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of the Royal Hong Kong Police Force.
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      A passage from the ‘Instructions to Police Officers’
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      GLOSSARY

      It would be impossible to write anything that recreates the unique experience of police work in Hong Kong without reference
         to some of the many Chinese words and idioms which the European officer comes to learn.
      

      Here are explanations of some of those used most frequently in this novel.

    
         
         
         




         
         
         
            
            	Ah Chan

            
            	Person from the Mainland; country hick (derog.).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Ah Char

            
            	Indian or Pakistani (derog.).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Ah Goh

            
            	Elder brother (also used as honorific to a senior).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Ah Gung

            
            	Grandfather (also used as honorific to a very senior person).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Ah Je

            
            	Elder sister.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Ah Yor

            
            	Person who lives on boats; low-born (derog.).

            
         

         
         
            
            	aiyah!

            
            	Mild exclamation.

            
         

         
         
            
            	amah

            
            	Maid or servant (usually living in the home of the employer).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Baak Chi Sin

            
            	White Paper Fan (Triad Master of Administration).

            
         

         
         
            
            	baak pei jue

            
            	European (white-skinned pig).

            
         

         
         
            
            	bai Gwan-Dai

            
            	Ceremony at which the god Gwan-Dai is honoured.

            
         

         
         
            
            	bai san

            
            	Ceremony of worship – general.

            
         

         
         
            
            	blue lantern

            
            	Triad follower not yet fully initiated.

            
         

         
         
            
            	bo biu

            
            	Bodyguard.

            
         

         
         
            	bong baan

            
            	Police Inspector.

            
         

         
         
            
            	chai lo

            
            	Cop.

            
         

         
         
            
            	chai yan

            
            	Policeman.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Chan Fat

            
            	Anybody (same meaning as ‘John Doe’ in USA).

            
         

         
         
            
            	char siu bau

            
            	Spicy pork buns (also woman’s breasts – slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	chat

            
            	Penis (slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	cheng sik faan

            
            	To host a dinner party.

            
         

         
         
            
            	cheung

            
            	Gun.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Chi Gung

            
            	Martial art which utilises breath control and internal energy.

            
         

         
         
            
            	chi sau

            
            	Pushing hands, also sticking hands. An exercise to develop sensitivity and balance.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Chiu Chau

            
            	Ethnic Chinese group originating in the Swatow region of Mainland China.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Cho Haai

            
            	Grass Sandal. (Triad logistical support.)

            
         

         
         
            
            	Choh Gwoon

            
            	One who sits in charge (triad term). (See also Shan Chiu and First Route Marshal.)
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	da fei gei

            
            	Shooting at airplanes (masturbation – male).

            
         

         
         
            
            	da gip

            
            	Robbery.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai dong

            
            	Illegal casino.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai fong

            
            	CID duty room.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Dai Huen Jai

            
            	Big Circle Gang. Criminal groups originating from the Canton area of mainland China – usually ex-soldiers of the People’s
               Liberation Army (PLA).
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai lo

            
            	Elder brother; mentor. Generally used to refer to one’s immediate superior. In triad slang dai lo means a man’s protector.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Dai Luk

            
            	The big chunk (mainland China).

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai pai dong

            
            	An open-air cooked food stall.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai sik wooi

            
            	Dinner party or celebration (literally, big eating party).

            
         

         
         
            
            	dai siu

            
            	Big-Small. Chinese gambling game using three dice.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dang yat jan

            
            	Wait a moment.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dim gaai

            
            	Why? Also used as noun to mean an official inquiry.

            
         

         
         
            
            	dim sum

            
            	Breakfast snacks served in Chinese restaurants.

            
         

         
         
            
            	diu lei lo mo

            
            	Fuck your old mother (Cantonese curse).

            
         

         
         
            
            	dui m’jiu

            
            	Excuse me. (An apology.)

            
         

         
         
            
            	fai ji

            
            	Chopsticks.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Fei Foo Dui

            
            	Special Duties Unit (the leaping tigers).

            
         

         
         
            
            	foh gei

            
            	Constable (slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	fong sam

            
            	Don’t worry (relax your heart).

            
         

         
         
            
            	fung shui

            
            	Chinese art of divination (wind and water).

            
         

         
         
            
            	gau cheung

            
            	Dog track.

            
         

         
         
            
            	gau dim

            
            	Right enough. An expression of satisfaction.

            
         

         
         
            
            	gau meng!

            
            	Help! Literally, save life.

            
         

         
         
            
            	ging chaat

            
            	Police (formal).

            
         

         
         
            
            	gung on

            
            	Inner council.

            
         

         
         
            
            	gwai lo

            
            	A European. Originally faan gwai lo, meaning foreign devil.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	gwai tau jai

            
            	An informer or spy.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Gwan-Dai

            
            	Chinese martial god. In life a great general and hero at the time of the Han dynasty.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Haak sei wooi

            
            	Triad society.

            
         

         
         
            
            	hai m’hai a?

            
            	Completes a question: ‘Is or is not?’

            
         

         
         
            
            	heung jiu

            
            	Joss-sticks.

            
         

         
         
            
            	hing dai

            
            	Brothers. Members of the same group. Particularly strong in police, triad or martial arts context.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	ho

            
            	Positive expression: good, right, fine, very.

            
         

         
         
            
            	ho lui mo gin

            
            	Long time no see.

            
         

         
         
            
            	hoi cheung

            
            	Open fire.

            
         

         
         
            
            	hung gaai

            
            	Red Chicken. Name for incompletely refined heroin No. 3, a reddish granular substance. The fully finished product, heroin
               No. 4, is known as baak fan or ‘white powder’.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Hung Kwan

            
            	Red Cudgel (triad enforcer).

            
         

         
         
            
            	jaap chai

            
            	Detective.

            
         

         
         
            
            	jau gau

            
            	Yellow running dog. Chinese lackey.

            
         

         
         
            
            	jing ji bo

            
            	Special Branch (political police).

            
         

         
         
            
            	jo san

            
            	Good morning.

            
         

         
         
            
            	kai do

            
            	One-man ferry boat.

            
         

         
         
            
            	kuen wong

            
            	King boxer. Common nickname for one who quickly resorts to violence.

            
         

         
         
            
            	lap sap

            
            	Garbage. Rubbish.

            
         

         
         
            
            	lor you

            
            	Anus (slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	lui ging

            
            	Woman police officer.

            
         

         
         
            
            	luk ye

            
            	Penis (slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	m’goi (sai)

            
            	Thanks (very much).

            
         

         
         
            
            	ma jai

            
            	Little horse. A follower.

            
         

         
         
            
            	mat ye si?

            
            	What’s the problem?

            
         

         
         
            
            	mau saat

            
            	Murder.

            
         

         
         
            
            	mo choh

            
            	That’s right.

            
         

         
         
            
            	mo man tai

            
            	No questions. No problem.

            
         

         
         
            
            	mo yuk!

            
            	Don’t move!

            
         

         
         
            
            	nei ho ma?

            
            	How are you?

            
         

         
         
            
            	pai kau

            
            	Gambling game using Chinese dominoes.

            
         

         
         
            
            	pu le a moh

            
            	Fuck your old mother (Chiu Chau).

            
         

         
         
            
            	puk gaai!

            
            	Fall dead in the street! (Cantonese curse).

            
         

         
         
            
            	sai lo

            
            	Little brother (also used to refer to the penis).

            
         

         
         
            
            	sair

            
            	Snake (also used to describe illegal immigrants).

