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			CHAPTER 1

			In the China District of Singapore, John Falco entered the small, discrete tea shop, which was merely entitled Wong’s Teas in English letters on the wooden plaque above the door. In the streets, the smell of fish permeated the air from the rivers and from the sampans delivering fish to the docks and taking them out to the waiting ships, and from the street vendors. But once inside Wong’s shop, the sweet smell of teas and spices reigned.

			Falco, dressed in a simple brown suit and a brown fedora, stood out among the locals because of his clothing and his facial features. He was white but usually was ignored because his size and build did not impose a threat, and his demeanor was always pleasant. Looks were often deceiving.

			At the moment, only one other white was in the tea shop … an older man in a linen suit and a thin black tie, sitting at a back table, his straw Panama hat resting next to a steaming tea pot. As he sipped from a ceramic cup held in both bands, his pudgy face eased into a grateful smile and his blue eyes fluttered shut in appreciation. Strands of white hair stuck out from the sides of his otherwise bald head, flying errant from when he had removed his hat. He faced the door and the rest of the shop. A second, empty cup sat on the table opposite him.

			Falco saw him immediately, the white suit like a beacon among Chinese and Malayan patrons.

			He approached the table and gave a small bow.

			“Colonel Butler.”

			Butler’s right hand released the tea cup and he motioned to the seat with the empty tea cup.

			

			“Falco, dear boy. Please sit down. Help yourself. Wong’s tea is the best on the island. Mrs. Wong has been brewing it for decades. Sit down. How are your accommodations at the Raffles?”

			“They’re fine, sir.”

			“Gorgeous hotel, the Raffles. Too bad it’s fallen on hard times during these economic troubles. Still, they try to keep up with their quality. Film stars and political figures still visit, but not as many as before.”

			Falco sat down and poured himself tea from the decorative pot. The lacquer cranes did not match the cherry blossoms on the cups. The oolong’s aromatic steam filled his nostrils. He took a sip and nodded in appreciation.

			“So, Colonel, you didn’t ask me to Singapore just to sample the tea. What do you need?”

			Butler set down his cup and smiled. “That’s what I like about you, John. Always willing to help. Doesn’t matter that I send for you to sail hundreds of miles from Hong Kong, no reason why. You just drop whatever you’re doing and come.”

			“I booked a plane,” Falco explained. “And I happen to be between … jobs.” He took another sip.

			“Here’s the problem, my boy. There are a number of Buddhist temples in Singapore and surrounding areas within the Straits Settlement. It seems that some of their artifacts have been disappearing. In fact, a lot of artifacts. All precious metals. Gold, silver. Some with stones. Statues of Buddha. Gold cups. Some very old, some not so old. All very valuable. Maybe not so much individually, but collectively it adds up. And not a whisper of any being sold.”

			Falco set his cup down. “Curious. And you want me to use my contacts to see if any of these items have been sold on the black market, maybe to unscrupulous collectors.”

			“That’s the general idea. I know back in the states your family is associated with those famous American gangster the cinema likes to romanticize in the motion pictures, but you …”

			Falco frowned and his brown eyes held a glint of steel. His jaw tightened. “My father is one of those famous gangsters, what would be called a mob boss. He’s in the newspapers all the time. My mother … passed away when I was sixteen and I left. She never wanted me involved in that business and I never was. She wanted the same for my older brother, but he seemed to have taken to it. I haven’t associated with any of them since I left. And they have nothing to do with me. I seriously doubt that the New York mobsters are involved with stolen temple artifacts.”

			Butler chuckled. “No, of course not. But you do know people, don’t you? On this side of the world.”

			“I have met my share,” Falco admitted.

			“Then you’ll lend a hand? The governor has been anxious to solve this trouble, not that Buddhists tend to be militant but there could be some unrest in certain quarters. Makes the colony unstable.”

			Falco felt they were being watched. He eased into a different position in his chair and caught a glimpse of four Malayan laborers sitting at a nearby table, all ignoring their tea and watching the two white men seated at this back table as though they were intruders. While he listened to Butler, he concentrated on the Malayans, trying to catch a snippet of conversation, but they were not talking. Merely sitting, staring at them, and letting their tea get cold. Falco had not even noticed any steam rising from their cups, so they never poured any from the pot in the center of their table. If they did not come for Mrs. Wong’s tea, why were they in the shop? Or had the presence of two white men so disturbed them that it put them off their drinks?

