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THE CHINESE WOMAN
THE BARBADOS CONSPIRACY
A NOVEL BY BRIAN N. COX

CHAPTER ONE
SHANGHAI, CHINA
It was almost 2am and the streets were deserted except for the occasional group of men quietly gathered in the shadows, unseen except for the red glow of their cigarettes.   A brief thunderstorm left the cobblestone street glistening and slippery.  Sheet lightning could still be seen in the distance but the rumble of thunder was muffled and far from Chong Lu street.  The young girl, who had just celebrated her twelfth birthday three days ago, wished it was daytime when people entered the store constantly.   The noise from the streets would have covered up her heavy breathing, which sounded like hurricane force winds in the girl’s ears.   The closet curtain was open a few inches, allowing her to see the two strangers clearly, too clearly in fact, as she felt that they must also see her.  She shrank back behind the hanging clothes but didn’t take her eyes off the unwelcome intruders.
Neither man was young but both were much younger than her father.  The older of the two had a scar running from the outside of his left eye to the edge of his mouth.  If it wasn’t for this scar, he could have been a handsome man, although his eyes were cold and piercing, like lasers boring through steel.  Even though he was not looking at the young girl, his piercing eyes, like those of an angry cat, made her shiver as if a January night wind enveloped her body.   The scar-faced man held her father’s throat with his left hand and in his right hand, he held a large black revolver against her father’s temple.  She wanted to cry out, to tell the men to go away.  Her father was a kind and gentle man.  Why would anyone want to hurt him?  The young girl felt she must do something but she was immobilized with fear.  She wanted to scream; she wanted to fight; she wanted to run; but she did nothing but stare.

The younger man, tall, heavy and muscular, stood behind the young girl’s mother with a knife against her throat.  Her mother looked older than her forty years, but it was obvious she had been a very attractive woman at some time in the past.  Years of hard work, the loss of her parents and worrying about the family’s welfare had caused a toll in both her appearance and her health.  The death of her parents from influenza only two years earlier had initiated the family move from Chongqing to Shanghai seeking a new and better life.  The booming economy of Shanghai had kept itself out of reach of the Zhen family however, but they struggled and worked hard and were beholding to no one.  They had little time for recreation, but they were a happy family.  Fifty-two year old Zhen Lin and his wife never fought or argued regardless of the hardships that life brought to them.  They found solace in each other and their daughter, Zhen Xiaomei, who never doubted their love for her for even a single second.
“You not only refuse to pay what is due me, Mr. Zhen, but you have the gall to be defiant.   Do you think we will just walk away?  Are you that naïve and foolish?  What would your neighbors say?  They too, would refuse to pay if they saw you could get away with such behavior.   The neighbors must learn from your experience.  Not only you must die, but so must your entire family.  People learn well from lessons like this.”
At this point, the older man nodded to the other and said, “Let Mr. Zhen see the trouble he has caused his own family.”   At that instant, the younger man brought the knife across Mrs. Zhen’s throat and let her drop to the floor.  The young girl was horrified and frozen in fear.  The smirk on Meng Hong’s pockmarked face was etched in her mind forever.  The smirking one actually enjoyed this barbarous act.  What manner of men could do this?   The urge to scream in terror and despair was exceeded only by the fear that muted her voice.
Zhen Lin, temporarily speechless in disbelief, started to scream and reach towards his wife, but only for an instant.  A bullet ripped through his brain and he fell on top of his dead wife, their blood intermingled in death like their hearts intermingled in life.  He lay upon his beloved wife as if to protect her; but he did not and could not.

“They have a daughter” said the scar-face one.  “We must kill her too so the lesson is not forgotten in this neighborhood.  Search the store and the living quarters at the rear.  She must be here.”   The two men hastily and frantically searched the premises, including the loft.  The smirking one looked in the closet briefly but saw nothing.
“She could be visiting relatives,” said Meng Hong.  

“Maybe”, said scar-face, “but we must be sure.  We cannot leave her alive.”

This time, the men searched more methodically taking greater care.  Meng Hong, the smirking giant, returned to the closet, and this time moved the clothes hanging there, section by section.  The young girl, almost physically ill from what she had witnessed tried to sink back under a pile of dirty linen in the corner, her knees pulled up against her face.  Fortunately, she was small for her age and even more fortunately, Meng Hong did not carry a flashlight.  She pulled her head down and closed her eyes.  If she could not see him, perhaps he could not see her.

The two men stopped near the bodies of the young girl’s parents, with barely a glance at them.  Together, they looked directly at the girl in the closet.  It seemed an eternity, but finally, they turned and exited the front door of the little grocery shop that had been the proud possession and sole source of income for the Zhen family.
Young Zhen Xiaomei started to sob slowly and quietly immediately after the killers left.  She continued to cry for a long time, maybe an hour, maybe two.  She wanted to forget this night but knew the images would remain with her until the day she died and made the final journey to once again be with her gentle father and her loving mother.

Meng Hong and the scar-face man were pleased that there were no witnesses, but it did not really matter as twenty men would swear they were with them all night playing mahjong far away from the little grocery shop with family living quarters in the rear.

Neither of these Triad killers gave the murders of gentle Zhen Lin and his wife a second thought, but many years later, on the other side of the world, they would remember the Zhen family.
CHAPTER 2

SHANGHAI….25 YEARS LATER

Like most government buildings in China, the exterior was a marvel of innovative architecture and the interior was barren and austere.  The meeting room floor was the usual grey polished granite and the walls were devoid of pictures.  All the furniture and equipment could be removed from the room in less than ten minutes, leaving nothing but four walls and a totally vacant room.  The musky smell of unknown origins, common to police offices around the world, was present, but otherwise it looked like it had never been occupied.
All nine of the men, and the one woman, were high-ranking police officers representing various detective squads within the Criminal Investigation Division of the Shanghai Police.   Gao Hui, Commander of the Organized Crime Unit, chaired the meeting, and although unshaven and disheveled, he looked much younger than his sixty-one years.  Shorter than most of the men present, his shoulders were very broad and his arms muscular and sinewy.  Gao Hui did not suffer fools gladly and those who worked for and with him did not particularly like him, but without exception, they respected him immensely.  He had never displayed violence towards a fellow police officer, at least not an honest one, but for some reason the other men in the room had a physical fear of Gao Hui. His second-in-charge, Xu Chen, sat close by, his hand on the slide projector’s remote switch ready for Gao Hui’s signal.  The semi-darkened room suddenly lit up when Gao Hui nodded and the photo of a well-dressed man, seemingly in his early fifties, appeared on the screen.  He was actually quite a handsome man, even sophisticated in appearance, but somehow rather sinister, even evil.  It seemed that the man’s very soul reflected on to his face and filled the screen with foreboding.  His movie star good looks were only disrupted by the long scar on the left side of his face.

Lai Ho, commander of the Street Intelligence Unit, thought how appropriate it was that this man should look evil, because “evil” was the most apt description of Wu Xing, leader of the Mei Hua Triad in Shanghai.  The officers stared intently at Wu Xing’s image on the screen even though they all were well familiar with his face.   Wu Xing was reputed to have personally killed over twenty people in his younger days as a street thug running the protection rackets for his triad masters.  In recent years, he left the violence to his successors, young thugs, mostly psychopaths, who took all the risks while he took most of the money collected from the various rackets run by the Mei Hua Triad.

Wu Xing was 5’10”, slim but muscular build, with jet black hair combed straight back.  Even though Shanghai tailors are reputed to be amongst the world’s best, he wore only Italian-made suits for which he paid more than $2000 US each.  Despite his slim build, Wu Xing was a dangerous man, even without a gun or a knife.  Like many of his triad brethren, he was well trained in the Shaolin gong-fu arts and had put his skills to use many times throughout his fifty-one years.  Although he had spent most of his life on the streets, Wu Xing had spent two years in the People’s Liberation Army as an infantry  conscript, following which he attended university in Guangzhou, obtaining a business degree.  As leader of the Mei Hua Triad, he had put this training to good use.

“As you all know,” began Gao Hui, “this is Wu Xing, lower than the excrement on my boots and smelling twice as bad.”  This brought a murmur of laughter from the assembled police officers which quickly stopped when they saw Gao Hui was not smiling.  “At five o’clock tomorrow morning, our plan will be executed.  The prosecutors have finally decided they have enough evidence to convict Wu Xing on charges of corruption of government officials.  Three of the corrupted officials have been already executed, but five others are more than anxious to testify against Wu Xing to save their worthless lives. These slimy bastards have protected him for years, but no more.  His days are numbered.”

“In order to maintain security, we are being extremely cautious about revealing this plan, even to you, so the raiding teams will not be briefed until 4am.  Members of my Unit have him under surveillance as we speak, and they will not discontinue this surveillance until the raiding teams go into action.  Xu Chen will show you some more slides of Wu Xing, his associates and some of the vehicles they use, then please read the plan material on the desks in front of you.  There will be no details of the actual raid revealed until we meet again in the large meeting hall with the raiding teams.  Do not take this written material with you.  Leave it on the desk and Xu Chen will collect it from each of you before you leave.  It is 9:17pm now.  You should all be out of here by 9:40.   Go home and have a good sleep and meet back here by 3:30am for the final briefing.  Leave your cell phones and all other communication equipment in your offices.  It won’t be allowed in the briefing room tomorrow.  I don’t have to tell you that not one word of what you learn here tonight can be repeated.  Not to your trusted assistants and not to your spouses or lovers.”

The officers read the information material laid out for them which indicated their individual assignments for the next morning, but no details about the raid, in fact, the present whereabouts of Wu Xing was not revealed.  In groups of two’s and three’s, they left the room between 9:30 and 9:45pm.  Gao Hui and Xu Chen stayed behind to discuss details of the plan for about half an hour, and then they too left the room and walked slowly to the Organized Crime Unit office where they would spend the night on cots, half sleeping and half listening for radio transmissions.