            
         

         
         
            
            	San Yee On

            
            	Chiu Chau triad society.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sap ji

            
            	Chinese character denoting the number ten.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sap Sei Kei

            
            	14K. Pro-Taiwanese triad society.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sei gau jai

            
            	49 member. Lowest level initiated triad member.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sei yee luk

            
            	426 member. Enforcer (See Hung Kwan).
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	Shan Chiu

            
            	Master of the Lodge (Chief Triad Official).

            
         

         
         
            
            	si fat

            
            	Anus (slang).

            
         

         
         
            
            	si gon

            
            	Responsibility.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Sifu

            
            	Master or teacher. One who is learned in a particular art or skill.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sik faan

            
            	Have a meal (literally, eat rice).

            
         

         
         
            
            	sin saang

            
            	Mister. Sir.

            
         

         
         
            
            	siu ye

            
            	An evening snack. Usually taken in a group.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sor jai

            
            	Crazy guy.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sor mooi

            
            	Crazy girl or crazy little sister.

            
         

         
         
            
            	sui

            
            	Water. Usually used in slang form to mean money.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Tai Chi

            
            	Complete system of health and self-defence (also Tai Chi Chuan – Tai Chi fist).

            
         

         
         
            
            	Tin Hau

            
            	Goddess of the sea. Much favoured by fishermen and boat-dwellers.

            
         

         
         
            
            	tin kei

            
            	Pray to heaven! (Usage is similar to ‘for God’s sake!’)

            
         

         
         
            
            	tit kuen yam

            
            	Chiu chau tea. Iron Goddess of Mercy.

            
         

         
         
            
            	walla-walla

            
            	A one-man ferry paddled from the rear by a single oar drawn from side to side.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            	wei?

            
            	Chinese response when answering the phone.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Wong Tai Sin

            
            	District of Kowloon named after the Chinese god whose temple may be found there.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Wu Chi

            
            	The void from which the universe was created.

            
         

         
         
            
            	yam booi!

            
            	Drink up! Cheers!

            
         

         
         
            
            	yam jui jau

            
            	Drunk.

            
         

         
         
            
            	yam sing!

            
            	Bottoms up! Drink to the last!

            
         

         
         
            
            	yau mo gau choh!

            
            	Are you kidding? Expression of disbelief.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Yen-lo

            
            	The keeper of the gates of hell.

            
         

         
         
            
            	yit hei

            
            	The warming characteristic in food which when taken to excess produces stomach and blood disorders and leads to skin eruptions.

         

      

   



      BOOK ONE

      HUNGRY GHOSTS




      
      
      ONE

      
      It was the first small tremor in the night sky that warned him of their coming. The Hungry Ghosts were now returning.
      

      
      Then, through the rain-spattered windscreen, he watched their magic begin. Far beyond the harsh glitter of the street, high
            above the ragged black curtain of the Kowloon foothills, the first muted glows appeared as their dead fingers pressed against
            the membrane of the sky. Soft explosions breaking in amber clusters and echoing back and forth between burnt black banks of
            cloud.
      

      
      Gwan-Dai was hunched in the secure darkness of the vehicle, watching the few last revellers still out on the Kowloon strip
            tumble homeward through the rain. And as he watched – the lime-green wash from the dashboard LEDs painting his face into a
            mask of hatred – one hand massaged the hilt of a large hunting knife somewhere near his thigh. Abruptly his thumb strayed
            across the razor-edge of the blade, drawing blood – and his mind was made up. Thrilled by the spectral presence all around
            him, he knew now that he must kill again.
      

      
      For this was not just any night. This was a special night: the Festival of the Hungry Ghosts, when Yen-Lo, the keeper of the
            underworld, unlocks the gates of hell and sets free a legion of lost souls to torment man. Even now he could sense their distant
            shrieks as they clawed their way back from the celestial matrix.
      

      
      Again he listened to the sound of the thunder, like the sharp crack of dry bamboo snapping. And he thought he heard a deeper groan of ancient locks turning, and stone gates moving against their hinges. Then the dragon’s deep-throated
            roar as it chased the lightning across the South China sky. Receding and ultimately lost within the infinite.
      

      
      Time to act, he decided – for the approaching spirits demanded a sacrifice.
      

      
      As he swung the taxi off the Golden Mile and into Sai Yee Street, fat droplets of rain were bouncing knee-high from the pavement.
         Kowloon was wet and bright with neon: a whore clothed in tawdry lurex and cheap jewellery, her streets reflecting the multicoloured
         sleaze palaces ranged along her roads. Through the rolled-down window he saw the small charred piles of joss papers swirl
         in the brimming gutters … many-hued paper scraps and the phoney million-dollar banknotes labelled BANK OF HELL which local shopkeepers burned to appease the Hungry Ghosts.
      

      
      Cruising along the narrow street, where ranks of shabby tenements rose up into the darkness on either side, he dropped the
         gear-stick into second and studied the lighted bars at street level. Outside them stood Chinese pimps and toughs, gang members
         mostly, hustling their pitches or dealing a little red chicken – while, inside, their bosses lounged on velvet banquettes
         gulping five-star brandy. A succession of garish reflections and suspicious glances crossed his windscreen, until at last
         he reached the strobing purple sign of the Barking Peacock Club, and he pulled into a tight space at the kerb.
      

      
      It was a part of Kowloon he knew well: Mongkok – a name meaning ‘busy corner’. It was that, all right: the most densely populated
         quarter square-mile in the world. A place where the action was available around the clock, and the police thought twice before
         answering a local emergency call. The glitzy façades of the nightclubs gave a false appearance of glamour, but behind this fear and intimidation haunted the crowded tenements. This was a place where
         triads ruled; the police knew that. A place where the gangs preyed remorselessly on local businesses; where rivals fought
         blade wars for protection concessions, spilling each other’s blood to protect their fiefdoms. A place where countless people
         could come to satisfy any physical need. It was all here: the tiny fifty-dollar packet of China White – ninety-eight per cent
         pure; the willing young woman with a cheung saam dress open to her thigh. Anything you could name – but for a price. The blazing ideograms told their own story: New Lucky Ballroom … Special Body Massage … Hostess Service Provided. All major credit cards welcome.
      

      
      Setting the handbrake, Gwan-Dai tuned the radio to an all-night FM station that played mostly Cantonese love songs, and he
         leaned back in the seat. The female singer’s voice was like the whispering of silk as it slid gently in and out of his consciousness.
         This position was good, he decided; here he could observe the frontage of the Barking Peacock and watch adulterous couples
         come tumbling out through the motorised glass doors in search of a motel room. And soon even the whores would leave to make
         their lonely way home.
      

      
      As he settled down to wait, he let the silky voice from the radio wash over him; he imagined the girl’s mouth pressed close
         to the microphone – full and red, and opening like a flower. Like the girl he now waited for, she would be soft and pretty
         – and alone. When last he had seen the girl it had been through a pavement throng, but tonight’s rain had all but dissolved
         the crowds. Aside from a few strutting bouncers and the touts poking their weaselly heads expectantly out of doorways, there
         was almost no one now. Tropical storm Nadia had come up from the Philippines like a wildcat; though narrowly missing Hong
         Kong, and instead hurling itself against the Vietnamese coastline, it still left twenty-four hours of rain in its wake. Now the streets of Kowloon were deluged, and the rising water-level lapped around the entrances to the Mass
         Transit underground railway. On the hillsides wooden squatter shacks clung precariously, as if expecting to be swept away
         at any minute.
      

