investigation in Shanghai, and the police have the information closed off. My cousin mentioned that it might not be real smart for him to start a fishing expedition that way, because he thinks the Ministry for Public Security is involved. The Chinese version of the FBI, only not so nice and not restricted by things like, you know, basic human rights.”
“So he can’t really help us any further. I got it.” Ryker tapped the tabletop for a moment, looking down at the photos before him. “Whatever’s been following Lin around is finally catching up to him. Both his sons, gone. That’s got to be a tough thing to deal with.” And the cunning bastard never even thought to tell us!
“So what do we do now?”
Ryker leaned back in his chair and looked out the windows that overlooked Polk Street. He tapped the tabletop again, an aimless patter. “Let’s go back to the stationhouse and review all this stuff. Then maybe take a ride up north and see what we can find out.”



CHAPTER 22


The video wasn’t as clear as it could have been, despite having been captured by state-of-the-art digital recording equipment employing sophisticated night vision imaging systems. But there it was, Baluyevsky taking in the view of San Francisco, totally unaware of the figure that slowly separated itself from the hedges to his right. While Baluyevsky’s body glowed in the darkness thanks to the night vision system’s ability to read infrared imagery and therefore “see” the big Russian’s body heat, the figure stalking him was muted, not as distinct. She (and Manning knew that killer was a female, and had always known it since Lin had described what had happened to his sons) crept toward Baluyevsky like a tiger, slowly stalking across the wide swath of lawn that separated the two of them. Even shrouded by the darkness of night, Manning thought Baluyevsky should have sensed something, that his mortality clock was slowly winding down. And at the last moment, he did. The assassin had closed to within fifteen feet of him when he turned suddenly, already reaching for the weapon at his side.
His assailant leaped toward him and launched a barrage of strikes that Baluyevsky only started to block. Then, his left arm went limp, as did his right, though he kept his grip on the butt of his pistol. He lashed out with one trunk-like leg then, executing a surprisingly swift crescent kick that would have floored his attacker had it made contact. But she had anticipated such a response and ducked down. Baluyevsky’s leg sailed over her, and then she launched herself at him, stabbing upward with both hands.
Baluyevsky tottered for just a moment, then collapsed on his back. Bright blood squirted into the air. The night vision gear read it as white, so it showed up clearly on the video screen.
And then the killer relaxed. She bent over the body and verified the kill. Satisfied, she rose to her feet and slowly walked back the way she had come. There was no urgency to her gait. It was almost as if she was taking a leisurely stroll.
Manning watched the video twice. The attacker practiced an easy economy of force, despite being arguably outmatched by Baluyevsky in almost every way. The only chance she had-other than shooting him in the head from a safe distance-was to get close to him and work fast. And that was how it went down. Manning didn’t kid himself, he knew Baluyevsky was as deadly as any man could be, but in this instance stealth coupled with speed and precision had won out.
Is she better than I am in close quarters? he wondered. How much punishment can she take? Will one punch make her fold up? If I break her collarbone, will she still come after me?
If it had been me out there last night instead of Baluyevsky, would I be dead now?
Manning didn’t know the answers to these questions, but he had the nagging suspicion he soon would.
Nyby and another security man stood in the small room with him. Manning turned to them.
“Thanks for showing me this. Where did you take Baluyevsky’s body?”
Nyby looked at the other man, a broad-shouldered Chinese. “To the wine cellar,” he said simply.
“Take me to him. And get me some latex gloves.”

Surrounded by dozens of bottles of rare vintage wines, Manning donned the latex gloves Nyby had given him and knelt on the cold concrete floor to examine Baluyevsky’s body.
The corpse was stretched out on the cement floor and its clothing cut away. Manning went through the garments one by one, gingerly going through the pockets of his trousers-Baluyevsky had urinated when he died, and his pants were still damp. He extracted a thin wallet which held only two plastic cards, one American Express Gold charge card and one Wells Fargo ATM card. Neither card bore Baluyevsky’s name, but that of an alias. He carried no cash. Manning removed the pistol and found another one in an ankle holster, as well as a Spyderco Tenacious knife in a special pocket sewn to his dress shirt. The shirt was more red now than white. Baluyevsky carried a cell phone, but it was password-protected. Manning set that aside.
Finished with the clothes, Manning set about examining Baluyevsky’s body. He was a mix of fat and muscle, with the physique of a powerlifter. His chest and arms were particularly hirsute, but his legs were almost completely devoid of hair. Old wounds marked the corpse; dimpled scars left by bullets, longer, more livid scars where blades and shrapnel had had their way with Baluyevsky’s flesh. Manning ignored the older injuries and concentrated on the new ones.
There was some bruising around his shoulders, and on each of his biceps. Lividity had drained the blood from the bruises before they could darken substantially, but enough blood lingered beneath the surface tissue to give Manning some clues as to what had happened. He asked for a ruler, then held it beneath the blotched skin to capture their dimensions. He had Nyby take photos of the measurements with the Nikon while he stayed out of the camera’s range. When he was finished, Manning examined the bruises more closely. It looked like Baluyevsky’s assailant had targeted both of his radial nerves, not just once, but twice-possibly necessary since Baluyevsky was quite large and had a goodly amount of tissue protecting the underlying structures, and his attacker was on the small side. Manning appreciated the attacker’s dexterity. While he had been taught to do the same thing when possible, he found that clipping the radial nerve track was a mixed proposition with an equally mixed success rate. But Baluyevsky’s attacker had done so with great precision, and then did it again just to ensure the big Russian’s arms had been neutralized.
A lot of skill behind this attack.
Manning moved on.
The blade that had likely ended Baluyevsky’s life had been long but thin, perhaps more scalpel than knife. Manning rocked Baluyevsky’s head from side to side, working against the stiffening muscles in his neck. He felt around the back of the dead Russian’s neck, and detected no real damage to the cervical vertebrae there. Death was caused by soft tissue damage, likely to the brain stem itself where it left the protective sheath of bone. Cut off from the brain, Baluyevsky’s body would have no choice but to die. Manning found the method of death interesting. While the Lin boys had been killed in a gruesome fashion, Baluyevsky hadn’t; if anything, his death was almost as gentle a send-off as possible, excepting a sniper’s bullet to the head. His suffering had been minimal, which likely meant the killer bore no particular malice toward the big Russian.
But still, his death was meant to send a clear message to Lin Yubo.
There is no security.
Manning rolled the corpse over but found nothing remarkable other than some curious scarring on Baluyevsky’s right buttock. He rolled the corpse onto its back and rose to his feet, stripping off the gloves as he did so.
“What did you find, Manning?” Lin stood several feet away, behind Manning and Nyby. He looked down at the corpse with a muted expression of disgust, even though he must have seen more than his share of dead bodies. Manning chuckled inwardly. Lin was still Chinese enough to believe that a dead body on the premises would invite ghosts and perpetual bad luck.
“Baluyevsky wasn’t the target. You were.”
“I know that already.”
“He was killed to send you a message, Lin Yubo. Your most senior bodyguard, a man who had killed who knows how many people-himself killed in an engagement that lasted less than five seconds.” Manning tossed the gloves onto the corpse and turned to Lin. “Your would-be assassin is taking some time to show off. Frightening you is part of her plan. She wants to torture you mentally as well as physically.”
Lin said nothing.
“I’ve called in all the guards,” Nyby said. “And we can hire some additional contractors to take up some of the slack. I know some really first-rate people-”
“A little late for that.” Manning nodded toward the body lying on the cement floor. “The estate’s security has been substantially compromised. Remaining here is no longer an option.”
“So where?” Nyby asked.
Manning ignored the question. “Lin Yubo, how long ago exactly was Lin Jong killed?”
Lin did not answer. He stared at Baluyevsky’s body before them. Manning detected something akin to a shudder pass through the small man’s body, a sensation that he was certain was foreign to Lin, both physically and spiritually. Despite having lived a lifetime full of violence, much of which he had perpetrated himself, his aspiring assassin had most definitely accomplished one part of her mission.
Lin was terrified.
“Lin Yubo,” Manning said.
“Over one month ago. Thirty-nine days.” Lin did not look up from Baluyevsky’s body. “Why is it important?”
“We can’t stay here any longer.”
“Where will we go?”
“Upstairs. Get some clothes. Toiletries. Pretend you’re going on a weekend trip.”
“I never go on weekend trips.”
“Lin! Snap out of it!” Manning said, his voice loud and sharp, strong enough to penetrate the cloak of fear that had draped around Lin. The old man looked up at him then, his eyes sharp, angry. Manning nodded to himself. Even when the chips were down, Lin Yubo was still a greedy, selfish, self-centered bastard who demanded all defer to him, no matter what the circumstances.
“Do not speak to me that way ever again,” he said. His voice had a lethal quality to it, like the slithering sound of serpents moving into striking range.
“Then pull your shit together and follow directions,” Manning said, monumentally unimpressed that an 80-something was finally showing some backbone. “Get whatever you need, and let’s leave. You’ve been compromised here.”
Lin nodded slowly and finally turned away from the body. He headed toward the stairs, and Manning followed him.
“How many men do you want to take with you?” Nyby asked. He hurried after Manning.
“None.”
“What? Are you kidding? You saw what happened to Baluyevsky-”
Manning turned and faced Nyby directly. The security man drew up short, as if he had suddenly decided he didn’t want to get close to Manning when Manning was wearing his war face.
“I’m a whole lot better than Baluyevsky ever was,” Manning said. “Do something you might be good at, like dumping Baluyevsky’s body.” With that, he turned and trudged up the steps after Lin.
“But where will you go?” Nyby asked. He ran to the foot of the stairs and looked up.
Manning turned at the head of stairs. “Somewhere about fifty-two stories up.”



CHAPTER 23


“Where are you taking me?” Lin asked. He sat in the back of the GTO as Manning drove toward Interstate 101.
“To your office building,” Manning said.
“Why there?”
“Because it’s a logical place for you to retreat to. If you stayed at your estate, that would look suspicious, and might not draw the killer in. She wants you out of there. She wants to kill you in a place you feel supremely secure.”
“Then I must wonder why you are taking me to a place where you know I will be killed.”
“Because I want to make sure she can find you.”
“Manning, your logic escapes me right now.”
Manning glanced in the rearview mirror and met Lin’s eyes quickly before looking back at the upcoming highway interchange. “I want her to know where you are. If she knows where you are, then I know where she has to go. And that makes it an even match.”
Lin was silent for several moments. “So you intend to face the killer alone.”
“Yes.” Manning merged onto the freeway, heading south. “Lin Yubo, when did Ren Yun come to California?”
“Three days ago. Why?”
“The killer is part of his entourage. It’s the only answer.”
“Impossible. Ren Yun has vetted his staff thoroughly. In fact, he uses people who live mostly outside of the mainland, just to ensure no one with…hostile intent can appear in our midst.”
“Then you’ve all been played. This was something that’s been planned for years, Lin Yubo. This isn’t some spur of the moment kind of thing. This is cold-hearted revenge. For whatever you did to this person during your time with the CCP.” Manning glanced in the rearview mirror again. “Did you ever think you would have to pay for that?”
Lin made a dismissive sound and looked out the window. His eyes were unreadable behind his dark sunglasses. Manning concentrated on the freeway ahead as the Golden Gate Bridge loomed in the near distance.

