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      The empress, high up on her dais, wept uncontrollably. The baubles dangling from her elaborate hairdo quivered as she hid her face in her trembling hands.

      The dead girl, one of the empress’s ladies-in-waiting, was lying on a long table in front of Inspector Gong. The investigation has already been botched beyond solving since the girl had been moved from the scene of the crime. Who knew how many people had trampled through the scene itself. The eunuchs had probably worked quickly to clean up the mess. The other men present, the ministers and advisors, had no words to comfort the empress. Everyone of importance was there except for the emperor himself. Such horrors were not appropriate for a child.

      “Who did this?” the empress shrieked. “I demand to know!”

      The room stayed silent as she resumed her crying. The empress, young as she was, was a formidable force, yet the inspector knew the killer would not make himself, or herself, known just because the empress demanded it. This was one situation where the empress was not going to get her way.

      “Your Majesty,” Inspector Gong finally said, “may I have a closer look at the body?”

      The empress nodded her consent. “Just don’t touch her!” she yelled.

      “Of course,” the inspector replied, even though her demand was ridiculous. How could he get a complete understanding of what happened if he couldn’t examine the body fully? He approached the girl and kneeled down next to her. She had been stabbed several times in her neck and chest, her qaopao ripped open where the knife slashed through the beautiful fabric. Dark splotches of blood stained the light blue satin. The blood was dark, almost black. Even though blood typically darkened over time, it seemed unnaturally dark. Her hands were bloody as well and showed evidence of a struggle. Someone else’s blood, perhaps. Her hair was a mess and her shoes were gone. She had fought back and most likely tried to flee from her attacker. Her jaw was tightly clenched and her eyes closed. Her death had been frightening and painful.

      “What was her name?” the inspector asked in a loud clear voice so all could hear. He stood straight and crossed his arms as he looked around the room.

      “Lady Yun,” one of the eunuchs replied.

      “How old was she?” he asked.

      “Fifteen, sir.”

      The inspector grunted. Fifteen. And she was beautiful, even in death. The long eyelashes of her closed eyes lay upon her pale cheeks.

      “Who were her family?” he asked.

      “She had no male relatives,” the eunuch replied.

      “She was an orphan?” the inspector asked.

      “No, sir. She has a mother, but she is sickly. She was primarily cared for by her brother and sister-in-law until her brother’s death. Her sister-in-law is her guardian, but the girl had been living here at the Forbidden City for the last year.”

      “I’ll need to speak to her sister-in-law,” he said. “Has she been informed yet of the girl’s death?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good, I want to be the one to tell her. I need to see her reaction.”

      “Whatever you need,” the empress finally spoke up, “it shall be yours. You must find who did this.”

      “I need to see where she was killed, and speak to all the other ladies of the Inner Court who knew her.”

      The room gasped, and the empress stared at him in shock. The men began to murmur and argue among themselves.

      “That is not possible,” one of the men said loudly, pointing a finger at the inspector. “No man can be allowed in the Inner Court. It is for the women’s protection.”

      “Protection?” the inspector asked. “One of the empress’s own ladies was murdered inside the very walls of the Forbidden City. Make no mistake; if someone could kill this girl, no one here is safe. Look at her hands, the stab wounds. She must have screamed. How could no one have heard her? I must be allowed to inspect every aspect of this crime if any member of the royal family wishes to feel safe in their own home again.”

      The inspector knew he was making things worse. There was no evidence that the killer would strike again or that the empress or child-emperor were in danger, but unless he were allowed behind the sealed doors of the Inner Court, he would never find the killer. If he had to frighten the empress out of her wits to achieve his goal, he would do so.

      The room erupted in yelling and arguments. The empress was no longer crying, but was looking around the room with her large, dark eyes.

      “Inspector,” she finally said, silencing the room. “Are you saying you think I could be in danger?”

      “I do not know, Your Majesty,” he said. “But I can rule nothing out. I do not know if Lady Yun was the target of the killer’s rage or if she only got in the way. I do not know if the killer has fled or if he, or she, is within this very room.” Another round of gasps followed. “What I do know,” he continued, “is that this investigation should be the court’s priority, and to do my job properly, to bring the killer to justice, I need to be allowed into the Inner Court of the women.”

      The empress opened her mouth to speak, but she was interrupted by a court minister by the name of Song. “No!” he said firmly. “It is forbidden and improper. You cannot violate the sacred space of the women’s quarters. To do so would be as violating the women themselves.”

      “Minister,” Inspector Gong nearly laughed. “Investigating a murder would hardly be the same as taking a woman to bed…at least in my case.” Several of the other men laughed.

      “This is no laughing matter,” Minister Song erupted. “If you cannot do your job from outside of the Inner Court, then you are not worthy of your title and should be stripped of your rank and salary immediately!”

      “Now, see here, Minister…” the inspector began.

      “I agree,” another minister interrupted. “Is his job worth doing if it violates the integrity of the empress?”

      Several other men spoke up in agreement.

      “Enough,” the empress finally said, her voice clear and even. The room went quiet. She was calm now. Even her hands were steady. “I agree this case should be of the utmost importance. My own safety and the safety of the emperor rely on it.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Inspector Gong replied.

      “However,” she continued, “we cannot allow this killer, whoever he is, disrupt our lives and the way things are done. Tradition and court procedure are at the very center of the throne and the country. I have to agree with the ministers. You cannot be allowed to enter the Inner Court, Inspector.”

      “So you will allow a killer to go free?” he asked. “Allow a murderer to perhaps roam your very halls?”

      “No,” she said. “You will find the killer. And you will do so quickly to ensure that my son is safe. You will have everything you need at your disposal, but you will do so from outside the Inner Court.”

      With that, the empress stood to leave. All of the men immediately dropped to their knees and kowtowed before her. She exited from a side door, followed by her entourage of ladies, maids, and eunuchs. After the door closed behind her, the men all stood and gathered around the dead body of the girl or in their usual cliques.

      Inspector Gong motioned to one of the eunuchs who had remained. “You, make sure the body is taken to Dr. Xue in Qifeng District. He will know what to do.” The eunuch bowed and went to find some other eunuchs and a cart to make the arrangements.

      “Do you really think the imperial family could be in danger?” Prince Kung, the empress’s brother-in-law and the emperor’s regent—in name only—asked the inspector.

      “I don’t know,” the inspector said with a sigh as he reached down and brushed a loose hair from Lady Yun’s face. “I don’t know anything at this point. If I can’t talk to the other women, if I can’t see where she was killed…how am I supposed to investigate this crime from the outside?”

      The prince smiled and slapped Inspector Gong on the back. “I am glad I am not in your shoes.”

      “Usually I say the same thing of you,” Inspector Gong smiled back. “I would not want to battle with her on a daily basis. Today was enough.”

      “She’s not so bad once you get to know her,” the prince replied.

      “And what about her?” he asked, motioning to Lady Yun. “Did you know her well?”

      “Those girls all look the same to me,” he said. “They come and go so quickly. They are all the most beautiful girls from the best families. They serve the empress for a couple of years, get married, leave, and new ones take their place. Why bother learning their names?”

      “Well, someone knew who she was.”

      “What do you mean?” the prince asked.

      “This kind of violence against a woman, a girl, shows a lot of anger. Who would lash out in this kind of rage at a girl like that?”

      “You don’t know court life,” the prince said. “It’s…competitive. The women all compete for attention, for money, for position…”

      “Sounds like a good place to start, but I’m stuck out here.”

      “What will you do?” the prince asked.

      “What about her guardian? Her sister-in-law?”

      “I’ll talk to Te-hai, the head eunuch. He should know all about her.”

      “Thanks,” the inspector said. At least he might find out something about the girl’s past if he talked to the family.
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      “In the eleventh year of the Xianfeng Emperor, the emperor died,” the little girl recited from her book.

      “And where did he die?” Lady Li asked.

      “At the hunting palace in Jehol,” her oldest daughter answered.

      “Very good. And why was he there?”

      “Because the White Devils drove him out of Peking.”

      “That’s right,” Lady Li answered. “We tried to hide in the Summer Palace first, the most opulent palace in all of China, but the foreign barbarians chased us out and they burned the Summer Palace to the ground, after they stole all they could carry first.”

      “Were you scared, Mama?” her other, younger, daughter asked.

      “Of course! We thought the foreigners were going to ride up behind us and hack us to bits with their big swords.”

      “But they didn’t,” the older girl said.

      “No, they didn’t. After the emperor died, with the help of Prince Kung, the empress was able to broker a peace with the foreign powers and they allowed her to return to the Forbidden City.”

      “With the little prince!” the younger daughter piped up.

      “Yes, with the little prince, who was now the little emperor! But he was too small to rule, and he still is. So while he grows up, we have a beautiful and benevolent empress to rule instead.”

      “I want to see the empress,” the older girl said.

      “I am sure someday you will,” Lady Li replied. “Your auntie, Yun Suyi, is serving her now. I served her. And when you are old enough, she will probably send for you.”

      “That would be amazing!” the older girl said, sliding off her mother’s lap. “To live in the palace! And have people wait on you all day! And eat the best foods and wear the best clothes!”

      Lady Yun could have told her daughter that living in the palace was hardly fun or easy. The ladies who waited on the empress had to rise at the hour of the rabbit to help her wash, dress, apply her makeup, and do her hair all before breakfast. Then they had to stand to the side while she ate, and only after she was finished would they be allowed the leftovers. They had to stand at her side at public audiences, which often lasted for hours. They had to keep the empress entertained. They even had to wipe her backside after she used the porcelain bowl. They could not rest until after the empress was asleep, often in the latest hours of the night. It was not a glamorous life. But she did not tell her daughter this, not now. She was still young, only six. She had time to live in a dream before growing up. Her other daughter was only four and still her baby. Probably her last.

      As a widow, Lady Li did not entertain the idea that she would marry again and have more children. She was expected to honor her late husband for the rest of her days. To take another man to bed, even a husband, would dishonor her. Considering the large fortune her husband left behind, she could be commanded to marry again by the empress, especially if the empress needed to buy someone off. If she married, her new husband would control her estate and could spend her money as he saw fit. But if she didn’t marry, she could eventually divide her holdings evenly between her daughters. What a dowry that would be! They could marry anyone she wanted, even princes, perhaps even the emperor.

      Lady Li shook herself out of her daydreaming and ordered the girls to their embroidery work. “That’s enough studies for now,” she said. “Go sit with Concubine Swan and have her help you with your stitches.”

      “Yes, Mama,” the girls said as they ran off.

      Lady Li then went about her own afternoon chores, overseeing the dinner preparations, ordering new bolts of satin, silk thread, and animal pelts to begin work on new winter clothes, and going over the household accounts. Lady Li enjoyed her busy, yet relaxed, life. Without a husband to kneel to, Lady Li was free to run her household as she wanted and did not have to worry about making someone else happy. Not that she was glad of her husband’s death; she was merely indifferent to it. She did, however, mourn the fact that she never had a son.

      After three years of marriage and two daughters, her husband had taken on a concubine to help increase their chances of having a boy. Concubine Swan got with child quickly, and they all celebrated. As the head wife, any child born to any of her husband’s women would be considered her own. She would take the lead in raising him and he would call her mama. But after her husband’s sudden death, Concubine Swan miscarried. Lady Li mourned three times: once for her husband, once for Concubine’s Swan’s child, and once for all the children she would never have. It had been three years since her husband’s death. She should have arranged a new marriage for Concubine Swan, but since she was used property and had lost a child, no man of quality was willing to accept her. If Lady Li pressed the issue, she could probably find a man to take Concubine Swan away, but in truth, she would miss her. Concubine Swan was a sad and lonely woman. At least Lady Li had a considerable fortune, a household to run, and two lovely daughters. Concubine Swan had nothing and no future, and she was only nineteen years old. Lady Li had great empathy for Concubine Swan and enjoyed her company as they did embroidery work together or shared neighborhood gossip. She would keep Concubine Swan in her home for as long as Concubine Swan wished to stay.

      Lady Li did not realize just how lost in thought she was until she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      “My lady?” she finally heard her eunuch, Bai, say.

      “Oh, forgive me. I was dreaming,” Lady Li said.

      “You have a lot on your mind, my lady?” Eunuch Bai replied.

      “Nothing more than usual,” she replied. “Did you need something?”

      “Forgive me,” he said, “but there is a man here to see you.”

      “A man?” Lady Li replied, surprised. “And he wants to see me? Why? Who is he?”

      “He said his name is Inspector Gong.”

      “Could he not talk to you?” she asked.

      “He refused, my lady. I pressed him several times and warned him about how improper he was acting, but he insisted. He said he comes with orders from Prince Kung himself.”

      “Prince Kung?” she asked, sitting up. This was all extremely out of the ordinary. Men and women in China lived very separate lives, rarely interacting if they were not of the same household or family. Since Lady Li was the head of her own household, she did have more interactions with men than most women, but it was still quite limited. If she required any dealings with men, she usually did so through Eunuch Bai.

      But she had never been in a situation like this before. What would an investigator want with her? And with the authority of Prince Kung? She knew Prince Kung from her own years at the Forbidden City and through her family connections. If the prince needed something, why did he not come to her himself or order her to appear at court? Something was very wrong. Had something happened to the empress? Or her sister-in-law, Suyi?

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “I have him sitting in a room near the south gate,” he said. “Madam Ling is serving him tea.”

      “Help me dress,” she said. “Quickly.”

      Since Lady Li rarely had visitors and left her home even less often, she was not presentable for company. She was wearing a very plain chaopao of dark blue with a simple trim, her hair was plaited, and she was wearing flat-soled shoes. Eunuch Bai helped her pull out a more elegant light blue chaopao with butterfly embroidery and a more elaborate trim. He didn’t have time to do her hair in the batou style, so he arranged it in a plaited bun and decorated it with jade pins. As a widow, she was forbidden from wearing makeup, but she could not resist using a little coal on her eyelashes and around her eyes and adding a little color to her cheeks and lips. Before stepping out the door, Eunuch Bai helped her step into a pair of high pot-bottom shoes, as was the style for Manchu women since they didn’t bind their feet. She needed help balancing and walking for the first few steps, she was so out of practice with wearing them, but after a few steps, her body recalled the swaying rhythm necessary and she was able to make her way to the front room where this Inspector Gong was waiting.

      As soon as she passed through the doorway, Inspector Gong stood. Lady Li had no idea what he was expecting, but he seemed surprised to see her. He smiled and stuttered as he introduced himself.

      “I am Inspection Gong…Inspector Gong!” he said as he stepped forward and gave a respectful bow.

      Madam Ling, Lady Li’s old housekeeper, laughed as she exited the room.

      Lady Li kneeled slightly and inclined her neck just so. She was being polite, but her station did not require her to show any respect to this stranger. She did not make eye contact with him as she walked toward the table and sat in the chair opposite his.

      “I hope you enjoyed your tea while you were waiting. You will forgive my delay. I had no notice of your coming,” she said.

      “Forgive me, Lady Li,” he said as he sat down and poured her a cup of tea, “but there was no time to send a notice. I had to speak with you on a matter of grave importance.”

      Lady Li looked the inspector in the face for the first time. His eyes were hard and serious and his jaw was set firm. He wasn’t exaggerating, and her heart began to beat quickly.