      
      Gwan-Dai’s left hand strayed from the steering-wheel to stroke the enamelled surface of the mask lying on the seat beside
         him. It was hard and cool to the touch: an opera mask of red and black, ornately decorated with thin gold lines. The terrible
         face of the martial god Gwan-Dai. With exaggerated reverence the driver lifted it in both hands, letting the black silk beard
         spill into his lap. For an electric moment he gazed in awe upon the power of the face, the wildly curving eyebrows, the fiercely
         down-turned mouth. Placing it over his face, he adjusted the rearview mirror – and saw the god mask come to life.
      

      
      On the fourth floor of the Barking Peacock, well up from the clamour of the disco floor, four men filed into a darkened room
         and took their seats before a large video screen.
      

      
      Even had the light been good, it would have required an educated eye to distinguish between the two Chinese and their guests,
         for though all four men possessed the same black hair and almond-shaped eyes, one of them was a stocky Korean and the other
         a slender Japanese.
      

      
      While the two visitors waited, sucking on their thin cigars, one of the Chinese found the video controller and activated the
         viewing equipment. The other one, who gave the orders, was taller than the average Chinese, handsome and heavily tanned, and
         his chest and shoulders stretched the white dinner-jacket. He showed a certain charm when he spoke to his guests, but there
         was something unsettling, menacing even, about those good looks, which made the others listen carefully when he spoke. The
         name on his Hong Kong ID card was Kwan Kui-cheung, a name he had since westernised to Tony Kwan for the purpose of expanding his business into overseas markets.
         But the other men in the room knew him better as ‘Red Cudgel’, his official designation within the Society. Something in his
         manner let one know there was power and money behind him, and violence within.
      

      
      ‘Take a long hard look,’ growled Kwan, indicating the screen. ‘Then tell me what you think?’

      
      He had trouble sounding his consonants: the TH in THINK softened into an F; the Ts on the ends of words were swallowed whole. Not that the others were now concerned with matters of diction. All eyes in the
         room were fixed on the video screen, watching two naked bodies writhe together in the most private of human interactions.
         The bed was huge and round, with sheets of pale silk. Above their heads a wooden ceiling-fan twirled slowly. From the girl’s
         face, her pale smooth flesh and shining blue-black hair, it was obvious she was Chinese; from the dark curly hair on the big
         man’s back and shoulders as he pumped between her thighs, it was equally clear that he was Caucasian.
      

      
      ‘Where are they?’ asked Rhee the Korean, throwing back his head to release a plume of cigar smoke towards the ceiling.

      
      ‘Right above our heads,’ answered Tony Kwan. ‘That’s where they usually go. First they have sex, then they do a little business.
         The information he gives her is always excellent. I don’t want to meet him myself, so we use Ruby as our cut-out.’
      

      
      ‘Does she know she’s on camera?’ asked Rhee, wondering how far they had taken her into their confidence.
      

      
      Red Cudgel smiled thinly.

      
      ‘Ruby? Of course she does. Forget any worries you may have. She’s our property, and safe enough. Just concentrate on the American
         she’s humping with. Phase one of our operation begins tomorrow. We must make up our minds about him tonight’
      

      
      
      ‘I understand, Red Cudgel,’ said Rhee. He waved his cigar towards the protagonists on the screen. ‘But how can we see who
         he is, when his face is stuck between her tits?’
      

      
      ‘Patience, brother,’ said Red Cudgel. ‘My Ruby has her orders. She knows what to do.’

      
      Less than a minute later the girl in the bed moaned aloud, struggling to free herself from under the American’s weight.

      
      ‘No good for me like this!’ she panted into his ear, rolling the big man over on his back. ‘Can’t feel nothing. Want you right
         inside of me.’
      

      
      As realisation dawned, the American grinned up at her. His face eager, he reached for her breasts.

      
      As Ruby slid down upon him the Westerner’s head slammed back into the pillow. A groan accompanied the sudden arching of his
         buttocks. At that moment, in the room below, Red Cudgel pulled the video camera into a tight close-up of his face, and he
         operated a digitalised graphics interface which froze the picture. It took another five seconds for the software to rebuild
         the enhanced close-up and feed it back to the screen, simulating normal lighting conditions.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ he asked, impatient for an answer.

      
      ‘That’s him,’ said Rhee with conviction. Beside him the slim Japanese blinked once, but said nothing.

      
      ‘You’re sure?’ pressed the Chinese, adjusting the wing collar at his throat.

      
      ‘No question about it. That’s the American I saw in the club in Metro Manila. He’s a Company man, I’m sure of it. There’s
         a chance he might have wandered from the fold, but I’d say that if he’s the source for your information, then you’ve got problems.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning?’ Red Cudgel continued to press him.

      
      Rhee held his gaze.

      
      ‘Ask yourself who is using whom.’

      
      Red Cudgel snapped off the video, his irritation undisguised, and strode to an altar shelf in one corner of the room, where a white statuette gazed benignly down. Tin Hau
         was goddess of the sea, most beloved deity of the sea-going Tanka fishermen from whom Red Cudgel was descended. The act of
         lighting three joss-sticks and placing them upright within the brass urn gave him the time he needed to think. By the time
         he turned around again, he had already decided what must be done.
      

      
      But first he wanted to hear what these foreign devils had to say – these consultants who had come so highly recommended and
         for whom he had paid so dearly.
      

      
      ‘Tell me, Rhee, what would you do in my place?’ he asked.

      
      Rhee studied the glowing tip of his own cigar. ‘A double agent is a liability forever. They can never be trusted. Bearing
         in mind the nature of what you have planned for the next few weeks, you cannot afford to keep him around. Providing he has
         already handed over the sought-after document, I would wash him away now, before he causes you further trouble.’
      

      
      The Chinese nodded thoughtfully, and continued to pace the room.

      
      ‘A sound enough strategy,’ he said stopping by the desk to stub out his cigar in a deep crystal ashtray. ‘But a wise man judges
         by actions, not words.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning …?’ asked Rhee, stiffening in his seat, ready to seize upon any slight to his reputation.

      
      ‘Meaning, perhaps, it is time we see how good this man of yours really is.’ Red Cudgel’s gaze fixed on the Japanese sitting
         to Rhee’s right. Thus far Okamoto had remained silent; his face had registered only mild disgust at the enlarged images of
         sweating flesh which had appeared on the video screen. Now Red Cudgel thought it was time to see exactly what he had bought.
      

      
      ‘What about a demonstration of this absolute commitment you mentioned.’

      
      Rhee kept his composure. For the money Red Cudgel was paying, the man was entitled to air his doubts. And when Rhee studied the young man sitting silently beside him, he sometimes
         felt doubts himself. The Japanese showed no external capacity for violence; indeed there was a certain meekness in his appearance.
         His skin was ghostly pale, his lashes were long and fine; his face resembled the delicate features of a girl.
      

      
      Rhee addressed his acolyte with several rapid sentences of fluent Japanese. The pale young man gave a quick, curt nod of his
         close-cropped head. He lifted a long leather case from the floor by his feet, and began to pick open the straps at one end
         of it.
      

      
      Red Cudgel exchanged glances with the other Chinese – an officer known by his position within the Society as ‘Vanguard’ –
         and both men watched closely as Okamoto continued to loosen the knots with his long fingers. Both had been silently wondering
         what this leather bag might contain. Now their eyes widened as the Japanese peeled back the flap and carefully drew out an
         ornate sword sheathed in a scabbard of lacquered red wood.
      

      
      The young foreigner’s face registered intense concentration as he drew the hilt a mere four inches from the wood, revealing
         a gleaming and perfect steel blade with a clover-leaf pattern at its edge. Glancing around him, the Japanese saw their grudging
         looks of appreciation, though he knew in his heart that these two Chinese gangsters were incapable of understanding the true
         nature of the katana he now held in his hands … or the enlightened spirit it represented.
      