Lai Ho nonchalantly left the district headquarters building, got into his unmarked police car and drove towards his apartment which was about forty minutes distance.  Although darkness had taken over the city, it was still uncomfortably hot, and as usual, Shanghai was extremely humid.  He turned down a side street and drove very slowly, watching his rear view mirror very carefully and pulling over to the curb to let faster moving traffic pass by.  He then circled a large block three times, all the while, looking for vehicles turning behind him.  When he approached a traffic light, he slowed to ensure he would be the last one through the green light, and watched to see if any vehicles ran through the intersection against the red light.   Cai Ho was convinced he was not being followed, or if he had been, he had succeeded in losing them.  Those years of experience as a street intelligence officer had made him an expert in both surveillance and counter-surveillance.  His years as a street intelligence officer also gave him the opportunity to meet all manner of people, some honest and honorable, most far less so.   The most dishonorable of all his acquaintances was also the wealthiest.  His name was Wu Xing.

Convinced he was safe from scrutiny, Lai Ho turned into a dark, but familiar alley and parked his car.  Looking carefully around him, but in an unobvious manner, he quickly walked the two blocks to the Cypress Tree Massage Parlor.  Unlike many massage parlors located in less than desirable districts in the west, the Cypress Tree Parlor was quite legitimate as were most Chinese massage parlors.   The massages were not sensuous and the customers did not even remove their clothes.   Based on centuries of accumulated knowledge, the Chinese massage stimulated the body’s acu-points plus the muscles, ligaments and tendons, enhanced circulation of the blood, and allowed their patrons to leave totally invigorated. Traditional doctors often sent their patients to these massage parlors for this treatment.

One of the employees of the Cypress Tree Massage Parlor was not so legitimate.  Zheng Li Na was undoubtedly the most attractive woman in the shop.  Furthermore, she had great social skills and a warm and friendly personality.  Zheng Li Na was born in Guangdong province in a small village just south of the capital city, Guangzhou.  She moved to Shanghai shortly after her eighteenth birthday to experience the excitement of the great city of Shanghai.  There was no question that Zheng Li Na was the favorite of every patron of the Cypress Tree Massage Parlor, however, she had one small flaw.  Zheng Li Na was a thief.  Many of the patrons realized this, but instead of boycotting the shop, they just left their valuables at home so Zheng Li Na couldn’t get her pretty little hands on them.  Besides, better to lose a few small items than to lose the company and delightful massages of the beautiful and charming Zheng Li Na.

Lai Ho entered through the back door and ascended the stairway to the left.  The lighting was dim, but Lai Ho had traversed this route many times.   Zheng Li Na was not a prostitute but she willingly provided sexual favors to Lai Ho, after all, he was a very powerful man and not altogether unpleasant to look at. Lai Ho was forty-two years old, a good fifteen years older than Zheng Li Na.  This made him a very attractive prospective husband whom Zheng Li Na perceived to have knowledge, wisdom and financial stability.  She hoped some day to be something more than a secretive girlfriend to Lai Ho, and wouldn’t face the fact that this would never happen.

Lai Ho entered the second room on the left and found Zheng Li Na sitting alone polishing her fingernails.  

“Come with me my beautiful lotus blossom, and bring a cell phone.  Make sure it is a stolen cell phone.”

Zheng Li Na knew better than to question Lai Ho or to be too curious.  She dutifully followed the handsome police officer as he descended the stairs and walked eastward in the darkened alley.  When they were about three blocks from the shop, Lai Ho stopped and turned to Zheng Li Na.

“I am going to dial a number, and I want you to say this to whoever answers the phone…’It is time to meet to discuss our future’.  Do you understand?”

“Yes.  No problem,” replied the young woman, without displaying the slightest curiosity.

“The phone is being monitored so do not speak Shanghaihua.  They will detect your Cantonese accent which could be an invaluable lead to a skilled investigator.  Speak Putonghua (the national dialect of Mandarin).  Your Putonghua is not good but at least I can’t detect a regional accent.”

The young woman took the phone from Lai Ho after he dialed it.  After three rings, a gruff male voice answered, “Wei”.  Zheng Li Na replied “It is time to meet to discuss our future.” in her best Putonghua.  Lai Ho immediately grabbed the phone from her hand and terminated the connection.  

“I’ll take this phone, my beautiful lotus blossom.  It cannot be used again.”

He kissed Zheng Li Na on the left cheek and quickly disappeared in the darkness of the alleyway.   Zheng Li Na was not mystified by this event, in fact, she wasn’t even curious.  During her relationship, as she liked to call it, with Lai Ho, she had been involved in numerous strange activities and learned never to question him.  She lost sight of Lai Ho and then slowly made her way back to the Cypress Tree Massage Parlor.

                                  **********************************

Wu Xing knew this message would come some day.  He hadn’t seen Gao Hui’s detectives in the area of the printing shop which he used as an occasional meeting place, but he always assumed they were around.  Wu Xing knew never to underestimate the enemy, especially when the enemy is Gao Hui.   Wu Xing feared very few men, but the one man who made him nervous was Gao Hui.  He had only seen the Commander of the Organized Crime Unit twice in his life, but he had heard many stories about his dedication to duty, his cunning, his intelligence, and strangely enough, the fact that he  seemed to be totally honest.  Wu Xing believed that every person had a price, but no one had discovered that price with Gao Hui.   Some particularly vicious members of the Mei Hua Triad had disappeared without a trace, and he always suspected that Gao Hui had something to do with it. 

It was well known that attempts to bribe Gao Hui had been unsuccessful, and therefore, some of Wu Xing’s younger associates had suggested that Gao Hui should be killed.  One young triad, Wang Lei, had approached Wu Xing with this stupid idea on three separate occasions.  Finally, Wu Xing ordered Wang Lei be killed and his body dumped at sea.  He could not risk some young fool attempting to kill Gao Hui, or even succeeding, resulting in the wrath of 40,000 Shanghai police officers hunting them down.  Police and gangsters seemed content to play the game and make a contest of crime and law enforcement, a catch or don’t catch competition.  The Chinese police were too powerful, however, to risk making things personal.  Arrest could mean a trial, conviction and execution in about ten days.  If some police officers viewed the hunt as personal, execution could come at the time of arrest, removing the necessity of a trial and conviction.  Besides, great wealth can be accumulated much easier and without risk if one maintains a low profile and operates in secret.  Bravado and confrontation can have dire consequences in China, and great wealth is certainly not one of the consequences.

It was time to move to America.  The plan had been in place for at least three years.  Transportation had been arranged and the necessary officials bribed on both sides of the ocean.  Wu Xing did not particularly want to leave China, a country that had provided him with a very comfortable living.   Despite his greed and criminality, he was steeped in the culture of China and felt it was part of who he was.

Leaving the building, despite surveillance by the police, would be no problem.  All Wu Xing’s regular haunts had built in escape routes.  Tunnels had been built years ago, ready to utilize for a secretive and hasty exit should the time ever arrive when this was necessary.   The time was now.

Wu Xing passed the word to his best friend and trusted lieutenant, Meng Hong, and his very capable and loyal bodyguard, Kang Wen.  They gathered up a few personal items, checked their weapons, and descended to the tunnels.  Life had become too risky in Shanghai and a better life awaited them in America.

CHAPTER THREE

BEIJING, CHINA

Duan Shumin, Director of the Ministry of State Security, Second Bureau, Security & Intelligence Service, sat at his desk at the MSS. headquarters, across from Zang Ho, Vice-Minister of State Security.   He briefly discussed his plan with the baby-faced, overweight Vice-Minister, after which, Vice-Minister Zang Ho left his office, and in fact, left the building.  Zang Ho was one who insisted the job be done, but didn’t want to become personally involved.  The fewer details he heard about such matters, the more stable his career with the Central Government would be.  You can’t be held to account for things you know nothing about.
Director Duan chuckled as the Vice-Minister left his office in his usual hasty manner.  If he had looked out his window, he knew he would see Zang Ho literally sprinting to his car.  His chauffeur always left the black sedan running as he knew his boss would soon be jogging to the car, or as the chauffeur called it, a rapid waddle, within ten minutes of his arrival.

The offices of the Ministry of State Security, Second Bureau, was a beautiful building, even majestic, with floors and walls of marble and polished granite, but very austere, giving the offices a feeling of luxuriousness but lacking warmth and comfort.  Except for within the small, private offices, the customary loud talking of the Chinese staff members bounced off the walls and ceilings making it difficult to hear without total concentration on the person speaking.

Sixty-three year old Director Duan Shumin was a plump, but small man with a round face, thick salt and pepper hair and friendly eyes.  Despite the pressures of his job, he always seemed to be smiling.  His suits were expensive, as was expected of a man in his position, but they always seemed in need of pressing, probably resulting from his habit of napping on his office couch every afternoon.  Instead of the usual cigarette that seemed to be a fixture with most Chinese males, Duan Shumin smoked a pipe.  Although his appearance did not convey the great importance of his position, his mind was as sharp as a tack.  There were very few men who were his intellectual superiors, and everyone who knew him was aware of his brilliance.

The third man in the room, Hsiao Li, Deputy Director of the MSS, Second Bureau, and the person in charge of agent training and selection, stayed behind to talk in private to Director Duan.   Deputy Director Hsiao Li was the polar opposite to Director Duan in appearance.  Hsiao Li was tall, handsome and could easily pass as a middle-aged film star.  His wardrobe was immaculate and he took great pride in his appearance.  He was well suited for his job in training agents of the S.I.S. because he had a great deal of experience as a field agent and knew exactly what skills and knowledge they must possess in order to carry out their assignments successfully.

“As you are aware, I have carefully scrutinized the ten selected candidates and have chosen Agent 21059 to take on this responsibility.  I have summoned her to your office and she should be here momentarily.  She knows in general terms what the assignment is but I have left the details for you.  Our colleague from the Public Security Bureau is waiting in another office in the event you wish to have him join the discussions,” said Deputy Hsiao.

“Thank you, Hsiao Li, I have every confidence you have selected the right agent for this assignment,” replied Director Duan.

At that moment, there was a knock on the office door.   Director Duan asked who it was and his secretary put her head inside the door and reported, “Agent 21059 is here.”

“Thank you.  Have her come in please.”

Agent 21059 entered the room and stood at attention facing the Director.