      “Then, please, state your business,” she said.

      He glanced at Eunuch Bai. “My news is quite sensitive,” he said quietly. “May we speak privately?”

      “Certainly not!” Lady Li replied firmly, and at a normal volume. “You shouldn’t be speaking to me at all, let alone privately. Now, state your business or leave my home.”

      Inspector Gong set his teacup down and looked into Lady Li’s eyes. “Lady Li, I am sorry to inform you that your sister-in-law, the Lady Yun, is dead. She was murdered.”

      Lady Li’s eyes widened and her hands shook. She could not have heard him correctly. “What did you say?” she asked.

      “I am sorry to be so blunt, madam, but it is true. I am sorry for your loss.”

      Lady Li tried to put her cup down gently, but instead she dropped it as she gripped the table, the cup shattering and tea spilling on her chaopao. “Bai!” she wailed as he ran to her side. “It’s not true! Tell me this monster is lying!”

      “My lady…my lady,” was all he could stammer as she gripped his arms and tears started to fall. Eunuch Bai did his best to hold her upright as she began to crumple into herself.

      “Lady Li,” the inspector said gently. “I need you to be calm. I need your help.”

      Lady Li looked at him through watery eyes, but she could not see. She could not do this again. Suyi! Her dear Suyi! The girl was like her sister, her friend, and a daughter all together in one beautiful person. Such life, such promise. She couldn’t breathe. She had to get out. She did her best to stand, but she couldn’t walk in those stupid pot-bottom shoes. She kicked them off and wandered toward the doorway. She leaned on the doorjamb and vomited in the hallway.
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      Inspector Gong had told many people about the death of a loved one before, but he was never prepared for the reaction. He had discovered that everyone grieved differently. Some people cried, some people got angry, some people would sit in stunned silence. Some people even laughed. But every reaction told him something. It was clear to him that Lady Li was in shock. She had no idea that her sister-in-law had been killed. He was relieved at this, but the level of her grief was a bit surprising to him. It was uncommon for a woman to have so much affection for her husband’s family. When a woman married, she had to leave her own family and join his. She was usually considered an outsider in a new clan, a lone horse. Rarely was a woman ever truly accepted as a part of her husband’s family. Maybe the fact that Lady Li was a widow, and such a young one at that, had something to do with how close she was to her sister-in-law.

      Eunuch Bai had helped Lady Li from the room, sending Inspector Gong many dirty looks along the way, to help her clean up and compose herself. Madame Ling returned, tears in her eyes as well, and had asked the inspector to leave, but he refused. He still wanted to talk to Lady Li. If he could talk to her in her grief, her answers would be raw and honest.

      Nearly an hour later, Eunuch Bai came back. “I want you to know that I am completely against you being here and think you should leave,” he said.

      “You know I can’t do that,” Inspector Gong said.

      “I simply wanted to make my position clear,” he said.

      “Your devotion to your lady is admirable,” Inspector Gong replied. The two stared at each other for a moment. Inspector Gong could not tell how old the eunuch was, they didn’t age like real men, and his perfect skin and shiny bald head didn’t help. His voice was clear, but slightly too high pitched. His lips were plump, which were exaggerated by the way he was pouting now. His large eyes were rimmed with thick, dark lashes any woman would envy.

      “Follow me,” Eunuch Bai finally said. He led the inspector down a hallway to another room where Lady Li was seated, waiting for him. She did not rise at his entrance. Her head was downcast and her hands fidgeted with a handkerchief. Eunuch Bai motioned for Inspector Gong to sit in a nearby chair.

      “You may go,” she said to Eunuch Bai.

      “But…my lady…” he sputtered.

      “I’ll be all right,” she said. “The inspector and I need to talk.”

      Eunuch Bai huffed as he left the room. Inspector Gong assumed he wouldn’t go far though, and would probably be listening, if not watching, from the other side of the wall.

      “Forgive him,” she said. “He is very protective of me.”

      “I don’t consider loyalty a crime,” the inspector said.

      “What happened?” Lady Li asked. The superiority and haughtiness she first displayed upon meeting the inspector had vanished. She had not looked up from her hands and still seemed on the verge of tears, but she was clearly doing her best to remain calm.

      “Are you sure you want to hear it?” he asked.

      She pulled her eyes from her hands and looked at him. “Yes, I need to know.”

      “She was murdered,” he repeated.

      “How is that possible?” she asked. “The Forbidden City is one of the most secure places in the world. Everyone is watched all the time. It simply isn’t possible.”

      “That is why I was called in,” he said. “This is a terrible crime, not just against Lady Yun and your family, but the throne itself. The emperor and empress could be in danger. This is why I must find out what happened.”

      “Then why are you here?” she asked. “Why aren’t you in the Forbidden City talking to the eunuchs, the maids, the ladies-in-waiting?”

      The inspector paused. He didn’t want to tell her he was incapable of conducting the investigation, that he most likely wouldn’t find the killer since he couldn’t interview the people most central to Suyi’s life, but that was the truth. If he lied to her, he would be setting a terrible precedent for the rest of their conversation.

      “You can’t,” she said, interrupting his attempt to come up with a good explanation. “That is why you are here. You can’t enter the Inner Court. You are hoping this was a crime against Suyi and not the throne. You are hoping to find the answer on the outside.”

      She was clever, he had to admit. “Is it possible that someone outside the Forbidden City, someone from her family, a rival, a spurned lover, someone outside the walls would have wanted her dead?” he asked leaning forward and putting his elbows on his knees.

      “No,” Lady Li said. “She was just a girl. A child. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her.”

      “But someone did,” he said. “Someone not only wanted to hurt her, they hated her enough to kill her. There had to be something about her, someone in her life who hated her.”

      “Not that I know of,” Lady Li said.

      “Just start talking about her,” he said. “Maybe something will come to you. Maybe something you don’t realize is a clue. Tell me about her. I heard you were her guardian. Tell me about that.”

      Lady Li sighed and closed her eyes. “She was only a girl when I married her brother. But he and I had been betrothed for most of my life. Our families were close, so I knew her from the time she was born.

      “Her mother was sickly and weak, always was. Her father died shortly after she was born. So she came to live with me after we married. She was such a sweet, funny little girl who loved to run and get dirty. She would chase the ducks around the yard and follow them into the pond, getting her clothes drenched and covered in algae. She was only eight or nine years younger than I was when I married, so she was like a little sister to me. But I was also Lady of the house, and her care fell to me, so she was like a daughter to me as well.

      “I got with child within the first year, so she had to help me quite a bit. She became like a friend, and she was in the room with me, holding my hand, as my first daughter came into the world.”

      Lady Li began to sniff and she dabbed her handkerchief to her eyes.

      Inspector Gong sat and waited for her to continue. He knew that she would eventually fill the silence.

      “When my husband died, we mourned him together, sharing the funerary rites. He was the only man in her family. She did not get to mourn her own father, so she took the death of her brother hard, probably harder than I did.” Lady Li gasped and put her hand to her mouth for a moment. “Forgive me, I should not have said that,” she said.

      “When she was fourteen, she followed in my footsteps and went to serve the empress, only a year ago. She was last home for Spring Festival. She was in such high spirits. Life in the Forbidden City is not easy, but there is always something going on, people to meet, things to do. She was happy and excited.”

      “Did she mention if she had made any enemies?” the inspector interrupted. “Another lady-in-waiting or a eunuch?”

      Lady Li shook her head. “No. There are cliques and everyone is always vying for attention or favors, but that is just how things are. No one would ever go so far as to kill someone. Especially since there is no emperor to fight over.”

      “There is an emperor,” Inspection Gong corrected.

      “He is a child,” Lady Li explained. “There are no wives or concubines. No scheming maids hoping to make the leap from servant to Lady. There is no clawing or grabbing for the love of a single man.”

      Inspector Gong nodded slowly in understanding.

      “I’m sorry,” Lady Li said. “I know none of this is helpful to you.”

      “It is,” he said. “It helps me better understand what is going on inside the Inner Court.”

      “There are still some things you could do,” she said. “You could talk to the eunuchs. They know everything that is going on. Their trade is information.”

      “But would they betray their ladies?” he asked. “I doubt Eunuch Bai would ever speak ill of you.”

      Lady Li gave a small smile. “That could be a problem,” she said. “Inside the Forbidden City, all of the eunuchs are the property of the throne. But some do form alliances with various ladies and with each other. If a lady moves up the ranks, she usually rewards those who helped her. So it is in the interested of the maids and eunuchs to help their ladies advance.”

      Inspector Gong thought about this, but decided to worry about it later. “Tell me more about Lady Yun’s mother and father. Was her father’s death suspicious in any way?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I was a girl when he died. It was many years before my marriage, and my husband didn’t talk about it. I’m not very close with his mother either.”

      “Maybe I should talk to her,” he said.

      “She won’t speak with you,” Lady Li said. “She is very traditional. She won’t speak with a man. Besides, with her illness, she rarely leaves her quarters, so it wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      “It’s my job, Widow Li,” he said. “I must speak to everyone.”

      “Lady Li,” she corrected.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Lady Li, if you don’t mind.”

      “You don’t take the title widow? In respect to your husband?” he asked.

      “In my girlhood, my hair pinning days, my wifehood, and my widowhood, I am still the same person. I am Lady Li.”

      Inspector Gong nodded his acquiescence. “Lady Li,” he said. “Well, I suppose I should go and alert your mother-in-law of my need to call on her. What is her name?” He stood to leave.

      Lady Li stood as well, but shook her head. “She won’t speak to you. And, I assure you, to press your case would be unwise.”

      “What am I to do?” he asked. “Do you want her killer found?” It seemed every avenue he wanted to take in this investigation was being blocked to him. He immediately regretted the question as Lady Li flinched from his verbal barb.

      “More than anything,” she said. “But pushing your way into my mother-in-law’s bedroom will not get you the results you want. You are Han, you might not understand our ways.”

      Inspector Gong could not help but let out a small breath of surprise. How did she know he was Han? The Manchu had conquered China hundreds of years before, but had imposed many of their ways on the Han people and had adopted many Han ways in return. While the Han and Manchu liked to still believe they were separate peoples, in many ways, they were indistinguishable.

      “How…” the inspector asked. “How did you know I was Han?”

      “It is rather obvious,” she said. “Your head is not shaved far back enough, your features are clearly southern, and your accent is…not quite right,” she explained. “Does it ever get in the way of your investigations? Not being one of us?”

      “No…” he said slowly. “At least, I didn’t think so. Do you think other Manchu can tell by looking that I am Han?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I only know that if my mother-in-law’s neighbors suspected you of being indelicate with her, you might not leave the compound with your head.”

      “Would you speak to her?” he asked.

      “Me?” Lady Li asked in surprise.

      “Yes,” he said. “I can tell you what I want you to ask and you could ask her for me. If you could just relay the information, it could help me. Provided you don’t leave anything out.”

      “I…I don’t know,” she said.

      “I think it is a brilliant idea,” he said. “And because she is your mother-in-law, she will trust you.”

      Lady Li sighed and slowly agreed.
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      Lady Li tried to relax as two of her servants carried her in her sedan chair to her mother-in-law’s house. Tension clawed at her shoulders and neck. She should have waited until the next day to call on her mother-in-law, but she was afraid someone else would tell her about Suyi’s death first. The old woman had been ill as long as Lady Li had known her, and she was concerned that this blow would be the one to do her in. Lady Li thought about how shamefully she had reacted to the news of Suyi’s death in front of the inspector. How would her mother-in-law react to the pain? She had no one left, no husband, no daughter, no son. Her household was small, only a servant, a cook, and a maid. How lonely she must be. Lady Li knew she should call on her more often, but she always seemed so tired. She worried about wearing her out, or used her exhaustion as an excuse not to call on her.

      It was not very far to Lady Li’s mother-in-law’s house, only down a winding lane, but it would have been inappropriate for Lady Li to walk. A lady should never be seen in public. The sedan chair stopped just outside the gate of her mother-in-law’s house, and she heard Eunuch Bai knock loudly. After several long moments, and several more loud knocks, the gate finally opened. She listened to Eunuch Bai banter with the servant for a moment before explaining why they were there. As expected, her mother-in-law’s servant did not want to disturb her so late in the day, but, as rehearsed, Eunuch Bai insisted, explaining that if it had not been so urgent, they would not have come. Eunuch Bai then opened the flap to Lady Li’s sedan chair and quickly ushered her inside the compound.

      The home was quiet and felt dark. Even though the home was large enough for a family of many wives and children, none dwelled here. Most of the rooms went unused, so the doors were shut and candles and lanterns went unlit. Lady Li was led to the kitchen where she could sit by the fire and enjoy some tea with the old cook while the maid went to prepare her mother-in-law for her visit.

      “It is so late in the day to be here, Lady Li,” the old cook said as she poured the tea.

      “I hope Popo will not be too angry with me,” she replied, popo being the familiar term for mother-in-law.

      The old woman swatted away the suggestion. “She doesn’t have the energy to get angry,” she said as she started chopping some green vegetables.

      “Is her health worse than usual?” Lady Li asked as she slurped the hot tea to cool it as she drank.

      “She doesn’t push herself so much, so I don’t know. She doesn’t try to get out of bed or tend to her flowers anymore. But she’s not dying, she’s just weak. I don’t know how to help her.”

      “What do the doctors say?” she asked.

      “What do they know?” the cook asked. “They say her water qi is out of balance, so they try to fix it. Drink less water, drink more water, drink hot water, no spicy food, this is what they say, all different.”

      “What do you think?” Lady Li asked.

      The cook stopped chopping and paused for a minute to think. “I think that when her baby was born, something else came out of her, leaving her weak. She was not like this before the baby.”

      “Do you mean Suyi?” Lady Li asked.

      “Yes,” the cook said, picking up her knife again. “But also with the little lord, your husband. That was the start.”

      Lady Li thought about this. There had been a large age gap between her husband and her sister-in-law, almost twenty years. If the birth of her son had weakened Popo to the point that she nearly died, it would explain why she would be reluctant to have another child.

      “Did Lord Yun have any other wives or concubines?” Lady Li asked.

      The old cook only shook her head.

      “Why?” Lady Li asked. “He was wealthy and only had one son with his wife. If she couldn’t have more children, why not get another woman?”

      “Why do you ask all this?” the old cook asked. “Why are you here? I haven’t seen you here for months and then you come, late in the day, asking all these questions. What are you up to?”

      “Nothing,” Lady Li said, returning to her teacup and smarting from the chastisement. She would have to be more discreet with her mother-in-law.

      The old cook dumped the vegetables into a wok of oil, heated over a flame. The vegetables sizzled and released their fragrance. “Looking back does no good,” she said.

      Lady Li knew she was right, and the two sat in silence while they waited for Popo’s maid to return.

      Finally, she came back and led Lady Li to Popo’s private sitting room, which was adjacent to her bedroom. Even though it was summer, there was a roaring fire in the middle of the room, and Popo sat near it wearing a padded chaogua over her chaopao. Lady Li was sweating as soon as she entered the room, but she did her best not to show her discomfort as she walked over and got down on her knees before her mother-in-law. “Thank you for seeing me, Popo,” she said.