Keeping several car lengths back, Meihua Shi followed the black GTO as it hurtled down the freeway. There was no chance her battered brown Toyota Corolla could keep up with the big muscle car if Manning became alerted and tried to lose her, so she made certain to hang very far back. Sometimes she lost sight of the GTO, but that didn’t unnerve her. Thanks to the listening devices she had put in the vehicle while he slept, she knew everything. And in case she missed something, she had left a small wireless recorder in the trunk, stuffed inside the insulation. She intended to retrieve that later and review the conversation between Manning and Lin, just on the off-chance something was discussed that she couldn’t catch over the wireless earpiece in her left ear. Her heart hammered in her chest. The anticipation was so very strong now. She knew she could pull abreast of Manning’s car and kill Lin with a single gunshot-she did have a small caliber pistol, just in case-but that was not her plan. She wanted him to suffer. First, the grief of losing his sons. And then, the fear that would envelop his heart when he realized her revenge was as unstoppable as a hurricane. She wanted him crushed and demoralized before she released him from the bonds that tied him to this earth.
Soon. It will all be over soon.
And when it was complete, she would be free to join her parents and brother in the afterlife. The crushing weight of years of planning and training for her vengeance would be lifted from her shoulders, and she would be forever free of terrestrial troubles.
For the first time in decades, she felt something else besides the pulse of anticipation that swelled in her breast.
She felt relief.
Content that her time would soon be up, she drove on, keeping the GTO in view whenever possible.

The homicide department at the stationhouse was vacant, so Ryker didn’t have much trouble getting Chee Wei to translate all the relevant facts pertaining to James Lin. Lin’s history with the Chinese Communist Party was interesting; while he had always known Lin was as corrupt as they could possibly come, he hadn’t ever thought he might have been a personal friend of Mao’s. And to find out that he was responsible for some very serious purges in China was something else. Ryker knew Lin was dirty, very dirty, but he hadn’t figured him to be a mass murderer. But hey, you learned something every day.
More compelling was the death of his eldest son, Lin Jong. Ryker questioned if Jong was even Lin’s real son, since China had a one-child policy. Chee Wei corrected him in that only eastern China had a one-child policy; Lin Jong was born in Chongqing, a huge city in southwestern China, and one where the policy was not in place. There was no data on Jong’s mother, but she was most assuredly a different woman than Lin Dan’s. A ‘second wife’, Chee Wei explained, something that was still acceptable in China even today.
“I might get myself one of those too,” Chee Wei said, with a toothy grin.
“You might want to get yourself a first wife before you start planning the second. And make sure you hide all the knives and frying pans, because the first will definitely find out about the second.”
Lin Jong had been killed pretty much the same way as his younger brother-he’d been sexually mutilated, and then stabbed. Unlike Lin Dan, there was no other woman involved as with Xiaohui. Lin Jong had been alone, in an expensive condominium he owned in Shanghai’s fashionable Bund district. The security cameras apparently captured an image of a female leaving Jong’s condo. A middle aged female.
“And of course, there’s no photo,” Ryker said.
“Nope. But she sounds a lot like our Amy Wong.”
“Who we already suspected wasn’t some middle aged matron to begin with. Okay, what next?”
“Not a hell of a lot. Like my cousin said, Shanghai police have the case pretty much closed up-nothing new was released to the rest of the law enforcement community after this, which is why he figures the Public Security directorate is calling the shots. Guess they’re just like the FBI, they don’t want to get involved with the rest of us.”
Ryker leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. He looked over at Wallace’s vacant desk, then across the room at Spider’s darkened office. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, followed by the squeak of the hinges on the men’s room door.
“We’re missing something,” he said.
Chee Wei rolled his eyes. “Duh. You think?”
“Thought you were going to work on not being such a smart ass all the time.”
“I am. I’m trying real hard to be a dumb ass.”
“Keep up the good work.” Ryker found his thoughts drifting to images of Valerie Lin, lying spread-eagled beneath him as he slammed into her again and again, her mouth forming a perfect O as she came, the muscles of her sex gripping him like a hot, wet glove. He squirmed slightly in his chair, then slowly leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. He was glad Chee Wei didn’t have x-ray vision, or he’d be able to see Ryker was still able to pop a boner almost on command.
But the younger detective still noticed something was wrong. “Dude, you all right? You look like you’re about to pass out.” Chee Wei favored him with a concerned look. “Or puke, maybe. You’re not going to puke, are you? That would really gross me out.”
“A couple of nights ago you saw a guy with his dick cut off, and that didn’t gross you out?”
“That’s different. I didn’t know that guy, and besides, he was a creep. But if you start puking, I might puke too. It always happens that way. When I was a kid, I puked all over my older sister when the girl in The Exorcist blew chunks on the priest. Jesus, I’m starting to feel queasy already. And that damned drink at Starbucks set me back almost six bucks, too!”
Ryker shook his head and put his face in his hand. “I’m not going to puke.”
“Oh. Well, that’s good.”
Ryker sat up straight suddenly and looked at the papers between them. “Hey. Did Jong live in Shanghai full time, or did he live in the U.S.?”
“Here in America. He has an address in Santa Cruz, I think. Family there, too.”
“All right. So what was he doing in Shanghai?”
“Visiting? Business? Who knows?”
Ryker thought about that for a long moment, then got to his feet. “Stay here. I’ll be right back, I just want to make a phone call.”
“You make phone calls all the time from your desk, why not now?”
“You ask too many questions.”
“Uh…I’m a detective, Hal.”
“Then stop acting like a dick and detect.” He pointed at the papers in front of Chee Wei. “Get a number for Lin Jong’s home in Santa Cruz and call over there.” With that, Ryker spun on his heel and headed for Spider’s darkened office. The lights were off, but the door was unlocked. He pushed inside and closed the door behind him, then pulled out his cell phone. He sat down in Spider’s high-backed chair and looked out at Chee Wei through the office windows as he paged through the phone’s dialed calls log. He found the one he wanted and hit the green CALL button.
“Hello.”
“Valerie. It’s Hal.” Ryker kept his voice low, but he could see Chee Wei practically cupping a hand to his ear to try and listen in on his conversation. Little creep, he thought.
She was silent for a long moment. Ryker was about to speak, to apologize, to ask if she was all right, anything to fill the void. He was thankful she beat him to the punch.
“I’m sorry I took so long this morning. I guess…I guess you had to go.”
“I did. But it’s not because of anything you did.”
“I know that. You said your partner called you, and that you had to leave anyway…isn’t that right?”
He breathed a silent sigh of relief. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly right. Listen Valerie…I need to ask you some questions.”
“About my husband. Of course.”
“No. About his brother. John Lin.”
“Lin Jong…? What…what would you want to know about him?” She sounded confused, and Ryker imagined she was trying to correlate his intended line of questioning with the murder of her husband.
Maybe she doesn’t know Lin Jong is dead?
“Do you know John-Lin Jong?”
“Of course I do. He’s my brother-in-law. He also works for my father-in-law, though in a much more senior capacity than…than my husband did.” She paused. “Why do you want to know about him?”
“Where is he now?”
“The last I heard about him, he was in Shanghai. He was supposed to come back last month, but he had to stay longer than planned.”
“Was your husband close to him?”
“Close? They were rivals. They hated each other with a passion. Danny went almost insane with jealousy after Lin Yubo promoted Lin Jong to president of Lin Industries. It meant that John would take over the entire organization after Lin Yubo retired. Or died.”
“When was the last time you or your husband heard from him?”
“Hal…what’s this about?”
Ryker debated what to tell her, then figured he had gotten everything she knew. She didn’t know her brother-in-law had preceded her husband in death, which likely meant James Lin wasn’t a stranger to screwing over his family anymore than he’d bend over anyone else.
“Valerie. John Lin was murdered in Shanghai a month ago. And it seems that whoever killed him also killed your husband.”
She was quiet for a long time. In the outer office, Chee Wei had given up acting like he was busy doing something else. Now, he just stared at Ryker through the windows in Spider’s office. Ryker waited, and wondered just how much of this conversation was going to go in the murder book.
“Jesus,” she said finally. Her voice was so small Ryker almost missed the utterance altogether.
“You had no idea.” It wasn’t a question.
“No. No! I had no idea at all! My God, does his wife know?”
“I have no idea who knows what, Valerie. I only found out myself this morning from the Shanghai police,” Ryker lied, thinking of the possible repercussions should James Lin somehow learn of Chee Wei’s Hong Kong connection.
“So…so Lin Yubo…he knew?”
“Yes. He knew all about it all along.”
She struggled with that. “And…and he didn’t tell Danny?”
“If your husband never mentioned it, then I would guess not.”
“Then Lin Jong’s family doesn’t know either. That old, reptilian bastard…”
Ryker needed her on course before her temper got the best of her. “Valerie. Valerie, I need you to try and remember something. Did you know what John Lin was in Shanghai for? You said it was for business, but do you know for what, exactly?”
“It was…it was for meetings. He was to help arrange visits for…for Chinese dignitaries, I think…” She went on, but Ryker muted the phone and yelled to Chee Wei.
“What was the name of the guy I said I saw last night?”
“Ren Yun!” Chee Wei shouted back.
Ryker took the phone off mute and interrupted Valerie. “Valerie, I’m sorry, but I need to find out what John Lin was doing in Shanghai. What dignitaries was he working with?”
She paused. “I’m not sure. I’m not that plugged into the business world-”
“Was one of them named Ren Yun?” Ryker pronounced the name terribly, but she got it.
“Yes! Yes, how did you know? He was at my father-in-law’s last night, wasn’t he?”
“He was. And I think he’s someone I’m going to need to talk to. Thanks, Val. You’ve been great.” He paused. “All around great in a way I don’t get to see very often. And I mean that as high praise.”
She snorted softly. “It’s been some time since someone has given me ‘high praise’. Thanks. I’ll accept it.”
Ryker smiled even though Chee Wei was staring at him through the glass like some kind of pervert voyeur. “Great. Can-can I call you later? It’s probably not job-related…” He was aware of his fumbling, but he couldn’t help it. This was all very new to him.
“I’d like that, Hal.”
Ryker said his good-byes and hung up. He glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was 11:30am. As he stepped out of the office, he ran a hand over his face, feeling the razor stubble on his chin.
“So who was that?” Chee Wei asked.
“Valerie Lin.” Ryker tried to keep his voice casual as he walked back to his desk.
“Why you old dog,” Chee Wei said with a huge, shit-eating grin.
“What are you talking about?”
“Come on! I saw you talking to her on the phone. Getting all tender. And wearing a suit on a Saturday morning? Dude, you were out doing some serious partying with the lady, weren’t you? Did you”-Chee Wei rose and pumped his hips-“get your love on?”
Ryker rolled his eyes. “Let’s grab some lunch and then head up to Tiburon. I want to chat with Lin and his house guest.”