			“Perhaps we should leave,” Falco offered. “Come back to the Raffles with me and I’ll buy you lunch.”

			Butler drained his cup. “An excellent idea. And on the way, we can stop at my office. I can give you a list we have of the stolen items. Probably not a complete list, as some of the locals don’t always like talking to government officials.”

			As they stood, the four laborers pushed back their chairs in unison, making one loud scraping sound. They blocked the way to the exit.

			Falco smiled at them and spoke in Chinese, since they were in the China District and his Malay was limited.

			“Is there a problem?”

			The first one pulled a knife, long and sharp. The others made menacing expressions.

			Falco spun and kicked the Malayan’s hand. The knife flew from numb fingers, the tip burrowing into the ceiling planks.

			With another spin, Falco’s foot caught the man in the side of the face, snapping his head around. The Malayan staggered into another table, knocking over tea cups and making two customers hurry away.

			Around the room, other patrons began leaving discretely. The elderly Mrs. Wong came from the back room, wiping her hands on a towel, to see what caused the commotion.

			The heel of Falco’s right hand caught the second Malayan under the chin, sending him backward to the floor among a tangle of chairs.

			The third came around the table, swinging at Falco, but he ducked and blocked the punches, and then fired a barrage of fists so fast that his strikes were blurs. The man staggered back against his table, his face bloody, his eyes already swelling. His falling body tipped the table, shatter the tea pot and the four empty cups, eliciting a scream from Mrs. Wong.

			The last man hurled a knife through the air, but his aim was past Falco.

			Turning, he saw the rusty blade bury itself in the chest of Eustace Butler. The Colonel’s eyes widened in surprise and he slumped back into the chair he had just vacated. His arms fell limp at his sides and his head lulled back. A circle of red appeared around the blade, soaking his white shirt and linen jacket.

			Falco ran to him, cradling the older man, calling his name. But Butler’s eyes were already growing dull.

			When Falco turned with a growl to the killers, all four men had vanished. Mrs. Wong was screaming in Chinese, and police whistles were blowing. The tea shop was empty except for Mrs. Wong, Falco, and Butler’s slumped body.

			CHAPTER 2

			“You killed Colonel Butler!” the police inspector accused.

			Falco had been arrested by two Sikh police constables because there were only two people in the tea shop other than the body of the colonel. A hysterical Mrs. Wong told the officers that Falco fought with a number of her customers, broke tables, chairs, and pottery, and that knives were involved. She had pointed to the one still in the ceiling. Confused, the two officers cuffed Falco. Other officers were brought to the scene, and two Malay officers took him to the Beach Road police station, where he was processed and placed in a cell. At least the police station was new, constructed the previous year, so the accommodations were cleaner than Falco had encountered on other similar occasions. He sat on the cot, his back to the cool brick wall with legs crossed and eyes closed in contemplation. When Malayan officers took him to an interrogation room to be questioned by a British police inspector, his mind had organized his own questions with what little Butler had told him.

			“Of course I didn’t,” Falco answered calmly. “He was killed by four Malayan assassins who either followed him or knew he would be at Wong’s Tea Shop. Unless he was working on a case more prominent than the stolen temple artifacts, he was targeted because of the thefts. He was going to show me his paperwork on the case.”

			The inspector, a large man in his early forties with a long, lined face browned from the sun, gray peppering his black hair, and brown eyes creased from constant squinting, scoffed at Falco.

			“You aren’t any kind of colonial official. According to your passport, you are an American living in Hong Kong. You don’t even have an occupation. As far as I know, you are the thief and I’ll see you hang for murdering Colonel Butler. And don’t deny it. We have witnesses.”

			“Witness,” Falco corrected. “You have one witness, a distraught woman who speaks very little English.”

			“You seem to know a lot for someone who just arrived in Singapore.”

			The inspector opened Falco’s passport, then tossed it on the desk between them.

			“Why did you come here from Hong Kong? What kind of business are you in?”

			“Eustace Butler was a friend of mine. He wired me to come to Singapore to help him in the matter of the stolen artifacts.”