      
      It was a sword of the Genroku period: from a time when swords were worn as symbols of social status. This was an example of
         the art of the master swordmaker Ikkanshi Tadatsuna, and it carried his signature on the blade, along with the date: December
         1699 in Western terms. There was a deep sheen to the surface of the steel; relief carvings depicted carp swimming up a waterfall,
         with branches of plum blossom as embellishment. The sword mountings were also exquisite: lacquered vermilion on magnolia wood, overlaid with lacquered gold. The bindings were
         of black waxed silk braid plaited over a leaping golden carp device on either side of the hilt, and the pommel was a perfectly
         polished red stone the size of a quail’s egg. To complete the artistic balance, the sword guard had been conceived as a simple
         blackened surface relieved only by the raised pattern of a single peony blossom in gold.
      

      
      These Chinese triads were ignorant, reflected Okamoto; they could not begin to know what a masterpiece of the swordmaker’s
         art this piece represented. Or what price he had paid in order to possess it.
      

      
      The young man inclined his head, then spoke softly so that only Rhee could hear.

      
      Nodding in understanding, Rhee turned back to the two Chinese.

      
      ‘Red Cudgel,’ he said, ‘Okamoto presents his compliments and says he awaits your pleasure.’

      
      Moments later, in the upstairs apartment, Ruby Tang’s shuddering climax was interrupted by the urgent warble of the telephone.
         It rang a dozen times more before her breathless voice came on the line.
      

      
      ‘Wei!’
      

      
      ‘Ruby, this is Tony. Finish up and bring our friend back downstairs. I’ve some friends here who’d like to meet him.’

      
      ‘Ho!’ she said, acknowledging the order. ‘Give me fifteen minutes.’
      

      
      ‘Make it ten,’ ordered Red Cudgel. A new note of concern entered his voice. ‘Did he bring the document?’

      
      ‘Of course,’ she said, lowering her voice as she fished in her handbag. ‘I have it here in my hand.’

      
      ‘Good.’ His relief was audible. ‘After you bring Reicher to me, go down on to the dance floor. That crazy little bitch you
         just hired is playing up again. She’s making us look bad in front of our guests from the mainland. Send her home before I have her mouth stitched.’
      

      
      ‘Ho!’ said Ruby obediently. ‘I’ll attend to that at once.’
      

      
      Brown eyes burning behind the slits of the mask, Gwan-Dai watched the girl come downstairs into the pink and purple glow of
         the club entrance. Just as before, she wore stiletto heels and a rose-tinted chiffon dress with spangles across the bodice,
         but this time she was not alone. There was another woman, equally attractive but too well-dressed to be just another of the
         club hostesses. As they walked out across the pavement, heads lowered against the drenching rain, he realised the second,
         older woman was supporting the other, who was clearly the worse for drink. Gwan-Dai set down the mask and watched with interest.
      

      
      There seemed to be some trouble between them.

      
      Ruby Tang gripped the younger girl by the upper arm, her fingernails biting deep. She scolded loudly as she pushed her towards
         the red Mercedes sports coupé parked at the kerb. What this girl had done was unforgivable: neglecting her duties and indulging
         herself in unseemly behaviour with a bunch of young triad ‘Blue Lanterns’ of no particular standing. She had drunk far too
         much brandy, becoming loud and unruly, and knocking over glasses, which could bring the club a bad name. Small wonder that
         Red Cudgel wanted her out now. It did not matter that the kid was depressed – a one-month abortion still fresh in her mind.
         What mattered was that she, Ruby Tang, was the hostess captain of the Barking Peacock, and this girl was her responsibility.
         It was Ruby’s own face which was now at stake.
      

      
      ‘Sor mooi! Stand still while I open this door,’ she ordered irritably, fumbling in her bag for the keys to the Mercedes.
      

      
      
      The drunken girl was not listening. Staggering against the front wing, she toppled sideways on to her back, and lay across
         the bonnet, staring upwards, oblivious to the rain splashing on her face. As Ruby Tang reached for her arm once more, the
         girl opened her eyes and began to curse loudly.
      

      
      ‘Leave me alone, poison woman! I’m going back inside!’

      
      ‘No you won’t,’ snapped Ruby Tang. ‘I’m taking you home before you cause more trouble. You’ll sleep it off alone tonight!’

      
      ‘Trouble? What trouble I cause? You’re crazy!’ argued the younger woman.

      
      Ruby shook her head in disgust.

      
      ‘You’re the crazy one. Look at you behaving like a piece of trash. All you had to do was smile and flash your little tits
         for your boss’s guests.’
      

      
      ‘Those men were like kids in a candy store – hands here, hands everywhere!’

      
      ‘Nevertheless, they were special guests.’

      
      The girl’s head rolled to one side and the bright red bud of her mouth twisted in a bitter sneer.

      
      ‘Special! – Diu lei lo mo! Wise up, won’t you? Those bastards were nothing special. Just Ah Chan from across the border.’ She raised her head just enough to spit into the gutter. ‘Probably illegals! With dirt from the
         communes still beneath their fingernails!’
      

      
      Ruby Tang stiffened at the mention of the words Ah Chan – a derogatory term for recent arrivals from China. Invariably such men were looked down on by Hong Kong Chinese as ignorant
         and uncouth, but from their ranks had come some of the most vicious gangsters in the colony. Already the girl had said too
         much.
      

      
      ‘Listen to me, little sister.’ Any remaining sympathy was gone now. ‘Tonight you were entertaining important businessmen.
         That’s all you’ll say if anyone asks – ming baak?’
      

      
      
      But the girl remained abusively defiant, emboldened by the brandy in her stomach.

      
      ‘What businessmen? You think I’m stupid, think I don’t know Dai Huen Jai when I see them? Diu lei lo mo! Think I can’t guess why they’re here?’
      

      
      ‘Hold that tongue before it chokes you!’ cautioned Ruby nervously, reaching for the girl and finding a pair of flailing arms
         fending her off.
      

      
      ‘It has to be something really big. Chan Ming showed me the pistol shoved inside his waistband – big as a fucking cannon!’

      
      In a flash of anger Ruby slapped the arms aside and seized the girl by the hair, lifting her up off the bonnet with a squeal
         of pain. Ruby’s hand then struck like the lash of a whip, catching the hostess across the jaw, spinning her round and sending
         her sprawling into the gutter with a splash. Standing over her, Ruby Tang issued a final warning through clenched teeth.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you know what happens to little drunks with big mouths!’

      
      All at once the girl’s bravado crumbled. Her head fell forward and she began to cry.

      
      At such an abject sight Ruby felt her heart melt. She had once been a hostess herself, a long time ago. She knew well enough
         the misery they suffered. Theirs was a life of continual debt, frequent beatings, and the constant threat of greater violence.
         Finally Ruby stretched out her hand to help the girl back to her feet. She hugged her close, clucking like a parent with a
         wayward child.
      

      
      ‘Sssshhh, it’s all right now,’ she cooed, smoothing her damp hair. ‘Whatever are we to do with you?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry … Ah je,’ the other managed between her sobs, addressing Ruby respectfully now as Elder Sister. ‘Yam jui jau – getting drunk – causing you so much trouble. I really am sor mooi.’
      

      
      Ruby smiled goodnaturedly. Sor mooi – crazy little girl. This had been her nickname from the day she arrived at the Barking Peacock, but underneath the bravado and big talk here was just another frightened kid. And one who
         would catch her death of cold if she did not get home soon.
      