CHAPTER 24


The high rise office building was mostly vacant, save for maintenance and janitorial workers. Few tenant employees were about, which made things a bit easier; there were fewer people to see Manning hustle Lin inside through the parking garage. He was stopped at security, and he was surprised to see the same two security guards who had greeted him on his first visit.
“You guys work around the clock?” Manning asked.
“Ha. We work in shifts,” the 20-something said. He looked at Lin and nodded respectfully. “Hello, sir.”
Lin nodded back, but that was it.
“We’re going to forty-five,” Manning said. “We’ll probably have some food deliveries and stuff like that. If anyone else comes in with access to that floor, please let us know. You can call Mr. Lin’s office direct, and I’ll answer the phone.”
“Something going on?” This came from the older guard. He slowly edged toward them from behind the lobby desk, his eyes flat and expressionless. The eyes of an ex-cop.
“Mr. Lin has some serious issues with a business unit in China. He needs access to the corporate network, including secure files and the like which aren’t accessible from his home. And some of that work is classified. He wants to be notified if anyone enters the floor.” Manning looked from one guard to the other. “Is that going to be a problem?”
The older guard ignored Manning and looked at Lin. “Mr. Lin, is everything all right?”
Lin looked properly indignant. “Yes, yes, everything is fine! Please do as my man tells you!” He then turned and marched for the elevator bay.
The older guard nodded sourly and directed Manning toward the metal detector. “You know the drill.”
“I have a building permit allowing me to carry my weapon in the building.” Manning pulled the plastic card from his wallet and showed it to the two guards. The older one examined it critically.
“I’ll be back with this.” He moved to a computer station on the other side of the long lobby desk and started tapping keys. After a time, he was returned and handed the card back to Manning. His expression never changed. “Okay, you’re clear. You expecting any shooting?”
Manning put the card back in his wallet. “I always expect shooting, chief.”
The elevator ride to the 45th floor was uneventful. Manning preceded Lin out of the elevator and ensured everything outside the elevator bay was secure. Lin swiped his access card at the lobby doors, and Manning stepped into the office beyond. He reconnoitered the immediate area, but he couldn’t look in each and every cube and leave Lin alone in the elevator bay. He waved Lin inside, and the lobby doors clicked shut behind him, the magnetic locks doing what they were supposed to do.
“Where’s your office?”
Lin pointed to the far side of the floor. “That way. In the corner.”
Of course. Manning conducted Lin to his office immediately, keeping one hand on the man’s bony shoulder and the other on his sidearm. There was a fair amount of territory to cover, but most of the floor was open; the cubes were up front, where support staff met. Manning ushered Lin down a hallway lined with lustrous mahogany wood and a subtle veined marble-tiled floor. As they passed the darkened executive offices, Manning marveled at the absolute luxury each office embodied. It was obvious that Lin and his people lived life on the high side.
Lin’s office was bordered by a secretary station and a waiting room complete with rich leather chesterfield chairs. Unlike his sumptuous home, Lin’s office was surprisingly minimalist; a small meeting area, a leather couch, a wide desk and a single high-backed leather chair. The furnishings were all top-class, but there was something cold, antiseptic about the office. Manning thought it was an accurate reflection of the man himself. The vertical office blinds were open. He steered Lin toward his desk and looked for a way to close them.
“Here.” Lin pressed a button on his desk, and the blinds automatically closed. Manning nodded and checked the ensuite restroom, noting that it was complete with a shower and bidet in addition to the requisite toilet and sink. He was almost surprised to see the commode wasn’t fashioned out of gold. He went through the linen closet there, and then the coat closet in the office. Despite the size of the office, it didn’t afford an assassin many places to hide. Just the same, he executed due diligence and checked behind the couch and the credenza that sat along one wall.
“Is that completely necessary,” Lin asked.
“It’s your life, Lin Yubo. You tell me.”
Lin sighed and started to pull out his desk chair to sit down, but Manning was at his side in an instant. He pushed Lin away and checked beneath the desk, and then checked the chair itself. Lin watched this with some amusement.
“You think my sons’ killer is inside the chair?”
“I think your sons’ killer is crafty, and might have taken a page or two from the terrorism playbook. Booby trapped furnishings is about as old as dirt.”
“I see,” Lin said.
Manning went through the desk drawers carefully, ignoring Lin’s disapproving stare. He moved quickly but efficiently, not caring about the specific contents. He found no tripwires, no electronics, no detonators or plastic explosives-the most menacing thing he found was a letter opener crafted from pure silver.
And a small Walther PPS pistol. Manning looked at Lin as he pulled the weapon from the drawer and inspected it.
“Do you know how to use this?”
Lin’s voice carried the requisite affront. “Do you think I’m a fool, Manning? For what reason would I have something I did not know how to use?”
Manning ejected the magazine and looked at the ammunition. The pistol fired.40 caliber rounds, and all looked fairly new. He slapped the mag back into place and pulled back the slide. A round was already in the chamber. Manning released the slide and placed the weapon on the desk.
“Keep that on you.”
“You think I’ll need it? Aren’t you here to guard me?”
“If you need it, I’ll be dead.” Manning waved toward the chair. “You might as well have a seat. And think about where you want to order lunch from.”
“I’m not hungry.”
Manning checked his watch. “You will be later, and this is going to take a while.”
Lin sat in his chair and slid it toward his desk. He picked up the Walther and turned it over in his hand, examining it closely. He put it back on the desk after a moment and looked up at Manning.
“My secretary orders for me.”
Manning pointed to the computer on Lin’s desk. “Then start surfing the web, Lin Yubo. Find a place that delivers…but not one that’s too close. Just in case.”
Lin sighed again and switched on the computer. Manning left the office and stepped into the secretary’s area. He closed the outer door, then dragged the secretary’s rolling chair inside Lin’s office and closed the door behind him. He rolled the chair over to Lin’s desk and sat down at one end, and started playing the waiting game.

Chee Wei drove his sparkling Lexus up Interstate 101 as if it was a fighter jet and he was hot on a bogey’s tail. Ryker sat in the passenger seat, fairly terrified as the young detective weaved in and out of the light traffic, pushing the car hard, even across the Golden Gate Bridge. He tailgated incessantly and changed lanes without even touching the turn signal, all the while listening to blaring, saccharine-sweet Canto-pop music that did nothing to ease Ryker’s tension. All Ryker could do was sit like a statue in his leather seat and try not to shit his pants.
It got worse across the bridge, when Chee Wei accelerated up the twisting roads like he was trying to win the Nextel Cup, blasting through the shifts, cutting over into the opposite lane so he could pass slower-moving traffic. When he narrowly avoided hitting a moving truck head-on, Ryker reached out and turned down the music. He heard the truck’s blaring horn fade behind them.
“Isn’t this car great?” Chee Wei said before Ryker could speak. He grinned like a school girl after her first kiss.
“You know, we’re not going to get any answers if we roll up to Lin’s place dead.”
Chee Wei looked over at him while still accelerating, and Ryker pressed himself back in his seat as the rear bumper of a minivan loomed seemingly just outside the windshield. Chee Wei stood on the brakes and slowed the Lexus suddenly, a look of disappointment on his face.
“Shit, Hal. You’d think you were scared, or something. Live a little, pal!”
“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do-live. Now please…drive like a sane person. Okay?”
Chee Wei looked properly downtrodden. “What the hell do I look like, a grandmother? This is a Lexus sports car, man! It’s an IS F!”
“As if that means anything? What, if we crash, we won’t die?”
Chee Wei pouted and did as Ryker asked, keeping the Lexus high-performance sedan traveling at a more leisurely pace. But just to demonstrate his angst, he turned up the stereo and sang with the music. Thankfully the music was so loud that Ryker couldn’t really hear his warbling voice.
Eventually they made it to the Lin estate. The guard manning the gate looked at the Lexus with a dour expression. He wore a sharply pressed gray uniform and walked with military precision. He was also armed, and had a radio transceiver clipped to one shoulder epaulet.
“Help you?” he said.
Chee Wei showed him his badge. “Detective Fong, S.F.P.D., along with Detective Sergeant Ryker. We’re investigating the Lin Dan murder.”
“So?”
“So? So? So open the gate, huh?”
The guard looked at Chee Wei’s identification card, which was next to his badge. “S.F.P.D.? A little outside of your jurisdiction, right?”
Ryker leaned toward Chee Wei and caught the guard’s eye. “Maybe you should call the house. Tell Lin we’re here to see him. After all, it was his son who got killed. Maybe he wouldn’t take too kindly to you holding us up?”
“Yeah well, maybe. Of course, he’s not here.”
Ryker frowned. “Where did he go?”
“Didn’t say. He doesn’t exactly report to me, you know.” The guard put his hands in his pockets.
“What about his guest? Mister Ren.”
“What about him?”
“Listen, we don’t have a lot of time. We need to get inside. You going to open the gate?”
“You have an appointment?”
Ryker unfastened his seat belt and got out of the car. Chee Wei started to say something, then closed his mouth. Ryker looked over the car’s roof at the guard with steely eyes.
“Do yourself a favor. Call your boss. Tell him who’s here. Tell him we need access to Mr. Ren. Because if you don’t, rent-a-cop, I might just have to break my foot off in your ass.”
The security guard glared at Ryker for a long moment, then shot him a crooked smile. He reached for the radio at his shoulder and spoke into it as he walked back to his little shack. Ryker didn’t hear the answer, for he stepped inside the structure and pulled the door halfway closed. Ryker kept standing outside of Chee Wei’s idling car.
The gate slid open, and the guard waved them through. Ryker got back into the car without thanking the guard, and Chee Wei accelerated the Lexus up the driveway.
“Gosh Hal, think you were a little harsh on the guy?” he said.
Ryker chuckled. “Never underestimate the power of the po-po.”
Chee Wei pulled up into the huge drive in front of the mansion and slipped the Lexus’s transmission into park when the front door opened and a man in a suit stepped out of the house. Ryker made out the telltale bulges of a radio and a sidearm under his jacket immediately. He threw open his door and stepped out of the car. The man walked toward the vehicle and stopped by the front left fender as Chee Wei got out himself.
“Gentlemen, I’m Christian Nyby. How can I help you?”
“Ryker and Fong, San Francisco Police. We’re actively working the Danny Lin murder case. I’m sure you know about that.” Ryker looked from the man to the imposing mansion behind him, eyes scanning the windows, looking for anyone who might be watching. He caught a glimpse of movement in one of the second story windows as someone pulled open a drape. And there was Ren Yun, glaring down at Ryker and the others as if they were nothing more than putrid waste that hadn’t gone down the toilet on the first flush.
“I do know that, but I’ll still need to see your identifications, if that’s all right,” the security man said.
Chee Wei pulled his and handed it over. Ryker slowly walked around the car and reached for his. Nyby checked the IDs, then handed them back. He looked at Ryker for a long moment, and Ryker looked back.
“What?”
“Weren’t you wearing that suit last night?” Nyby asked.
Ryker ignored the question, and Chee Wei’s inquisitive expression. His only response was to stare at Nyby as if he was a common hood. Nyby got the message.
“Anyway, Mister Lin isn’t here. So I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time.” Nyby smiled sympathetically, but it looked 100 % false. “Maybe next time, you can call ahead, save yourself some trouble.”
“We need to speak with Ren. Is he still here?”
Nyby didn’t miss a beat. “Mr. Ren isn’t available, I’m afraid.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Ryker nodded to the second floor window where Ren stood watching them. He was now smoking a cigarette. “Seems to me he’s pretty free at the moment.”
Nyby turned and looked up. His expression didn’t change a bit when he faced the policemen again.
“As I said. Mister Ren is not available.”
Ryker put his hands on his hips. “Let me talk to your boss. What’s his name, Baluyevsky?”
Something flickered behind Nyby’s eyes at the mention of his boss, and Ryker caught it like a shark seizing a fish in its teeth.
“What happened to the Russian?” he asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nyby said.
“That’s bullshit.”
“That’s total bullshit,” Chee Wei added. He must have seen the flicker as well, and he took a couple of steps toward Nyby. “What are you hiding, Nyby?”
Nyby stepped back, keeping both men in sight. “I’m hiding nothing. No one is available to speak with you gentlemen now. Next time, please call ahead, or bring a warrant.”
Chee Wei’s cell phone was in his hand in a flash. “I’ll get a telephone warrant right now. Marin and San Francisco counties have full reciprocity, did you know that? I can get a Marin county judge to sign off on a warrant, and a Tiburon detective will deliver it.”
“Fuck that.” Ryker walked directly to the house. Nyby started to reach out and stop him, but thought twice about it. He tried to put himself between Ryker and house instead.
“You can’t go in there. It’s private property, and you’re not even in your jurisdiction! We’ll have your badge for this!”
“And I’ll have Danny Lin’s killer. A suitable trade, right? Now get out of the way, pencil neck.” Ryker slipped past Nyby as Chee Wei approached him from the other side, his hand already resting on the butt of his pistol. Nyby saw the stance and kept his hand well away from his own weapon, but he continued to try and block Ryker.
“You can’t go in there!” he said.
“Then call the police. I think you’re hiding something, so I’m pretty sure you’ll be happy to have them roll up, right?”
Nyby faltered slightly at that, and Ryker pushed past him. He threw open the great wooden door and walked into the house, his footfalls echoing loudly in the granite entry hall.