			The inspector placed his hand on the passport, his fingers flipping through the pages. He shook his head. “I very much doubt that. What you mentioned is a matter for the colonial police, not some young American vagrant. According to your papers you are twenty-five and you’ve done extensive traveling. Back and forth between Hong Kong and America, Hawaii, Japan, Shanghai. A number of times to Singapore. Just what is your business, Mr. Falco?”

			“I am a consultant.”

			“For what?”

			Falco shrugged, rattling the handcuffs that bound his wrists. “For many things. Thefts, kidnappings, murders.”

			The policeman scowled. “Sounds like you’re the thief and the kidnapper and the murderer.”

			Falco sat back, resting his cuffed hands on his lap. His right hand covered the cuff on his left wrist and toyed with the restraint. “And it sounds like you have a very narrow perspective, Inspector. You must not be very successful in your career. You have a number of convictions that have not been held up, am I right? Disciplinary actions, correct? You’re pushing very hard, but in the wrong direction. Why don’t you give Inspector-General Harold Fairburn a call and mention me?”

			The inspector’s brown face flushed bright red. His right hand curled into a fist which he shook at Falco. “Just settle down, boy! No one is bothering the Inspector-General over the likes of you. You’re mine and I’ll see you convicted and hung for murder!”

			He called for the Sikh constable who had been standing guard just outside the interrogation room. “Take this man back to his cell.”

			Falco stood up slowly. “Then I won’t be needing these.”

			He dropped the unlocked handcuffs onto the table, next to his passport. The inspector looked from the cuffs to Falco, his jaw slack.

			

			CHAPTER 3

			When the Sikh constable came for Falco two days later, he opened the cell door and motioned him forward.

			“No handcuffs?” Falco asked.

			The Sikh humphed, his mouth a straight line under his thick beard, then motioned with a tip of his turbaned head for Falco to proceed him.

			This time, he was not taken to an interrogation room but to an office.

			The police inspector stood to one side of the desk, though from the photographs on the desk and wall, it was clearly his office. Seated behind the desk was a middle-aged man of military bearing, his graying hair cut short, his clean-shaven face creased with lines of strength and determination. He was a tall, slender man with a fit, commanding figure.

			“Good morning, Inspector-General,” Falco said with a bow of his head.

			Harold Fairburn stood up and reached a hand over the desk to grip Falco’s in a hearty,  welcoming shake.

			“Falco! Good to see you, old boy. Sorry for this little mix-up.”

			As he sat back in the leather chair, he gave a disapproving glare to the police inspector.

			Without being offered, Falco took one of the two chairs on his side of the desk and smiled.

			“No harm done, sir.”

			The police inspector refused to meet Falco’s eyes. His jaw squeezed tight, his own eyes cold, looking everywhere in the small room except at the other two occupants. The Sikh eased the door shut and left.

			“Any word on Colonel Butler’s killers?” Falco asked.

			

			“I’m afraid not, Falco,” Fairburn said, elbows on the desk, hands folded in front of him. “This investigation was not handled properly. The four men in your statement could be anywhere by now. Sumatra, Java, anywhere. I doubt they stayed on the island. We might have rounded up one or two of them if this had been done competently.”

			The standing inspector closed his eyes briefly, his face flushing.

			“You knew Colonel Butler consulted me?” Falco asked.

			Fairburn shook his head. “No, that was all on his own, though I heartily approve. He was working under orders directly from Sir Cecil Clementi. The governor filled me in on the case, mentioned that Butler was bringing in an outsider. He didn’t mention you by name. Sir Cecil is not pleased you were arrested in this debacle.”

			“Simple miscommunication,” Falco offered.

			“Well, it’s set us back. In the meantime, other artifacts have been stolen. The Buddhist community is causing a stir.”

			“If I could see Colonel Butler’s file. He was going to show it to me before he was killed.”

			Fairburn waved his right hand dismissively. “No need. I have it here. Had it delivered before I came. Thought it might be useful.” His long fingers tapped a folder in the center of the desk.

			“May I?” Falco asked.

			Fairburn slid the folder toward him.

			Falco opened the folder and glanced through the collection of papers. Several police reports, lists of stolen articles from separate Buddhist temples throughout Singapore and the Straits Settlement. Names of priests and monks. As Falco perused the lists of stolen items, he wondered when this was noticed. An occasional gold Buddha figure now and then, from numerous temples. Ceremonial pieces that just weren’t there when they were needed. Considering the months from the time the first thefts were noticed, Falco understood why the police had not taken the situation seriously. Small items at first, then the thefts became more brazen.