      
      The taxi appeared from nowhere, pulling into the kerb behind the red Mercedes. The purple light from the club sign washed
         over its silver roof and red side panels. There was a clunk as the driver operated the autolock, and the rear door swung welcomingly
         open. It took just a second for Ruby to imagine the girl’s wet gown on the new chamois leather of Tony Kwan’s car, and to
         decide that this taxi was the better option.
      

      
      She bundled the girl into the back of the cab, and stepped around to the driver’s window. At first the man behind the wheel
         avoided her gaze, staring intently at the windscreen.
      

      
      ‘Take her to Wong Tai Sin,’ Ruby began, detailing the address as she fished inside her handbag and produced a bundle of notes.
         At first the driver seemed not to hear her, gazing instead at the windscreen in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Did you hear me?’ she pressed, offering the money. There was something strange about this man: something cold and unresponsive.
         Then her eye fell on something shiny on the seat beside him. The sight of the mask made her catch her breath, then the man’s
         gaze was full upon her. She sensed danger at once – almost before his hand was through the window, grabbing her arm and pulling
         her towards him. Her shoulder slammed painfully against the door frame, causing her to cry out as her handbag tumbled inside
         on to the floor of the taxi. It was then that she saw the hunting knife in the man’s other hand, and knew what he intended
         to do. His eyes were wide and blazing, but she saw her chance and took it – clawing at those staring eyes with her long fingernails.
         The attacker cried out in pain, and loosed his grip long enough for Ruby Tang to recover her footing and draw back from the
         open window. Turning, she ran screaming for the safety of the club entrance, with the sound of the taxi’s gunning engine in her ears.
      

      
      ‘Gau meng! Gau meng!’
      

      
      Breathless with shock, Ruby Tang turned from the sanctuary of the doorway in time to see the taxi disappear into the night
         with a squeal of protesting rubber. As the glass doors purred aside to admit her, and her brain struggled to comprehend what
         had happened, suddenly the full shock hit her.
      

      
      Her handbag! The document!

      
      Invoking the names of all the gods, Ruby ran back into the street, less afraid of the man with the knife than of the swift
         and certain retribution of Red Cudgel when he heard she had lost the document he so eagerly awaited.
      

      
      The street was empty, the taxi nowhere to be seen. She had not even registered its full licence number.

      
      As she stared vainly into the neon-clustered night a cold fear began to grip her. Her chances of recovering the document were
         hopeless. Perhaps Red Cudgel would understand. Surely he had to believe her. The taxi-driver with the madly staring eyes had
         been intent on murder. May the gods protect sor mooi, she whispered aloud, for no one else could help her now.
      

      
      But all Ruby’s experience told her that even if Tony Kwan did believe her, he would still have to make an example of her for
         the sake of appearances. Gulping back her tears, she made up her mind in the next few seconds.
      

      
      The rain was still falling steadily on the streets of Kowloon as Ruby Tang turned her back on the Barking Peacock and slipped
         away into the night.
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      There was the unmistakably sweet odour of Pepto Bismol in the room as the Director of Central Intelligence poured a measure
         of the bright pink liquid into a shot glass and knocked it back in a single loud gulp. The hand which stifled a wet cough
         was flecked with brown age spots.
      

      
      ‘This goddamn ulcer – it keeps me bent double almost half the day.’

      
      ‘At your age, Phil, and in these times, what the hell do you expect?’ Kazinski, the National Security Adviser, expressed scant
         sympathy for the head of the US intelligence community.
      

      
      Both men sat in an air-conditioned, electronically-swept office in the Old Executive Building, within sight of the White House,
         though the DCI would have been the first to admit that he did not let the view intimidate him in any way. Kazinski continued
         playfully, ‘Perhaps it’s time that you called it a day. Spend a few years counting the money you’ve made from that private
         practice of yours. Enjoy, why don’t you?’
      

      
      Director Kagan looked across the desk and smiled in genuine amusement, his eyes almost disappearing in the folds of his face.
         He had been an impressive figure as a young man, and a snappy dresser too. Now he was old and, though he still liked to dress
         well, his measurements had ballooned to a degree that his heart was fighting a losing battle with his weight. Though he was
         a favourite target for Washington political cartoonists, none doubted the quality of his mind. Even at sixty-three, Kagan was bright as a laser, and a dangerous enemy for any man.
      

      
      ‘Retirement is the last thing on my mind. The Agency badly needs a success after our losses of recent years. Something big.
         The real work is just beginning.’
      

      
      ‘And just where do you hope to find such success.’

      
      ‘New horizons.’ Eyes widening in sudden animation, Kagan squared his shoulders against the leather back of his executive swivel-chair.
         ‘Pacific Rim.’
      

      
      ‘You mean Asia?’

      
      ‘That’s right. No more of that Central American shit. I’m tired of kicking ass in Spickville. For every kick I give them,
         I get two in return from the Oversight Committee and another from those bastards in the House.’
      

      
      Kazinski nodded his agreement, adjusting the onyx-and-gold cufflinks he had received from the President on his last birthday.

      
      ‘There’s plenty of scope. What had you in mind?’

      
      ‘You know, things are really starting to break up over there. Our policy of containment of the Soviets in the eastern Pacific
         is looking particularly shaky since those Filipino bastards kicked us out of Subic Bay and Clarke Field.’
      

      
      Kazinski nodded once more, remembering how the Philippine government had unilaterally ordered a pullout from the two major
         bases as part of their settlement with communist insurgents who had been tearing the Philippines apart for years. A high price
         to pay for national unity, he thought, in view of the billions of dollars the US had previously paid them in rent each year.
      

      
      ‘I guess I have to agree: the situation is an unhealthy one. The Soviets will obviously try to strengthen their position.
         They’re gut-sick of having their Pacific Fleet bottled up. That could lead to all kinds of relocations now that we can’t field
         the same forces over there. It could go either way. The Japanese are sharing the early-warning and radar responsibilities but they’re not applying any real pressure. They’re waiting. We have to be seen to take the leading
         role in that theatre or, so help me, we’re going to see the emergence of new alliances: ones which leave us out in the cold.
         Japan, China and Korea are a natural power-bloc. They grow closer every year, culturally, economically, militarily. With Jap
         technology and a fully-developed Chinese economy, they would present a very credible alternative to the Western defence bloc.’
         Kazinski stopped himself. He had succumbed easily to discussing the Pacific Rim, for it was an area never far from his thoughts
         these days. The past few years had seen it emerge as the single most strategically-important section of the globe. He checked
         his watch. ‘Forgive me. You didn’t invite me over just so we could bad-mouth the Flips.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right, I didn’t.’

      
      ‘Then why? You know I’m due at the Oval Office in forty minutes.’

      
      Kagan looked his man full in the eye and said: ‘Karl, I need your support.’

      
      ‘Support?’ echoed Kazinski curiously.

      
      ‘Something they’re not going to like up on Capitol Hill.’

      
      Kazinski folded his arms defensively. The other man was a political predator if ever there was one. Now was the time to go
         carefully.
      

      
      ‘Phil, I’ve supported you on many occasions in the past. And come pretty close to getting shit-canned for it.’

      
      ‘Just bad luck.’ Kagan waved a huge paw dismissively.

      
      ‘Bad luck, my ass! You should have known that witness would turn bad on us in Congressional hearings. I’ve told you before,
         I won’t do time in the pen for anyone. Not even for him!’ Kazinski’s finger jabbed towards the window, in the direction of
         the White House. He watched the old man’s face change, enormous grey eyebrows knitting beneath a shiny expanse of forehead.
      

      
      
      ‘Got you out of that mess, didn’t I?’

      
      Kazinski sat in silence for a moment, controlling his resentment. Finally: ‘Yeah, we all came out virgin-pure. That’s another
         story, though.’ A sign of resignation. ‘OK, what’s on your mind?’
      