      Popo reached out and took her daughter-in-law’s hands. “It is nothing,” she said. “I have nothing else to fill my days. Might as well answer when you take the time to call.”

      Lady Li stood and kissed her mother-in-law on the cheek before sitting down in a chair nearby, a small tea table between them.

      “How are the children?” Popo asked as Lady Li poured tea.

      “They are doing quite well,” she replied. “First Daughter loves reading, and her calligraphy is beautiful. If she had been a son instead of a worthless girl, she might have been a great scholar.”

      “I told my husband not to ask your father for you. The women in your family were only good for giving girls.”

      Lady Li thought about this for a moment and realized that she was right. Her mother and her grandmother had only birthed girls. The only boys in her family came from secondary wives or concubines. “I cannot deny that I was a disappointment for you,” she said. “If only I had given Lord Yun a son…” she wasn’t sure how to finish her sentence, but Popo waved her hand to stop her so she didn’t have to.

      “What’s done is done,” Popo said. “You made him happy in other ways. Your daughters are good and you run your house well. If you had more time, maybe a son would have come. You were young and healthy.”

      “You are too kind to me, Popo,” Lady Li said.

      “Why are you here?” Popo finally asked her.

      Lady Li took a steadying breath. “I need to talk to you about Suyi,” she said.

      “That girl,” Popo groaned. “She never writes, she never comes to see me. What a daughter!”

      “Life in the Forbidden City is not easy,” Lady Li said. “She must work from dawn until the empress falls asleep late at night.” Lady Li realized she was using the present tense and was doing a poor job of preparing Popo for what had happened.

      “Filial piety is the most important quality in a child. The empress knows this,” Popo explained to Lady Li, as if she were still a child.

      “Popo,” Lady Li said, reaching over and placing her warm hand on the old woman’s cool one. “I have to tell you something about Suyi.”

      Popo looked at Lady Li with expectation in her eyes. Lady Li could see that she knew something was wrong. “Something happened to her…”

      “What?” Popo asked.

      “She…she’s dead,” Lady Li finally whispered.

      Popo ripped her hand away as if Lady Li carried some vile disease. “What?” she finally asked. “How can you say such a thing?”

      “I’m sorry, Popo,” Lady Li said, her eyes filling with tears again. “I’m sorry. I…I just found out.”

      “Really? Is it true?” she asked.

      “I believe it is so,” Lady Li replied. “A man came from the Forbidden City and told me.”

      Popo lay her head back in the chair, closed her eyes, and put her hand over her heart. Lady Li nearly fell from her chair as she kneeled beside her mother-in-law, gripping her other hand.

      “Popo!” she said. “Please, Popo don’t leave me. I need you!”

      “What?” Popo asked, opening her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “I…I was worried about your heart,” Lady Li replied.

      Popo reached out and stroked Lady Li’s cheek. “I was made for grief,” she said. “Don’t worry about me.”

      Lady Li wiped her tears away and sat back in the chair, but she didn’t let go of Popo’s hand. Lady Li was amazed at her mother-in-law’s strength. She may be physically weak, but her soul was strong as iron. And her words held truth. The life of a woman was nothing but grief. Chinese women grieved that they weren’t boys. Then they grieved when they were married and had to leave their families. They grieved if their husbands and mothers-in-law were cruel. They grieved when they gave birth to girls. They grieved when their daughters married and had to leave them. They grieved when their husbands died and they were left alone. The only happy part of a woman’s life was when she birthed a son. Not having a son was a grief that Popo and Lady Li now shared. But Popo had a son, and now he was dead. That was a grief Lady Li had been spared, but she still knew Popo’s pain.

      The two sat in silence for a moment before Popo spoke again. “What happened?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Lady Li replied. “They say that someone killed her.”

      “What?” Popo asked, sitting up straight, her eyes opening wide. “Why would someone do that? She was a good girl, wasn’t she?”

      “I believe she was,” Lady Li confirmed. “She was a bit loud and excitable, but she would never hurt anyone, and she knew the importance of being chaste. I don’t know why anyone would want to hurt her.”

      “Well, do the investigators have any leads?” Popo asked.

      “They are trying to find out what happened,” Lady Li said. “But…they need your help.”

      “My help?” Popo asked, surprised. “What can I do?”

      “They think that maybe someone outside the Forbidden City might have wanted to hurt her.”

      “Oh, I can’t believe that,” Popo said. “She was just a girl on the outside of the walls. And I barely saw her. She lived with you. You are the one who would know.”

      Lady Li nodded. “Yes, but maybe someone wasn’t after her specifically, but maybe they wanted to hurt the family.”

      “What do you mean?” Popo asked.

      Lady Li paused for a moment before proceeding. It was such a strange thing for her to ask, something that smacked of disrespect, yet she had to ask. She knew the inspector expected it of her. “Did your husband have any enemies?” Lady Li finally asked. “I was never told why or how he died. Maybe his death had something to do with it.”

      Popo pulled away. “No, that can have nothing to do with it. It was so long ago.”

      “Popo,” Lady Li said softly. “I know this is painful, but I have to ask. You must tell me. The empress herself wants to know what happened to Suyi. I have been ordered to ask you,” she hedged.

      Popo sighed. “I thought the past was dead and would be buried with me.”

      “If I don’t think what happened has any relation to Suyi’s death, then I won’t tell anyone.” Lady Li wasn’t sure if she could keep that promise, but Popo seemed to take her at her word.

      “I was married for four years before I finally became with child,” she said. “So long, too long. But my husband couldn’t afford a second wife, not then. So we tried and tried. Finally, I got with child. But the birth…the birth was bad. I nearly died, and the baby was weak. We feared he would not live to be a man. My husband insisted that we keep trying, keep trying for a healthy son. So we did, but no more babies came. Thankfully the baby, your husband, did grow strong.

      “After my husband grew in rank, we became rich, so he bought a concubine, and then another. Still, no baby came. He bought a third concubine. Still no baby. For years he tried. He became obsessed with finding a woman who could carry his seed. The other girls, they never had a bad birth or lost a baby. They never got with a baby. He believed that all the women were weak and worthless. He never considered that he was to blame. He eventually sold them all away.

      “I had not taken him to my bed for many years. I never recovered from the birth of my son. But he was desperate for more children. He couldn’t bear the shame of having all these women but no children. He could hear the other men talk. Finally, I agreed to take him back to my bed. I was the only one who had given him a child, so maybe I could do it again.

      “I did get with child again, and he was so happy. But when the baby was a girl, he was so angry. Then he was sad. He took a long scarf into his study and he never came out again.”

      Lady Li sat there in shock. Of course, she knew having children, mostly sons, was important to every man, but she had never heard of a man being so desperate, so despondent, for more children that he would kill himself.

      “Did…did Suyi ever know this?” Lady Li finally managed to ask.

      “I never told her,” she said. “I never told a soul. Can you imagine the guilt she would feel if she ever knew her father killed himself because she wasn’t a boy?”

      “It wasn’t her fault,” Lady Li said.

      “Of course not,” Popo replied. “It was mine. I was the one who gave birth to her. I should have died after my son was born. Then maybe my husband would have learned to be happy with at least having him.”

      “Popo, please, it’s no one’s fault,” Lady Li said. She could hardly comprehend what she was hearing.

      “Anyway, you know how people talk. One of the servants found him. You know how they are. They never dared to speak of it in front of me, but I’m sure some people know. Your husband knew.”

      “He never told me,” Lady Li said. She wondered if Popo’s churlish cook was the servant who found him.

      “Well, hopefully Suyi never knew,” Popo said. “I told you it didn’t have anything to do with her getting killed.”

      Lady Li nodded. “I think you are right. I’m sorry I made you tell me.”

      “I hope you do find out who did it, though,” Popo said. “She was a good girl…my only one.”

      Lady Li felt a wave of guilt herself. She had not been a good daughter-in-law. She had ignored Popo, left her to wallow in sadness and loneliness. She had been grateful that Popo was not controlling and cruel like other mothers-in-law, too grateful. She had repaid her good fortune with her own cruelty. When was the last time she had sent her daughters to visit their grandmother? Was she really only concerned that they would tire her out? Or was she simply failing in filial duty? Without Suyi, Lady Li was the only one left to take care of Popo, so she resolved to do so.

      “Popo,” Lady Li said, “I want you to come live with me.”

      “No,” Popo said quickly. “I’m fine right here.”

      “No, you’re not,” Lady Li said. “You are alone, and sick. You need to be with family.”

      “Family?” Popo asked. “I’m family now? Suddenly? After all this time? You worthless cow.”

      “I know,” Lady Li said. “I have been a terrible daughter-in-law, and I would never ask your forgiveness. I only hope you let me spend the rest of my days repenting for my wicked actions toward you by bringing you into my home.”

      Popo shook her head. “I like it here. My belongings are all here, and your kids are too noisy.”

      “You can have the whole southeast wing to yourself. It’s warm and quiet there. I’ll make sure the girls learn to be quiet. But I think they would benefit from having their grandmother nearby.”

      “I can’t leave the house,” she said. “Who will make sure it is taken care of? I can’t let it rot.”

      Lady Li had asked Popo to live with them before, but only out of duty, not because she wanted the old woman nearby. Usually, young brides did live with their in-laws, but Popo was different. She was so sickly, she knew that she could not be the head of the household. She would only be a burden to Lady Li, a baby in an old woman’s body. In the past, Lady Li would offer for Popo to live with them because she had to, and Popo would refuse because she wanted to. Now, the situation was reversed. Lady Li wanted Popo to live with her, but Popo was refusing because it was polite. Lady Li had to ask Popo three times before Popo could accept, even though it was what they both wanted.

      “Popo,” Lady Li said, “I insist you come live with us.”

      Popo nodded. Her old eyes welled with tears and she did not speak for fear they would pour forth.

      Lady Li patted Popo’s hand and the left the room. She found Popo’s maid. “Begin packing her things. You will all come into my household tomorrow.” The maid nodded and went to see her lady for confirmation. Lady Li had no idea how her cook and Popo’s old cook would work things out in the kitchen, but that was a fight for another day.

      As Lady Li climbed back into her sedan chair, she lamented over the fact that she had not learned anything that would help her find out who killed Suyi.
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      Inspector Gong had waited at Lady Li’s home for her to return. He was sitting by the koi pond when two dark-haired girls came running through followed by a young woman. The girls stopped suddenly when they saw him and the woman quickly fled from sight. She clearly was not dressed for a male visitor. Her long hair was flowing free and she only wore a simple robe. The girls, however, bravely approached the stranger.

      “Who are you?” the oldest one asked.

      “I am called Inspector Gong,” he said. “Who are you?”

      “I am First Daughter,” she said proudly. “And this is Second Daughter,” she said motioning to the other girl who nervously chewed on the collar of her dress and stood slightly behind her sister.

      “Nice to meet you both,” he said. It was a fairly common practice to give children “milk names” that didn’t hold much meaning. When they were older, children or their parents would usually decide on a name that better reflected the child’s personality or was auspicious in some way.

      “Why are you here?” First Daughter asked.

      “You are very blunt,” he said.

      “I don’t know what that means,” she said.

      “It means you say exactly what you think with no fear.”

      “I like that,” she said, and both of the girls giggled.

      “Who was that woman you were with?” he asked. “Was she your ayi?”

      “No,” she said. “She is Daddy’s concubine.”

      “Ah,” he said. “I heard your daddy was very rich.”

      “Yes,” First Daughter said. “And when I marry, I will have a huge dowry. I will be able to marry any man I want. Even the emperor.”

      “Whoever you choose will be very lucky,” he said. “What about your mother?”

      “What about her?” First Daughter asked.

      “What do you know of her?” he asked. “What do you think of your mama?”

      “She’s pretty,” Second Daughter finally said.

      “Yes, she is,” he confirmed.

      “She used to live in the Forbidden City, like Ayi Suyi does now.”

      “Do you miss Ayi Suyi?”

      Both of the girls nodded.

      “Did everyone like your auntie?” he asked.

      The girls nodded again.

      He wanted to ask them more questions, but he didn’t want to give too much away. It would be up to their mother to tell them what had happened to Suyi.

      “What’s an inspector?” Second Daughter asked.

      “It means…” How could he say he investigated crimes without letting them know why he was really there? “It is a sort of military rank.”

      “You’re in the army?” Second Daughter asked, coming out of her shell.

      “Not exactly, but I did have some military training.”

      “Can you teach me?” she asked.

      “You want to join the military?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I want to learn to fight with a sword and ride a horse and protect the empire like Mongeyisu, the Manchu heroine!”

      “That is a very noble calling,” he said.

      “Teach me! Teach me!” she said as she started running around wildly.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. He walked to the koi pond and pulled out two reeds. He handed one to Second Daughter. “Here, hold this in your right hand. Hold it straight out in front of you. Now, swing left! Swing right! Hold it in front of you to block my attack. Here I come!”

      The two of them chased each other around, swiping at one another with their reed swords while First Daughter laughed so hard she fell to the ground. This was the state of chaos her garden was in when Lady Li returned.

      “What is going on here?” she demanded.

      “Inspector Gong is teaching me to be a great warrior!” Second Daughter declared.

      “Is he?” she asked, cocking one of her eyebrows at him. “Well, too bad he has to leave us before you can complete your training.”

      Both of the girls groaned in complaint.

      “That is enough,” Lady Li said. “Go find Madam Ling and get cleaned up before dinner. Both of you are like little pigs.”

      “Yes, Mama,” they said as Second Daughter chased First Daughter across the garden and down one of the hallways.

      When they were alone, Inspector Gong said, “Second Daughter has the makings of a warrior princess.”

      “Don’t put such ideas in her head,” Lady Li replied. “She is a lady, not a wild monkey.”

      “Come now,” he said. “Manchu women were born on the steppes and rode and fought alongside men. Wouldn’t you love to see your daughter bravely shooting an arrow from the back of a muscled steed across the plains as her foremothers did?”

      “I don’t need a Han to teach me about Manchu history,” Lady Li replied curtly. “And I’d appreciate it if you would leave my family alone.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” he said, returning to seriousness. “I am under orders to find out what happened to Yun Suyi. I know you want me to find out what happened to her as well.”

      “We don’t know anything,” Lady Li said, exasperated. “You come here, bringing bad news and dragging up old, painful memories, all for what? Is it not enough that we have lost Suyi?”

      “I take it your visit with your mother-in-law did not go well?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “It did not. She has now lost both of her children. I have asked her to come and live with me. Hopefully my children and I can give her some comfort in her graying years.”

      “But you are sure nothing she told you could have anything to do with what happened to Suyi?”

      “I am sure,” she said.

      “Do you need to tell me?” he asked. “Let me be the judge?”

      Lady Li shook her head.

      Inspector Gong decided not to push her. “Then there is only one thing left to do,” he said. “I have to get inside the Inner Court.”

      “As I said,” Lady Li reminded him, “you won’t get inside, and the eunuchs will only lie to you.”

      “I know,” he said. “But you could get inside.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “You could get inside. You served the empress once, you could volunteer to do so again. And you know how all the politics of court life work. You could get all the information for me.”

      She shook her head and waved him away. “You need to leave,” she said. “I’m not going to discuss this with you.”

      “Lady Li…” he started, but she interrupted him.

      “No,” she said. “I am tired. I am sad. I am angry. I cannot even look at you right now. You need to go!”