			“The last page is an addendum I had put in,” Fairburn added. “Something that came through within the past day.”

			Falco took the sheet out and read it. A note filed from the Lian Shan Shuang Lin Monastery. This time the missing artifact was not some small statue or article that might go unnoticed. It was a life-size Buddha covered in gold, less than three feet tall, seated in a lotus position, referred to as the Venerable Monk Shi.

			“I’d like to pay a visit to the monastery,” Falco said as he tucked the papers back in place and closed the folder.

			“Attend to that later. I’ll have someone drive you. But first, you need to return to your hotel room for a bath, a shave, and some fresh clothes. Butler’s funeral is this afternoon. Sir Cecil himself will be attending.”

			The white tower of Saint Andrew’s Cathedral stood high in the bright blue sky, overlooking the church yard. Two dozen people circled around one open grave, where an oak casket lay suspended, a British flag draped over it. An Anglican priest stood at the head of the grave and made his remarks about the departed.

			Falco stood at the back, hat in hand. He saw Harold Fairburn with Sir Cecil Clementi, Governor of the Straits Settlements. Falco had never met Sir Cecil but knew of him when he was governor of Hong Kong until two years ago. He was a tall, straight man with a long face and a strong jaw. He stood with hands clasped in front of him, head bowed.

			Falco glanced at other mourners. Most were Europeans in suits. The few women present wore black dresses, two with veils. They appeared to be the wives of men within the ranks of government officials. On the periphery was a lone nun. At first Falco didn’t realize that she was among the mourners until he noticed that her white habit was from a Catholic order, not Anglican.

			When the priest concluded his prayer, the crowd began to disperse.

			Fairburn came toward Falco, Clementi at his side.

			“Falco, I was speaking to Sir Cecil about your connection with this affair. Sir Cecil, this is John Falco.”

			The tall governor reached out his hand. Falco could tell he wasn’t impressed. To the statesman, Falco was far too young to have any experience and knowledge, a small, slender man that didn’t seem to have any importance. Falco took his hand and put pressure in the grip. Not enough to break fingers but enough to demonstrate that he had more strength in his frame than the governor gave him credit. Sir Cecil’s white eyebrows rose with a glimmer of respect.

			“So you’re the young fellow who intends to settle this matter,” Clementi said in a tone that suggested his was false boasting on Falco’s part. “Eustace Butler served His Majesty for decades and was a skilled investigator. Yet he comes to you for help and gets himself killed.”

			“I regret that, Sir Cecil,” Falco said.

			“Falco has helped in a number of cases over the past couple of years,” Fairburn put in. “Surely you recall some reports that would have come your way when you were in Hong Kong. Just last year he located the kidnapped daughter of a United States senator and he helped the Hong Kong police solve a murder, which somehow involved the Nanking government.”

			Clementi raised one eyebrow. “That was you? My impression was of an older man. I was told that it was someone who had studied with Shaolin monks.”

			Falco gave a modest bow of his head. “I was allowed to live and train at the temple when I was sixteen, Sir Cecil. I spent only five years among the monks.”

			Clementi lifted his head and studied Falco with a glint in his eye. “An American Shaolin. Now that is something of a curiosity. So, you think you can solve this matter and find Butler’s killers?”

			Falco took a deep breath. “The killers have already been found, Sir Cecil, which is why I was a bit late for the services. My apologies. I’m afraid I missed the service inside the cathedral and only made it to the graveside.”

			“What’s this?” Fairburn asked, surprised.

			“Yes, sir. The constable you assigned to me, Sukha Singh, informed me that four bodies were fished out of the Kallang River this morning. Sukha Singh knew that four men attacked Colonel Butler and myself and mentioned the discovery to me when he came to pick me up at the Raffles. I insisted we take a look at these bodies, which had been taken to the Changi Hospital morgue. These were four Malayans and did not warrant much police attention because of their deaths. When I examined the bodies I recognized the four men from the tea shop. I left a few mementos of our meeting on their persons, bruises and abrasions from our encounter. Certainly not enough to cause death some days later.”

			Clementi nodded slowly. “How did these four die, then?”

			“Poison.”

			“Poison!” echoes Fairburn. “Are you sure?”