“What is it that you want with me,” Ren said. Ryker determined his manner to be a combination of imperious, surly, and just plain nasty as they sat in second floor library. The same room Ren had looked down at them from. If he’d known Ryker and Chee Wei had been looking for him, Ryker was certain he wouldn’t have exposed himself at the window.
Chee Wei translated the statement into English for Ryker. Ren maintained he didn’t speak English, so Chee Wei was stuck with the translation duty. The suited Ryker fine; at least he could trust his own partner. Another Chinese man and Nyby stood in the room as well. The Chinese man hadn’t been introduced, but he was one of Lin’s people. Not a security guard, probably more of a personal assistant, Ryker guessed. He had offered to translate on behalf of Ren, but Ryker had refused.
“Tell him we’re going to talk about the days in China when he was with the Communist party. Specifically, tell him we’re going to talk about his meeting with Lin Jong before coming to the United States.”
Chee Wei looked at him oddly. “This guy-?”
Ryker nodded. “This guy was meeting with Lin Jong around the time he was iced.” Behind him, Ryker heard both Nyby and the Chinese man stir uneasily.
Chee Wei told Ren what Ryker had said. At the mention of Lin Jong’s name (this time with the proper intonation, something that had escaped Ryker completely), the old man’s eyes grew even more hooded. He lit another cigarette with a cheap lighter and flicked ashes into the standing ashtray beside his chair. Chee Wei translated his replies for Ryker.
“What business is that of yours?”
“The murder of Lin Jong directly relates to the murder of Lin Dan. This makes it our business.”
“Talk to the Shanghai police.”
“They’re not interested in sharing the details of a murder case they are actively investigating. And I don’t think they could tell me what you can tell me, Mister Ren.”
Ren snorted and blew smoke from his nostrils. “And what makes you think I’ll tell you anything? Why should I even talk to you? Have I broken any of your laws?”
“None,” Ryker said. “But you might have information that could save your friend’s life. We believe that as of right now, James Lin is in great danger, and that whoever killed his sons is now coming for him.”
Ren listened to Chee Wei’s translation. He puffed on his cigarette for a long moment as he thought this over. He then nodded to the Chinese man standing next to Nyby by the door. The two men left, closing the door behind them almost soundlessly. Ren looked at Ryker directly.
“What do you want to know?”
“Why were you meeting with Lin’s eldest son in Shanghai?”
“I’m here on business. Lin Jong was the president of the business unit my organization deals with in Shanghai. This was an official business-to-business visit. Lin Jong was acting as his father’s intermediary, and was kind enough to arrange for the appropriate visas and such. And as he is the son of my oldest friend, it was my duty to ensure he was well taken care of during his time in Shanghai.”
“Taken care of how, exactly?”
“Dinners. Entertainment. Not whores or drugs, like you think. That’s not my job.”
“Who was Lin Jong involved with in China?”
“I would have no idea.”
“The son of your oldest friend? The man you sponsored back into the Communist Party after Mao died? The man who oversaw the purges in Shanghai? And you have no idea who a man as important to you as Lin Jong was involved with?”
Ren glared at Ryker for a moment, then stubbed out his cigarette. He folded his hands across his belly and leaned back in the rich, leather chair he sat in. He looked up at the wood-paneled ceiling for a moment.
“I see you’re very well informed,” he said after a time. “How did you get such information?”
“From China, of course. But I’m not at liberty to discuss the workings of nation-to-nation cooperation.”
Ren snorted again and looked at Chee Wei. He said something that Chee Wei didn’t translate right away, and whatever it was, it pissed off the younger detective. He stared at Ren angrily.
“Hey, what did he say?” Ryker asked.
“He said that if anyone in my family passed that information off to us, that person was now dead,” Chee Wei said. His voice was hard, stony, and he kept his gaze locked with Ren’s. “This guy’s a fucking maggot.”
“Tell him he’s a fool. Tell him the Shanghai police are working with us directly, that they need to save face by solving Lin Jong’s murder. Then tell him to answer my last question: Who was Lin Jong boffing in China?”
Chee Wei fired away in strident, rapid-fire Mandarin. Ren Yun reached for another cigarette and lit it with his cheap lighter. He exhaled smoke, and it refracted the light coming in from the window behind him, adding a cathedral-like effect to the room.
“I have no idea who Lin Jong was seeing in Shanghai. He was a handsome young man. I have no doubt he did not lack for companionship. But he was discreet, very much unlike his younger brother. Lin Jong was brought up in a different time than Lin Dan. Excesses were not easily obtained, and if they were, they were never overlooked. Punishment was a constant in China in those days-not like today, where every red prince has a harem of women following him around all day, every day. Lin Jong was mindful of his place in our society, and equally mindful of his father’s station. And mine. He would not compromise us with an open dalliance. But I do not mean to say he had no one. I simply mean to say I do not know who that person, or persons, might be.”
“Who from your entourage met with him?”
“Which entourage? I have staff in China, and here with me.”
“Those here in the United States.”
“Myself. My secretary. My chief of staff. My travel affairs assistant.”
“May we have their names?”
Ren Yun rattled off the names, and Chee Wei wrote them down on his pad. He handed the list over to Ryker. He read it without any sign of emotion, then handed the pad back to Chee Wei. One of the names suddenly tickled his memory.
“This person named Shi. It’s a woman, right? Does she go by the name Maggie in the West?”
“She is my travel affairs assistant. Also my primary English translator when I travel abroad. And yes, she uses a Western name when traveling.”
“She met Lin Jong?”
“Of course.”
“What of Lin Dan?”
“I do not know. I very much doubt it. You can’t tell me you suspect her? Her record is impeccable.”
Ryker ignored Ren’s protest. “Did she arrive with you?”
“No. She arrived much earlier, to prepare things in advance of my arrival. She…” Ren stopped suddenly, a confused expression crossing his frog-like features. He puffed on his cigarette, a bid to buy time. Ryker felt a flash of anticipation surge through his gut. He was on the right track, and he knew it, knew it deep down. He leaned forward in his chair.
“Continue, Mister Ren. Tell me about Shi’s arrival date.”
Ren puffed on the cigarette furiously and stabbed it out in the ashtray. He leaned back in his chair and looked at Ryker with an expression of disgust.
“It’s coincidence only,” he said.
“Explain that, Mister Ren.”
“She left for the United States the night Lin Jong was believed to have been murdered…or at least, that’s what the Shanghai police think. But it’s coincidence. Complete coincidence.”
“I met this woman last night, Mister Ren. Now that I look back upon it, I very much think she is someone we would be very interested in speaking with. Where is she?”
Ren reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “I will call her.”
“That would be wonderful, but don’t mention the police.”
Ren nodded. “I understand.” He hit a speed dial combination and put the phone to his ear. He listened for a moment, then shook his head at Ryker as he spoke. He didn’t talk for long and disconnected quickly.
“Voice mail,” Chee Wei said.
“Where might she be, Mr. Ren?” Ryker asked.
“I dismissed her last night. I won’t require her services again until next week, when I meet with a committee representing the San Francisco Bay.”
“Do you know where she’s staying?”
“Of course. At the Grand Hyatt in San Francisco. Room seven one three. Do you want me to call the room?” Ren raised his cell phone.
“No. We’ll attend to that. Mister Ren, it’s very important that you search your memory and try to remember if there was any interchange between this Shi woman and Lin’s son in Shanghai. Did anything unusual happen? Anything at all. Amorous, contentious, whatever.”
Ren listened to Chee Wei’s translation and thought about it for some time. Finally, he shook his head. “The only thing that I can tell you is that she seemed unimpressed,” he said slowly. “I did not pay much attention to her during our meetings with Lin Jong. You understand? She works for me. So long as she does her job, I don’t care about anything else. But the other women in the area all seemed impressed with Lin Jong. He was a handsome man, as I said before. But Shi Meihua…maybe not so much. She’s met many men who are just as handsome, and some who are more powerful. And Lin Jong did not seem to notice her either way.”
“Mr. Ren…where did Miss Shi grow up?”
Ren looked puzzled by the question, and he took his time in answering. “I believe she is from Hong Kong, or immigrated there.”
“Are you sure she’s not from Shanghai?”
“She knows Shanghai as well as many people who work for me but who do not live there, Detective Ryker.”
“Is there any chance her family might have been from Shanghai?”
Ren looked at Ryker directly now, but he listened to Chee Wei’s question intently. He took some time to answer, searching his memory for the information Ryker requested. At last, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, I just don’t know the answer to that question. Why is this important?”
“James Lin oversaw the purges in Shanghai. More than a few innocent civilians were sent to hell by that man. There are more than a few reasons to hate him.”
Ren said nothing.
“Can you call your office to find out if someone can get that information on Miss Shi? Regarding her parentage, where she was born, so on?”
“Of course. I’ll do it immediately.”
“Last question. Where’s Lin?”
“He left early this morning, with his guard Manning. Where they went, I do not know.”
“Left with Manning, huh?” Ryker thought about that for a moment, then shrugged. “Has Lin spoken to you about the deaths of his sons?”
“Of course.”
“And?”
Ren reached for his pack of cigarettes but didn’t shake a smoke from the pack. Yet. “He is upset. His sons were all he had. His wife died years ago. He is a lonely man, now made even lonelier by an assassin who won’t attack him directly.”
“Mister Ren…did Lin ever tell you anything about the circumstances of his son’s death?”
“I know everything about Lin Jong’s…demise. Lin Yubo informed me Lin Dan met with an identical fate. The mutilation. The desecration.” Ren stirred uncomfortably, and Ryker found his discomfiture hypocritical at best. From what he had seen, Ren had participated in the deaths and displacements of thousands, perhaps millions. And here he sat, uneasy discussing the particulars of two deaths he hadn’t even partaken in.
They’re all the same…this son of a bitch, the Lins…I shouldn’t be trying to stop this woman from murdering them, I should be sending her flowers. He had to struggle with himself to keep from shouting epithets at the small, pot-bellied Chinese man sitting before him, and sudden anger surprised him.
“What else do you know about the murders?” Ryker asked instead.
“Nothing.”
Ryker nodded and checked his watch. Mid-afternoon was afoot, and he wanted to get to the downtown hotel in San Francisco and start tracking Meihua Shi. He wasn’t convinced she was the best candidate for the murder of Danny Lin, but she was the only lead they had. He rose to his feet.
“Thanks for your time. If you could check with your people in Shanghai about Shi’s background, that might be very helpful. Please contact Detective Fong with the information, whenever it arrives. Chee Wei, give the man your card.”
Chee Wei repeated what Ryker had said, and then handed Ren his card as instructed. His face was a blank mask, and Ren accepted the card with a similar expression. Chee Wei pointed out the telephone number, and turned to Ryker.
“You want to tell him anything else?”
Ryker considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “No. Tell this cock-sucking, dog-fucking, inbred son of a whore I don’t have more to say to him.”
Ren’s eyes widened slightly, and Ryker laughed. Some words truly had international meaning.