      Inspector Gong did not reply. She was right. It had been a long day for her, full of sorrow. He gave her a polite bow and then exited the courtyard. He did not even wait for Eunuch Bai to see him out. He mounted his horse and left without a glance back.
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      Lady Li’s mansion, like many estates of the elite Manchu class, was located in the green, hilly area north of the Forbidden City, quite a distance from the Chinese—Han—City south of the Forbidden City. Like many of the Han Chinese of Peking, Inspector Gong lived among the endless hutongs that snaked around the Chinese City in an endless maze.

      Inspector Gong rode back toward southern Peking slowly. He was in no rush, but needed to figure out his next move. This case was unlike anything he had investigated before. He had seen many murders, caught many criminals, but nothing inside the Forbidden City. The Forbidden City was exactly that—a city cut off from the rest of the world. It had its own rules, its own way of functioning. While he wasn’t surprised a murder had taken place within the walls—he had learned that wherever people gather, crimes will take place—he was surprised that no one knew who did it and that they needed him, an outsider, to try and find out what happened. Justice often held a different meaning for the ruling Manchus.

      Inspector Gong stopped by the Forbidden City and talked to the head guardsman on duty. He asked if there was any way in or out without the guards knowing.

      “Of course there are,” he said.

      His blunt honesty surprised the inspector. “Why don’t you close them off?” he asked.

      “I don’t know where they are,” he said. “Only that they exist. I know that sometimes eunuchs and court officials slip in and out of the palace at night, but I have no idea how.”

      “That is unbelievable,” the inspector said. “Isn’t the empress worried about her safety?”

      “Of course,” the guard said. “But she has her own guards and her eunuchs are armed.”

      “Can the guards be bought?” he asked.

      “Naturally,” he said. “That is how most of the women sneak their lovers in at night.”

      “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Inspector Gong said. “The Forbidden City practically has an open door for anyone who wants to walk in or out.”

      The guard nodded. “I don’t want it to sound quite that easy, or that I am shirking my duties,” he said. “My men patrol the outer wall day and night, constantly. We use torches at night so we can see. If any of the guards are caught taking bribes to look the other way, they are executed. Getting in and out is difficult. But humans are like rats, they find ways to get where they want to go.”

      “What can you tell me about the girl’s murder?” he asked. “Who found her? Where was she?”

      “She was found her at first light, in one of the gardens. She had been killed sometime during the night. One of the ladies found her in the morning and reported it to a eunuch.”

      “I’ll need to know which lady it was. I’ll need to talk to her.”

      “I think her name was Lady Kwon, but you can’t speak with her. She is one of the widows.”

      “Did she say anything about the scene? Did she describe it or say if there was anything unusual about it?”

      “Not that I know of,” the guard said. “She said she covered the girl’s face with a white cloth and then went to find a guard. The guards took the body to the audience hall while the eunuch went to the empress. She sent for Prince Kung, and then he sent for you. That’s all I know.”

      Inspector Gong sighed. His outside investigation was going nowhere. He had to get inside. He wondered if he should bribe one of the guards to let him in. It would probably work, but what would he do once he got inside? The Forbidden City was huge. He wouldn’t know where to find the murder scene, and he wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone. He needed help. He needed Lady Li. But how could he convince her?

      He still needed to talk to Dr. Xue, who would be examining the body, but it was late and he was also tired. He decided to make his way home.

      While his home was small compared to Lady Li’s, it was nothing to spit on. It was one of the largest compounds in the southwest section. As he rode up to a gate, a male servant—not a eunuch—ran out to take the reins. The large wooden gate was opened for him automatically by another servant. Inside the compound, everything seemed alive. The family had already eaten dinner, so everyone was seated around the garden laughing, playing games, and talking loudly. Lanterns were hanging every few feet, giving the garden a warm glow. Several men—his father, uncles, and cousins—were playing mahjong around a square table. His mother, aunties, and sisters were sitting under an awning, fanning themselves in the warm night air. When his mother saw him, she stood and slowly walked his way. Her feet were bound, so she moved slowly and gracefully. When she reached him, she pulled him down to her and kissed him on the cheek.

      “There is my beautiful son,” she said. “Where have you been?”

      “I had a busy day, Mama.”

      “You must be hungry,” she said.

      “Not really,” he said. “Just tired.”

      “Nonsense,” she decided. “All growing boys need to eat good meals.”

      “I’m not a boy, Mama,” he said.

      “Until you are married, you are a boy,” she said as she led him to a table. “So unless you’ve hidden a wife under that chaopao, you’re a boy.”

      She was right that he was old enough to be married, long past the age of marriage for most men, but he was in no hurry. Between his mother and his father’s other wives and concubines, he had three brothers, two of whom were already married. He also had six sisters, but they didn’t really matter. He was glad his brothers had been more eager to marry and start their own families. It took the pressure off of him and allowed him to live the carefree life of a bachelor he wanted. Well, as carefree as a man with such a stressful job could live. His services were constantly in need, and seemingly more often. China was undergoing many changes, and with change comes instability and crime. There were rebellions in the south and warlords to the west. The foreigners were constantly imposing their own rules and laws wherever they decided they wanted to live. The gangs in the poorer areas of the city were slowly encroaching on the more prosperous areas. And young people were always getting into trouble. While it was good that he had a constant stream of work, keeping him employed meant that someone else had suffered a great loss, and that could be hard to deal with day in and day out. Often, after finishing a case, he would unwind at a flower house with a bottle of baijiu on his lips and a whore on his lap. He would drink and enjoy the women until he passed out and couldn’t remember the horrors of whatever he had seen and heard.

      But drinking and whoring were far off in the distance tonight. He had to solve the case first. He didn’t know how, but he didn’t want to imagine what the empress would do to him if he failed.

      The cook, an elderly woman from the countryside who didn’t have bound feet, brought him a bowl of rice and several plates of food—fried fish, sliced potatoes, spicy pork. He took a few bites of each one, savoring the flavors. His mother sat down beside him.

      “So, I heard your new case took you to court,” she said.

      He nodded. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you why.”

      She shook her head. Word about the murder in the Forbidden City was already spreading. It would probably even be in the English newspapers by morning.

      “What is the empress like?” she asked.

      “She is how everyone says she is: a beautiful dragon. Watch out for her claws.” They both laughed.

      “What I wouldn’t give to see inside the Forbidden City,” she said.

      “It is not so great,” he said. “It is big, but cold. Nothing like this,” he said motioning to the happy sounds from his large family.

      “It is strange how the family with the largest house is also the smallest,” she remarked. Indeed, it was strange. The Xianfeng Emperor had a dozen wives and concubines and was known to spend time with bound-foot Han whores. Yet he had only one daughter and one son. In all of the Forbidden City, the royal family was made up of the Dowager Empress, her stepdaughter, and her son, the little emperor. The Xianfeng’s emperor’s other ladies, and the widows of the emperors who came before him, all resided deep within the Forbidden City, but they were nearly forgotten, doomed to spend the rest of their days alone and childless.

      “Money and power cannot always bring love and happiness,” he mused.

      His mother smiled. “I raised a scholar!” She laughed. “You say the word, little tiger, and I will find you a wife with big breasts!”

      “Mama!” he said. “Don’t say such things!”

      “Why not? That is how you like them, yes?”

      “I can’t think about such things. I’m investigating an important case for the empress! I need to concentrate.”

      “Oh, of course,” she said. “So tell me about this murder. Who was the girl?”

      “I can’t tell you anything, you know that.”

      “I can keep asking,” she said. “Tell me, how can I help?”

      “Actually,” he said. “You can help me. The girl was murdered in the Inner Court, but I can’t go there. I can’t talk to the maids or the ladies-in-waiting. I can’t even see where she was killed.”

      “Oh,” his mother said, thoughtfully. “This is a problem.”

      “I need someone, a woman, to go inside and find information for me. Then she can report back.”

      “Do you need help finding a girl to do this work?” his mother asked.

      “No,” he said. “I already found one. She is related to the dead girl, and she used to be a lady-in-waiting to the empress. I thought she would want to help me, want to find the murderer of her kin. But when I ordered her to go, she refused!”

      “You ordered her to go?” his mother asked.

      “Yes, and she said no! Can you believe it?” he asked. He shook his head in disbelief.

      Before he could react, his mother stood up and slapped him across the head. “You stupid boy!” she yelled.

      He dropped his chopsticks and flinched from the pain. “Ow! Mama! What was that for?”

      “What is wrong with you?” she asked as she sat back down. “Is this how you always treat women?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess. Women are supposed to do as they are told.”

      “You are an idiot,” she said. “Did I raise you? This woman is not your wife. She is not your whore. She is not a slave. You said she served at court. She is a Manchu lady! She doesn’t answer to some piece of shit like you.”

      “I thought you loved me,” he nearly whined.

      “I don’t like you much at all right now,” she said. “And I doubt this woman, this lady, does either. So you went to this woman’s house. Uninvited. Unannounced. You told her a young girl from her family had been butchered, and then you ordered her to go into the devil’s mouth?” She swatted her hand at him as though he were a fly in her way. “Idiot boy.”

      “It didn’t exactly happen like that,” he said, though she wasn’t very far off the mark. He did tell her that her sister-in-law had been murdered and then ordered her to deliver the news to her mother-in-law, which could not have been easy. He had completely left that part out of the version he had told his mother. He was certain his mother would never forgive him if she ever found that little bit out.

      Lady Li barely had time to process what had happened and was probably scared, and yet he ordered her to drop everything and go to the very place her sister-in-law had been killed. She probably wanted to be with her children. She said she had loved Suyi like a daughter. Her death was a great pain and a great loss. She still had to plan the funeral.

      He had been an ass.

      “So what do I do now?” he asked.

      His mother calmed down, placated by the fact that he was asking her advice. “Let her rest tonight. She will need the sleep to give her strength. Tomorrow, you go back and you beg her for her help.”

      “Yes, Mama,” he said. “That is a good idea. I think I need a good night of sleep too.” He kissed his mother on the cheek, waved to his family, and made his way to his own room where he stumbled into bed and was quickly snoring.
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      Lady Li could not wait for Inspector Gong to leave. He was insufferable. Cruel. He had no sympathy for what she had been through. She was still in shock and had completely lost her head in the situation, but after she returned home and saw him with her daughters, she woke as if from a fog. Her daughters! She had to protect them. She had already lost Suyi, she could not let something awful happen to them. She wanted to hold them tight and never let them go. She thought Suyi would be safe in the Forbidden City, under the ever-watchful eye of the empress. But she was wrong. If Suyi had not been safe at court, then nowhere was safe.

      How dare that Inspector Gong force himself into her home, her world, and order her around. She should not have gone to see her mother-in-law, not then. Of course, she would have told her eventually, and she was glad she invited Popo to live with her, but it shouldn’t have been then, not while she was still so emotional. Thank goodness Popo had been so strong.

      As soon as Inspector Gong had left, Lady Li went to her room, shut the door, and hid her face in her pillows as she wept. She wept and wept as if she had never cried before. She had to get all the tears out because she didn’t want her daughters to know what had happened. She had to protect them. She would tell them someday. They would miss their auntie. But not today, maybe not tomorrow either.

      When she had finally cried out all she could, she sat up straight and called her maid to help her dress. Her maid redid her hair and helped her change her chaopao. She even added a few jewels to her hair and a long string of jade beads. When she went to dinner, she maintained her poise and instructed her daughters to sit up and hold their chopsticks correctly, as she did every evening. She acted as though nothing was wrong.

      When Concubine Swan finally joined the meal, her eyes were heavy and she seemed drowsy. She picked at her rice and swayed back and forth as if she were listening to her own private musician. This was nothing new, but was becoming far too frequent. Lady Li knew Concubine Swan had been drowning her sorrows in opium, but she wasn’t sure how she was getting it. She decided to ignore it for the time being. At least she wasn’t sneaking out of the house to lounge in a dirty opium house.

      “How are you, Concubine Swan?” Lady Li asked.

      “I am well, my lady,” she said in a soft and dreamy voice. “I saw the most handsome man today. Here! In our home. Can you believe it? Did you see him?”

      “I know,” Lady Li replied. “A most repulsive man.”

      “What I wouldn’t give to feel the touch of a man like that…or any man…” her voice drifted off, so Lady Li decided to change the topic.

      “Girls,” she said. “I want to tell you that your grandmother will be coming to live with us.”

      “You mean Popo?” First Daughter asked.

      “Yes, I mean Popo,” Lady Li confirmed.

      “Why?” asked Second Daughter.

      “Because she is very lonely,” Lady Li said. “And I think it would be good for you to have your grandmother close to you. There is much she can teach you.”

      “How? She never gets out of bed,” First Daughter said as she shoveled rice into her mouth.

      “Slow down when you eat,” Lady Li said. “Your grandmother is very sick. You know that. But maybe we can find a better doctor for her. And she can still talk to you. She can tell you stories about the old days. Or about your father.”

      The girls didn’t seem to respond to this. They didn’t know their grandmother very well, but the house was large, so they wouldn’t see her much anyway.

      “When can we see Auntie Suyi again?” Second Daughter suddenly asked.

      “Why are you asking that?” Lady Li asked, concerned.

      “That man was asking about her,” First Daughter said.

      “Was he?” Lady Li asked. First Daughter nodded her head, but she didn’t say anything else. Lady Li wasn’t sure if she should press her. She didn’t want the girls to ask about their aunt. She wasn’t ready to tell them what happened. Damn that man.

      “Will Auntie Suyi still be at the Forbidden City when I go there,” First Daughter asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Lady Li replied. “She will probably be married by then.”

      “Not if she’s lucky,” Concubine Swan piped up.

      “That is enough,” Lady Li said sharply. “Why don’t you go to your room if you aren’t going to eat, you wasteful cow.”

      Concubine Swan blinked slowly a couple of times before rising from the table and drifting back to her own quarters. Lady Li shook her head and motioned for one of the servants to follow her and make sure she got back to her own room safely.

      “Was she acting like that when you were in her room earlier?” Lady Li asked.

      “No,” First Daughter said. “It was later, after the man left. I think she liked him, but she only saw him for a second before she left the courtyard.”

      “She is very lonely,” Lady Li said.

      “I hope when I get married, my husband doesn’t die,” First Daughter said.

      “Marriage is a blessing and a curse, my little one,” Lady Li said.

      “Maybe I can just stay at the Forbidden City forever, like the empress. She gets to rule all of China and not have to worry about being lonely.”

      “It would be hard to be lonely when you are surrounded by so many smart and beautiful ladies,” Lady Li said.

      “Yeah,” said Second Daughter. “We should just all live together, all girls, so we can keep each other company and not have to worry about a husband.”

      “Some women do that,” Lady Li said. “In the silk communities in Canton. The women devote their life to art, to silk making, and to their embroidery work, and they never marry. They just live with each other.”

      “That sounds wonderful!” First Daughter said.

      “Well, don’t think you will be able to do that,” Lady Li said as she waved a kitchen maid over to clear away their empty dishes. “You are both ladies of quality with big dowries. The men will be demanding the right to marry you.”

      “If I get to serve the empress in the Forbidden City,” First Daughter explained, “the empress will choose my husband, if you don’t pick one.”