			Falco shrugged. “Without doing a proper analysis, yes. No trauma to the bodies, but pink lividity and a bitter almond smell, despite being in the river since last night. All four men must have been poisoned at the same time, probably given in drinks, and their bodies dumped in the river. The bodies weren’t weighted down, so they stayed together in the current.”

			“Curious,” Clementi mused. “You seem to know your stuff, young man.”

			Fairburn smiled. “He’s full of surprises, isn’t he? I have the utmost confidence in young Falco.”

			“Good work, Falco,” the governor said. “Now we can put the tragic murder to rest. Obviously these hoodlums fell to misadventure because of their criminal lifestyle. Hopefully you can handle the matter of the stolen items just as quickly. I’ll allow you to keep on with the case, if you are willing, since Butler had confidence in you.”

			“Ah, Sir Cecil, if I may? Colonel Butler was not killed out of chance. These four men went to that tea shop specifically to murder him, and perhaps me in the bargain. They had no intention of robbing him but to kill him. And then their deaths were done to foil further investigation into who had hired them. They might have been used in the thefts or they might have only been hired for the colonel’s murder. I don’t know yet. But finding the killers is only the beginning. There is a complex plot that needs to be exposed.”

			Clementi pursed his lips and turned toward the inspector-general. “Fairburn, you are in charge of this matter. See that this young man has whatever he needs to solve this case. I don’t care if you personally become his driver. Whatever he needs.”

			He reached out his hand toward Falco.

			“Mr. Falco, under the circumstances it has been a pleasure meeting you. You have the resources of the Straits Settlement at your disposal. I trust you will not disappoint us.”

			Falco watched the other mourners disperse, the cars start to pull away from the curbside. Clementi parted company with Fairburn and climbed into the back seat of a black sedan with an aide while the driver started the machine and pulled into the street. Fairburn drove his own automobile.

			The last of the gathering was the Catholic nun who had hung back from the others. She approached Falco as he watched the governor and the inspector-general leave in their respective cars. He heard the swish of her starched white habit as she walked over the old stone path.

			“Was that Governor Clementi?” she asked.

			He turned slowly toward her. She appeared in her thirties, her blue eyes squinting at the bright sun. A layer of perspiration glistened her forehead. She was an attractive woman with a pleasant, narrow face, pale despite the tropics, thin even under the habit. Falco guessed she spent most of her days in prayer rather than enjoying the weather. She stretched a long, thin hand toward him.

			“Sister Catherine.”

			He took the hand. “John Falco. And yes, that was the governor. Did you know Colonel Butler?”

			She nodded as she lower her head. “Such a tragedy.”

			“He wasn’t Catholic,” Falco stated with blatant curiosity.

			She gave a small smile. “Obviously. We crossed paths several times in my work with the local people.”

			Falco motioned to the Sikh constable standing rigidly near the last black sedan waiting at the side of the road, the car that had been granted to him by the inspector-general. “If you don’t mind, I have some business. It was nice meeting you, Sister.”

			

			CHAPTER 4

			The Lian Shan Shuang Lin Monastery, located in the Toa Payoh district of central Singapore, was the Twin Grove of the Lotus Mountain Temple, which referred to the sala trees in India where Buddha attained enlightenment. Built in 1907 by the wealthy merchant Low Kim Pong, its flaring red terracotta roofs and white pillars reminded Falco of the Shaolin monastery where he had lived and trained for five years, where he had left his troubled, angry youth to travel on a different path. Visiting the temple brought him a nostalgic sense of peace.

			He left Sukha Singh waiting at the car and passed through the nine feet tall main gate, the Mountain Gate, and headed toward the main entrance, the Hall of Celestial Kings. An elderly monk stood in front of the doors carved with flowers, birds, and symbols of longevity. He smiled calmly and bowed his shaven head to Falco.

			“May I help you, honored guest?” he asked in English.

			“Venerable father,” Falco replied in Chinese, “I am John Falco. I am investigating the thefts of the temple materials.”

			The monk tilted his head slightly but did not react to Falco’s use of Chinese. His smile faded and his eyes took on a sadness.

			“My son, I am Wai Yim, abbot to this humble monastery. I will help in any way I can in the return of Brother Shi to the Temple.”

			“That is the gold Buddha statue that was recently stolen?” Falco asked.