On the way back to San Francisco, Ryker called in a phone warrant giving him the ability to search the hotel room registered to Maggie Shi. He then called Morales, still on babysitting duty with the Zhu woman and gave him a quick brief. Morales wanted to meet them at the hotel, but Ryker told him to stay put. He didn’t know where Baluyevsky was, and until he got a handle on that, he didn’t want Xiaohui Zhu left unguarded.
“Man, this isn’t exactly easy duty over here,” Morales said. “This woman’s a hundred percent bat-shit crazy.”
“That’s a high-maintenance woman for you,” Ryker said, and then disconnected.
Chee Wei drove as fast as before, but wasn’t quite as reckless about it. He signaled his lane changes, and didn’t hit the brakes like he was trying to stop a speeding airliner on a short runway. He kept his eyes rooted on the freeway before them, and his chin was set.
“What’s wrong?”
Chee Wei didn’t look over at him. “That motherfucker threatened my family.”
“Ah. Yeah, he did. You should give your cousin a call, and let him know. I don’t think Ren is the kind of guy to make an empty threat, you know?”
“It’s four in the morning in Hong Kong. He won’t even answer the phone.”
“So leave a message?”
Chee Wei nodded, checked his mirrors, and merged into another lane. “You think this woman killed Danny Lin?”
“That’s what we’re going to find out.”
“Are we going to arrest her, or shake her hand?”
“What the hell do you think?” Ryker’s cell phone buzzed, and he checked the display. It was Spider. “This is Ryker.”
“What’s shaking, Hal? I just got a pulse from the DA’s office. You phoned in a warrant?”
“We have a lead. Not sure how hot it is, but it measures up with some new intel Fong picked up.” Ryker gave Furino the short version, elaborating only when Furino asked. It didn’t take long, and the more he talked about it, the slimmer it felt.
But at the same time, it felt right.
Spider didn’t comment right away when Ryker finished, and for a moment, he thought he’d lost the connection as the Lexus sped down the freeway toward the Golden Gate Bridge. “Spider, you there?”
“I’m here. That sounds a little thin, Hal.”
“I’m following up a lead, not bringing in a collar and typing up the arrest report for the DA to use at trial.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. But Jericho’s going to be hearing about this, he’s got the DA’s office spooled up to contact him if there’s any official actions required on the Lin case. That’s how I got the call myself. The only difference is that Jericho’s probably on the golf course, while I’m sitting at home watching my ten-year-old clear a room full of zombies on his Xbox.”
“So what do you want?”
“I want you to loop me in if something develops. And track your time, both you and Fong qualify for OT compensation.”
“Oh, you got that.”
Ryker disconnected and looked over at Chee Wei. The younger detective’s face was almost expressionless, as if carved from stone. Ryker didn’t have anything further to say to him, so he just tightened his seat belt and leaned back in the seat.



CHAPTER 25


The office building was well secured, seemingly surrounded by dozens of video cameras. She knew the doors would be locked, as it was the weekend and there was only a skeleton workforce on the premises, at the very best. This was simultaneously to her advantage and a sort of drawback. If there had been more foot traffic entering and exiting the building, she might have had the opportunity to slink inside and take her chances that way. But that was not an option; to try such an approach in the late afternoon hours would have been carelessly brazen, not to mention a complete failure. While she had no doubt the building’s security team was less than effective-how often had they truly been tested? — she was certain that even on a Saturday afternoon, their numbers were substantial enough to delay her. And more importantly, one of them might be able to summon the police before she could effectively deal with them.
Another impediment to trying to slip in through the ground floor was that, after all these years of waiting, of practicing, of training…she found the blood lust she needed to complete her mission was fading. There had been enough death in her past already, enough to fill a dozen lifetimes with unending remorse and grief. The security guards in the lobby of 101 California were only trying to earn a living, and were not guarding Lin himself, per se. Killing them might give her a few minutes of advantage, but that advantage would be tenuous, at best. She’d had the opportunity to slip into Lin’s mansion the night before, but she’d squandered it, wasted the chance on killing his primary guard dog, just to send a message, to increase his terror a thousandfold, to ensure he knew his life was near its end. She cursed herself now for her stupidity, for prolonging the inevitable. Time had been wasted, and opportunity had been frittered away like rice thrown at a Western-style wedding, despite the fact that millions went hungry on a daily basis.
Bu zhan, bu he. She repeated the hated axiom to herself, over and over, like a mantra. It took some time, minutes even, but soon her breast filled with the anger, the hatred, the components that allowed her to disassociate herself from the horrible events that lay in the near future. Bu zhan. bu he. Bu zhan, bu he. Bu zhan, bu he.
No war, no peace. Without going to war with oneself, there was no chance for peace.
She embraced it fully now, as she had never allowed herself to do before. It was an interesting moment, drawing power from her enemy’s most hateful slogan, a slogan that had been the epitaph for thousands. Friends. Family. Her mother, her father. Her brother, so small, so defenseless.
If she’d had much humanity left, she might have shed another tear for their absence. But the part of her that felt pain at the touch of grief had perished long ago, and now the despair only served as fuel. As motivation.
She pulled her old Corolla into the driveway that led to the parking garage. She pulled the magnetic card she had taken from Baluyevsky’s body last night before fading into the night, and swiped it across the card reader before the sealed garage doors. Automatically, one of them opened, rolling upward into its ceiling recess. She pulled her car into the garage and drove around, looking for the black GTO. The garage was mostly deserted, and she had no trouble finding it. She parked a few spaces from it, then exited her car, carrying a black, nylon duffel bag over one shoulder. The bag’s color matched her clothes, baggy garments the color of midnight, loose enough to allow for freedom of movement. She walked toward the car and pulled a lock pick from one pocket.
In just a few moments, she had the trunk open. She removed the recording device she had planted in the vehicle the night before while Manning slept, sated. The memory of the early part of the night rose in her mind unbidden, and she remembered the rapture she had felt while riding him. It had been years since she had allowed herself to run so freely, to take pleasure, and in a rare moment, return it as well. She wished she had allowed herself to lie beside him throughout the night and take him again the following morning, but that was not to be. Never to be.
She knew Manning was perhaps more lethal than Baluyevsky, and most certainly smarter. Otherwise, Lin would not have recruited him. The old man must have sensed that Baluyevsky, for all his skill, would have been nothing more than a helpless sheep being led to the slaughter. Manning was not that way at all, and she knew if he’d had even an inkling as to who she was, she would be dead.
Walking toward the elevator bay, she inserted a pair of ear buds into the recording device’s RCA input. As she entered the bay (once again with the assistance of the magnetic card she had liberated from Baluyevsky’s bloodied corpse), she played back the conversation Manning and Lin had had during their drive back to San Francisco. She had missed nothing, and it presented no further clues as to what Manning’s plan was.
But she knew. Both men were upstairs, where there was almost no place to run. It was a trap. Manning intended to ambush her when she went for Lin Yubo.
She called the elevator and pressed the button for the 46th floor, which was also leased to Lin Industries. As smart as Manning doubtless was, there were other ways to defeat an ambush.

The manager and the hotel security officer granted Ryker and Chee Wei access to the room with barely any questioning. They stood in the doorway and watched while the two detectives pulled on latex gloves and went through the room with a practiced, methodical ease.
There wasn’t much to it. While the hotel room was certainly upscale, it was also bereft of anything other than the most carefully-manufactured character-most certainly nothing like the Taipan Room at the Mandarin. Ryker didn’t need to turn it upside down to see that it had barely been used, if at all. While he’d been hoping the room had been used as a home base, he was disappointed to find that wasn’t the case. The closets and dresser were bare, and there were no feminine toiletries of any sort in the bathroom. The glass-walled shower was bone dry, the towels perfectly folded and aligned in the rack above the toilet. Of course, housekeeping had been through. Ryker asked about that.
“I’ve already checked,” the hotel detective said. “The staff says the room’s pretty much been like this the entire time. No room service, no calls for extra towels, no nothing.”
Chee Wei carefully stripped the bed and inspecting the linens. He looked up at Ryker after a few minutes and shook his head.
“Nothing. Not a single hair. You want to get forensics in on this?”
Ryker debated that, then turned to the hotel manager and the detective. “You guys mind if we call in some extra troops? We’ll keep things as discreet as possible.”
“Is it absolutely necessary?” the manager asked. “This is a Saturday night, and we have plenty of filled rooms on this floor.”
Ryker nodded. “Sorry, but it is.”
The manager looked entirely unhappy about it, but he nodded his assent. Ryker looked at Chee Wei.
“Go ahead and call in the troops. And have the local district send a cruiser over.”
“Okay, but why?”
“Because you’re going to stay here and keep an eye on things. I’m headed cross-town.”
Chee Wei frowned. “Where to?”
“One-oh-one California. I’ll bet you twenty bucks I’ll find Lin and his hired boy Manning there.”

The time passed slowly, but Manning was used to waiting in place for something to happen. He had long ago trained himself to ignore boredom, and to stave off sleep through sheer discipline. Those were the major problems with pulling sentry duty like this. There was usually nothing to do, nothing to keep the mind occupied. Waiting in ambush took a great deal of patience, and Manning had had years to cultivate that specific skill, both inside the Army and outside in the private sector. While it had been some time since he’d had to tap that well of patience-working for Chen Gui was usually all rough-and-dirty work that was over in minutes, if not seconds-he still had the hunter’s knack for lying quietly in wait until his quarry showed itself.
And as the sun slowly slid toward the western horizon, his gut told him he wouldn’t have to wait for much longer.
The food arrived from a restaurant in Chinatown that served authentic Chinese food, not the overly sweet/overly sour fare that most Americans thought was the real deal. Manning paid for the order with his credit card and promised one of the security guards a $50 tip to bring it up to the office floor. That way, Manning wouldn’t have to go to the lobby to pick up the food and leave Lin alone. The young security guard took the bait, of course; he was all over the extra money. Manning wasn’t gone for long, and he found Lin was still in his office, checking his email and doing what work he could by himself. It didn’t seem like there was much for him to do. Manning figured he was more the type of boss who told other people what to do as opposed to actually doing anything himself.
“Your food,” Manning said. He unpacked several containers and placed them on the credenza. Most were still warm.
Lin rose and checked out the selection. He slid open a drawer and removed some very expensive-looking china and handed a plate to Manning.
“I will not serve you,” he said, “so ‘help yourself’, as you Americans say.”
“Thanks.” Manning didn’t serve Lin either, but did allow him to go first. The older man arranged different varieties of food on his plate in small, neat piles and returned to his desk. He had already warmed himself some tea from the electric pot on the desk. Lying next to it was the pistol. Manning quickly dumped three different dishes onto his plate with his chopsticks and headed for the door.
“How long will we wait?” Lin asked.
Manning turned back to him. “Not long.”
“How do you know?”
“Because it’s time to get this over with,” Manning said. He returned to the secretary’s office and left Lin alone with his dinner and thoughts.