      “That is very true,” Lady Li said.

      “Will she pick a husband for Auntie Suyi?” Second Daughter asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lady Li said.

      “Can we go to the Forbidden City and see her?” Second Daughter asked.

      “No, she is much too busy to play with you.”

      “Well, when we serve the empress, she will have to play with us because she will see us every day!”

      “You will probably be too old and too busy for playing by then,” Lady Li said.

      “No!” Second Daughter cried. “I’ll never be old! I don’t want to be a grownup.”

      “You better grow up!” Lady Li said. “I am not taking care of two babies for the rest of my life!”

      The two girls got out of their chairs and started marching around the table chanting, “Never grow up! Never grow up!”

      Lady Li hid her smile and laugh behind a napkin as the girls ran faster and faster around the table. Lady Li finally had enough, so she stood up and chased them around the courtyard. “You better grow up, you little creatures!” she said. The three of them laughed and screamed with joy as they ran up and down the long hallways of their large home. The maids and eunuchs also smiled and laughed as the mother and daughters ran past. It was not often the little family was able to lose themselves in joy.

      Lady Li finally chased the girls into their bedroom and helped them change into older, simpler robes they used for sleeping. They all took turns brushing each other’s hair. Then, Lady Li got the girls into bed and told them the story of Mongeyisu, the historical Manchu bannerwoman. They had heard the story countless times, but they never tired of hearing it over and over again.

      Finally, the girls laid down and started to sleep. Lady Li, though, couldn’t leave them just yet. She wanted to sit and watch them, to make sure they were safe. Her mind wandered between staring calmly at the sleeping girls and her heart racing in terror at the horror inflicted upon Suyi. Even though Suyi had been living at the palace for some time, Lady Li never missed her more than she did right now. She started to realize that Suyi would never be coming home. She then realized that the empress had not sent her the body. She needed to be buried with all the proper funeral rites so she wouldn’t become a hungry ghost.

      Lady Li stood up and started pacing. What had happened to her that would keep her from being returned? Were they examining her? Poking and prodding her young body? Were they going to keep her? Did she need to pay for it? She would have to tell her girls what happened before she could bring the body home. They needed to be prepared. What if they dropped it off before she had time to tell them? She should have told them before they went to sleep.

      She then thought about what her elder daughter said, about her going and serving at the Forbidden City. What if the killer wasn’t caught, and he was still there when First Daughter entered the palace as a lady-in-waiting? Would she be in danger?

      Lady Li realized that she needed more information. She needed to get Suyi’s body back and she needed to make sure the killer was caught. That abominable Inspector Gong said he needed her help to solve the murder, and Lady Li realized he was right. He couldn’t enter the Inner Court. She would have to do it. She wasn’t going to offer to help him though. After the way he treated her so terribly, she wasn’t going to approach him for anything. But if he came to her again and asked her for her help, she wouldn’t say no.
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      The next day, Inspector Gong took his time leaving his house and heading back to see Lady Li. Even though the murder of Suyi was important, the fact that he would have to apologize and beg Lady Li for her help did not inspire him to move quickly.

      After he arrived at her home, he was met by Eunuch Bai, who only said “follow me” after opening the gate and “sit here” after leading him to a sitting room. The cook didn’t say anything when she brought him some tea. He waited for over an hour for Lady Li to make her appearance. She probably had not expected him to return so soon, if ever.

      Lady Li was worth the wait. She had taken her time in preparing to meet him this time, and she made sure her appearance met the highest standards for a Manchu lady. Her hair was pulled tight and smooth around a black batou headdress, which was decorated with fresh flowers and jade butterfly pins. She wore a long, bright red chaopao embroidered with dragonflies, bats, and the symbols for double happiness. It was edged in a deep midnight blue. Her pot-bottom shoes were tall and narrow. She wore three necklaces and several rings. Inspector Gong did not hide the fact that he was taking in her appearance from top to bottom and liked what he saw. Even though she barely showed any skin, Inspector Gong thought the way she dressed and carried herself was even more seductive than any brothel girl. He ran his hand over his mouth to hide a smile and scratched his wispy beard.

      She was sending him a message. The fact that she took such great care in her appearance showed that she was going to forgive him. But the time he had to wait and the lack of hospitality by her servants clearly demonstrated her displeasure. She did not look directly at him, but averted her eyes. Her station did not require her to give him any of her time, even if he was there working under orders from the empress; he was not worthy of her gaze.

      He stood and approached her. “My lady,” he began. “I never expressed my sympathy for the loss of your kin. I am a worthless beast who should not even be in your lovely home. You are too kind to allow me within your gates again.”

      She inclined her head and bent her knees in the slightest bow, indicating her acceptance of his apology. She lifted her eyes and looked at him, causing his breath to catch in his throat. Her eyes, framed in the longest, darkest lashes he had ever seen, seemed to swim into his soul. But as quickly as she looked at him, she turned away. She took a couple of small, graceful steps back toward where he had been sitting. She motioned for him to return to his chair. After he was sitting, she slowly lowered herself into hers.

      “Have you made any progress in your investigation, inspector?” she asked as she poured them two cups of tea.

      “No, my lady,” he said. “Well, unfortunately, I did find out that there are ways into and out of the Forbidden City. Apparently it is common for the young women inside the palace to bribe the guards so they will allow their lovers in under the cover of night.”

      Lady Li paused for a moment at this. “Do you think Suyi was sneaking a lover into the Forbidden City?”

      He shook his head. “I have no way of knowing if she did. My point was simply that her killer might not be a resident in the Forbidden City. The killer could have slipped in, did the deed, and then slipped out again before morning.”

      Lady Li shook her head. “I had no idea the Forbidden City was so easily accessible,” she said. “Isn’t this a security concern for the empress?”

      “It should be,” he said. “Do you know how common it is, for women to sneak men into the palace? Is this something every lady-in-waiting is aware of?”

      “Not that I know of,” she said. “I didn’t know it when I served there, but I was very young and naïve.”

      “I wish I knew just how easy it was,” he said. “There are many things going on behind those walls I wish I knew.” He sipped at his tea. As he knew she would, Lady Li grasped his meaning.

      “I have given more thought to your proposal,” she said after a moment. “The one about me returning to the Forbidden City and looking for information myself.”

      “No,” he said. “That was a foolish idea. I should not have asked such a thing. This is my job. I will figure it out.”

      “It is your job,” she said. “But I think you would be able to find the killer much more quickly if you had access to the Inner Court, even if that information came from me, a lowly and untrained woman.”

      “I couldn’t ask it,” he said. “It could be dangerous.”

      “You didn’t ask,” she said. “I offered. And I know it could be dangerous. Whatever happened led to my sister-in-law’s death. What if something bad happens to another girl? I would never forgive myself if the killer is not caught and he is allowed to kill again.”

      He nodded. “I appreciate your assistance. I am sure that, together, we can find out what happened to Suyi.”

      At the mention of her name, Inspector Gong noticed Lady Li quickly sucked in a breath and her eyelashes fell on her cheeks. Her pain, her loss, was still very new and very sharp. He placed a hand on hers. Her hand was cold, as if there was no blood flowing to her fingertips. He had often noticed that grieving persons were cold. He wondered if the ghosts of the dead were sucking the qi from their loved ones, as if they were trying to hold on to this world and not pass on to the next.

      “When will I receive Lady Yun’s body?” Lady Li asked, not removing her hand from his warm touch, as she should have.

      “It is being examined by a doctor,” he said. “He will determine her exact cause of death and anything else of interest. When he is finished, I can have the body brought here if you wish.”

      “I do want her here,” she said. “But I cannot have her arriving while I am away. I have not yet told my daughters what happened. But she must be buried before the forty-ninth day of her death.”

      “I am sure we can solve this crime by then,” he said.

      “I have made no arrangements for her,” Lady Li said. “We have no burial plot planned. We never expected…”

      That Lady Li had not made any arrangements for her sister-in-law’s death was understandable. Not only did she not plan for the girl to die so young, she did not plan for her to die while living under her household. If Suyi had married, she would have joined her husband’s family, even in the afterlife. It would have been their responsibility to provide a burial plot for her.

      “After the doctor is done with his examination,” Inspector Gong said, “I will have him keep her until you tell me what to do. I’ll not bring her here or have her sent anywhere else until you tell me to.”

      “I need to tell Concubine Swan what happened. She will need to run the household in my absence.” Lady Li stood, removing her hand from under Inspector Gong’s. He stood as well. “I will go to the empress and offer to serve her this afternoon. How will I contact you with the information I learn?”

      “I will figure that out,” he said. “Please, set your house in order. I will return in a few hours.”

      She gave a small nod of her head and bent her knees slightly before exiting the room. Eunuch Bai entered and motioned for the door. Inspector Gong assumed that the eunuch had been listening to and watching their entire conversation.

      “Tell me, Eunuch Bai,” Inspector Gong began, “do you have any contacts at the Forbidden City that might be useful to our investigation?”

      “I would not reveal them to you if I did,” Eunuch Bai replied without hesitation.

      “I did not think you would,” Inspector Gong replied. “But your contacts could be of use to Lady Li. Would you be allowed to accompany her into the Forbidden City?”

      The eunuch breathed out in frustration. “Most likely not,” he said. “Eunuch selection at the Forbidden City is a very rigorous process. We cannot simply come and go. If the empress accepts Lady Li back, she will be assigned eunuchs and maids that have been approved for service in the Forbidden City.”

      “Did you serve in the Forbidden City before?” he asked. “Is that how you met Lady Li?” Eunuch Bai’s silence was all the confirmation Inspector Gong needed. “Is it a common practice for ladies to take their eunuchs with them when they leave?”

      “It happens, but I would not say it is common. Most people view us with derision. It is hard to form attachments with people who see you as less than human.”

      “But Lady Li was different?” he asked. “The two of you became close?”

      “I will not discuss my lady with you,” Eunuch Bai replied.

      Eunuch Bai’s protection of his lady was admirable and understandable, but her reliance on him, and that she would go to such lengths to keep him with her, was curious. It told the inspector something about Lady Li, he just wasn’t sure what yet.

      “Anyway, your contacts? Would they be willing to help your lady?” he asked. “Is there anyone on the inside that she can trust?”

      Eunuch Bai opened the front gate. He gave a very small nod of ascent to the inspector’s question. “I will give her, and only her, that information just before she leaves,” he said.

      The inspector nodded as he left. He headed for Prince Kung’s mansion, which was not far from Lady Li’s estate. Prince Kung’s mansion was one of the most opulent private homes in Peking. The mansion had been an imperial residence for centuries, once belonging to a brother of the Jiaqing Emperor. Made up of countless living quarters and gardens, the mansion was practically a miniature Forbidden City.

      The inspector was greeted by a eunuch at the gate who showed him into a sitting room near the front of the mansion to wait. He did not have to wait long for Prince Kung to appear. Prince Kung and Inspector Gong went back many years, though they had not always been close. For a long time, Inspector Gong was nothing more than the hundreds of other army men who were under Prince Kung’s purview. But after the inspector proved himself to the prince by helping him solve several high-profile crimes around the city, the two men became friends.

      “What brings you here?” Prince Kung asked, gripping his arm in greeting. “Tell me you have found out who murdered Lady Yun. The empress is beside herself with terror.”

      The inspector shook his head. “No such luck. I’m such a worthless dog, you won’t believe what I have had to do.”

      “What is that?”

      “I have had to enlist the help of a woman.”

      The prince laughed out loud and nearly fell into a nearby chair. “What? Who? Why?”

      “The dead girl’s sister-in-law, the Lady Li. I cannot gain access to the Inner Court. I need to know what is going on behind those doors.”

      The prince nodded and stroked his smooth chin. “The Lady Li, you say? She is no laughing matter. Smart, beautiful…”

      “You know the lady?” the inspector asked.

      “Of course. She served the empress during our flight to Jehol. The empress wanted her to marry me so she could keep her close. We were both amiable to the match, but I was already married and her family would not settle for her being a second wife.”

      “She is free now. Have you asked for her again?”

      The prince waved the thought away. “I still have a wife and two concubines, I couldn’t debase her by making her wife number four. She deserves better. Anyway, enough about the past. Why are you telling me this?”

      “I will need to keep in contact with her and somehow keep her safe. Is there anything you can do to help us?”

      “The Forbidden City is safe,” he said. “I never would have thought a girl would be risking her life by going in there. Hell, I will send my own daughters there when they are old enough.”

      “But this is a different case,” the inspector said. “We haven’t ruled out why the girl was murdered. If it was personal, the killer might target Lady Li when she arrives.”

      “Would the killer be that brazen?” the prince asked.

      “It is possible. From my understanding about where the body was found, in a garden, the killer made no attempt to hide what he had done. Even if the murder had been an accident, which I highly doubt, even in a state of panic killers usually try to hide their tracks. He didn’t even move her to a more secluded area or put her in a pond to hide among the lily pads.”

      The prince considered this for a moment. “Does she realize the dangers she could be facing?” he asked.

      “I think so,” the inspector replied. “But she wants to know what happened. She wants justice for her family.”

      The prince nodded. “That makes sense, after her husband…” he trailed off.

      The inspector wanted to press him for more information about Lady Li and her past, but he couldn’t let the prince think he had any interest in Lady Li besides solving Suyi’s murder.  “If things get dangerous,” he said, “can she handle herself? She doesn’t seem to be the type to give into hysterics, but can she remain calm and take care of herself?”

      The prince tossed his head back in a muted laugh. “Oh, she is perfectly capable of taking care of herself. I remember during the empress’s coup, she was so bold. She marched right up to Su Shun at one point and called him a stinking pile of pig dung!” He laughed again. He then looked at the inspector and cleared his throat to collect himself. “Never mind. Maybe you had to be there to see the humor in it.”

      The inspector sighed at that. How he wished he had been there, but he had been fighting Taiping rebels as a member of Xiang Army in the backwoods of Hunan at that time.

      “Suffice to say,” the prince went on, “that I think Lady Li is the best woman for the job. If there is a killer in the Forbidden City, Lady Li will root him out.”

      “But is there anything we can do to help her? Get messages to her or protect her?”

      “I have some informants on the inside. I can have them keep an eye on her and report to me if anything seems amiss.”

      The inspector nodded. “Thank you. She is going there this afternoon.”

      “Thank you for letting me know,” the prince said. “I’ll head over there myself later and make sure she is all right.”

      “I’m sure there is no need to bother yourself…” the inspector said.

      “Believe me,” the prince said, “Lady Li is never a bother.” The prince waved a eunuch over. “Be sure to see our guest out,” he said before making a quick bow and excusing himself.
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      Lady Li’s maid helped her dress in her finest chaopao while some of the other servants packed her traveling cases with clothes, jewels, her writing kit, her embroidery work, and other odds and ends. One thing Lady Li had learned while living at the Forbidden City previously was to always over pack. She had no idea how long she would be there, and life for ladies was terribly boring. It was also important to prepare for anything. When the court had fled from the Forbidden City in 1860, they packed everything they owned. The empress had over fifty mule carts filled with gowns, jewels, paintings, scrolls, embroidery works, porcelains, furniture, and anything she could remove from her apartments that was not nailed down. When they then had to flee the Summer Palace a few days later, the empress had no room left in her carts to rescue anything else. They watched hundreds of years of Chinese history go up in smoke from a nearby ridge after the foreigners sacked the palace.