“Please relax and have a seat. Make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you sir,” replied Agent 21059 as she took a seat in the comfortable chair beside Deputy Director Hsiao.  She liked Director Duan, but more than affection, she respected him and his judgment.  She considered herself lucky to be under the authority and tutelage of the Director.

Agent 21059, whose given name was Xiaomei, was an extremely beautiful woman by anyone’s definition.  She was about 5’ 6”, physically fit and well muscled.  She was one of very few women who could actually do one arm push-ups.  Nevertheless, she was quite slim, had ample but not overly large breasts and flaring hips.  Xiaomei had high, pronounced cheek bones, a small, delicate nose and full lips.  Her exotic, almond-shaped eyes drew the first attention of anyone who saw her for the first time.  Her hair was shiny, jet black and worn long down her back.  Her skin was neither light nor dark, but the golden hue that so many Caucasian women seek when sun tanning.  Xiaomei, however, avoided the sun as most Chinese women do.

.

“Let me give you a brief overview of your assignment,” said Director Duan.  “We have accepted a special request from the Ministry of Public Security to go to the USA and bring back a fugitive to stand trial here in China.   You are probably aware that we do not have an extradition treaty with the USA, so the job will require a delicate touch.  In fact, it will be a dangerous assignment, fraught with great difficulty, because the fugitive is not in American custody.  It will be up to you to take him into custody.”

“I understand Sir,” said Agent 21059, but not really understanding.  Xiaomei had been promised a posting in Beijing as an instructor, close to family and friends.  It was not like Director Duan to break a promise.  Instead of listening to his proposal, her mind was busy constructing a way to refuse or avoid this assignment.

“You will be in charge of this operation but you will not be working totally alone.  We have two agents already in the city where the fugitive is believed to be and they will render you whatever assistance you require.  They are relatively inexperienced but we have every confidence that they are capable enough to carry out whatever you assign them to do. They are presently enrolled at the University of Washington in the city of Seattle on the west coast of America.”

“Will I too be going as a student, Director Duan?” said Xiaomei without enthusiasm, still trying to get up the nerve to outright refuse the assignment, or at least present a convincing argument as to why some other agent should be assigned.

“Yes”, we have enrolled you in the Anthropology PhD program at the same university.  Since you have a Masters from Yale, they eagerly accepted your application.  Your enrollment as a PhD student will give you a great deal of freedom to move about without any obligations other than those you impose upon yourself to get the job done.

.“Here is a dossier that contains the background information we have invented for you.  Your cover name will be Li Mei and you must study this cover story very carefully so you do not make any mistakes that could jeopardize this mission. Of course I don’t have to remind you of that.”

“Unfortunately, this assignment will start almost immediately,” Duan continued.  You will have two weeks to do your research and then we will book you on an Air China flight.”

“But Director, I recently completed an assignment causing me to be away from home for almost three years, and I was promised at least one year here at the Academy”, stated Xiaomei with some misgivings.

Xiaomei was on the verge of anger but still being careful not to show disrespect to the Director.

“I thought you might react this way.  No, I will not insist and break my promise to you Xiaomei,” addressing her by her given name for the first time, “but before you reject the idea, I want you to meet someone who may change your mind,” said Director Duan.  He called his secretary on the intercom and told her to have the visitor from the Public Security Bureau come to his office.

Xiaomei and her two male companions sat in silent agreement that there was nothing to say, at least not until the visitor arrived.   Although Xiaomei did not want this assignment, she was curious as to who this visitor could be.  The Director’s secretary ushered the visitor into the room and Director Duan indicated that he should take a seat at the side of the desk where he could look at the other three people in the room without having to turn his body.

“Agent 21059, I would like to introduce Inspector Gao Hui, Officer in Charge of the Organized Crime Unit of the Shanghai Police.  It was actually Inspector Gao who convinced the Ministry of Public Security to approach us with this assignment,” said Director Duan.  “Agent 21059 has indicated some reluctance to accept this assignment.  Of course, I could insist, but that is not my way of managing people.  A happy, highly motivated agent is always a hundred times more successful than someone who is forced to take an assignment.   We had promised her a year as an Academy instructor giving her the opportunity to spend time with her family and friends.  I will let you have the floor, Inspector Gao, since you are the man behind this plan.”

Gao Hui, clean shaven ands well dressed in a navy blue suit, looked directly into Xiaomei’s eyes and said nothing.  Xiaomei could see that this man was extremely dedicated and highly motivated in whatever are his goals.  She sensed that he had a passion for his work that would overcome all obstacles.  He didn’t have a kind face, but it certainly wasn’t unkind or evil.  In fact, he was rather attractive in an unconventional and rugged way.

Gao Hui began, “I have had the privilege of studying your personnel file Agent 21059.  I note that you were a police officer with the Chongqing Police for seven years and have had a variety of experience working the streets of that city.  You also were promoted to the rank of Detective at least two years earlier than normal.  You are university educated and have almost attained master status in internal boxing.  You have scored above average in all your tests, academic, psychological and physical.  You are the ideal person for this job, but that is not why Director Duan asked me to come here.  I have not told you anything that everyone in this room does not already know.”

Gao Hui continued, “About twenty five years ago, I was a Detective in the Criminal Investigation Division of the Shanghai Police.  During that time, I was assigned to investigate the murder of a man and his wife who operated a grocery store in the west side of Shanghai.”

Hearing this, Xiaomei sat up straighter and her body became tense.

“This poor unfortunate couple had a daughter who hid in the closet and was not found by the killers,” said Gao Hui.   Xiaomei began to feel numb.

“The poor young girl who hid in the closet, terrified for her life and in shock at seeing her parents murdered before her eyes was you, Zhen Xiaomei.”  Xiaomei realized that the Inspector knew her family name was Zhen, and he had attended the crime scene where her parents had been murdered. 

Tears began to role down Zhen Xiaomei’s cheeks and she wanted to scream “Why are you telling me this?” but she kept silent and said nothing.

“I know who killed your parents, Zhen Xiaomei, in fact I have always known.  It was a member of the Mei Hua Triad named Wu Xing and his partner Meng Hong.  Unfortunately, they had alibis that we could not counter with hard evidence.  Wu Xing was the older of the two and you no doubt remember the long scar on his left cheek.   It is Wu Xing who we want you to abduct in America and bring back to stand trial.  He cannot be allowed to escape justice and not pay for the crimes he has committed against the people of Shanghai and the people of China.  He has left a trail of bodies behind him, at least twenty including your dear parents.  I ask you Zhen Xiaomei, will you accept this assignment as presented to you by Director Duan.  If there was another way to do it, we wouldn’t ask this of you, but this is the only way.  Will you do it?”

“Yes, yes, yes.  I will do it Inspector Gao. I will do it,” said Zhen Xiaomei, tears now rolling down her face uncontrollably.

”I promise you, Zhen Xiaomei, we will have justice before this is over,” said Gao Hui.

After Agent Zhen left the office, Gao turned to Director Duan and said, “I have confidence we have selected the best agent for this important assignment, and one who is highly motivated, but I have one area of doubt.  Agent Zhen is an extraordinarily beautiful woman and that is not an asset in most undercover assignments.  In my experience, a good agent is one you can’t remember five minutes after seeing them.

“I agree with you one hundred percent Inspector Gao,” replied the Director, “but Agent Zhen has a proven track record. She has learned to turn this natural disadvantage into an advantage.  Who knows, instead of hunting for Wu, she may have Wu hunting for her.”

                                    **********************************

Master Wang was a short man of average build; not slim but not stocky.  He had the face of an old man, partially bald with grey hair, but he seemed to have the body of a much younger man.  He moved with grace and his movements were fast and strong.  He wore a white T-shirt and loose, black pants.  The Agents before him wore camouflage pants and green T-shirts.  Zhen Xiaomei stood beside Master Yang, also dressed in a white T-shirt and black pants.

“My assistant, Instructor Zhen, may be transferred to other duties within a short period of time, so I am hoping that one of you is good enough to take her place.  From what I have seen, I doubt any of you will be capable enough to fill her shoes, but we will see.  You are all experienced agents who have been brought back to headquarters for advanced training.  You are the people who will be given the difficult and dangerous assignments and I am one of the instructors who must ensure you are properly prepared.”

“Before we commence the actual instruction, I want you to listen very carefully to what I am going to tell you.  If you understand it and accept it, you will probably survive the most dangerous of assignments.  If you do not listen or you do not understand, you will probably not be alive to collect your pensions.”

“I am here to train you in the art of neigong gong-fu, (Chinese internal style combat).  The particular method is derived from Baguazhang and is called Jingcha Bagua Quan, and is taught only to special police and security units.  For the type of assignments you will be carrying out, it is the only method of combat that will save your life.  I have studied your personnel files and I have observed that most of you are quite accomplished in the Shaolin fighting arts.  Some of you are even black belts in the foreign arts of karate and taekwondo.   Listen to me when I tell you to forget all that foolishness.  It will not save your life.  Spinning, jumping kicks and that type of assorted nonsense is fine for the movies, but in real life, it will not work and you will pay the price.”

“When deciding upon an art of self-defense, there are two questions you must ask yourself.  Number one; will it work against someone who is double your weight, double your size and double your strength?  Number two; will it continue to work as you grow older? You will not always be young.   If it cannot meet those two criteria, forget it.  You will be wasting your time training in such an art.   You must assume your opponent is much bigger, much stronger and much more aggressive than you.  He may even have more skill in the external martial arts than you do.  He may also be armed with a knife, even a gun.  Will you survive?  With the skills you now possess, the answer is…not likely”.

“There are only two targets whereby the largest and strongest men have no protection; the throat and the knee joints.   No man has been able to develop a layer of muscle or even fat that will protect his throat or knees.  These, therefore, are the primary targets of internal boxing that I will teach you.  If a man cannot breath, he cannot defeat you, in fact, he cannot live.  If a man’s knee is broken, he cannot stand.  A man who cannot stand cannot defeat you. The testicles are a secondary target, but make no mistake, some men can be kicked squarely in the testicles and keep on fighting, so remember this is only a secondary target.”  A few of the students giggled but most stared at Master Wang in awe, hanging on to his every word.