      
      Kagan placed his chin in his left hand and massaged it slowly.

      
      ‘It’s time to look at that Thousand Island mess again.’

      
      ‘You mean the Spratlys? I thought that was safely deadlocked: Vietnam, China, the Filipinos, all bickering over who owns what.
         The way I read it, most of those islands are nothing more than reefs and sandbanks, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Let’s not be quite so naive, Karl. We both know the importance of these islands in terms of power projection. We’re talking
         six hundred kilometres east of Cam Ranh Bay, a major Vietnamese naval base where Soviet ballistic submarines are berthed at
         this very moment. China is just nine hundred klicks to the north, and Philippine and Malaysian territory no more than a spit
         to the south-east. Put a Trident-bearing sub in amongst those atolls and you could wield untold power.’ Kagan opened his left
         hand flat and jabbed it with his right index finger. ‘The next time you look at a map, take a pen and draw a circle around
         the Spratlys, say five thousand klicks or so: the range of one of our Trident missiles.’ He traced a circle on his palm and
         looked up to make sure Kazinski was paying attention. ‘Inside that circle you got one third of the world’s population. Imagine
         that.’ He closed the hand into a tight, hairy fist. ‘A third of mankind under the gun. Don’t tell me those little reefs aren’t
         worth fighting over.’
      

      
      ‘OK, you’ve made your point: the area’s a powder keg. I know that. But so long as the Chinese don’t push the Vietnamese too
         hard over sovereignty, there’ll be no conflict. The Viets just don’t want to get locked out of the open sea by a strategic
         presence of Beijing’s subs – or anyone else’s either.’
      

      
      
      ‘What if I told you the Viets have a survey party on one of the Western groups right now? The strong suggestion is they’re
         doing a feasibility study on constructing a base there.’
      

      
      ‘Hypothetical, right?’

      
      ‘Just answer the question.’

      
      Kazinski opened his palms and made a face.

      
      ‘I don’t know. I guess I’d say national pride had clouded their judgement. Or else Moscow had decided to give them a push.’

      
      ‘Smart boy! You ought to be National Security Adviser some day,’ cracked Kagan. ‘Look at it this way. Our Seventh Fleet is
         currently patrolling that region, with only Hong Kong offering the right strategic and logistical support base. Our profile
         there is diminishing since our withdrawal from the Philippines. Another four years and the Chinese government will yank Hong
         Kong back from the British. What then?’
      

      
      ‘Looks like Ivan gets a free hand in the Pacific and the leverage to properly threaten important oil supply routes.’

      
      ‘Both of which would strengthen his hand in the event of an all-out global war.’

      
      ‘Wait a minute. Who said anything about war?’

      
      ‘Karl, please don’t give me any of that Harvard bullshit about the age of reason. Our policy has always been to work for peace
         but to prepare for the inevitable. That’s why I’ve got this thing for those goddamn little islands.’ His hand moved to the
         open attaché case on the side table; he withdrew a grey folder and placed it on the desk. Even reading upside-down, Karl Kazinski
         could make out the words DIRECTORATE OF INTELLIGENCE, and, beneath, IMAGERY ANALYSIS SERVICE. There were also KH-12 codeword classifications stamped in bright red on the cover. Satellite reconnaissance. Kazinski produced
         a pair of reading glasses and picked up the folder.
      

      
      
      Kagan talked on while the other man read the contents.

      
      ‘Two days ago we moved one of our KEYHOLE assets into position over the South China Sea. Just routine monitoring of military shipping, looking for pictures of the
         opposition nuclear boats putting in and out of Cam Ranh. During the transmission there was a malfunction, the motors controlling
         the satellite sent it spinning further south, photographing at random. Results were mostly garbage, but the bird did pass
         over the Spratly group, and it took these pictures of a survey vessel doing some serious examination of access channels around
         the western atolls.’
      

      
      Kazinski examined the folder. A stack of eight-by-tens confirmed what the DCI was saying. The outline of the ship bobbing
         in the dangerous swell reminded him of Soviet spy-trawlers he had seen years ago when he had been a commander of Naval Intelligence
         in carriers.
      

      
      ‘It could just be routine: keeping an eye on the other players. Or a boat mapping fish shoal migration. Anything.’

      
      Kagan shook his head emphatically.

      
      ‘Look at picture number twelve. It’s a close-up of that survey ship. See the name’s blanked out. They’ve tried to disguise
         it but I had it matched and, believe me, it’s a Soviet ship. They’re up to no good, Karl.’
      

      
      Kazinski just smiled and shook his head.

      
      ‘You won’t convince me unless there’s more.’

      
      ‘Oh, there is. Much more. This morning I received this.’ He tossed a typed sheaf of papers bearing the codeword UMBRA on to
         the desk. ‘I had the NSA monitor all radio communications coming out of that ship for the past twenty-four hours. They do
         a lot of jabbering in Vietnamese, claim they’re sizing it up for oil exploration, but their real communications are coded.
         This is the unscrambled version of yesterday’s product.’
      

      
      He peeled back a couple of sheets and turned the stack for the other to read. Kazinski felt a twinge of excitement in his chest. He still found it nothing short of miraculous
         to be able to do this sort of thing: to pluck words out of the air on the other side of the world by Rhyolite satellite, bounce
         them between the Pine Gap facility in Australia and Rendondo Beach in California, and thence to NSA headquarters at Fort Meade,
         Maryland. And all in a matter of seconds. His eyes devoured the translation, secretly enjoying the sense of intrigue.
      

      
      ‘Visitors request this, visitors request that. Specific mention of foreign consultants in three places. Fraternal colleagues.
         And what does this word mean?’
      

      
      Kagan could not restrain a smile.

      
      ‘Oh, yeah. That’s a rather charming Vietnamese word meaning something like “white barbarians”. A slip that tells us they have
         Caucasians aboard: probably Soviet naval engineers with GRU clearance. That’s a guess born out by the NSA’s analysis, which
         says they were using an old GRU coded cipher which our Cray computers broke eighteen months ago. The major military installations
         have got wise and stopped using it, but I guess the word hasn’t filtered through to these clowns yet.’
      

      
      Kazinski quickly read the report by the senior survey engineer aboard the vessel. It spoke of the difficulties of navigation
         of large vessels between the thirty-some islands. Depths varied, but there were a number of access routes for both surface
         and submerged vessels. There were references to the routes used by the Japanese navy during The Great Patriotic War: the Russian
         term for what the rest of the world called World War II. The report closed by saying that navigation beacons had been laid
         to assist safe passage to the proposed construction site.
      

      
      ‘Honest to God,’ said Kazinski when he had finished, ‘they really are going for it. A forward military base.’

      
      ‘I wonder if you appreciate the magnitude of this.’ The DCI threw his arms wide to give him a clue. ‘If the Vietnamese, and through them the Soviets, can establish a submarine
         base here, they can control all surface movement in that theatre. They could cut off the Japanese from their Gulf oil routes,
         could lock off maritime shipping lanes between the Indian and Pacific Oceans, cut all supply lines. Hell, the seabed is like
         a rucked up bedsheet down there. We’d never be able to detect and neutralise their boomers. They’d hold all Asia hostage!’
      

      
      ‘Phil, you have to bring this to the President.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Corrigan has things under control on the White House staff. I’ve asked him to squeeze me in right after your
         appointment. I’d be grateful if you’d hang around afterwards, because what I’m about to propose could get a little sticky.
         With your assistance he’ll appreciate the problem. I need him to appreciate its importance so he can understand that its worth
         the risks.’
      

      
      A dark frown passed over Kazinski’s face.