      Lady Li shook off the bad memories and sent for Concubine Swan. Concubine Swan seemed completely normal, not in a fog. She had suspected for days that something was wrong and was a little mad that Lady Li had kept her in the dark for so long.

      “I cared for her too, you know,” Concubine Swan said tartly. “And I thought you trusted me more than that.”

      “I do trust you,” Lady Li said. “Which is why I am telling you now and leaving you in charge of the house. But I warn you, if I find out you were eating opium while my children were in your care, you will regret it.”

      Concubine Swan’s eyes watered and she looked away. “You speak of your children and then you wonder why I eat opium?”

      “No,” Lady Li said. “I know exactly why you want to sleep and dream of a better life. That is why I haven’t stopped you or punished you. But you can’t do that while I’m gone. Do you understand?”

      Concubine Swan nodded. “I am so ashamed.”

      “Don’t be,” Lady Li said. “Enjoy the next few days of freedom, pretending to be the lady of the manor and a mother.”

      “How can I be happy knowing what happened to Lady Yun? And knowing you might be in danger?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Lady Li said taking Concubine Swan’s hand. “I have lived in the palace before. And I will have people inside and outside to protect me.”

      “Why do you trust this inspector so much?” she asked. “You don’t know him.”

      “He is known to the empress and to Prince Kung,” Lady Li said. “And I trust them. That is enough for me.”

      Concubine Swan stood up to leave. “You better write to us every day. Let us know you are safe.”

      “I will,” Lady Li said. “Popo will be arriving today. Greet her kindly and help her settle in.”

      Concubine Swan nodded and left the room just as Eunuch Bai entered. He spoke to her in a low voice. “When you arrive, you will be assigned a maid and a eunuch. If everything goes as planned, you should be assigned Eunuch Jinxi. You can trust him. He knows why you are coming and you can use him to smuggle letters in and out of the Forbidden City.”

      “I am impressed that you have been able to maintain relationships inside the walls after all these years,” she said.

      “Inside or outside of the city, we trade in information and connections, my lady,” he said with a bow as he walked away to make sure her trunk was properly loaded into the sedan chair.

      Lady Li met her daughters in the garden to tell them goodbye. “You must be good little ladies while I am gone,” she said, giving them hugs. First Daughter tried to remain strong, but Second Daughter did not hide her tears. Lady Li did her best to fight them back herself. Since she had entered her husband’s home, she had not left it for more than a few hours, and never overnight. She had never been separated from her children.

      “I don’t understand why you have to go,” First Daughter said.

      “The empress has sent for me,” Lady Li lied. “I must go to her.”

      “But why?” First Daughter asked. “You already served her. Why do you need to go now? She already has Auntie.”

      “We are all servants of the throne,” Lady Li said. “We must always do our duty and obey our empress and, one day, the emperor. Never forget, we are daughters of the eight Manchu Bannermen. When our empress calls us, we answer. One day, your time will also come.”

      First Daughter sighed and nodded her resignation. Second Daughter continued to cry even though her mother hugged her tight. The little girl did not want to let her go, but she eventually let Lady Li hand her over to Concubine Swan.

      As she was about to get into her sedan chair, Inspector Gong rode up. For a moment, her heart skipped a beat as she realized how handsome he was sitting astride his horse. She remembered the feeling of pride and warmth in the pit of her stomach when she watched her husband ride as well.

      He jumped down from the horse and walked over to her, keeping his voice low as he spoke. “I have spoken to Prince Kung,” he said. “He has contacts among the guards who will keep an eye on you, at least during the day.”

      She nodded. “Eunuch Bai has told me who I can trust on the inside. Once the empress has agreed to let me stay, I will send you a message.”

      “As soon as you can, you must find out where the…incident took place,” he said, speaking carefully in case anyone had hearing keen enough to listen to their conversation. “Observe the scene as best you can and report everything back to me. Everything. Leave nothing out. Even the smallest detail could be a clue.”

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      “Talk to the other ladies,” he said. “But don’t give yourself away. Be their friend and earn their confidence. Then, find out what they thought of her or what their suspicions are. They must at least have a theory about what happened.”

      “I can do that,” she said, though her confidence was wavering. Her chin dropped to her chest as she suddenly felt nervous about her task and her hands began to shake. She didn’t know how to be an investigator. How would she know what to look for? And what if people realized why she was there? What if the murderer suspected her just because she was Suyi’s family? Would she be able to defend herself if she were attacked so brutally?

      Inspector Gong must have sensed her apprehension. He took one of her small, trembling hands in his. Once again, Lady Li felt a surge of warmth when he touched her. “Do not be afraid,” he said. She didn’t respond; she wasn’t sure she could. He reached up and lifted her chin so he could look into her eyes. “I believe you can do this.”

      She felt a sense of calm wash over her and regained her senses enough to realize that they should not be so familiar in public. Here on the street, anyone could be watching them. The gossiping tongues would certainly start wagging before her sedan chair even rounded the corner. She pulled her hand from him and responded with, “At least one of us does.”

      He chuckled. “Go, before you are late. I am sure the empress does not like to be kept waiting.” He helped her into the sedan chair and finally released her hand as Eunuch Bai pulled the curtain over the opening and securely fastened it closed.

      The sedan chair bearers hefted the chair up and Lady Li leaned back in her seat to get comfortable for the rocky ride to the palace.

      Lady Li felt a jitteriness in her as she headed toward the Forbidden City. If only she were not going to investigate the murder, she would be looking forward to going back. She had many fond memories of her time there. It was also the first time she experienced freedom. She was no longer under the watchful eye of her mother and was able to do and say things she had never dared before. Lately, she had been feeling trapped again, bound by the rigid laws of society. Going to the Forbidden City seemed like a small escape once again.

      Of course, it had been a turbulent and frightening time as well, but she persevered then as well. The empress had just given birth to her son not long before and was enjoying her new rank. She had only been a sixth-rank concubine before. The country was at war with itself and with outside forces. The Taiping rebels in the south were ravaging the countryside while the foreigners were battering the court. There were clashes in Peking and the coastal cities between local Chinese and the foreign interlopers. The emperor and Prince Kung were constantly at odds over how to deal with them. The emperor’s health was not good, though, so the empress was secretly helping him read and respond to various letters and notices. But the empress was not very well educated herself, coming from a poor Manchu family.

      At first, Lady Li had been jealous of the empress. They were near in age, but Lady Li was better educated, from a higher-ranking family, and, in her opinion, more beautiful. The only reason Lady Li had not been included in the emperor’s consort selection process was because their birth charts didn’t line up. He was a rabbit; she was a rooster. Such a match would have been rejected even if he had not been the emperor.

      But over time, Lady Li learned just how difficult life in the palace was, that it was nothing to envy. The empress was extremely lonely. After she had become pregnant, the emperor was not allowed to bring her to his chambers anymore, so he found companionship among other women. After the birth and her recovery, he exalted her for giving birth to a son, but he never called her back to his chambers at night.  She rarely saw her son. She was not allowed to nurse him, and his rearing and education were the charge of imperial tutors. She had few friends, and even fewer confidants. Her closest friend was her eunuch, Te-hai. Her days were strict and orderly and she had no privacy.

      So Lady Li resolved the help the empress however she could. She befriended her and earned her confidence by helping the empress improve her reading and writing skills so she could better assist the emperor. Then, they all had to flee to Jehol. That was a terrifying and exhausting ordeal. They never knew if the foreigners were going to ride up behind them and drag them back to the city or if they would come across a band of rebels and be slaughtered on the road. They marched for weeks to reach Jehol, the site of a former hunting lodge in the far north. They arrived in the winter and the old building was freezing cold and had very few supplies…

      As the sedan chair came to a halt outside the west gate of the Forbidden City, the Gate of Glorious Harmony, Lady Li chided herself for dwelling on bad memories. She needed to stay focused if she was going to find Lady Yun’s killer, and she needed to be there for the empress.

      One of her servants helped her out of the chair while the other began unloading her trunk. A palace eunuch greeted her at the gate and led her inside.  The Forbidden City was every bit as awe-inspiring as she remembered. Every building was made of red bricks and tiled with gold. The beams holding the buildings together were red lacquered and painted with beautiful, colorful designs of auspicious animals or Buddhist scenes. The gardens were green and lush. Countless ladies—court ladies, officials’ wives, princesses, former concubines—all walked around the palace grounds in the most beautiful gowns and the tallest hairdos. Eunuchs in their dark blue robes and red hats shuffled here and there in their silent linen shoes with their heads bowed.

      Lady Li was led directly to the empress’s palace, the Palace of Gathering Essence. When she walked through the two large front doors, she locked eyes with the empress immediately. The empress looked as though she wanted to run to her old friend, but, as always, she kept her emotions in check. Lady Li kneeled in the doorway. The empress dismissed all of her other attendants, even Eunuch Te-hai, and motioned for Lady Li to approach her. The empress stood, and Lady Li kneeled before her as far as she could go without actually getting on her knees and bowed her head.

      “Long life to the Dowager Empress,” Lady Li said.

      The empress reached out and took Lady Li’s hands in her own. Lady Li looked up and saw her eyes filled with tears. She stood, and the two embraced.

      “I can hardly believe you are here,” the empress said.

      “Forgive me for not coming sooner,” Lady Li replied.

      The empress finally released Lady Li and motioned for her to sit near her. “I am sure these days have been difficult for you,” the empress said.

      “You are kind to consider me, my lady,” Lady Li replied.

      “It has been terrible here,” the empress said. “I cannot sleep. I jump at every sound. I talk to no one. I’m nauseous. How can I trust anyone knowing there might be a…a murderer,” she whispered, “in my midst?”

      “I am sure you have nothing to fear,” Lady Li said.

      “How can you be sure?” she asked. “How could such a crime happen here, in my own home? I fear for my son. I fear for the rest of my ladies. They never go anywhere alone now.”

      “Staying together is wise,” Lady Li said.

      “Not only that, but now I am short a lady. Lady Yun was such a comfort. She was so witty! And she knew just how I liked my gowns stored so they wouldn’t wrinkle. Te-hai says he can just find a new lady, but how? Who? All of the young ladies I have sent for have made some sort of excuse. You wouldn’t believe how many suddenly have ill mothers. They have all heard! They are all terrified to enter my service. It should be an honor for them no matter what has happened.”

      “You have me, Your Majesty,” Lady Li replied.

      “Oh, I couldn’t,” the empress replied. “You have already served. You have your own house to look after.”

      “I don’t mind,” Lady Li said. “At least for a little while, until the killer is caught. I hate to see you so distressed. Please, let me help you.”

      The empress paused for a moment. “You have no idea how I have missed you,” she said. “I’ve never…I’ve never been able to trust in someone so completely since you left. None of the new ladies…they don’t know. They weren’t there.”

      Lady Li knew the empress was talking about their flight to Jehol and her return to Peking after her husband’s death. It was a memory they didn’t need words to recall.

      “You have Prince Kung,” Lady Li said. “He supported you when you took over as regent and he still serves you.”

      “It’s not the same,” she said. “He can’t be here. We cannot speak privately.”

      “Are you sure?” Lady Li asked. “Is there no precedent for widowed consorts remarrying?”

      “I’m lucky they didn’t lock me in his tomb to die or at least leave me in a monastery,” she said. “The idea that I would be anything other than a devoted widow is a completely horrid thought to them.”

      “There was Wu Zetian,” Lady Li said, recalling the woman who was once an imperial consort to Emperor Taizong. After his death, she was sent to a monastery to be a nun. After a short time, however, she seduced the next emperor, Emperor Gaozong, and became an imperial consort again. After the emperor fell ill, she effectively ruled in his name. After his death, though, she deposed her own son and appointed herself as empress and ruled for fifteen years. She was the only empress to rule in her own right in China’s history.

      “To speak her name in these walls is very nearly heresy,” she said stifling a laugh. “No, I am doomed to be alone. I have accepted this,” she said. “But that doesn’t make it easy.”

      “Let me help ease your burden,” Lady Li said. “Let me come back into your service, just for a short while.”

      The empress nodded and squeezed Lady Li’s hand. “Welcome home,” she said.
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      After Lady Li left her home, the Inspector finally found the time to visit Dr. Xue, who lived and worked in a hutong to the south of the Forbidden City.

      The doctor’s office was down a narrow alley, barely wide enough for two people to walk down side by side. Even though it hadn’t rained in days, the alley was perpetually wet from lack of sunlight and the used water and night buckets that were continually dumped out of the houses that lined it. Inspector Gong stepped carefully to avoid mucking up his boots.

      He entered the shop and was slapped in the face by a variety of smells. The heavy, musky scents of dried herbs and plants were not altogether unpleasant, but they quickly gave way to the smells of dried sea creatures, such as seahorses, sea cucumbers, and whole bins of dried fishes. As he stepped deep into the shop, closer to a door that led to a back room, the unmistakable scent of death began cloying at him.

      Inspector Gong found it unbelievable that Dr. Xue had lived here for so many years. After the doctor had earned enough money to purchase a wife, she insisted they live elsewhere, but he couldn’t afford to move them too far. He purchased the small house next door to his shop that was so close they shared a dividing wall.

      Dr. Xue was advising a young woman on which teas she should drink to increase her fertility. There was no separate consultation room and the doctor didn’t even lower his voice to try and protect the girl’s privacy from whoever was listening. The young lady was apparently not yet married, but wanted to make sure she was ready to conceive as soon as she was. The doctor mixed a few different herbs and other items together and told her to drink it twice a day in the weeks leading up to her wedding day. The young lady thanked him profusely, handed him some coins, and shuffled out as quickly as she could on her bound feet.

      “Will that potion actually work?” the inspector asked.

      The doctor jutted out his chin. “Are you calling me a hack?”

      “I just think that if you actually knew how to get women pregnant, you’d be a much richer man.”

      “Humph,” the doctor replied. “She doesn’t know if she needs help or not. She hasn’t yet tried. She just wants reassurance. I actually gave her something to calm her nerves and help her sleep. After she is married a few months, if she doesn’t get with a baby, then I’ll try to figure out why and give her something to help.”

      The inspector nodded. “That is clever.”

      The doctor waved him away. “I’m not as feeble-minded as I look.”

      “Of course not,” the inspector said.

      “What of you?” he asked. “I’m surprised your mother has not come in for a medicine to give you to make you want a wife and children.”

      “If she does,” the inspector replied, “don’t give it to her.”

      “You are old, you are successful, and you like women, yes? You aren’t one of those men who spends his evenings with opera singers, are you?”

      The inspector sighed. “No, nothing like that.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know. I think I would just find married life boring. I enjoy what I do. What woman could compete with that?”

      “It’s not about the woman,” the old doctor said. “It’s about doing your duty, being a filial son. Your job is to have many sons, elevate the family. You can still work outside the home, go do whatever it is you do every day, as long as you put sons in a wife at night.”

      “You speak wisdom, Dr. Xue,” Inspector Gong replied. At this point, the inspector decided they had conversed enough that he could address the real reason he was there. “What about the woman I came to talk to you about?”

      “That woman…” he said, shaking his head. “Big trouble. You must get her out of here before her spirit finds the body.”