			“Yes. Brother Shi lived a hundred years ago. He was a spiritual leader here in Singapore and helped the poor. He had been a wealthy Chinese who forsook his wealth to feed the starving. He went into the hills to achieve enlightenment, and then served the people until he was very old. Now he dwells within the statue. He has spent his years watching over villages from different small shrines and temples. When the Twin Grove of the Lotus Mountain Temple was built, he was brought here, though he was to return on his journey to visit all the smaller temples to give his blessings. Come, I will show you where he has rested before he was taken.”

			They entered the hall through the carved doors, past the statues of the three seated Buddhas, and into the gardens beyond. Wai Yim nodded to other monks as they entered the next hall, the Mahavira Hall, and passed through toward the last of the halls, the Sutra Hall.

			The abbot bowed to the thirty foot high copper statue of the goddess Guan Yin, with her many hands fanning out and her thousand eyes looking on, the personification of compassion. Falco contemplated that if all those eyes, and those of the hundreds of copper statues of Buddha around them, could have seen the theft, the goddess could speak who would commit such a crime. But she sat in silence.

			To the right was a stone pedestal about three feet high, flanked by small statues and urns of brass. The stone stand was conspicuous because it was empty. Wai Yim motioned to it.

			“Here is where our Honored Brother Shi rested on his journey.”

			“And this statue was covered with gold?” Falco asked.

			“He was within the gold Buddha, yes.”

			Which would have been heavy, Falco reasoned, not something someone could tuck under his arm and walk away with. More likely several men, perhaps four, like the rough looking characters who ended up poisoned and floating in the Kallang River. A small group of laborers would go unnoticed, though not to the monks,unless their theft had been in the middle of the night. Doors were not locked and the halls were not guarded.

			“Was anything else missing?” Falco asked.

			The abbot shrugged. “Nothing was noticed. Our hearts are broken that our Brother Shi has been taken.”

			“But other items have gone missing before.”

			“Yes. Small statues. Always those covered in gold leaf or made of gold or silver.”

			“Do you suspect anyone within the monastery?”

			Wai Yim shook his head. “I know every monk and I know every person who works here. I cannot say anything about visitors. Our temple is large and many people come from all over the world. We have many visitors each day. Americans like yourself. British. Europeans. Japanese. And many Chinese and Malays.”

			Falco stepped to the open doors and looked at the buildings to the right and left of the hall. “Those are residential buildings, aren’t they?”

			“Yes. To the left is where I live.”

			“And did you or any other monk hear anything during the night?”

			“Nothing that disturbed our sleep.”

			These thieves moved like the legendary ninja of Japan, but Falco doubted anyone of the Buddhist faith would have defiled a temple.

			Falco noticed a white figure moving across the garden from the Mahavira Hall toward the Sutra Hall. A Catholic nun was so out of place in this setting, surrounded by statues of Buddhas and goddesses and stone lion-dog guardians that Falco thought at first it must be an illusion, a trick of the sun sinking toward the West. Then he recognized the pale narrow face and blue eyes of Sister Catherine.

			“So nice to see you again, Mr. Falco.”

			The Sister bowed a greeting to the abbot.

			“I am sorry for disturbing you, Wai Yim.”

			The monk inclined his head, smiled and spoke in thickly accented English. “It is always a pleasure when you visit, Sister Catherine. Do you know Mr. Falco?”

			“We met under more austere circumstances, Abbot. May I ask, Mr. Falco, if your visit to the temple is connected with Colonel Butler’s murder?”

			Falco wondered what Sister Catherine’s interest should be. “In a way, but I can’t really discuss it.”

			The nun gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “The theft of the gold Buddha? Such a tragedy. And all those other thefts. Small and insignificant compared with the gold Buddha. Colonel Butler was investigating the thefts. Does that mean you have taken over the investigation? You were talking with the governor at the funeral.”

			“And you are rather curious for a nun,” Falco pointed out.

			She flashed a smile and shrugged. “It’s a failing of mine. I have prayed about it, but apparently God wants me to use it. I keep saying to myself, Kate, you shouldn’t be poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong, but there I go again. There was a village in India that was only a rumor, and I couldn’t let it go until I found out where it was, and it was a good thing, too, because the well had gone bad and the whole village was sick and needed medical attention. If I hadn’t been so curious everyone would have died. He had a plan and it included my curiosity.” She pointed a finger skyward.