      
      ‘You’re not suggesting military intervention are you?’

      
      Once again the DCI smiled. ‘Karl, Karl. That’s much too crude. I’m an intelligence officer. My job is to do by stealth what
         may not be done openly. Nobody’s talking about a shooting war when we can achieve the same result by manipulating perceptions.’
      

      
      ‘And what does that mean in words even the President can understand?’

      
      ‘I’m going to work a sting on those bastards so cute that they’ll never even know they’ve been stung.’

      
      Kazinski felt himself infected by the DCI’s boyish enthusiasm, as he once more flicked through the satellite pictures. Already
         his sharp political brain was plotting how to grab a good share of the credit.
      

      
      ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I can’t wait to see their faces in the National Security Council. Naturally, you’ll be presenting all
         this at the next meeting.’
      

      
      Kazinski became aware that the DCI did not answer promptly, and he caught that vague, secretive look on his face: the one the old man usually reserved for his testimony before the Oversight Committee.
      

      
      ‘The NSC … yes,’ he said eventually. ‘Karl, I’m afraid I can’t do that, and I’ll have to ask you not to discuss it with anyone
         but myself and the President. You’ll understand why after we speak with him today.’
      

      
      Somewhere in the street below a car horn sounded as it passed. To Kazinski it sounded like a human scream – or perhaps an
         alarm bell warning him to take care. Did he know what he was getting into here? Keeping information from the Oversight Committee
         was a fact of life for Directors of the CIA. If they don’t ask you about it, then you don’t have to tell them anything. But
         the NSC was different. The Holy of Holies.
      

      
      ‘Karl?’ The DCI broke into his reverie. Kazinski’s eyes refocused inside the room. The old man was eyeing him questioningly.
         He thought of the weighty evidence he had already seen that morning, and dismissed his reservations. After all, Soviet nuclear
         submarines!
      

      
      ‘You know you can rely on my discretion, Phil.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Kagan smiled infectiously, and they shook hands like two schoolboys sharing a pledge. ‘I promise you won’t be
         sorry.’
      

      
      The National Security Adviser checked his watch.

      
      ‘I hope not. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m due across the way. Be seeing you shortly.’

      
      As the door closed, Phil Kagan’s old face betrayed none of the satisfaction he really felt. He took a Havana cigar from the
         carved sandalwood box on his desk, inhaled the tobacco’s rich aroma and struck a match.
      

      
      The cigar was, of course, strictly against his doctor’s orders. But, then, Phil Kagan had never been much good at following
         orders he did not concur with, trusting instead to his own better judgement.
      

      
      He maintained the exact same attitude towards the many constraints placed on his organisation by the US Congress. Kagan remained
         true to the one good piece of advice his lawyer father had bequeathed him.
      

      
      ‘Son,’ the senior Kagan had told him. ‘Rules are made for the blind obedience of fools, and for the guidance of wise men.’

      
      Like any loyal son he had done his best to live by this sentiment.

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      When he reached the top of Beacon Hill, Becker slowed his pace to a walk and stepped through the trees on to the narrow path,
         sucking in deep breaths of air to cool his burning lungs. Behind him, the imposing golfball of the radar beacon stood out
         against the spine of the Kowloon foothills, blinding white in the pure light of the early morning. Before and below him sprawled
         the mystery of Kowloon, wearing its permanent haze of monoxide fumes like a mantle. He felt the intense burning in his thigh
         muscles, now that he had stopped, and the involuntary spasm that always followed the uphill battle. The run up to the radar
         beacon didn’t get any easier, he reflected, hawking loudly and spitting the phlegm from his throat. It was no more than a
         couple of kilometres on a deserted concrete road used only by the occasional government vehicle, but the gradient was consistently
         brutal and made it a cruelly efficient workout. As usual, the dominant males in the baboon troop inhabiting the trees just
         off the path had challenged his progress, but Becker had stared them down and continued his pace unbroken through their territory,
         sending them chattering back into the trees. To his left narrow footpaths snaked away, chalk yellow, across the spine of the
         green foothills which ended in the squatting bulk of the Lion Rock.
      

      
      As his breathing returned to normal, Becker began to feel just how tired he really was. He had slept only fitfully the night
         before, tossing and turning under a single cotton sheet, while he cursed the damn humidity and his broken air-conditioner, until it all became too much. Twice
         he had doused himself under a cold shower and lain beneath the twirling ceiling fan – his government flat had ceiling fans
         in every room – but this had done nothing to relieve his discomfort. In the end he had got up and had driven down into the
         bar area of Tsim Sha Tsui. There he occupied a barstool at the Ship Inn, drinking coffee and speaking Cantonese with the barman.
         Jimmy was an expert on Sixties pop music, and he and Becker liked to trade trivia of the ‘Who sang this one?’ variety. When
         dawn arrived he had driven back home, showered once more, changed into running kit and crossed over the Lung Cheung Road behind
         Elizabethan Court to work out his frustrations on this routine climb up Beacon Hill.
      

      
      As Becker walked along the baked path, memories came rushing back like a hot wind through the tall grass. It was eight long
         years since he had first discovered the secret of ‘the Pavilion Without Walls’, and those first memories were still as strong
         as ever. He’d been a second-tour police inspector or bong baan then – an aspiring steely-eyed oriental crime fighter, as they jokingly referred to themselves – still striving after the
         essential spirit of the place and curious to know what made the Chinese so different from themselves. Perhaps wiser, more
         in tune with their surroundings, more at peace with themselves? Then one day he had decided to take an early run up the Beacon
         Hill, and had been lured off the path by a sound like wind rushing through a deep cave. Following the melancholic sound, he
         had come upon a break in the trees where the path opened into a small clearing. Here the urban sprawl below was completely
         blotted out by intervening vegetation, but the dense cover of trees and young bamboo gave way to one of the most inspiring
         sights Hong Kong has to offer: Lion Rock thrusting its head upwards against the great blue bowl of the sky, with its rugged Lion’s face brought dramatically to life by the unexpected sparkle of the sun upon a hidden
         eye.
      

      
      Then he’d realised he was not alone.

      
      In the middle of the clearing stood an old Chinese man dressed in baggy black pants and white vest. The back of his head was
         flat, the white hair cropped close enough to reveal a spattering of brown freckles beneath. A retired agricultural worker,
         or maybe a construction worker – anyway, low income group, thought Becker. The man was standing with his back straight and
         his knees bent at ninety degrees, alternately inhaling and exhaling as his open hands slowly described wide circles in front
         of his face. At first Becker had the impression of watching a man drowning in molasses but as he continued to observe, he
         saw the old man turn and centre himself against the outline of the Rock, and then his whole body began to move, feet shifting
         instinctively with perfect poise and balance. A single joyful and harmonious entity: soft, yet possessed of an immense intrinsic
         strength, ritualised and yet spontaneous beyond imagination. The slender nut-brown arms drew dynamic strokes in the morning
         air, like ancient and magnificent calligraphy, and yet it seemed both effortless and formless.
      

      
      Becker knew enough of Hong Kong to recognise a martial arts exercise when he saw one. He himself had grunted and twisted through
         self-defence class in Police Training School, but he had never seen anything quite like this before. Fascinated, he crept
         forward quietly and took a seat on one of the smooth rocks placed to mark the path. But at once the old man sensed the intrusion
         and came to an immediate halt. For a moment he stood there listening, perhaps trying to sense the intention of the intruder.
         Becker held his breath and made no sound. Long seconds later the movements began again. This time the old man sped through
         his ritual dance without pausing, treating Becker to a rare display of perhaps one hundred and twenty separate martial movements. When he was finished
         he came to rest facing the Lion Rock, letting the sweet warmth of the morning sun wash over his serene, weathered face.
      