      “What do you mean?” the inspector asked.

      The doctor headed toward the door in the back of the room, the one that stank of death, and motioned for the inspector to follow him.

      The backroom was lit by many lanterns, but it was still dark. The smell was horrendous. The inspector covered his mouth with his sleeve to keep from vomiting. There were several slabs spaced out in the room. Some had bodies lying on them, some were vacant. Several shelves against one wall were full of jars of body parts. The inspector could hear the squeaking of rodents coming from somewhere.

      The doctor pulled back a sheet that was covering one of the bodies. Inspector Gong hardly recognized the girl. Her skin was green and her cheeks were sunken in. Her mouth was slightly parted and her teeth were tinged black. He could see several small stab wounds in her chest that had suppurated and the doctor had cut her open and sewed her shut again so there was a long gash from her neck to her belly button.

      “It is not such a bad job in the spring, autumn, and winter,” the doctor explained. “But in these warm months, the bodies turn bad quickly.”

      “What can you tell me about her and her death?” the inspector asked, lowering his arm.

      “She was young and healthy, but someone hated her,” the doctor said. “She was killed by a woman, but a woman full of rage.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “How do you know that?”

      “She was being poisoned by gu,” he said.

      “You must be joking,” the inspector said, his mouth agape.

      “I never joke about my work,” the doctor said. “See the blackening of her teeth?”  He pulled the cover down further and the Inspector noticed her belly was quite round. “She is swelling here. A sign of gu poison. And…” he picked up a knife and made a small cut to the inside of her arm. Black liquid oozed out. “Gu,” the doctor said firmly.

      “But why?” the inspector asked. “Surely there are easier poisons to get than gu. Where would a woman in the Forbidden City even find gu?”

      “I have heard that the empress is fond of using poisons to get rid of people she doesn’t like,” the doctor said. “She can get her hands on anything.”

      “Yes, we have all heard the rumors,” the inspector said. After the death of the emperor, people whispered that the empress had a hand in his death. After she had the council executed and took the role of regent for herself and Prince Kung, some people were sure of it. The inspector had never put much faith in the rumors though. The emperor had been ill for years. After his humiliating defeat by the foreign powers and the burning of the Summer Palace, he simply couldn’t return to the Forbidden City. From what the inspector knew about the emperor and from what Prince Kung had told him, the inspector assumed the emperor had died of shame.

      “Do you sell gu here?” the inspector asked.

      “Certainly not,” the doctor said. “It’s not just poison, it’s black magic. Evil stuff.”

      “How is it made exactly?” the inspector asked.

      “You take one of each of the poisonous animals—a scorpion, a toad, a snake, a centipede, a spider—and put them in a sealed jar. After many days, the jar is opened, and whichever animal is still alive is the most poisonous, but it is now more poisonous because it ingested the poison of the others. The victor is killed, dried, ground up. The black powder the animal becomes is the gu.”

      “But you said it was more than poison. You said it was evil.”

      The doctor nodded. “Such a death for the creatures is cruel. The poison is painful. You have to want the victim to suffer. It curses the victim. Causes a gu ghost, one who has to wander for eternity.”

      “It is also hard to come by,” the inspector guessed.

      “Indeed,” the doctor agreed. “It is hard to make, hard to get, expensive. Only someone with extreme hate and the means could poison someone with gu.”

      “But she was also stabbed,” the Inspector said.

      “The girl was not given enough gu to kill her quickly. She was getting sick, suffering. But I do not know if this was intentional. Did the killer want the girl to suffer or did she simply not give her enough poison? I do not know.”

      “So maybe Suyi didn’t die quickly enough, or she found out what was going on so the killer resorted to stabbing.”

      “That seems likely,” the doctor said.

      “You said she was killed by a woman. How are you so sure?”

      “Women use poison, both to kill themselves and others. It is usually a clean death, no blood, no ugly corpse. But men can also use poison, or eunuchs, so how do I know it was a woman? Look at the stab wounds.”

      The inspector looked closely at the wounds in her chest. Again, he noticed they seemed small. He didn’t notice their size before because there was so much blood. He had assumed the murder weapon had been a knife, but now he realized it had to have been a much smaller weapon.

      “What do you think caused them?” he asked.

      “Something small, narrow, and sharp,” he said. He reached into a basket of tools near the body and pulled out something long and thin. “I found this among my wife’s things,” he said. “It fits these wounds almost perfectly.

      The inspector took it and held it in his hand. A hairpin. Han and Manchu women wore elaborate hairstyles and decorated them with jewels, flowers, butterflies, and so on. One of the most common ways the hair ornaments were attached to the hair or the batou was with a long silver hairpin, about the length of a woman’s hand. The inspector stuck the hairpin into one of Suyi’s wounds and noted the downward trajectory.

      “You are sure she was killed by a woman?” he asked. “The killer was taller than she was. Could have been a eunuch.”

      “She wasn’t wearing shoes when you brought her in,” he said. “You know those ridiculous elevated shoes the Manchu women wear. There is no way to know how tall the killer was, if she was wearing shoes or not.”

      The inspector nodded. “So that means our killer could still be any woman inside the Forbidden City.”

      “My money is still on the empress,” the doctor said.

      “Be careful,” the inspector said. “You could lose your head just for saying such a thing.”

      “Bah, who would come for an old man like me? But it is awfully strange. Her death was so violent, so painful. Small wounds take time to bleed out. Wouldn’t she have been loud? Look at her hands. She fought back. She would have screamed. How could something like this happen without the empress knowing? How could it happen without her permission?”

      The inspector didn’t want to believe it, but it all made sense. He didn’t know why the empress would want to kill her, but the empress was rumored to use poison, would have the means to get it, and could have ordered it done and easily covered up her own involvement. She could have ordered any other lady-in-waiting or maid to carry out the deed for her. The inspector then realized he had sent Lady Li to serve at the empress’s side! What if the empress discovered why she was really there? She could be in danger!

      “Ai-yo!” he gasped.
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      The empress’s chief eunuch, An Te-hai, showed Lady Li to her quarters. During the reign of Emperor Qianlong the Magnificent, who ruled China during the 1700s, Lady Li’s room would have been home to at least four imperial consorts. But now, with no proper emperor, only one empress, three widowed concubines who had also served the empress’s husband, and a few aged widows still living decades after the deaths of their husbands, even a lady-in-waiting like Lady Li could have a palace to herself.

      Lady Li’s palace was basically one large room divided into smaller sections: a sleeping area, an office area, a sitting area where she could chat with guests, a large chair on a raised dais where she could receive messengers, and so forth.

      When they arrived at her palace, a eunuch and a maid were waiting for her.

      “I am Eunuch Jinxi,” the young man said as he kneeled before her. He was quite young. Lady Li wondered how Eunuch Bai could know this boy well enough to trust him with her confidence. He could not have been serving at the palace when he was there. She was aware that without their manhood, eunuchs did not age as normal men and often looked young well into their later years, but this boy could not have been more than a teenager.  She trusted Eunuch Bai with her life and wanted to trust his judgment in this, but she wasn’t sure she could. Lady Li sighed but did not voice her concerns.

      “I am Chu,” the maid, also not yet twenty, said as she too kneeled.

      “Has my position fallen so low that I am given only the most inexperienced servants?” Lady Li asked Te-hai.

      Te-hai smiled as he inclined his head. “No, my lady. The empress has seen fit to only give you the smartest, quickest, and most beautiful of servants.”

      Eunuch Jinxi and Chu blushed at Te-hai’s praise.

      Lady Li had no idea if what Te-hai said was true or if he was only trying to compliment her, but she let a smile escape one side of her mouth, which put Eunuch Jinxi and Chu at ease.

      “You’re dismissed,” she said to Te-hai.

      He gave a quick, half-hearted bow before turning to leave. Lady Li remembered Te-hai from years ago. He had served the empress when she was nothing more than a sixth-rank concubine. No one else in the empire had benefited from the empress’s rise more than him. Undoubtedly, the empress trusted him implicitly, and he was most likely utterly devoted to her, but was he abusing his position? He seemed very sure of himself and used to taking liberties. Even though he was the empress’s confidant, she would have to keep an eye on him. But for now, she would have to figure out how much she could trust her own servants.

      “Chu, may we have some tea?” she requested.

      “Of course, my lady,” Chu replied with a deep bow before quickly scurrying away.

      This gave Lady Li a moment to evaluate Eunuch Jinxi alone. She said nothing, but watched him closely. The boy was calm and poised. After a moment, though, he glanced at her and looked her in the eye. It was only for a moment. Had Lady Li blinked, she might not have caught it. For a servant to look his mistress in the eye was considered a great insult, and she could have punished him severely for it, but she did not. She knew that his glance meant no offense, but was a message. In that brief second, she knew he was trying to put her mind at ease. He was trying to tell her that, yes, he had been sent by Eunuch Bai to help her, and she could trust him.

      The boy had such expressive eyes. His whole face was quite lovely. It must have broken his mother’s heart to have him cut, to know that her beautiful boy would never give her equally beautiful grandchildren.

      Lady Li cleared her throat. “So, Eunuch Jinxi,” she said, “what are we to do now?”

      “Whatever you wish, my lady,” he replied. “Perhaps you would like to send a letter to your family, let them know you have settled in.”

      And to Eunuch Bai and Inspector Gong, Lady Li thought. Perhaps this would be Eunuch Jinxi’s first test of loyalty. Was he telling her that he was ready to be tested? Was he trying to earn her trust? Or was he trying to catch her? If she did write the letters, would he turn them over to someone else? Someone she didn’t trust? I’m getting paranoid, Lady Li thought to herself.

      “Perhaps you can answer some questions for me first,” Lady Li said as she took a seat in the informal sitting area.

      Eunuch Jinxi got down on his knees so she wouldn’t have to look up at him. “What does my lady wish to know?” he asked.

      “You are aware that Lady Yun was my kin?” she asked.

      “Yes, my lady,” he said. “My condolences for your loss.”

      “Can you tell me which palace she lived in?” she asked.

      “Yes, my lady,” he said. “She was housed in the servant quarters very near the empress’s palace. Her quarters were much meaner than yours, but the empress favored her very much and wanted her nearby.”

      At this moment, Chu returned with a tea tray and placed it on the low table next to Lady Li. “Forgive me, my lady,” she said. “I wasn’t sure which tea you preferred, so I brought several: jasmine, pu’er, black. Forgive my stupidity and for not asking.”

      “It is nothing,” Lady Li replied. “I am used to my own servants who have been with me for many years knowing what I like. I’ll take the jasmine for now.”

      Chu nodded and placed the jasmine petals into a pot and then filled it with hot water. “Lady Yun also preferred jasmine tea,” the girl said.

      “How do you know that?” Lady Li asked.

      “I was her servant as well, my lady,” Chu replied as she poured the tea into a small cup.

      There were endless levels of servitude and rank in the Forbidden City. Maids had maids who had maids, and almost everyone had someone they could order around. Even Chu would be able to bark orders at the kitchen maids when she requested the tea tray prepared.

      “Is that why you were assigned to me?” Lady Li asked, sipping the tea.

      “You’d have to ask Jinxi that,” she replied. “He requested I be assigned here.”

      “Is that a fact?” Lady Li asked of no one in particular as she eyed Jinxi. He didn’t respond, but Lady Li was sure he was smiling to himself.

      “Did you know her very well?” Lady Li asked Chu.

      “Not as well as I would have liked,” she said. “She was good to me, never beat me or yelled at me, but she was real careful about rules and boundaries. She didn’t really confide in me the way some of the ladies do with their maids.”

      “Did she have friends among the other ladies?” Lady Li asked.

      “I don’t think so, my lady,” she said. “She was favored by the empress, so I think the other ladies were jealous of her. The empress was probably the only person I would call her friend.”

      When Lady Li had served the empress years ago, she knew some of the other ladies were jealous of her. But no one had ever tried to murder her over it. There had to be a stronger motive than jealousy at play.

      “So Lady Yun didn’t have many friends, but did she have any enemies? Did anyone clearly dislike her?”

      A giggle escaped Chu, which she quickly tried to stifle by putting her hands to her mouth. “Forgive me!” she said. “Oh, she had plenty of enemies. The empress was always favoring her with gifts, and she loved to show them off to the other girls and make their faces red. ‘Crimson Flowers’ was how she referred to the other ladies-in-waiting.”

      “Really?” Lady Li asked, her brow furrowing. She had never considered Suyi the hateful type. Had she known that Suyi was exhibiting such behavior she would have immediately put a stop to it.

      “Oh, yes. And she was quite a sneak. She was always listening in on the other girls’ conversations and paying the eunuchs for information.”

      “Did you know about this?” Lady Li asked Eunuch Jinxi.

      “I did, my lady,” he said. “I was going to tell you once you began to trust me.”

      “What about Chu? Can she be trusted?” Lady Li asked.

      “I believe so,” Jinxi replied. “That was why I requested her.”

      “Trust me with what?” Chu asked.

      “Chu, I am trying to find out who killed Lady Yun,” Lady Li said. Chu blanched. “Oh, don’t worry, Chu,” Lady Li said, placing a comforting hand on Chu’s shoulder. “I am sure you are not in any danger. Yes, I am here to comfort and serve the empress during this time, but I must know what happened to my sister-in-law. I cannot allow her killer to go unpunished.”

      “Oh, my lady!” Chu gasped. “You shouldn’t fret so! The empress has hired an investigator to find out who did it. You shouldn’t worry about it. The killer will be caught.”

      “How?” Lady Li asked. “The killer is most likely here, in the Forbidden City, but the empress has forbidden the inspector from entering the Inner Court. I have probably learned more about Lady Yun’s murder after talking to you for five minutes than he has discovered in the last two days!”

      Chu started to cry and knocked her forehead to the ground. “I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Oh no, please don’t do that,” Lady Li said. “It doesn’t help.”

      Chu did her best to reduce her crying to mere sniffles and wiped her tears away with the sleeves of her gown. “Forgive me,” she mumbled.

      “Just collect yourself,” Lady Li said. She turned to Eunuch Jinxi. “Can you show me where Lady Yun was killed?”

      “I can,” he said. “But I don’t know what good it will do. The area was thoroughly cleaned.”

      “I am sure,” Lady Li replied. “But it might help me figure out…something. I don’t know what, but Inspector Gong thinks that looking at the scene would be useful.”

      Eunuch Jinxi looked at a nearby clock. “I am sure it would, but the empress will be waking up from her nap now. She will most likely wish for your attention.”

      Lady Li sighed. “Oh, of course. I mustn’t forget that I have another job to do as well.”

      “Don’t worry, my lady,” Eunuch Jinxi said. “We will find out what happened to Lady Yun.”

      Chu, with her red-rimmed eyes, did not look so confident.
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      Lady Li was surprised at how quickly and easily she fell back into the routine of serving the empress. She helped the empress dress and freshen her hair and makeup as she rose from her nap. She served tea. She helped her practice calligraphy. They fed the empress’s birds and walked in the garden. Lady Li didn’t really take in any of it, though. The whole afternoon, all she could think about was Suyi and who could have killed her. The empress finally took note of Lady Li’s absent-mindedness.

      “You haven’t heard a word I have said,” the empress said as they were sitting alone after dinner.

      “Every word you say is of the utmost importance,” Lady Li replied.