“Once you understand how to disable and even kill your opponent, you must learn how to prevent your opponent from killing you.   The first principle of internal boxing is; do not meet force with force.  You do not stand your ground and face your assailant, exchanging blows with a bigger, stronger person.  This seems like common sense, but if you examine most martial arts, that is exactly what they suggest you do.  In our method of internal boxing, you will always avoid an attack by removing yourself from the target zone.  We will teach you how to do this by walking the circle, side-stepping and yielding. 

“The leopard punch to the throat, which involves the use of the second row of knuckles on the hand, requires great speed of movement, not muscular strength.”

“When kicking an opponent, the knee is the favored target, not only because of its extreme vulnerability, but because it is below the reach of the hands of your opponent so it is very difficult to defend against.  Occasionally, it may be opportune to kick the testicles, but never, ever kick above the level of the groin.  A high kick against a trained fighter is suicide.  Leave that nonsense for the movies.”

“I look forward to seeing those who have listened and understood what I have said for many years to come in the Service.  For those whose did not listen or did not understand, I may not be seeing you because your survival is in doubt.  If you think I am being too direct; too harsh; remember, the occupation you have chosen is very serious and dangerous business.”

“I have only had the opportunity to have Instructor Zhen as my assistant for three months, and now I have been advised she will be reassigned again in the near future.  It will be both my loss and your loss as her internal boxing is of a very high level, and her ability to teach others is outstanding.  I shall miss her very much, and after her new assignment, I sincerely hope she returns to the Training Branch.”

The meeting with Inspector Gao had been a traumatic ordeal for Zhen Xiaomei, like opening an old wound and rubbing salt in it.   She had tried to put the vision of her parents’ murders in the recesses of her mind with only limited success.   As a young child, she had been both passive and friendly.   Nothing could provoke her to act violently towards another child; it was not the way of the Zhen family.  The strongest emotion she had ever felt, prior to the death of her parents, was love.  She had loved them so much; she had always considered herself the luckiest child in the world.   She never recalled seeing either her father or mother angry, maybe disappointed, but never angry with her or anyone else.  Their loss haunted her for years and the pain did not diminish; she was just able to hide it deep within her mind, but unfortunately, ever ready to surface again.

BEIJING….FIVE DAYS LATER

“Good afternoon, Xiaomei, or I should say, Li Mei now that you have studied your new identity.  Thank you for coming to my office,” said Director Duan. “We have the pleasure of another visit by Inspector Gao of the Shanghai Police.”

“Good afternoon Inspector; it is nice to see you again,” said Agent 21059 and actually meaning it.  Inspector Gao’s original plea had made a great impact on her and she was aware that they shared a common purpose that would not be broken until Wu Xing was in the prisoner’s dock.

“Inspector Gao has some new information that will be of interest to you,” said Director Duan, as he indicated to Gao Hui to proceed with his report.

Inspector Gao was usually a man of few words with no time for idol chit chat or persons he considered overly sensitive.  Some people, in fact, considered him too abrupt, even rude.   When meeting with Xiaomei, however, he was extremely polite, even kind.  Gao felt the strong emotion for Xiaomei that she felt for him, and this created an unspoken bond between them.  Both were equally determined to bring Wu Xing to justice.

“I am very pleased to see you again, Zhen Xiaomei, and I understand your research is proceeding well.  There has been a new development that may be of great assistance to us.  It seems that Wu Xing had been associating with a new girlfriend before he left for America, and this woman is planning to join him in America very soon,” reported the Inspector.

“His history with women has been rather one dimensional.   All of his female acquaintances and lovers over the years have been bar girls, thieves and prostitutes.  This woman, however, does not fit this profile.  She is university educated and a former officer in the PLA.  She has no criminal record, in fact, we have been able to learn very little about her, at least nothing negative.   Our informant advises they met by accident at an art gallery, although I’ve never known Wu Xing to have too much time for culture.”

“The woman’s name is Han Xia and she is the same age as you are.   She is quite attractive, sophisticated and well spoken and I can’t imagine what would attract her to Wu Xing.  At first we thought she may not have been aware of Wu Xing’s background, but our informant assures us that she knows exactly who he is.”

“She has applied to immigrate to the USA and will be going as a business class immigrant, sponsored by her uncle in Seattle, who owns a few businesses there.   We intend to delay issuing her the required exit permission and passport until you are ready to go to America.   We will then book you on the same flight in adjoining seats.   If you are able to develop a friendship of any kind during the flight, it is hoped that Han Xia will lead you to Wu Xing.  He is maintaining a low profile in Seattle and, of course, is using another name, so this may be the break we have been hoping for.”

“That is excellent news, Inspector Gao, “I’m sure Han Xia and I will become best of friends,” Zhen Xiaomei alias Li Mei, said with a smile.

                                                                                                                                            This was welcome news for Li Mei as she welcomed any information or circumstances that would lead her to Wu Xing.  She had no intention of working on this project for many months or years.  Within a few weeks, she intended to see Wu Xing stand trial, and following that, to be executed, just as he had executed her parents.

CHAPTER 4

Zhen Xiaomei was late developing as a teenage girl.  She had always had a very pretty face, but her long gangly legs and flat chest made her seem awkward and unfeminine compared to most of her female classmates who were developing hips and breasts.  Nevertheless, she always attracted male attention, not only because of her unusually attractive face, but more so because of her outgoing personality and ever present smile.  For this reason, she was popular with both her male and female classmates.  Xiaomei’s interests were always more traditional than her friends and classmates.  Whereas they were attracted to American rock music and American style clothing, Xiaomei was studying the zheng and the Chinese flute.  Although she occasionally wore a T-shirt and jeans, she much preferred more traditional clothing with silk embroidery and mandarin collars.  Also unlike her female classmates, she regularly attended Shaolin gongfu classes and studied taiji under the expert guidance of her grandmother.

Xiaomei lived with her mother’s mother, and her aunt, the widowed sister of her mother, in the mountain city of Chongqing.  Although they provided a very happy home for her,  she cried herself to sleep several times a week thinking of her parents.  She missed them so much, she even contemplated suicide so she could join them, but this fantasy always passed quickly.  The memories of her parents being murdered were strongly embedded and ever vivid in the recesses of her mind, and when these memories surfaced, she had to struggle to block them from consciousness.  She worried that if she couldn’t prevent these memories from resurfacing, she would soon be crazy.  Later in life, even as an adult in her mid-thirties, every few months she would think of her dear parents and cry herself to sleep.
During high school, Xiaomei decided she wanted to be a police officer.  She was well aware that this desire to enter the field of law enforcement was motivated by the murder of her parents.  More must be done to rid the world of the predators who preyed upon the helpless, the weak and the innocent.  She felt it was her responsibility to become part of the solution.

Xiaomei finished high school at the top of her class and many of her teachers and close friends tried to talk her out of joining the police.  What a waste, they would say, as they felt Xiaomei had so much potential in other lucrative fields of employment.  Nothing they would say, however, could change her resolve.  Although her academic interest was in the area of anthropology, three months after graduating from high school, she entered the Chongqing Professional Police University.

*********************************************************************
Only one hour to go and the giant Air China 747 would be landing in Seattle, the beautiful west coast city in the USA.  Agent Li Mei was surprised how fast the time had passed.  She had been dreading this twelve hour flight from Beijing, but it was actually quite pleasant.  With three meals, two movies, one of which she actually watched, and a little nap, the flight was drawing to a close before she had time to be bored.  Of course the flight had been made more interesting since she discovered that the woman sitting next to her was a pleasant companion.  They had introduced themselves within a few minutes of taking their seats and had engaged in somewhat stimulating conversation without either boring or annoying the other.

Li Mei had known she had twelve hours to ingratiate herself with the woman sitting next to her as she was a potential lead to Wu Xing, possibly the only lead.  By maintaining close contact with this woman, it may be quite easy to identify and locate Wu.

Li Mei’s companion was three months younger than she was, although Han Xia looked a few years older than Li Mei.  Li Mei had turned thirty-seven this past winter, but looked at least ten years younger in most people’s estimation.   Han Xia had disclosed a great deal of personal information about herself, but why not, as her life had been quite interesting.  She was from Shenyang, the daughter of dress shop owners who had died when she was quite young.  Following the death of her parents, whose passing away she would not discuss, she moved to southwest China and was raised by an aunt and uncle in Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province.   Han Xia obtained a university degree and then entered the officer corps of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) where she was stationed in Chongqing, a city quite close to Chengdu.  She had been with a special operations unit and was quite knowledgeable about firearms and hand-to-hand combat.  She also claimed to be an expert in several styles of gong-fu and very adapt at taiji.

Basically everything Han Xia said had been confirmed in the dossier prepared by Inspector Gao.  She was well spoken and confident and had knowledge of a great many things that ordinary people knew little about.  For example, Han Xia knew how, why and when each section of the Great Wall was constructed.  Li Mei was quite mystified as to why an intelligent, educated and charming woman like Han Xia would accept the company of a social degenerate like Wu.  Maybe she was impressed by power and money as many people are.  Maybe she naively viewed Wu Xing as some kind of rebellious hero, similar to the Robin Hood of western folklore.

“I must apologize for talking so much about myself, Li Mei.  My friends have often told me that I don’t know when to keep quiet,” Han Xia said with a laugh.

“No, no.  I find your stories to be very interesting.  You have lead a rather exciting life, beside which my life seems routine and dull.”

“I’m sure it is neither routine nor dull, Li Mei.  You are obviously well educated and perceptive.  It would greatly please tell me if you told me about yourself.”  

Li Mei told Han Xia about her own life, as laid out in her cover story, but it seemed quite mundane and boring compared to the adventures related by her new companion.  She was born and raised in the southwestern Chinese city of Chongqing.  Her father had been an elementary school teacher and her mother had worked as a seamstress in the home.  Li Mei had obtained a Bachelor of Anthropology Degree at Chongqing’s Southwest University, but the only work she could find after graduation was that of a hostess in a high-class restaurant.  Luckily, a wealthy aunt had great confidence in her and she was sent to the USA where she was enrolled in Yale University for Masters studies.  Like most good cover stories, much of the background was actually true.  She was born in the southwestern Chinese city of Chongqing, the world’s largest municipality, and her Masters Degree from Yale was in fact genuine.  