The patrolman didn’t seem very enthused to drive Ryker from the Hyatt to 101 California, and for good reason. The traffic was thick, and even worse, it was weekend traffic, which meant the out-of-towners were out in force. As the revelers were just getting started, the black-and-white squad car made some good time at first, but once it hit Kearny the traffic thickened enough that it took almost ten minutes to make it to the intersection with California.
“You want the lights, Sergeant?” the patrolman asked.
“Not necessary,” Ryker said, though he felt a peculiar anxiety beginning to build in his chest. And why was that? His instincts were trying to tell him something, but he didn’t exactly know what.
“Then I guess we’ll get there when we get there,” the patrolman said, slouching in his seat. He was already bored as hell.
Ryker wished he was also, but he was far from it. Far from it.

The air duct was just large enough for her to fit, but not at all comfortably. It was a tight squeeze, and very, very dark despite the night vision monocle she wore over one eye. The aluminum duct felt thin and flimsy beneath her weight, and she feared it might give way and she would crash through the suspended ceiling onto the office floor below. Or worse, the duct might simply fold up and trap her, leaving her pinned inside. That was her greatest fear-being trapped with no chance of escape, alone in the darkness, until the police found her or she simply died from thirst and starvation. And with the accursed Lin Yubo so near…
She pushed the thoughts from her mind and inched forward through the darkness on her belly, slithering through the ductwork like some sort of jet-black serpent, her movements slow and measured and precise. And virtually soundless. Stealth was her primary weapon now.
She came to a junction where the ducts split off, up, down, left, and right. She moved to the edge of the intersection and peered down, the direction she needed to go. Darkness waited, so deep and impenetrable that even the night vision monocle couldn’t properly pierce it after a hundred feet or so. But she could make out junctions like the one she lay at below, one for every story. She only needed to make it to the next one.
Slowly, carefully, she pushed herself over the edge until she hung head-down in the vertical duct. Using her arms and legs as brakes she slowly descended, leaving the ductwork of the 46th floor behind. She arrived at the 45th floor and slowly, oh so slowly, curled to her left and entered the horizontal duct there. She made very little sound the entire time, only a sliding scuffle here, a slight metallic creak there as the aluminum channel flexed beneath her body weight. She knew approximately where Lin’s office would lie, but she had no allusions about being able to attack him directly by alighting from the HVAC ducting. Nor would it be wise; Manning would likely be right with him.
And for some reason, she did not want to kill Manning…but she didn’t know how that could be avoided.
Slowly, she crept forward through the dark shaft, stopping every few feet to listen. All she heard were the sounds of the building, the air whispering past her, the gurgle of water in pipes. There was a distant metallic clicking sound, and it took her a moment to recognize it as a magnetic lock activating. And then-muted voices. Vague, indistinct, almost lost in the rumble of the building, but her keen senses picked them up the same way a bat’s sonar might detect a solitary moth fluttering along in the darkness. She peered through every vent she came across and found nothing more remarkable than empty cubicles or vacant carpet. Yet she was certain she was on the right floor…
And then she smelled it.
Chinese food. Wafting through the ventilation system, Very slight, but unmistakable.
Spurred on by this, Meihua Shi pushed forward through the ductwork, her heart hammering in her chest.

“But we didn’t call the police,” the security guard said. He was young black man with close-cropped hair who wrapped his arrogant air around him like it was an expensive topcoat. He glared at Ryker’s proffered badge and identification with surly eyes. Ryker sighed. He didn’t have the time to deal with some punk who had an attitude problem.
“Yeah, yeah, I get that,” he said. He tried to step inside the lobby of 101 California, but the kid wouldn’t budge-he stood smack in the center of the doorway. He’d decided to make his stand. From the corner of his eye, Ryker saw the squad car he’d arrived in pull away from the curb and merge back into the weekend traffic. He was on his own.
“Listen, you going to let me in, or not?”
“Why should I?” the kid said. “We didn’t call you.”
“Kid, let me ask you something-are you a special kind of stupid? Did you ride the short bus to school? I’m a police officer here on police business, and I need access to this building.”
“You got a warrant?” the security guard said.
Ryker looked past him at the older man sitting behind the desk in the lobby. The man watched the proceedings with something approaching a smile.
“Hey pal, can you give me a hand here?” Ryker called.
“We don’t need ‘a hand’,” said the younger man.
The older black man slowly rose to his feet and started walking toward the door. His gait was slow and ponderous, as if his knees were giving him some trouble. The bemused expression he’d been wearing before was gone. Now, he was all business.
“Malik! Let the man inside.”
The younger security guard kept his eyes on Ryker. “But we didn’t call the po-lice,” he said.
“Let him in.” The older guard made it to the lobby door and stood right behind the younger man, staring holes into the back of his head with his eyes. “Do it right now.”
The young man glared at Ryker for a moment longer, then backed off.
“Thanks,” Ryker said to the older man as he stepped inside. He presented his badge, and older man examined it for a moment then waved for him to put it away.
“I was on the Job myself for over twenty years,” he said. “Patrol. Retired out of Mission four years ago.”
“Ah-how’s life on the outside?”
The older black man shrugged and waved a hand at the lobby. “A lot less threatening.”
Ryker extended his hand. “Detective Sergeant Hal Ryker, homicide.”
“Willy Terrell. Good to meet you, sergeant. What can we do for you?”
“Looking for James Lin.”
“I see.” Terrell hesitated for a moment. “And might he be expecting you?”
“He might be, yes.”
“You don’t sound so sure.”
“I’m here on official business, Willy.”
Terrell looked past Ryker’s shoulder. “Where’s your partner?”
“At the Grand Hyatt, conducting part of the investigation there.”
“What investigation is that?”
“The son,” Ryker said simply. There was no need to be coy, especially since Danny Lin’s death had made the front page news. “And I guess you know that, right?”
Terrell nodded. “Kind of big news around here.”
Ryker glanced at the ceiling, several stories overhead. “Is Lin upstairs?”
“He is.”
“How do I get there?”
“Follow me,” Terrell said. He started lumbering across the lobby, and glanced over his shoulder at the younger security guard. “I’ll be right back. Keep your eye on things while I’m gone, and if I come down and find you surfing porn on the workstation, I’ll kick your ass.”
“In your dreams,” said the other security guard.

It took almost thirty minutes for her to make her way to the side of the building where Lin’s office suite lay. The vents leading to the office itself were too small for her to make use of, unless her intent was to drop a hand grenade into the office and hope for the best. Of course, that was not part of the plan. The plan was to see Lin’s blood flow from her artful blade work, to peer into his eyes as the light in them slowly faded. But a direct attack was out of the question. The vents were just too tiny.
But the single vent leading to the outer office was larger, and while not as wide as the duct she had crawled through for the past half hour, it was large enough. Slowly, she edged into it head-first, using the palms of her hands as brakes. Her shoulders barely fit, and she worried about her hips, but they were just narrow enough to allow her to slide her body inside the smaller channel. The aluminum sheath that made up the ducting flexed slightly, but the sound was virtually lost in the medley of background noise. She edged closer to the grating covering the vent’s terminus, barely moving now, descending only millimeters at a time, as silent as a phantom gliding through still air. She peered through the grate and looked into Lin’s secretary’s office. She could see only a small portion of the room; directly below her was a credenza and a patch of gray carpeting, over which a Persian rug had been thrown. She thought she saw a hint of a desk’s return, but the grating was too small to allow much more of the room to be shown. She examined the grate itself. It was plastic, and hinged on one side. Opposite the hinges was a small lever, meant to be pulled from the outside so the grate could be opened. She slowly reached for the lever with her left hand. As she did so, she heard a small squeak from below, something barely audible above the building noise that filled the duct. She watched as Manning suddenly appeared, leaning back in an office chair, his hands clasped behind his head. She couldn’t see much more than that, only the top of his head and a bit of his shoulders. His attention was not directed at the vent overhead.
And so, this is how it will be.
With that thought, Meihua Shi closed her legs and allowed her body to fall through the grate life a warm knife through butter.

“So the department’s still the same, huh?” Terrell asked as he escorted Ryker to the elevator bank.
“Same thing. More politics, though. Tough to get work done.”
“Tell me about it.” Terrell punched the UP button and turned back to Ryker. His expression still wasn’t very friendly, but it was more welcoming than the one the kid had shown him at the door. “Politics are the death of the department. When that lesbian became the chief a few years ago, that absolutely blew my mind.”
“She’s gone. Replaced by a guy named Hallis.”
“He and I worked Tenderloin together, and later in the 80s, Western Addition. He was an okay cop then, I thought. How is he as a chief?”
Ryker shrugged. “Not a lesbian.”
Terrell allowed himself a glimmer of a smile, then looked up as the elevator arrived and the doors slid open. He preceded Ryker inside and pressed the button marked 45.

The ceiling collapsed before Manning could do anything more than fling himself forward, out of the secretary’s chair. Even as he did, he felt something bite the back of his left shoulder, something that penetrated the fabric of his jacket and the shirt underneath. As he hit the carpet, he cursed himself for not having the foresight to wear body armor. What the hell had happened to all his training?
He rolled onto his back as quickly as he could, moving fast, the injury to his shoulder not slowing him for a moment. Behind him, the chair he had sat on was flung into the wall, striking it so hard that it shattered into two pieces and cracked the expensive mahogany paneling. A figure clad in black from head to toe caught itself on its hands, folded at the waist, and alighted on its feet like some sort of circus performer. A small slit in the black hood was just wide enough for the assassin to see through. Black eyes glittered there, eyes that Manning recognized, though when he had last seen them they were full of a different kind of passion.
“Shi Meihua,” he said quietly, as he brought up the Smith amp; Wesson. His training had reasserted itself fully now. He pushed his personal feelings aside and allowed it to take over. The person who stood before him wasn’t his lover of no more than sixteen hours ago; the person there now was a target, someone who intended to kill him unless he struck first.
There was no hesitation on her part, and she hurled the knife she held at him with expert accuracy as Manning fired, aiming for her center of mass. Two rounds found their target, and she was flung against the credenza, arms flailing beneath the power of the double impacts. At the same time, her knife slashed through Manning’s abdomen; it had been skillfully thrown, and it cut deep into his liver. Manning ignored the spike of pain as he gathered his feet beneath him and stood, reaching across his body with his left hand. He grasped the knife and pulled it out, gasping slightly as a greater degree of pain lanced through him, a kind of agony he had thought he’d grown used to. As the black-clad figure rebounded off the credenza and fell toward the carpet, Manning tracked it with his pistol, but he was off by just a fraction. His responses slowed by the spreading web of pain, he was slow to respond to the change in her body’s attitude. She wasn’t slumping to the floor, a victim of what had to be two fatal shots. Instead, she gathered her legs beneath her and hurtled toward Manning like a guided missile.
She’s wearing a ballistic vest! he thought, too late.
He fired again, twice. The first shot tore through her left thigh and blasted a path out of her calf. The second missed entirely. And then the pistol was sent flying as her left hand knifed out and struck his wrist with all the power of a sledgehammer, making his entire arm light up with pain. Manning pivoted at the waist and lashed out with his left fist, driving it into the side of her head with as much power as he could muster, which wasn’t much given his current position. He knew her target would be the knife wound. The liver was one of the most vulnerable organs in the human body, and he doubted her knife had perforated his entirely by accident.
Her body slammed into his, and the force of the impact made him stumble backwards as she wrapped her arms around his waist. Her uninjured leg scythed out, describing a brief crescent as it tangled up with one of his own legs. Manning fell onto his back, his right arm flopping uselessly at his side as he fired off another punch. Meihua’s head rocketed back under the force of the impact.
And then she punched the knife wound.