			Wai Yim motioned toward her but spoke to Falco in Chinese. “Sister Catherine has been helping at the temples throughout Singapore, especially with children. She has found medical help for many.”

			“Do you have medical training, Sister?” Falco asked. “The abbot told me you help the locals.”

			“Yes, I know. Oh, I speak a little Chinese, I’m just not very good at it. I also speak a little Malayan and even Hindi. That’s the trouble with our order. I can be sent anywhere in the world. But I have a good ear for languages, just not a good mouth. I don’t always get the pronunciations down. Anyway, to answer your question, yes I do have medical training. I had just finished nursing school when I took my vows. Sometimes I’m attached to a doctor, more often I am by myself to evaluate the medical needs of an area. I’ve been all over the Straits Settlement. Which is how I know about the thefts of temple articles. And I noticed this one person happens to be in the area around the time of the thefts. One man who shows up for no reason. Then he’s gone and so are some gold statues.”

			Falco perked up. He was beginning to wonder how he might slip away from the Sister without upsetting her feelings, but now he became interested. Perhaps her incessant talking and her overactive curiosity might be useful.

			“What man? Do you have a name?”

			“Serge something. He’s a Russian. Rough looking character. Very unkempt. Always wears a wrinkled white linen suit and a straw Panama hat. Shaggy black hair and he always needs a shave. Smokes those dreadful skinny cigars. He sells things to the local villages, usually liquor. Filthy stuff.”

			Falco took a calming breath. “You didn’t happen to hear his last name?”

			“Yes. It’s either Smirnoff or Ivanoff or Romanoff or something like that. Or was it Kuzoff? I’m sorry, I didn’t catch it. I wasn’t close enough. But the first name is definitely Serge.”

			Falco shook his head. “That isn’t much to go on.”

			She straightened stiffly and raised indignant eyebrows. “Well, why don’t you ask him yourself? He’s booked passage on a steamship that leaves tomorrow. I saw him again on the streets and followed him. I saw him go into the office of the Straits Steamship Company. I could see him through the window. When he left, I approached the clerk. He was British. So I asked if that was one of our parishioners, Serge, that I didn’t know he was leaving so soon, and the clerk said tomorrow on the Queen of Sumatra. He wasn’t very cooperative after that and I couldn’t very well ask what the man’s last name was if I knew him as a parishioner, now could I?”

			“Thank you, Sister,” Falco said, processing the information. “You’ve been very helpful.”

			She grinned at him. “Are you going to arrest him?”

			“There’s hardly any evidence to do that. No, I’ll continue the investigation.”

			“Will you book passage and trail him? Is he a suspect?”

			“A person of interest, shall we say.”

			She clapped her hands together. “Marvelous. You see, the Lord works in mysterious ways. He used my sense of curiosity to follow that man, and I found a clue for you. I was helpful, wasn’t I?”

			“Indispensable. Now, good evening, Sister. I’ve a lot to do. And thank you.”

			Sukha Singh accompanied Falco into the Straits Steamship Company offices in the curved, five story tall Ocean Building on Collyer Quay. The hour was late and most of the company headquarter offices were closed, but the clerks dealing with customers were still available for passage. Seeing the Sikh police officer lent some air of officiousness to Falco’s presence. Because of his age and less imposing demeanor, he was not always taken seriously. With the tall, dour policeman standing behind him, just to the left, he was able to grab the first clerk’s attention.

			“I’m working with the Singapore police. There is a person of interest who has booked passage for tomorrow on the Queen of Sumatra.”

			The clerk was a man in his thirties with a thick, drooping mustache. “I’m sorry, but we can’t give out information concerning passengers.”

			Falco could not see Sukha Singh, but he sensed movement from the man. A slight intake of air, the quiet rustle of his uniform as he straightened. He could not see the constable’s bearded face, but something in it made the eyes of the clerk shoot toward him. The clerk’s face whitened and his eyes widened, mouth hanging open. He began to stutter when his attention returned to Falco.

			“Under normal conditions, that is … sir. What, um, is the name of the party?” He pulled a book from under the counter and flipped it open.

			“I’m afraid I don’t know the full name. I was hoping you could help. He is a Russian whose first name is Serge. Tall, long hair. He came in this afternoon.”

			The clerk nodded enthusiastically. “I remember. Here he is. Serge Petrov
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