Chongqing had once been the largest city in Sichuan province before being awarded separate municipality or city-state status by the Central Government.  Since both women were from Sichuan, they carried on their conversation in the southwestern dialect of Mandarin instead of the official language of Putonghua, and since both women had lived in Chongqing, they spoke in the particular dialect of that city, a dialect called Chongqinghua.

“I am very impressed, Li Mei, that you have attended Yale University in America.  The reputation of Yale is known throughout the world.  I thought my English was quite good, but compared to you, I am barely fluent,” said Han Xia. 

Naturally, the conversations between the two new friends resulted in each woman telling the other why she was going to America.   Han Xia was going to Seattle to live with her uncle and aunt who owned several businesses including a restaurant.   The uncle, Han Li, had left China three years ago to make a new life in America and his older sister followed a year later.  Although they talked on the phone once or twice a week, she had not seen either of them since they departed from Shenyang where they had lived.  The uncle was her deceased father’s brother and not the uncle who had helped raise her in Chengdu.  She had not decided if she would work for her uncle, possibly as an accountant or even as a restaurant hostess.  She could also teach gong-fu or taiji, but she would decide later.   She did not know if women would be accepted as martial arts instructors in America.  There was much she did not know about this country with its strange culture. 

Li Mei told Han Xia that she was enrolled in a PhD program at Washington State University, which seemed to impress Han Xia very much, but Li Mei did not elaborate on her future plans, other than to say they involved a great deal of research and study.  She hoped, at some point in time, to do field research with indigenous people in South America and possibly land a job as a professor.

Both women were fluent in English, and as Han Xia had speculated, Li Mei’s English was much better due to her former residence in the USA as a student at Yale.

.

                        *********************************************

The sun was nowhere to be found and the dark clouds hung low over the peaks of Seattle’s skyscrapers.  The temperature remained steady that afternoon at 76 degrees so the day was quite pleasant, a big improvement over the excessive heat and humidity that Seattle had experienced the previous week.

When the large aircraft finally arrived at the Seattle airport and the passengers started deplaning, Li Mei and Han Xia remained in their seats.  They were of similar minds when it came to standing amongst the jostling crowds, squashed like sardines in a jar, for no greater purpose than to leave the aircraft a few minutes before those who remained seated.   As the crowds thinned out, Li Mei and Han Xia left the plane together and followed the stream of people to the Customs and Immigration area and took their place in line waiting to be processed by the unsmiling officials.

                                                                                                                                            Han Xia seemed somewhat nervous.  “Law enforcement and government officials always make me nervous.  For some reason, I always feel guilty when there was nothing to feel guilty about.  Just like when I was a junior officer in the PLA; senior officers used to terrify me.”

“I know what you mean,” replied Li Mei.  “They always seem unfriendly, even suspicious, but I suspect it’s just that their job becomes so routine, it’s difficult for them to focus.”

Although Han Xia stumbled with the answers to the Customs and Immigration official’s questions, and was sure she looked very guilty of something, she was waved through and directed towards the baggage pick up area.   The feeling of relief was so great, she looked at Li Mei and smiled, and then they began to laugh together.

After locating their bags, with much difficulty, because almost all the bags were black, just like theirs, they walked together towards the exit into the receiving area where friends and relatives were lined up ten deep awaiting the new arrivals.  Almost simultaneously, they looked at each other and realized they had not exchanged phone numbers or addresses.   Han Xia believed they had established a lasting friendship, despite their dramatically different backgrounds, and wished to maintain contact.  Besides, except for Han Xia’s uncle and aunt, neither of the women knew any countrymen in Seattle.  Li Mei had not made arrangements for accommodations other than the university dorm, but Han Xia gave Li Mei the phone number of her uncle’s restaurant.  Although the uncle apparently owned a large house in the suburbs, she had always phoned her uncle and aunt at the restaurant as it seemed they worked twenty-four hours a day.

Han Xia spotted her uncle and aunt and gave a quick “Zaijian” (goodbye) to Li Mei as they exchanged genuine smiles.  Li Mei hailed a cab and asked to be taken to the University of Washington campus.

Li Mei had loved her life as a police officer in Chongqing and felt she was she was meeting her need to help people who had been preyed upon by the criminal element in society.  After seven years on the job, however, she began to wonder if she could continue.  

 For the last two years with the Chongqing Police, Li Mei had been assigned to the Abused and Exploited Children Division.  The job gave her great personal satisfaction, but it also took a personal toll.  The case that finally made her decide to leave the police was the case of the Lu children.  A neighbour of the Lu family decided to call the police three days after hearing the father in a rage and much noise coming from their small, filthy apartment.  Li Mei and her female partner, Office Wang Xiaoli, knocked on the door which was eventually opened by a small girl who looked to be about six years old.  The little girl had a black eye, dirty matted hair and a filthy, torn dress.  

“Is your ma ma or ba ba home?” Li Mei asked.

“Are you going to hurt me?” the little girl, whose name was Lu Xi, replied while cringing back and holding her arm up across her face to protect herself.

After kneeling down, smiling at the little girl and assuring her they were friends, Li Mei and Xiaoli entered the dirty apartment to find broken furniture, no food and a small dead dog on the floor.  Li Mei entered a bedroom and there on the bed was Lu Xi’s five year old brother.  His body was covered in welts and cigarette burns and his face was so beaten he was hardly recognizable as a human being.  He was alive, but barely.  Lying on a dirty, green sheet in the corner was a young baby, less than a year old, also with several cigarette burns on her body, but also alive.  Li Mei had encountered many horrible sights since being assigned to the AEC Division, but nothing like this.  What kind of person could do this to infants and young children?   Li Mei tried to maintain her composure, but it was too much.  She held little Lu Xi in her arms and began to cry.  At first the tears slowly rolled down her cheeks, but as she held the little girl, and looked at the other two children, her crying became uncontrollable.  Xiaoli was also visibly upset, and although her eyes were moist and red, she was able to maintain her composure.  Li Mei, who was the senior officer of the team, couldn’t follow Xiaoli’s example.  She desperately wanted to hold the young, battered boy in her arms, but knew she shouldn’t move him until the paramedics arrived.  She cried uncontrollably in the filthy apartment, and later at home.  In fact, she cried for several weeks whenever she visualized this scene.

Apparently the mother had abandoned the family several weeks before.  The drunken, unemployed, abusive father came home occasionally and the children were able to eat scraps left over from the father’s dinner.  On every occasion that he did come home, however, he physically abused his children, sexually assaulting Lu Xi, torturing his five year old son and burning the baby with cigarettes.  The young boy died in hospital four days later and little Lu Xi and the baby eventually became wards of the state.  Li Mei wanted to find the father herself, but another team found him first and took him into custody and he was not treated gently.  Li Mei was never sure, to this day, if she would have arrested the father or killed him.  She was glad she never had to find out.

Li Mei always had mixed emotions about the second career path she had chosen as an intelligence agent with the Ministry of State Security.  China had become a free enterprise country in recent years and its main interest was building a vibrant economy.  There was still a big gap between the poor and the middle class, but at least there was now plenty of food for everyone.  The very poor were not yet sharing in the benefits of China’s booming economy, but at least they weren’t starving.  The security of the state, in Li Mei’s eyes, was to prevent organized crime from high-jacking the economy, as had happened in Russia, and to ensure that China was not drawn into military conflicts, the result of which would be devastating to the growing economy and the welfare of the people.

Being an intelligence agent, however, meant to constantly live a lie, like being a movie actor full time.  If you forgot your lines, or became confused about the plot, it could cost you your life.  The real attraction of the job however was the challenge and the excitement.  Sure, she had been assigned some mundane intelligence gathering tasks when she was a junior agent, many of which just involved collecting trade papers and magazines in a foreign country.  Since graduating into the elite level of intelligence operations, however, she never spent a boring minute.  She hesitated to admit, but suspected it was true, that she got an adrenalin rush from the dangerous assignments.  Possibly the most attractive thing about her new job was the fact that she no longer had to see and experience the plight of the beaten and abused young children on a day to day basis.  Li Mei was not squeamish and had hardened herself to the realities of life, as every police officer must do, but she had reached a point where her emotional defenses could not protect her from the horror.

Although she had grown to relish the excitement, challenge and even the danger of an intelligence agent’s job, there was also a side of her that was attracted to the life of a wife and mother; taking the children to pre-school and attending school concerts.  Even trying her hand at cooking was on her future “to do” list.   She would like a good man in her life, however that could be defined, but personal relationships were to be avoided when employed with the Ministry of State Security, Second Bureau.  All these dreams were pushed to the back of her mind; that was all for the future, if of course she survived. 

                                                *******************************

Sean McNamara looked at his watch and decided it was time to put aside his office work and meet his friend, Lucas Shultz for a late afternoon coffee.

Sean McNamara had been Lucas’ roommate when they both attended Harvard Law School.  Sean, at forty-three, was three years older than Lucas.  Everyone marveled at their friendship in view of the fact they were about as different as two persons could be.  Lucas had been viewed as a nerd during high school and had never participated in any sports, even at the intramural level.  He had, however, always gone for a daily jog so his cardiovascular system was fairly fit, but there was no sign of muscles on Lucas’ slim body except for his sinewy legs.  Lucas ate a healthier diet than the average American, but he couldn’t get rid of his pot belly, which wasn’t nearly as large as he was convinced it was.