As the elevator reached the 45th floor, both Ryker and Terrell heard the gunshots, two fired close together, another a moment later. Ryker pulled his pistol as the doors slid open and held it in a combat stance, feet spread, crouching slightly. The elevator bay was empty, so he stepped into it, panning the pistol from left to right. There was no target for him to engage.
“What do you want me to do?” Terrell asked. He had no weapon, and he had pressed himself against one of the elevator’s walls.
“Call nine one one, tell them shots fired at this address and floor, and tell them I’m on scene. Then let the cops up here as soon as they arrive. It’s probably going to be a few minutes, though.”
“No kidding?” Terrell knew the traffic patterns of San Francisco as well as anyone.
“Where’s Lin’s office?”
“Far corner. Left out of the elevator lobby, walk to the wall, then hard right. Office suites are at the end of a hall, his is the last one. Secretary’s office outside, and then Lin’s office is past that. Here, you’ll need this.” Terrell held out a magnetic card, but did not leave the elevator. Ryker was forced to sidestep into the elevator and take it with his left hand, crossing it under his right arm to do so. It was awkward and left him momentarily vulnerable, but there was no helping that.
“Later,” Ryker said. He moved toward the glass doors that led to Lin Industries and swiped the card across the reader there. Magnetic locks clicked loudly-too loudly, he thought-and he pulled open one door with his left hand. Keeping to a crouch, he turned left and hurried toward the far wall.
Behind him, the elevator doors closed.

The pain was so intense that Manning had no choice but to scream. As Meihua’s fingers rammed into the slit that had been opened by her knife, she tore the wound open even further. Manning screamed again, but rocked to his right. At the same time, he wrapped his left arm around her head, cupping her chin in his hand. He made to spin her head around with all his strength; he doubted he could break her neck this way, but he would doubtless damage ligaments and tendons there. She knew what he was up to, and she released him, rolling with his arm’s motion, but her movements were slowed by her damaged leg. Manning ripped his arm out from beneath her and powered another strike at her head, and his fist caught her full in the face this time. His choices after that were to roll up on her and pin her beneath his body mass, but with one arm out of commission there wasn’t much he could do; she would doubtless immobilize his left arm and break it, leaving him mostly helpless. So he rolled away from her and sprang to his feet as quickly as he could. He reached inside his jacket and pulled the Asp from his belt and flicked it open to its full 42-inch length. At the same time, Meihua pulled herself up onto her good leg, using the secretary’s desk for support. Manning took a step back, using his peripheral vision to scan for his pistol. He didn’t see it, which meant he was either standing right over it or it was behind him. Warm wetness made the front of his shirt stick to his body, and the wound in his side throbbed sickeningly. He knew the damage to his liver was bad, and was very likely bleeding profusely into his body cavity. He didn’t have much time left before he passed out from blood loss.
Meihua sprang toward him suddenly, moving with more speed than she should have been capable of, given the damage done to her left leg. Manning swung the Asp expertly, cracking her across the right forearm with enough force to snap her radius. He then reversed the swing as she continued to close and raked her across the skull. The blow was mostly ineffectual, for at the last moment she dipped her head, and the tip of the Asp managed only a grazing strike. She kept coming, and Manning stepped forward, lifting his right leg, snap-kicking her with his knee against her chest. The force of the blow was strong enough to knock her back, and for a moment she tottered on her injured leg. Manning swung the Asp again, striking her in the chest, and she grunted in pain.
“Let me do this!” she shouted finally. “Let me do this, and I’ll let you live!”
“Not hardly,” Manning said. He swung the Asp again in a vicious backhand, and his target was her throat. The force of the strike would have shattered her larynx and promised a long, lingering death.
Despite her injuries, she spun on her damaged leg and took the strike on the back, right between the shoulder blades. At the same time, her right leg lashed out in a ferocious spin-kick that Manning couldn’t block-his right arm still hung limp at his side, the nerves tingling as if on fire. He tried to duck down, but there just wasn’t enough time-she was much faster than he could ever be.
Light exploded behind his eyes as he took the kick right to the side of the head.

Ryker heard the sounds of struggle somewhere on the floor. His Glock at the ready, he advanced toward the office suites in the far corner, glancing into cubicles as he passed by them. Through the ceiling to floor windows, he saw the sun was already below the horizon. The city of San Francisco was lighting up, ready to repel the darkness of night. In counterpoint, half the lights on the office floor switched off suddenly. Ryker cursed the lack of illumination, as now every shadow could offer cover to a potential attacker.
Only two lights were on in the dark hallway that led to the office suites. Ryker considered his chances for a moment. There were many, many places for an attacker to hide, but at the end of the hallway, a thin strip of light beckoned. Light that escaped from beneath a shut door.
And then he heard a woman shout something, and then a loud crash.
Ryker firmed his grip on the Glock. Time to join the party.

Meihua watched as Manning collapsed face-first to the floor in an awkward sprawl. The Asp slipped from his grasp, and the bend in his left arm told her she had indeed broken it as she had intended. His jacket and shirt were darkened by the blood pouring from the injury in his side. She hadn’t meant it to be a fatal wound, but he had rushed her; the speed at which he had pulled his weapon, turned, and fired hadn’t left her with much choice in the matter. She had hurled her knife as she had been trained to do those many, many years ago in China and Taiwan. The liver was one of the human body’s most important organs, and as such, it was incredibly vulnerable to injury. Even the smallest wound could impair its function, and of course, it bled a great deal. If she hadn’t struck him there, she knew his next shot would be to her head, and that would be that.
Convinced Manning wasn’t going anywhere, she limped toward the office suite’s inner door. She was bleeding badly, from the wound in her left leg and from her nose, which Manning had broken with his punch. And her right arm was damaged as well; in just a matter of seconds, Manning had rendered her almost combat-ineffective. It was by more luck than skill that she had persevered and overcome him, but she had known that fighting him would be a great challenge. She felt no euphoria at the victory, just a deep, hollow fatigue.
She threw open the office door and leaped inside with as much vigor as she could summon, landing in an awkward crouch, her right arm curled before her chest, her bleeding left leg extended behind her for balance. The pain was starting to mount now, interfering with her ability to concentrate, to remain focused; she used every ounce of her conditioning to hold it at bay, to short-circuit the nerve impulses carrying useless messages of pain before they reached her brain. She looked from right to left, but the office appeared to be empty. All the lights were on, but where was Lin-?
The sound of trickling water captured her attention, and she looked to her left. The sound came from behind a closed door, and she saw a strip of wan light radiating from the small gap between the door and floor. Through her damaged nose, she could still smell the lingering Chinese food, and the glance to the credenza to her right revealed the remains of a large dinner, in foil trays and white cardboard boxes. Back to her left, the trickling water beckoned to her.
He’s in there, she thought.
She rose and advanced toward the door at a slow, hobbling pace. As she walked, she reached to her waist, where the belt of blades was cinched tight around the thin, high-tech ballistic armor that protected her chest. She pulled a long, thin blade from its sheath. Its hilt was made from white pearl. White-the color of death in China.
As her fingertips touched the door knob, she sensed movement to her right. She crouched instinctively as the first pistol shot tore through the wooden door, sending splinters flying. The second shot hit her in the back, but the armor protected her from most of the damage, though she screamed as the force of the impact knocked her asprawl. She continued with the motion, rolling across the carpeted floor as Lin Yubo stepped around the desk, his pistol held before him in both hands. He squeezed off another shot. It missed, but not by a wide margin.
“Face me!” Lin shouted in Shanghainese. “Face me! Don’t hide behind your mask, show yourself, assassin!” As he spoke, he continued firing, again and again. Meihua backpedaled as quickly as she could, leaving a broken trail of blood on the carpeting from her leg, whimpering behind her mask as the shattered bones of her right arm ground against each other. A bullet struck her right hand, decimating the fine bones there. Another slammed into her chest, followed by another, but both rounds were turned by her armor. She backed into the hard, unyielding credenza behind her, and another bullet smashed through the fine wood only an inch from her left ear.
And then the Walther PPS Lin held was out of ammunition, its slide locked back. Smoke rose from its exposed breech. Lin kept the weapon trained on her, as if unaware its magazine was depleted.
Slowly, painfully, Meihua pushed herself to a half-standing, half-leaning position against the credenza. With her bleeding hand, she pulled the black hood from her head and tossed it to the floor. She wiped at the blood pouring from her nose and glared at him. For his part, Lin returned the stare, and even now his gaze was cold, reptilian.
“A woman,” he said, almost disgusted. “A woman was able to penetrate my defenses, kill my sons, and almost kill me. A woman. The gods must be laughing.”
“Do you know who I am, Lin Yubo?” she asked. Her voice was still strong and vital, even though her body was damaged and failing. But she had strength enough to overpower an old man in his 80s. She knew that. It was fate, both his and hers.
“I know you are Ren Yun’s translator.”
“My family name is Shi. My father was Shi Yue, my mother Zuo Gong, my brother Shi Tian. You and your people killed them in your purges. In Shanghai.”
“Do you think I care?” Lin asked, his voice pitched low. “Do you think I even knew their names? Do you think you would have done any differently? You want revenge, Shi Meihua? Find the ghost of Mao Zedong. Take it up with him.” As he spoke, Lin ejected the Walther’s spent magazine and pulled another from his pocket.
Meihua screamed and lurched toward him, her blade glittering in her left hand. Lin’s eyes registered something other than cold calculation for the first time as an expression of surprise befell his face. It was clear he hadn’t expected such vitality from her, that he had been convinced her time was over. He stepped back at the very last moment to avoid her blade, but it slashed open the back of his right hand. Lin cried out and dropped the Walther to the floor as he backpedaled, steadying himself against the expanse of his desk as she continued her advance. Meihua grinned. At last, she had her quarry cornered-
She was rammed against the desk as Manning charged into her like a bull, using his superior weight to pin her against it. The wind rushed from her lungs, but still she twisted and elbowed him in the face. Manning grunted but did not relent, so she buried her blade to its hilt into his chest twice. Manning gave her a head-butt in return that made her see stars, and she felt at least two teeth break when her jaws slammed together. But Manning did fall back slightly, and she kneed him in the groin and elbowed him in the face again. His jaw dislocated with a brief pop! and he staggered backward. Blood poured from his nose, and his eyes looked wild, unfocused.
But his gaze never left her.
Meihua reached behind her with her good hand and groped about Lin’s desk. Her fingers contacted something smooth, hard, cold; she seized it and hurled it at Manning as he charged toward her again, his left arm already shooting out from his body. The glass paperweight she had thrown smashed against his forehead, and Manning lurched to his right drunkenly, then collapsed to the floor on his back. His eyes rolled up in his head as he passed out, and Meihua limped over to him and yanked her knife from his body. She turned back to Lin, who stared at her with wide eyes.
“Lin Yubo,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper, “you’ve troubled humanity for long enough. I’ve killed your bloodline, and now, I shall kill you.” She rose and advanced upon him, blade held high.
“I don’t think so, lady.”
The voice was a total surprise, catching her off guard at the moment as surely as a delivery of flowers from FTD would have. She turned and saw the policeman, Ryker, crouching in the doorway, his gun trained on her. His grip was steady, and there was nothing to indicate he would have trouble gunning her down. And he was over twenty feet away; too far for her to get to him before his bullets got to her.
“And before you decide to try and take me on, I know you’re wearing body armor,” Ryker said. “And believe me, I’m good enough to put a round in your head before you can take a single step.”
“Do…do not interfere!” she said, almost pleadingly. “Lin Yubo must pay for his crimes! He killed thousands!”
“I get that,” Ryker said. “But no, you can’t kill him. I can’t let you, even though I know he’s one dirty motherfucker. I’d put down the knife, lady. And I’d do it right now.”
Meihua hesitated, then looked back at Lin. He still fairly cowered before her, only a few feet away, holding his cut hand in the other. But now there was hope in his eyes, hope that the policeman would be able to save him from his just fate. Hope that he would once again escape the punishment he so deserved, punishment for ordering the blood of thousands spilled-
No.
Using every bit of speed she could summon, using every ounce of energy she had left, she lunged toward Lin Yubo. The tip of her blade caught the office light, reflecting it for a moment like a bright jewel. And then the tip found Lin Yubo’s flesh.
Light exploded behind Meihua’s eyes as a loud report filled her ears, and then she knew nothing more.