      
      There was a brief moment of silent meditation, and then he spoke.

      
      ‘Why do you watch me?’ he asked in level Cantonese, without turning around. Caught off-balance, Becker didn’t answer. ‘Why
         do you watch me?’ the old man asked again, his voice a little louder this time. Then he turned, and Becker saw clearly for
         the first time his blindness; the eyelashes fluttered like summer insects, but the old man’s eyes were gone from the sockets.
      

      
      ‘Dui m’jiu, Ah Gung,’ he apologised.
      

      
      ‘As I thought: gwai lo!’ muttered the old man. ‘Kindly do not call me grandfather, for we are no blood kin.’ His old face filled with anger at the
         mere thought of such kinship with a foreign devil.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, sin saang,’ Becker corrected himself, also in Cantonese. ‘I meant no disrespect.’
      

      
      ‘Your presence is disrespect enough. I did not invite you to watch me practise my art.’

      
      The old man had a lot of fire in his pot belly for such a little fellow, thought Becker.

      
      ‘Sir, I could not help myself. Your Kung Fu is of the first quality, and yet you are blind.’

      
      The old man cocked his head oddly, following the sound, and then nodded sagely.

      
      ‘Yes, I am blind. In that respect at least you are right, but in the matter of my art you are wrong. It is Tai Chi and Chi
         Gung I practise, and how would you, a barbarian, know first from any other quality?’
      

      
      ‘You heard my footsteps on the path, didn’t you?’ said Becker changing the subject. ‘But how could a blind man guess I was
         a foreigner?’
      

      
      At this the old man’s face creased like ancient leather.

      
      
      ‘Aiyah! Yes, by the Gwan-Dai, I heard your elephant feet. But not before I smelled your barbarian odour and felt your outer skin
         touch mine.’ He spread out the fingers of one hand and the tapered fingertips bent sharply at the last joint, giving the impression
         of a bird’s claw.
      

      
      ‘You smelled me? That’s impossible at that distance …’

      
      ‘You must have run up the hill.’ He wafted a hand before his nose in distaste. ‘The smell of a meat eater is powerful, and
         it offends the nostrils of one who adheres to a civilised diet.’
      

      
      ‘Sir, I meant only to praise your skills. If you will not give me even a little face in return, then I will leave you to your
         meditation.’
      

      
      He was about to leave the clearing when suddenly the old man began to laugh.

      
      ‘Aiyah! So young and so proud! Wait, don’t go yet. It is unwise to be so sensitive and I, too, meant no offence.’
      

      
      Becker stopped to listen, though he had to concentrate hard to decipher the Chiu Chau inflection.

      
      The old man continued, ‘Your Cantonese is good. I have never conversed with a gwai lo before, and I should like to do so. I have taught many fine young men to blow down mountains and wrestle the wind, but never
         a gwai lo. If you are interested, and are also a good listener, maybe one day I will make you my student.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, I’m not interested. Besides, you don’t look as if you have that much time to play with.’

      
      The old man laughed again. ‘We’ll see,’ he said, bending down to sit upon another rock with the practised ease of one who
         knows his ground well.
      

      
      In spite of himself, Becker stepped forward and sat down next to him, feeling like an awkward kid. The old boy was a powerful
         talker, and Becker soon found himself mesmerised. Like one of the professional storytellers who work the crowds on the streets
         of Canton, he laid out his biography with no trace of modesty. He was sixty-two years old, and his name was Chen Man-kin of the famous Chen
         clan which originated in the Chen village in Ho Nan Province. As he said this he paused, but when the foreigner showed no
         recognition of the name, the old man gave a grunt and continued. His particular branch of the family had been farmers for
         generations, but they had also trained hard to preserve the skills of his ancestor Chang San-feng who was recognised as the
         founder of Tai Chi Chuan. Again no recognition – but this time the old man continued without a pause.
      

      
      In youth Chen Man-kin had been trained as a bean curd maker, and for this he had been well known. But by the time he was eighteen
         he was already one of the finest boxers in the province. Every day some new boxer would come to the village to match skills
         with him at Chi Sau – ‘pushing hands’. This, the old man explained, was an exercise regularly used in training, but it was
         also the highest test of Tai Chi ability. Two boxers would face each other, lock hands, and attempt to hurl each other to
         the ground by alternately pushing and retreating and by the expert use of balance: softness to overcome strength. The old
         man laughed when he recalled how he had once been challenged by the son of a local mandarin who was an intense and fierce
         student of martial arts, and had travelled many li to reach the Chen village. At the venerable one’s insistence the contest was held on a wooden plank over a deep and muddy
         ditch, and the whole village had lined the bank to watch. After long minutes of inconclusive action the son of the mandarin
         became overexcited and tried to stab at Chen’s eyes with his fingers. The sudden violence transmitted through his hand had
         been sensed by Chen, who deftly withdrew and circled, and then bowled the proud youngster head over heels into the ditch.
      

      
      The cheers of the villagers had been tumultuous; so too the loss of face for the loser, who slunk away with his entourage never to return. But that was not the end of the matter.
         One week later the wooden shed where Chen made bean curd was mysteriously burned down. A week after that, local officials
         visited the village elders and made threats about increasing their taxes. It was just the beginning, they realised, and they
         could expect continuing harassment so long as Chen Man-kin remained in the village.
      

      
      Reluctantly he agreed to leave. He moved to the coastal port of Swatow and began teaching his skills to others under a different
         name. His gymnasium quickly became famous, attracting many of the young men associated with the secret societies pledged to
         support the Kuomintang party of Chiang Kai Shek. When Mao’s communist forces approached Swatow, Chen knew his name was listed
         with those of the subversives, and that death by public hanging would be his punishment. There was no choice but to join the
         refugees fleeing south to Hong Kong. He had no particular love for the Generalissimo, nor any interest in restoring the throne
         of the Ming dynasty, but still he went. And as he came ashore on a deserted beach, jostled by the crowd of refugees, all he
         then knew of Hong Kong was that the foreign devils had stolen it a hundred years ago and made it rich through opium. And that
         now the Chinese called it, with longing in their voices, ‘the land where men eat fat pork’.
      

      
      In Hong Kong he found a wife, and returned to making bean curd. Trading on family connections, and the name of Chen, he bought
         a strip of land on the hillside beneath the Lion Rock and sold his blocks of white bean curd to the restaurants of Wong Tai
         Sin below. As the wooden shanties of the squatter villagers grew around him, he moved further up the hillside, seeking isolation.
         His wife bore four children and it was happiness of a kind, the old man murmured: peace and tranquility and a deserted hillside
         on which to practise his art.
      

      
      
      ‘You taught these skills to your children?’ Becker asked quietly. The old man sighed, then shook his head.

      
      ‘I started to. My first son was a disappointment, loud and ungainly like his mother, and unwilling to practise. But the second
         son was gifted: bright, clear-eyed and diligent. And his hands could feel the breath of an attack long before it came.’
      

      
      ‘What happened, sifu?’ Becker realised he had automatically used the traditional title for a master.
      

      
      ‘In the summer of 1960 there was a terrible fire.’ He stretched out his hand towards the green slopes below the Lion Rock.
         ‘It raged for two days through the squatter villages. It killed many people, including my wife and little ones. I remember
         clearly, it was very early when the fire began – before dawn. I had risen early to deliver boxes of bean curd to the restaurants,
         leaving my family asleep. There was no way the authorities could bring engines up the hillside, and water was in short supply
         that summer. I had to guard the ashes of my wooden hut for days to keep the looters away, but I never found
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