Sean, on the other hand, had been labeled a jock in both high school and college, even though he objected to the description.  He had played both football and ice hockey in high school, and was a first string forward on the Harvard hockey team.  Sean had been born in Boston of Canadian parents, both of whom were employed at Harvard University.  His father, Brian, was a professor in the Faculty of Law, while his mother, Shirley,  worked as a clinical psychologist.   Sean’s parents were from Winnipeg, the capital of the  prairie province of Manitoba in western Canada.  He had visited relatives in Winnipeg almost every year as a young child, but the visits grew less frequent in the latter years of his youth as his parents became bogged down with heavy work loads that allowed little time off for recreation.  Sean loved those visits to Winnipeg, primarily because he idolized his grandfather who had retired as a Staff-Sergeant in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.  Listening to his grandpa’s stories was the highlight of the year for Sean; better than any movie.  He loved the stories about life in the Arctic where his grandfather actually conducted his patrols by dog sled.  He also loved the stories about solving murders and robberies when he was a detective in Winnipeg.  One of the things he enjoyed most, was grandpa’s sense of humour.  Life in the RCMP seemed to involve hundreds of funny incidents and his grandfather would always end up laughing at the end of almost all his stories.  He was amused and amazed at the stories his grandpa would tell about arresting people by phoning them and telling them to meet him at the police detachment.  You never saw that happen in a cops and robbers movie.

When Sean was twenty-three, a few months after obtaining an Arts Degree at Boston College, he returned to Winnipeg and enrolled at Northwest Law Enforcement Academy and obtained a law enforcement diploma.  Immediately after graduating from Northwest, he enlisted in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, taking advantage of his dual citizenship.  It had always been his dream to be a “Mountie”, just as his grandfather had been, and he felt compelled to pursue this goal.   After completing RCMP training at Depot Division in Regina, he was transferred to Thompson, Manitoba with his best friend, Bill Dowey.  After three years there, he was transferred to Surrey Detachment, a large suburb in the greater Vancouver area.   He loved the west coast, with the ocean in front of him and the mountains behind.  He also liked the milder winter temperatures, especially after having experienced winter in the frigid prairie cities of Winnipeg, Thompson and Regina.

Sean McNamara left the RCMP after five years and returned to the USA where he enrolled in Harvard Law School.   He had enjoyed living in Canada, especially Vancouver, but he was an American at heart and missed the familiarity of his native country.   He and Lucas had met on the first day when dormitory rooms were assigned, and they had been the best of friends ever since.  After graduation, Sean joined the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and following basic training, he had been posted to  Atlanta, Minneapolis, Denver and finally Seattle.  In Seattle, Special Agent McNamara was promoted to Supervisory Special Agent in charge of the Organized Crime Unit.  Although he was the supervisor in charge of all organized crime investigations, he personally concentrated on the Chinese Triads which he viewed as the greatest danger to the American economy.  These were organizations that operated below the radar but were far more sophisticated and successful than the groups that most law enforcement organizations concentrated on.  One more promotion and he knew he would become a paper shuffler tied to a desk.  He enjoyed his work as a street investigator so much, he had all but made up his mind to refuse his next promotion.  He wasn’t all work however.  He seldom missed his daily jog or speed walk, which he alternated each day, nor did he miss his three times per week weight training regime.  Sean enjoyed reading and whenever he had the time, he would curl up in his favorite easy chair and read.  Besides the morning newspaper, he usually had a non-fiction and a fiction book underway, as he seldom read one book at a time.  He had always loved chess and considered it a great mental exercise, but had recently become interested in the Chinese game of wuziqi because it was easy to fit a game into ten or twenty minutes spare time.  Unfortunately, other than his partner, Gary Webster, and a few contacts in Chinatown, there were very few people who knew how to play the game.

                                                                                                                                         Since being transferred to the FBI Seattle Field Office, he had bought a twenty-five foot cruising sailboat and was quickly falling in love with sailing.  It provided extreme excitement when the winds were strong and waves were high, and complete relaxation and serenity when the seas were calm and the winds moderate.  His only regret was that he hadn’t discovered sailing years before.   He had plenty of invitations to go sailing when he lived in Boston and Vancouver, but somehow never got around to actually doing it.   Another pastime he had taken up upon his arrival in Seattle was the Chinese art of taiqiquan, or as it is more commonly called, taiqi (t’ai chi).   He was only a beginner, and felt he was not very good at it, but he found it to be an excellent mind-body exercise to deal with stress.  It was Lucas who had convinced him to try taiji and it was actually the only physical activity that both of them had ever participated in together.

Women always seemed attracted to Sean, even though he never considered himself handsome, and by movie star standards, this was quite true.  His face had early onset wrinkles and lines which gave his face character and a rather rugged appearance.  For whatever reason, many women found this face very attractive.  Sean was never too concerned about his appearance.  He had a favorite jacket, a favorite sweatshirt and a favorite pair of jeans, and seldom wore anything else when off duty.  Clothes were designed for comfort, in Sean’s mind, and attractive appearance was way down on his list of priorities.  For this reason, he usually wore his favorite, slightly worn, Harris tweed jacket and one of only four ties in his closet.  Several of his co-workers were upset with his appearance as they considered he was failing to maintain the FBI image of gentlemen law enforcement officers.  In their opinion, Sean looked more like a city police detective with little formal education.  Sean was aware of these criticisms, of course, but could care less.  When it came to advice or guidance, these same agents always came to Sean first.  There was no one in the Seattle FBI office that was more respected for his investigative abilities and his knowledge of the law than Sean McNamara.

Seven years ago, Sean had met a beautiful, blond airline stewardess named Dolores Nelson.  He couldn’t believe such an attractive, personable, intelligent woman could be interested in him, much less marry him.  Dolores graduated with a sociology degree from the University of Minnesota, and then decided to see the world by obtaining employment as an airline hostess with Northwest Airlines.  Unfortunately for Dolores, she had been assigned exclusively to domestic flights, but enjoyed the job nevertheless.  She had dated a pilot, Ron Madison, for almost two years, but always knew, deep within her mind, that Ron was not Mister Right.

One day, on a flight from Chicago to Washington, Sean struck up a conversation with  Dolores Nelson, and within six months, they were married in a large Minnesota wedding in the town of Bemidji.  For the first year, their relationship was ideal, at least for him.  She was often away on flights while he was away from home on assignments.  After she quit her job and they had their son, Victor, life became strained.  Sean tried to spend as much time at home as he possibly could.  He loved Dolores deeply and idolized his little son.  Nevertheless, as a criminal investigator in the FBI, living a normal home life was not possible.  The demands of the job, a job he loved, constantly kept him on the move, leaving Dolores to feel abandoned and of secondary importance compared to Sean’s job with the FBI.  By the time they were divorced, after six years of marriage, they had been transferred to Seattle.  Luckily for Sean, Dolores had decided to stay in Seattle with Victor, not only because she loved Sean and hoped for a reconciliation, but so Victor would not lose contact with his father.  

Lucas Schultz followed a much more direct career path.  Upon graduation from Harvard Law School, he went to work as a Deputy District Attorney in Boston, where he worked for nine years.  He eventually married his secretary, Ann Booth, who was originally from Seattle.  After two years of marriage, Ann convinced Lucas to move to the west coast, a move he never regretted.  Lucas took employment with the Seattle District Attorney’s office and was now senior prosecutor for the city.  He had occasional professional interaction with his friend Sean McNamara, but most FBI cases involved Federal prosecutions, so most of their interaction was of a social nature.

Sean’s immediate goal with the Organized Crime Unit was the investigation of the Triads who had been preying upon the Seattle’s Chinese community for years and had gradually expanded their operations outside this community.  Sean was unaware of the far reaching affects this investigation was going to have on him and his partner.  Within a few months, Sean’s life would change forever.  The many important cases he had worked on as a Special Agent of the FBI would pale in comparison to what lay just over the horizon.

CHAPTER 5

With five and a half years on the job, Gary Anthony Webster enjoyed being Sean McNamara’s partner in the Federal Bureau of Investigation, not only because he could learn much from Special Agent McNamara, but because they viewed life in a similar manner.  That is not to say they agreed on everything; they certainly had their differences, but in most things, they were on the same page.

If anything, Gary Webster’s path to his present position in the F.B.I. was even more unique than Sean’s.  Gary was born in Minneapolis, but when only three years of age, his family moved to Hong Kong where his father was stationed in the United States Foreign  Service.   His father, Cornelius Anthony Webster, was a career diplomat who spent most of his career at various Asian postings.  After several years in Hong Kong, the family had been posted to Guangzhou in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong.  From there, the elder Webster became the U.S. Consul in Shanghai, China’s most modern and upwardly mobile city, situated on the east coast at the mouth of the Yangtze River.  Following this, the family was posted to the Embassy in Beijing where Gary’s father was a senior official, and then to Chongqing as U.S. Consul.   As a result of his father’s Asian postings, Gary had literally grown up in China and was perfectly fluent in Guangdonghua (Cantonese), Putonghua, the official dialect of Mandarin, and fairly familiar with the local dialects of Shanghai and Chongqing.

Gary’s mother was an accomplished linguist and a professor of the English language.  As the wife of a high ranking official of the Foreign Service, she was expected to be gracious, have excellent social skills and play the part of a sophisticated hostess at the numerous functions she and her husband were required to host.   Grace Elizabeth Webster was not, however, content to be window dressing at official functions.  Although it was forbidden for someone in her position to take employment within the countries they were stationed, she was too rebellious and free spirited to pay close attention to these rules.  Consequently, in every place they were stationed, she taught English to private clients and immersed herself in the local culture.  Both Grace and her husband were not only fluent in Cantonese and Mandarin, but had a greater knowledge and understanding of the Chinese culture than any of their friends and associates in the Foreign Service.  They also made sure that their son, Gary, benefited from his life in China and was not isolated from the people, the customs or the culture.  Gary had always been aware that he had inherited his mother’s rebellious nature.

Gary returned to the USA when he was eighteen and enrolled in the University of Minnesota where he obtained a Bachelor of Commerce Degree.   Following graduation, he worked at an assortment of jobs for a few years: construction laborer, logger, railroad switchman, none of which had anything to do with his knowledge of commerce or accounting.   Then, for reasons known only to Gary, he moved to New York and joined the New York Police Department.  He enjoyed being a street cop, but yearned to be a detective, however, with only four years on the job, he was too junior in service to be considered for that position.   For that reason, he decided to leave the N.Y.P.D. and join the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

It was no mystery that one of the main reasons Gary and Sean got along so well was that they had both worked the streets as police officers prior to joining the Bureau.  FBI agents who had not had this experience often did not understand the lessons that were learned and the things one would see when working as a street cop.   Although the Royal Canadian Mounted Police is the Canadian equivalent of the FBI, the Secret Service and the DEA, they are also contracted by provinces, towns and cities to be their police service.   Therefore, an RCMP officer could be a federal agent, the equivalent of a state trooper, a city police officer or a small town cop.   Sean had worked as a uniform officer in the Greater Vancouver area, a city plagued by heroin usage and violent crime, so his experience was not dissimilar to Gary’s.