CHAPTER 26


Manning awoke in the bright hospital to the visage of a rough Hispanic nurse taking his vitals. She looked down at him without an ounce of compassion and said, “Welcome back.”
“Where am I?”
“In a bed in Saint Francis Memorial Hospital.”
“Where’s-where’s-”
“It’s nine hundred Hyde Street.”
“No. No, that’s not what I meant. Where’s Lin Yubo?”
“Don’t know who that is.” The nurse finished taking his vitals and turned toward the door. “People will want to talk with you, now that you’re awake. Glad you’re feeling better.”
“I feel like shit,” Manning said.
“Better than the alternative.”
Better than feeling good? Manning wanted to ask, but he knew she was talking about heading the other way: feeling like shit was better than waking up dead.
He must have fallen asleep, because when he woke up, the room was semi-dark. His mouth and throat were as dry as the Sahara desert in high summer. He sighed and tried to sit up, but the wound in his side reminded him he might want to be careful. Manning gasped at the sudden pain, and a chill sweat broke out across his entire body. He slowly relaxed, muscle by muscle until the pain abated. He looked to his right and found the call button clipped to the rail of the hospital bed. He reached for it with his left hand, mindful of the intravenous lines that were plugged into him there. His right arm was in a cast from wrist to elbow.
“You need something?” said a gruff voice from nearby.
Manning almost jumped out of his skin. He turned to find Ryker sitting in the chair near the window, a newspaper folded on his lap. The homicide detective looked haggard, but all in all, he seemed to be in better shape than Manning at the moment.
“Some water,” Manning said. Even his voice sounded dusty.
Ryker grunted and reached for a pitcher on a high table next to the bed. He poured what sounded like ice water into a cup, then capped the cup with a lid and straw. He handed it to Manning, who reached out for it. He missed it twice, and Ryker grabbed his wrist and put the cup in his hand.
“You got it? Because I’m not going to hold it for you to drink from,” Ryker said.
“No. I got it.” Manning brought the cup toward him and slowly drank from the straw. Only a few pulls at first, just enough to keep the thirst at bay for a time. “Sorry. I’m still out of it, I guess.”
“You ought to be, you’re on enough morphine to addict a thoroughbred racing horse. And you should be dead.”
“What happened?”
“We killed the assassin.”
“‘We’ killed the assassin? I don’t think I remember that part.”
Ryker sat back in the chair by the window. “According to the medical examiner, you’d hit her hard enough to cause devastating swelling of the brain. She would have dropped dead in five minutes, but she had enough force of will to want Lin dead that she kept at it until I popped her in the head with a nine mil round. So basically, you killed her, I just hurried things up a bit.” Ryker looked at Manning for a long moment. “How well did you know her, Manning?”
“Not well at all,” Manning said. “I’d only known her for a day or so, before…before it became clear to me that she was probably the person I was looking for. But I didn’t know where she was, so I had to wait for her to come to me.”
“She was a loner. No family, because I guess Lin killed them off. No one in her life. I guess the only thing that kept her going was hate. No one can find much evidence she even existed, other than a few old records in China. I didn’t know they actively tracked single people there, which is kind of weird.”
“It’s called a certificate of single. Everyone has one,” Manning told him. “Here, we place more value on wedding licenses.”
“Like I said, kind of weird.”
“Or just kind of different.” Manning drank some more. “What else did you find?”
“Lin’s man Han turned up dead in the trunk of a car, and about four or five of his guys were chopped up and put in garbage bags and buried somewhere near the Southern Pacific tracks. Completely lucky find there, a railroad crew found them while doing track repairs, the poor bastards. And there’s a question about what happened to Baluyevsky-no one’s seen the Russian, and no one’s found a record of him leaving the country yet. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you Manning?”
“Talk to Lin.”
“I’d love to, but the Chinese government doesn’t seem to want that to happen. Lin went back to Shanghai the day after all this went down. Hopped onto his private jet and took off. He still owns Lin Industries, I guess, but now some other Chinaman is running it.”
Manning puzzled over that for a moment. “Why would he leave?” he said, more to himself than Ryker.
“Was hoping you could tell me. So far, you haven’t exactly been a wealth of information, Manning.”
“You said it yourself, Ryker-I’ve got enough morphine in me to string out a horse. What did you expect?”
“About what I’m getting. Anyway, now that we have her body, we’re able to match her up with some of the crime scenes. Certainly at Danny Lin’s, and also with the man Han-we found one strand of her hair on him. And of course, the attack against James Lin. The regrettably unsuccessful attack.” Ryker leaned back in the chair and looked at Manning. “You have to answer a question for me, Manning. What the hell is a decorated soldier like yourself doing working for a guy like Lin?”
“I don’t work for him, Ryker. Just a contract. I don’t ask too many questions, and the world’s full of men like him. You’re right, he is a scumbag, and one of the biggest ones out there. But before you get all bent out of shape, let me remind you that both of his sons are dead, and there are probably others out there just waiting to get their shot at him. One way or another, Lin Yubo will die, and he won’t go peacefully. He’ll always be looking over his shoulder or under his bed or behind the shower curtain.” Manning paused to drink more water, and he looked back at Ryker. “That woman deserved her revenge, Ryker. But you know why I didn’t just step aside? Because I gave Lin my word that I wouldn’t. And I’m good to my word.”
“Next time, don’t give him your word.”
“I won’t. I won’t see Lin Yubo again.”
Ryker looked at Manning for a long moment. He put his hands in his pockets. “My partner…a Chinese named Chee Wei Fong. His family in Hong Kong helped piece some things together, and we went to Lin’s pal to confirm what we had. The man Ren. You know him?”
“I met him. I don’t know him.”
“He told my partner that the information he’d been given came with a price. My partner’s family was whacked in Hong Kong. Killed by another cop.”
Manning said nothing for a moment. “People like Ren…and like Lin…always keep their word, and never make idle threats, detective sergeant.”
“Chee Wei’s disappeared. He hasn’t been heard from in three days. You know anything about that?”
“Nothing. Not a thing. And I had nothing to do with whatever Ren and Lin might have done.” Manning looked around the room. “I’ve been in here, after all. Hey-how long have I been in here?”
“Three days,” Ryker said grudgingly. “And I’m told you’re going to be here for at least another two weeks. That woman almost killed you. I saw some of the x-rays. You’re a mess inside.”
“I was a mess inside before she showed up.”
Ryker snorted. “I know what you mean. Your family, right?”
Manning didn’t answer.
Ryker got to his feet and tossed the paper onto the table next to Manning’s bed. “Anyway. Everything’s there in the Chronicle if you want to read about it. I’d wait for a bit myself-whenever I read about myself in the paper, it always pisses me off. I’m pretty sure you’re going to feel the same way.”
“I’m…I’m in the newspaper?”
“Well, yeah. The security guards at 101 Cali talked, and so did one of the flacks from the department. Lin had the S.F.P.D. by the balls, you know. And it turns out he’s probably got a California senator in his back pocket-a Democrat, at that. The guy’s a total slime ball, but it looks like he had his hand in just about everyone’s pie. So it was kind of a big news day for a while.” Ryker looked suddenly drawn, almost exhausted. He walked to the door and pulled it open, then turned back to the hospital bed. “We’ll talk again before you leave, Manning. Have some more questions for you, but they can wait for a bit.”
“Thanks for that.”
“Don’t thank me yet. I have a present for you. When I found out more about Maggie Shi and what she went through-and how totally isolated and alone she was-I figured you might have been running down that road yourself. So I did some checking. Found something you might be interested in.” He stepped outside the door and held it open with one arm. He said something Manning didn’t catch, and a moment later, another figure stepped into the darkened room. Manning blinked three times to make sure he wasn’t suffering from a morphine-induced illusion.
It was Ryoko.
“Gee thanks, sergeant, but I’m not sure this belongs to me,” he said, a little awestruck. Ryoko smiled down at him as she stopped by the side of the bed and touched his face gently.
“If I were you Manning, I wouldn’t protest too much. Not only does she speak English, she’s picking up your medical bills.” And with that, Ryker left. The door closed soundlessly behind him.
“Mitake-san…why are you here?” Manning asked. He found the Japanese came to him with only great difficulty. And he was getting fatigued again. His eyelids felt heavy.
She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “I’m here…because this time, you need me.”
Manning tried to come back with something witty, but his consciousness was shutting down. But he felt Ryoko’s soft lips alight on his, and he thought if he never woke up again, this could not have been a better send off.

It was raining by the time Ryker got to the house in Sea Cliff. It was mostly dark; light emanated from only a few windows, and the dwelling looked as cold and forbidding to Ryker as the weather. He hadn’t heard from Valerie for days, and while he’d been busy tying up the Lin case and trying to find out what had happened to Chee Wei, she hadn’t returned his calls. Given the passion they had shared, he wondered what that was about, but he hadn’t pushed too hard. Despite everything, she had lost her husband; even if she hadn’t loved him, Danny Lin’s sudden absence would have left a void.
But eventually, Ryker got tired of waiting.
A maid opened the door and looked at him as Ryker shook off his rain coat on the front porch.
“I’m Ryker, from-”
“I know who you are,” the maid said. “Mrs. Lin is gone.”
Ryker frowned. “Okay. When will she be back?”
“Never.”
“What?”
“Never. She returned to China. Lin Dan’s father insisted. She obeyed. He owns the house. Mrs. Lin had no choice.” The maid spoke with almost no accent, and her face was a blank mask. But Ryker thought he saw something in her eyes, something down deep. Pity?
“Why would she do that?”
“I don’t know, Mister Ryker.”
“Was it because she wants the money? Or because Lin hates me for trying to prosecute his son before?” Ryker took a step toward the maid, his temper rising. The maid held her ground and looked at him with her mostly-expressionless eyes. “Or was it just a game all along, something she and Lin cooked up?”
“I don’t know, Mister Ryker. And you never will, either.” The maid hesitated, then sighed slightly. “I’m sorry. She left no forwarding address-Lin Industries will take care of everything. I don’t know what to tell you, other than she won’t be back.”
And with that, she gently closed the door.
Ryker slowly turned and walked back to his car. The rain fell harder, and the night grew colder. He left the Sea Cliff mansion the same way he’d arrived.
Alone.
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