Both men were ideally suited for their jobs as Special Agents, but contrary to what most people might think, considering their backgrounds, they both tended to be social liberals, although hard on crime and intolerant of liberal courts.  This social liberalism is not as uncommon as people might think it is within law enforcement, but definitely not mainstream. This probably resulted from their experience as field police officers as it becomes very apparent to anyone working the street that life is not fair, and it’s an uphill struggle for many acquire and appreciate many of the benefits most middle-class people take for granted when living the good life in the USA or Canada.

They had both seen and interacted with the numerous psychopaths, the wackos and the greedy predators who preyed on those around them, but most of the poor and disadvantaged were victims of crime, not criminals themselves.  More importantly, both men believed in the police motto of pledging to protect and serve all people equally.  If you are an intolerant person who lacks compassion for those who did not lead a life similar to your own, it is unlikely you could provide protection and service to all people on an equal basis.

Although Gary, at thirty-two, still retained some of the idealism found in most young law enforcement officers, Sean was more cynical, and his job satisfaction came not from any great sense of moral purpose, but from the fact he found his job interesting, challenging and even exciting from time to time.

Like many people employed in law enforcement, Gary kept himself in excellent shape.  He jogged daily and went to the gym at least five days a week.  Unlike Sean who kept fit because he felt it was the wise thing to do, but did not enjoy working out, Gary actually looked forward to his daily workouts.  At six foot, he was one inch shorter than Sean, and like Sean, hovered around the two hundred pounds mark.  Gary was an unusually handsome young man who seemed to attract women like a magnet.  Sean McNamara delighted in teasing Gary from time to time by telling him he looked “pretty” and lacked the masculine look of a real man.  Unlike his partner, Special Agent Webster’s appearance was immaculate.  His suits were expensive and often three piece, his shoes were shined to a gloss and he had a least fifty ties to choose from each day.  Even when off duty or on a job requiring casual clothes, Gary looked like a male model ready for a photo shoot.  Although their minds were on the same wavelength, the two partners did not look like they belonged together.

Gary was looking forward to visiting Sean’s old friend Lucas this evening as he had heard so many stories the two had shared.  Although the purpose of this meeting was strictly business, serious business in fact, it was being held at Lucas’s house.

                          *****************************************

Lucas sat in his favorite living room chair with a very serious look on his face.  His house was beautifully decorated with Scandinavian teak furniture with Aztec artifacts and wall designs.  Aside from this, there were no knick-knacks or clutter and the house had a very simple, clean and luxurious look to it.

Lucas wore expensive clothes when working at the District Attorney’s office or attending court, but while at home, he also chose the same type of old, shabby clothes that were  favored by Sean.  While sitting, his pot belly protruded and was even more noticeable, and along with his dark rimmed glasses, he portrayed a definite professorial look.

Sean and Gary both sat on the couch, which was actually quite comfortable despite its austere appearance.  Lucas had asked the FBI agents to his home to seek their input into a plan he had put to the Seattle Chief of Police.  The District Attorney’s office was organizing a Joint Task Force to consist of the Seattle Police Department, the King’s County Sheriff Department and the Washington State Patrol.  Lucas wanted the FBI to be part of this JTF, and in particular, he wanted Sean and Gary to be the FBI representatives.

“I’ve spoken to your Special Agent in Charge, Jim Bridges, and he has given it his approval,” said Lucas.  “I think the JTF will be more effective if we have access to FBI resources and expertise.  I know the city boys aren’t enthused about the FBI, but I’ve done my homework.  They will have no problem accepting you two guys.”

“I don’t know Lucas; we’re knee deep in work as it is,” replied Sean with some reluctance.

“The FBI can use the PR within the community, and I’m quoting Bridges when I say that,” said Lucas.  “Besides, you guys are working the Triads in Chinatown, so you’ll still be in touch with what’s going on there.”

Lucas was talking about a Joint Task Force that was being organized to investigate a serial rapist-killer who had been labeled by the media as “The Chinatown Killer”.  So far, there had been no solid leads as to the identity of this man and the people of Seattle were getting more and more nervous and upset.  Chinatown was a favorite place to visit, especially for the restaurants.  Besides, who could say that this killer wouldn’t expand his murderous activities outside the Chinatown area?   The body of the most recent victim was found on the side of a highway about three miles east of Seattle and police weren’t sure where she was actually killed.

So far, he had only killed east Asians, most of whom were Chinese women.  FBI behavioral analysts had been brought in to assist with profiling the killer, but no FBI agents were assigned as investigators.  The Seattle Police detectives were generally both skilled and competent, but they welcomed the addition of Sean and Gary, since little headway had been made.  They had even been using ViCLAS for a year, a big improvement over ViCAP in tracking serial killers, but so far no hits.  DNA tests of the killer’s sperm had also revealed no suspects.

Sean and Gary agreed to join the JTF, even though they really had no choice.  The decision had been made by SAC Jim Bridges two days earlier.   Lucas, Sean and Gary spent the rest of the evening going over details of the case prior to a meeting with the JTF scheduled for the following day.   Investigations of the Triads would have to be put on hold for an indefinite period of time.

                                 ******************************************

Most of Special Agent McNamara’s co-workers thought of him as the office cynic, which was probably understandable because it was true.  He was the senior investigator and had by far the most experience of anyone in the Seattle FBI office except for the Special Agent In Charge, Jim Bridges.  No one could ever call Sean naïve.  In Sean’s eyes, if you were employed in the field of law enforcement, and weren’t a cynic, then you didn’t know what was going on, and investigating crime was no place for a clueless person.

Sean had been a member of both the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These two law enforcement organizations, along with Scotland Yard, were probably the most famous law enforcement organizations in the world.  However, despite their fame and renown, Sean viewed these reputations as primarily bullshit.  Although most of the officers in both the RCMP and the FBI were bright, competent and dedicated, both had an ample share of dummies within their ranks and more than a few ass-kissers.  In fact, he had never been stationed anywhere that didn’t have one or more professional ass kissers on staff.  If your main motivation was to get ahead, in either organization, ass kissing was a recommended tactic for advancement and it certainly seemed to work.  Very few of the dedicated ass kissers failed to achieve their promotional goals.

Sean felt that about five to ten percent of the population were criminal scuzzballs, as he called them, and nothing would ever change that.  He wasn’t going to make the country safer or the world a better place to live; he had accepted that after about five years on the job.  In fact, when his unit was successful in seizing a large quantity of drugs, the crime rate actually went up.  Since the seizure limited the supply of drugs on the street, the price of available drugs went up, and since most people pay for their drugs by committing crimes, they had to commit more crimes to meet the higher price.  Naturally, the moron politicians seeking votes from the naïve public, and the law enforcement executives who had never worked the streets, could not figure this out.  Sean felt they were too dense or self-serving to ever devise a plan that would actually work to reduce America’s dependence upon illicit drugs.

*******************************************************************

Li Mei had no trouble locating Han Xia’s uncle’s restaurant since it was situated right on the corner of one of the main intersections in Chinatown.  In fact, while going for walks to familiarize herself with Chinatown, she had seen the restaurant several times before but didn’t realize it belonged to Han Xia’s uncle.

She entered the restaurant and a short, stocky Chinese man who looked to be in his late sixties met her and asked, with a friendly smile, if she would be joining friends.  Li Mei told the man she was here to have lunch with a friend, Han Xia.

“Ah, you must be Li Mei.  I am Han Li, Han Xia’s uncle.  She’ll be here in a moment.  Let me introduce you to my sister, Han Fang,” he said.

Han Fang looked to be about seventy-five years old, and although her skin was wrinkled and somewhat leathery.  She had very young eyes, which seemed moist and this gave them a twinkle by reflecting the lights in the restaurant.  Accompanying her attractive eyes was an engaging and genuine smile.  Li Mei decided she liked Han Fang immediately.  Li Mei was wary of almost everyone she met and people found it hard to penetrate the psychological barrier she had constructed to protect herself from conmen, players and professional intelligence agents.  Li Mei had confidence in her ability to assess people for trustworthiness and honesty, and she decided that Han Fang was one of the good people.

The old woman took Li Mei by the hand and lead her to a private table by the wall at the rear of the restaurant where Li Mei took a seat facing the front entrance with her back to the wall, a necessary habit for anyone in her occupation.  She almost felt that she had been lovingly guided to the table by her grandmother.

Just as she sat down, Han Xia appeared and extended her hand.

“Good to see you again wode pengyou (my friend)”, said Han Xia. “I’m looking forward to hearing about your new life in America.”

Han Xia ordered tea and both women exchanged recent experiences and brought each other up to date on their activities.

“Not much exciting so far,” said Li Mei.  “I’ve purchased my books and am busy setting up my thesis plan and research goals.  I rarely leave my desk except for daily workouts at the university gym.”  This, of course, was only partially true.  Li Mei had spent a few hours on most days walking throughout Chinatown hoping to spot the man with the scar on his face, or any of his associates of whom she had been provided photos.  She did not, of course, risk asking questions of anyone about Wu Xing.  Being too inquisitive could make her a target, and the Mei Hua Triad was not an adversary to take lightly. 

“I was lucky enough to find employment as a taiji instructor,” said Han Xia.

“I have been asked to teach at the Chinatown community centre”.   Classes are held Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursday evenings and Saturday afternoons.  It is a beautiful new building with Tang Dynasty architectural styling.  I think it’s been here only one or two years.  I do hope you will come and practice at our classes, Li Mei.  It would be so enjoyable having you there.” 

“I will join the classes right away, although I won’t be able to attend every evening.  I must spend most of my time at research,” said Li Mei. 

“No problem.  Classes start at seven o’clock.  I hope to see you tomorrow,” replied Han Xia.

“How did you get the job as taiji teacher?” asked Li Mei.

“My aunt, Han Fang, had made the acquaintance of a man who often came into the restaurant, who is an executive at the Chinatown Community Centre, and he told her that they were looking for an experienced taiji teacher, so I went there for an interview.  The man who interviewed me asked to see me perform taiji and inspected my certificates.  He said he was very impressed and gave me the job.”

“What was his name?” asked Li Mei. “Was he too an expert in taiji?”

Han Xia hesitated before answering.  Why would Li Mei ask that question?  What difference did it make?
Li Mei noticed Han Xia’s hesitation, and added. “I just want to get to know more people in the Chinese community and who is running things.  I was thinking of teaching folk dancing to children if I can find the time.  I used to be very good but I haven’t danced for several years.”

Han Xia decided Li Mei’s question was reasonable.  “His name is Martin Fong,” she said. “He doesn’t actually work at the Centre.  I am told he is a wealthy businessman who contributes money to support the Chinese community.  I don’t really know anything about him.  He was just helping out when I came to the Centre to apply for the job.”

Li Mei was quite satisfied that she was developing a relationship with Han Xia and attending her taiji classes would give her another excuse to maintain contact.  Eventually, thought Li Mei, Han Xia will lead me to Wu Xing.  She decided she would check out this Martin Fong. Could Han Xia be lying and Martin Fong could actually be her lover, Wu Xing?

The women finished eating and exchanged a few more observations about the difference between life in America and life in China.   Before leaving the restaurant, Li Mei sought out Han Xia’s uncle and his sister, Han Fang, thanked them both for their hospitality and told them the food at their restaurant was delicious; the best she had tasted since leaving China.

As Li Mei left the restaurant, Han Xia watched her walk down the street.  Who is this Li Mei, she thought?  Is she being too curious?
 CHAPTER 6

“Police report finding the body of an Asian woman in an undisclosed location in downtown Seattle.  The woman’s identity has not yet been released pending notification of next of kin.  Police officials have confirmed that they are investigating this death as a murder but are releasing no further details about the exact cause of death.  It is apparently too early to positively say if the woman was raped, but preliminary investigation indicates that the woman likely had been sexually assaulted.  Channel Four News will provide updates throughout the day as more information becomes available.”

The ongoing news of this serial killer caused a great deal of apprehension amongst the female students at the University of Washington, especially amongst the numerous Chinese students and their friends who often visited Chinatown.  There was probably no one in the city of Seattle who hadn’t engaged in discussions about this terrifying situation that had invaded their community.  Although most people had confidence in the abilities of the Seattle Police, they were starting to get more edgy and frightened that this killer seemed to be able to avoid detection and arrest.  The body count was now up to nine and   people’s confidence in the Seattle Police was slowly starting to erode.

Li Mei had been following this situation in Seattle’s Chinatown very closely over the past few weeks.  There seemed little doubt that this killing was the work of a man the media had labeled the “Chinatown Killer”.  Li Mei had not yet obtained a firearm, and due to the fact she would be spending considerable time in the Chinatown area looking for leads to Wu Xing, she decided to be extra cautious.  She could not let failure on her part to take normal precautions jeopardize bringing Wu Xing to justice.

                              **********************************************

Spending so much time in each other’s company, police and law enforcement partners invariably became very close friends.  Since they are dependent on each other for survival, the resulting bond is often closer than man and wife.  Few men are ever totally candid with their wives.  Most male law enforcement officers wouldn’t dream of telling  their wife that her new jeans made her ass look fat, but with a partner, they were always totally open and honest.

Sean and Gary had many discussions about law enforcement and life in general.  Although Gary’s civilian friends considered him to be a cynic, by law enforcement standards, he was still fairly idealistic but that idealism was eroding fast.  Law enforcement, particularly police work, had a way of grinding you down and dividing the world into crooks and naïve idiots.  The best thing a law enforcement officer could do to avoid falling into this pit of cynical despair was to ensure all their friends had no connection to law enforcement.  One of the worst things a young agent could do is to be Sean McNamara’s partner, although it certainly had its advantages.  Riding with McNamara offered a junior partner a thorough education about life in general and the corruption, political backstabbing and incompetency of government and government agencies.

Just as Sean McNamara had become Gary Webster’s mentor, although neither man would dream of using such a term, Sean also had his own mentor.  He often told stories of the “old Corporal” he was partnered with at Surrey Detachment in the RCMP.  This Corporal, Gord Shepardson, was known at the Detachment as “Shep” or often as not, “Old Shep”, and no one knew more about working the streets than Old Shep.  A huge, muscular man of fifty-five, with a noticeable beer belly, Shepardson had thirty years on the job.  He had three main dislikes, of which he didn’t hesitate to tell anyone who would listen….judges, politicians   and senior commissioned officers of the RCMP.  Old Shep also detested pedophiles, but he considered them no worse than judges and didn’t cause near as much harm to society when you looked at the big picture.  Instead of the pussy sentences, as he described them, handed out by Canadian judges, most criminals just need a good “tuning up” and then imprisoned on a work for food program.  After Shep tuned them up, they were too scared to lay a complaint or go crying to their lawyer.  If they were that foolish, they knew Shep would come looking for them.

Riding with Old Shep day after day and night after night shaped young McNamara’s view of life and he was destined to be a true blue cynic himself.  “Democracy doesn’t work,” preached Shep.  “Eighty percent of people are idiots, and eighty percent of the people they’re voting for are idiots, so how can such a system work?  The last politician that wasn’t a self-serving, lying crook, died on the cross,” he used to say whenever anyone started talking politics in his presence.

FBI agent Sean McNamara visited his old friend, Lucas Schulz, at his office to provide him with his daily update on the JTF investigation and enjoy a morning coffee.  Sean and Lucas had enjoyed sailing together, a sport that had become Sean’s latest interest, but their planned sailing excursion this weekend would have to be rescheduled.  Now that he and his partner, Gary Webster, had been temporarily assigned to the Violent Crimes and Major Offenders Section, and were members of the new “Chinatown Killer Joint Task Force” with local and state police and sheriffs, there would be little time for recreation. 

Lucas was intimately familiar with the case, of course, as he would be lead prosecutor as the investigation developed.  Sean reported that the woman who was murdered yesterday was Chinese and they were fairly sure it was the work of the serial killer, although the DNA test results hadn’t been received yet.  One thing the public hadn’t been told, however, is that there may have been a witness.   This information would be released to the media soon because they would probably be asking for the assistance of the public in identifying the suspect.

                                                                                                                                               “A shopkeeper was closing up his store when he noticed a man talking to an Asian woman across the street from his store,” said Sean providing more details.  “The woman had her back against the wall of a building and the man was engaged in animated conversation, as if asking for or giving directions.  The shopkeeper didn’t think anything of it since they just seemed to be talking.  He was too far away to hear their voices but he didn’t think their body language indicated it was anything but a friendly conversation.  The woman was wearing a red skirt and high-heeled shoes, a white blouse and had short dark hair.  That’s the exact description of the murdered woman, so we’d like to talk to this guy.  If he’s not the killer, he may have been the last person to see her before she was killed.”

“What did this guy look like Sean?” asked Lucas who knew of the incident but hadn’t yet read the file report.

 “Well the shopkeeper only saw him from the back, but he was wearing a brown or black leather bomber jacket and blue jeans.   He was six feet or slightly under and was of stocky build.  The shopkeeper noticed his neck was quite thick.  This could mean he’s fat or maybe a weightlifter.  He had light brown or dirty blond hair cut quite short, maybe a crew cut or military cut.  Considering it was just starting to get dark, we’re pretty happy with the description.   The witness is quite astute and very sure of what he saw.  He’ll make a good witness if it ever comes to that.  Of course, since he only saw him from the rear, we don’t know if he had facial hair or even if he wore glasses.  The witness didn’t think he was wearing glasses, but he wasn’t a hundred percent positive about that.”

The police would not be quick enough to identify and locate the Chinatown Killer.  He would soon strike again.

The next morning, Sean was called into the office of Rex Benoit, Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Seattle FBI Field Office.  Benoit, with only ten years service in the Bureau, had only been transferred to the Seattle office six months ago, but that was plenty of time for Sean to realize he was a self-serving moron.  Benoit’s father was a senior Assistant  Director of the FBI and there was no doubt that Benoit, one day in the not too distant future, would also be a member of upper management in the Bureau.

“Have a seat Sean,” said Benoit after Sean had already sat down.  Sean liked to do this because Benoit expected everyone to stand until he gave them permission to sit.

“I’m going to monitor the Chinatown Killer investigation very closely,” continued Benoit.  “When we catch him, I don’t want the Seattle Police to scoop all the publicity.  I’m going to make sure that the Bureau gets the credit.”

What a moron, Sean thought, we haven’t even come close to catching the scumbag and he’s already worrying about the news headlines.  Sean made a point of never answering or commenting on most of Benoit’s ideas.

“Now get out there and work your informants.  Someone knows who this guy is.  As soon as you have a suspect, haul him in for questioning.”

Sean couldn’t let this stupid suggestion go unanswered. “This generally isn’t the type of crime where informants can be helpful, but even if they can give us a suspect, I think we’d be better off putting surveillance on him than bringing him in for interrogation.  He’s not going to admit to murders if we have no evidence, and that would only put him on the alert knowing that we are investigating him.”

“Well, I’ll leave it up to you, but your idea had better work or heads will roll.  Keep me posted as things develop.”

You’re the last person I’ll keep posted, you buffoon, thought Sean.  Luckily, the Special Agent in Charge, Jim Bridges, was an experienced and bright investigator and would overrule Benoit’s interfering commands.  Sean was convinced that the upper management of the FBI were all Benoit clones; political hacks and yes men who clamored for power and had no knowledge or experience at the grassroots level.  Excellent law enforcement officers and managers like Jim Bridges were seldom promoted beyond being in charge of a field office. 