      “Then what have I been talking about?” she asked.

      Lady Li made an educated guess. “Someone is causing you trouble.”

      “Always!” the empress said. “Someone always needs something from me. It never ends! I swear I have had the same headache for weeks.”

      “Being empress is a thankless job, Your Majesty.”

      “You haven’t asked anything of me,” the empress replied. “But your mind is not here. You were supposed to be here to comfort me in my time of distress, but you haven’t given a single thought to me.”

      “Please, punish me if I have been derelict in my duties,” Lady Li replied as she kneeled before the empress.

      The empress scoffed and motioned for Lady Li to return to her seat. “Don’t be ridiculous. I just want to know what has you so distracted.”

      “I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

      “I’m already troubled. Just tell me, then maybe you can focus on me again.”

      Lady Li sighed and considered what she wanted to say. She didn’t want to reveal as much to the empress as she had to her new servants, partly to protect the empress but also to protect herself. If the empress knew that Lady Li was actually there to help find the killer, she was sure the empress would be angry.

      “My heart is heavy with the loss of Lady Yun,” Lady Li began. “I simply cannot imagine how such a thing could happen.”

      “It does you credit that you care so much for your husband’s family,” the empress replied. “Of course, all of us become our husband’s property and part of his father’s household when we marry, but it is usually out of duty and tradition. You seem to have done so out of love for her loss to have affected you so strongly.”

      “She was just a girl when I married. How could I not love her?” Lady Li said.

      “I heard you also took his mother into your home. You were quite lucky to not live under her thumb in the first place. But now, to willingly take her in? Lady Li, daughters will be forced to sing songs of your filial piety for generations to come.”

      Lady Li ignored the mocking tone in the empress’s voice. “I only regret leaving her and my own daughters alone so soon after Lady Yun’s death.” The two women sat silently for a moment as the empress absorbed Lady Li’s words. The empress rubbed her stomach a bit and sighed.

      “Are you ill, my lady?” Lady Li asked.

      The empress shook her head. “Just a bit of stomach discomfort. It has lingered for weeks but the doctors can find nothing wrong.”

      Lady Li had often wondered how the imperial doctors could ever diagnose and treat women in the Forbidden City. They were prohibited from looking at the emperor’s women or even touching them. The doctor and patient would sit on opposite sides of a heavy curtain. The woman would put her hand through a slit, and the doctor would lay a thin white cloth over her wrist and feel her pulse for signs of imbalances. She then remembered Popo and how the doctors had not been able to treat her illness for decades. She must remember to find a better doctor for her when she returned home.

      “Why are you here, Lady Li?” the empress asked, once again interrupting Lady Li’s wandering mind. “You have a perfect little world outside these walls. No husband to control you. Your mother-in-law is kindly toward you. You’re wealthy. Why trade all that in to be back here, trapped within these walls?”

      Lady Li decided at that moment that she was the worst detective in the empire, if not the world. If Inspector Gong knew what a mess she had made of things he would have her dragged back to her own home and never let her out. She had probably ruined his entire investigation. She decided it would be best to be at least partly honest with the empress.

      “Actually I find being within these walls quite freeing,” she said. “Before I served here as a girl, I had never left the walls of my family’s compound. The few years I was here, we traveled to the Summer Palace and Jehol…”

      “Fled to Jehol, you mean,” the empress interrupted.

      “Indeed, but it was quite exciting for me,” Lady Li replied. “I met interesting men and women, even foreigners! I didn’t have to practice my embroidery or read The Analects for hours. My mother wasn’t controlling my every thought or move.

      “I suppose I was wanting to experience some of that freedom again. Being a lady, a widow, a mother, it is not freeing. I have so much work, so many responsibilities and social constraints. I can only rarely leave my home or have visitors, and when I do I am constantly watched.”

      “I never thought about it that way,” the empress said. “This place is a prison for me, as your own home is for you. I never thought that other women might find freedom here.”

      “You don’t think the young women who serve here are happy? Excited? Even liberated to be beyond the control of their families?”

      “I suppose so,” the empress said. “Life here is also regulated, but perhaps not as much as at their own homes. There is simply too much to do. The women can’t be watched all day.”

      “Now that you think back on it, do you think Lady Yun was happy here?”

      “Oh, yes,” the empress said. “Certainly! She was always cheerful and helpful. I adored her company. She was such a bright spot in my otherwise boring life.”

      “Did you favor her?” Lady Li asked. “Give her special attention or privileges?”

      “You mean, were the other girls jealous of her?”

      Lady Li blushed at once again being so obtuse.

      “I believe so. But that didn’t stop me from doting on her, and it didn’t stop her from basking in my attention. I only have the girls with me for a short time. Why shouldn’t I keep the ones who make me happy close to me?”

      “But could someone have been jealous enough to kill her?”

      The empress shook her head. “I don’t believe so. This is the imperial court. We are all ladies here. We don’t go around stabbing each other when we get a little angry or jealous. It’s all about favor and position. If someone hated that I was giving so much attention to Lady Yun, they simply would have worked harder to gain my favor, or have done something to cause her disgrace, something that would take her down a peg or have her sent home at the very worst. We are a civilized people.”

      Lady Li sighed and had to agree with the empress. Jealousy simply couldn’t be a strong enough motive for murder.
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      Inspector Gong rushed from Dr. Xue’s to Lady Li’s home. He had to find a way to contact her. Eunuch Bai would know how to reach her.

      Inspector Gong banged on the gate to Lady Li’s compound with more urgency than he intended, but he didn’t stop. He banged on the gate until it opened and ran inside without noticing who opened it.

      “I must get a message to Lady Li,” he said.

      “She sent a message for you earlier,” a soft voice replied.

      Inspector Gong quickly turned toward the voice and saw the concubine he had spied before. Her hair was down, only pulled back into a simple, loose ponytail that hung down her back. Her clothing was simple and her eyes were downcast. She turned and walked to a nearby table. She opened one of the drawers and pulled out a piece of paper. She handed it to him, all the while never making eye contact.

      “Forgive me, umm…what is your name?”

      “Concubine Swan,” she replied with a small bow.

      “Forgive me, Concubine Swan,” he replied, taking the paper from her. “I hope I did not startle you.”

      “I should not have opened the door myself, but you were so insistent. I was afraid something was wrong. Is Lady Li all right?”

      “Of course…I am sure she is. This is the first I will have heard from her,” he said opening the letter.

      “You must sit,” she said, motioning to a nearby chair. “I will have tea brought.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      A flustered Eunuch Bai rushed into the room. “Concubine Swan! You should not be dealing with this ruffian. Forgive me for being so slow. The young mistresses are looking for you.”

      “I will leave Inspector Gong to you then. I will send one of the maids with the tea.” She gave another slight bow and turned to leave, moving as silently and gently as a ghost.

      “Is she all right?” Inspector Gong asked as soon as she was out of earshot.

      “It’s none of your concern,” Eunuch Bai snapped. “I see you got your message.”

      Inspector Gong looked it over before responding.

      
        
        Inspector Gong. I have arrived in the palace and am situated in my quarters with two helpful servants. I have not yet learned much except that Lady Yun may have been causing trouble with the other ladies. I will speak with the empress this afternoon. Perhaps she can tell me more about the dynamics of the Inner Court. I will send more information when I can.

        

      

      Inspector Gong folded the letter up and began to pace. “Do you have a way to contact Lady Li?” he asked Eunuch Bai.

      “I do,” he said. “Not directly, of course. But I have ways of getting a message to her.”

      “I need to contact her,” Inspector Gong said. “I fear she may be in danger.”

      “Of course she is in danger!” Eunuch Bai nearly shouted into Inspector Gong’s face. “You sent a gentle rabbit into the lair of a vicious snake! You have no idea how conniving those women can be. Not to mention the eunuchs!”

      Inspector Gong sighed. “It is a place of ball-less men and lonely women. Who would have imagined they could be so cruel to one another.”

      “What do you think would happen when you pit dozens of women against each other for the attention and affections of one man? They would all just live happily as sisters and willingly share?”

      “But there is no man to compete for now,” Inspector Gong pointed out. “The emperor is only a child.”

      “No,” Eunuch Bai agreed. “Now they are all competing for the attention of the empress, who is much more discerning about who she favors.”

      “You lived in the palace for many years, correct?” Inspector Gong asked, even though he knew the answer. “Do you recall the empress being a particularly cruel woman? All those rumors about her poisoning her enemies and being unfaithful to the emperor, was there any truth to them?”

      “I knew her before she was empress, back when she was only a concubine,” Eunuch Bai explained. “When the emperor was alive, she was not a source of power. She knew her place. But when the opportunity to seize power came, she grasped it with a ferocity no one expected. That is how she and Prince Kung were able to stage the coup and overthrow the little emperor’s regents so quickly and easily.

      “So, in answer to your question, when she was a concubine, no, she was not cruel or power-hungry. She was faithful to her husband. But after she took the throne…” He paused. “There is no telling what she is capable of.”

      “Do you think she would harm Lady Li?”

      Eunuch Bai furrowed his brow. “Never. They are good friends.”

      “Even if Lady Li was close to discovering that the empress had Lady Yun murdered?”

      “How could you even suspect such a thing?” Eunuch Bai asked, his eyes widening in surprise. “You think the empress killed Suyi? What would lead you to such a conclusion?”

      “I just came from Dr. Xue. He is certain the girl was killed by a woman. She was also being poisoned by gu, which is expensive and difficult to procure.”

      “This is preposterous,” Eunuch Bai said. “What motive could she possibly have?”

      “That is the only piece of the puzzle I am missing. And one Lady Li might discover.”

      “Ridiculous. The empress wouldn’t kill one of her own ladies. If the empress is unhappy with a girl, she would just send her back home. If the girl committed a crime, as the head of the Inner Court, she could just have her executed without explanation. The empress has no need to commit murder. Besides, she asked you to find out who killed Lady Yun.”

      “She also prohibited me from conducting an effective investigation by barring me from the Inner Court. What if the girl knew something? Had found out some…secret? What if the empress couldn’t send her away because she had information about something important but she couldn’t execute her because she hadn’t committed a crime?”

      “You don’t have any evidence for any of this,” Eunuch Bai replied.

      “Not yet,” Inspector Gong said. “But who knows what Lady Li is discovering on the inside.”

      “What do you propose we do?” Eunuch Bai asked. “You can’t go inside. You can send her a message, but that won’t protect her. She can’t leave so soon after arriving.”

      “Are you sure any message I send won’t be intercepted by someone else? It will get directly to Lady Li?”

      “I believe so. My lines of information are secure.”

      “We can at least warn her. Tell her not to look too closely at the empress. Don’t arouse suspicion. And maybe she can find me a way in.”

      “Why do you need to go in?” Eunuch Bai asked.

      “I am an inspector. I can see things other people can’t. I need to see the crime scene.”

      Eunuch Bai sighed but didn’t answer.

      “One of the guards told me that it was possible to bribe your way into the Forbidden City under the cover of night. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      “I suppose one could, theoretically. All people have a price…even you.”

      “Theoretically,” Inspector Gong said. “Hypothetically, could you arrange such a thing?”

      “That…is a lot to ask,” Eunuch Bai hedged. “And would be frightfully expensive.”

      “You would put a price on your mistress’s safety, Eunuch Bai?” Inspector Gong asked as he crossed his arms and did his best to hide a smile.

      “Of course not,” Eunuch Bai replied with a scoff. “It is just not something that would come together easily or quickly. And Lady Li would have to make arrangements on her end as well to make sure you aren’t caught once you are inside.”

      “Well, get to it then,” Inspector Gong said. “Start making arrangements to get me inside, and I will send her a message that she should expect me.”
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      That evening, while the empress was playing with her son, Lady Li went to visit Lady Kwon. Lady Kwon was a former concubine of the late emperor, and she had been the one to find Suyi’s body. Perhaps she knew something about Suyi’s death that could help find the killer. Eunuch Jinxi and the maid Chu accompanied her.

      As they approached Lady Kwon’s palace, Eunuch Jinxi announced her arrival. Lady Kwon was standing in anticipation when Lady Li entered her sitting room. Lady Kwon stood straight as a pin and held herself with surety.

      Lady Li bowed to Lady Kwon in deference to her station. Lady Kwon smiled in acknowledgment and motioned for Lady Li to join her on an embroidered couch.

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to visit me,” Lady Kwon began.

      “Oh?” Lady Li asked.

      “Of course. We are all just a little curious about Lady Yun’s death, are we not? I am sure you want to know more about the particulars of her demise.”

      Lady Li was more than a little put off by Lady Kwon’s casual attitude about the matter. Death was not something to chat about lightly. To even mention death in the presence of the emperor or empress could mean treason. Han and Manchu peoples held many superstitions about death and treated them all with due caution. But Lady Li did not remark on any of this because Lady Kwon was correct, she wanted, she needed, to know more about what happened to Suyi, though not for the reasons Lady Kwon seemed to believe.

      “I thank you for your consideration,” Lady Li said. “I think knowing the particulars of what happened would help put my mind at ease, and it might help me better prepare her funeral rites.”

      Lady Kwon nodded knowingly. Chinese death rites were quite complex and designed to help the spirit of a departed person find peace. If the rites were not properly administered, the spirit would be restless and remain on the earth as a hungry ghost.

      “Of course, I do not know how she died,” Lady Kwon explained. “I only found her in the morning. I was walking in my garden, admiring the peonies, when I came across her.”

      “It must have been quite a shock,” Lady Li said.

      “Indeed, it was,” Lady Kwon replied. “She was lying on her back. Her mouth was open as if in a silent scream. She was so pale she was nearly white. Her eyes…her eyes were wide, but staring blankly at nothing…I’m sorry, does this upset you?”

      While Lady Li was upset by the description, the way Lady Kwon described the scene with such…relish, such passion, as if she were performing an opera, disconcerted her more.

      “No,” Lady Li lied. “Please, continue.”

      “She was filthy. Her face covered with dirt and her hair in disarray. Her gown was ripped and covered in dark splotches. I thought at the time it was dirt. Later I realized it was blood…so much blood. Her shoes were gone. Her feet were torn and bloodied, as though she had run over sharp stones with no shoes on.

      “I believe her death was quite painful and that she was scared. She was running for her life.”

      Lady Li couldn’t fight the tears. She turned away and covered her mouth to stifle the sobs. It was just too terrible. The poor girl. Running from her murderer, knowing she was going to die. Why didn’t anyone help her?

      “Oh, my dear Lady Li,” Lady Kwon cooed, laying a hand on her shoulder. “Forgive me. I said too much.”

      “Why didn’t anyone hear her?” Lady Li finally blurted out. “You said she died in your garden. She was running, terrified! How could you not hear her screams?”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Kwon said. “I wish I had. I would have helped her if I could.”

      Lady Li took a few deep breaths to calm herself. There was something in Lady Kwon’s voice that made her doubt she was telling the truth, or at least the whole truth. “Was there anything else of note?” she asked. “Did you see a weapon?”

      Lady Kwon shook her head. “No. I don’t even know what happened to her shoes. I suppose someone found them and disposed of them. Unfortunately, after I found her I immediately sent for the guards. They ordered us all to stay indoors for the rest of the day. I was unable to learn anything else.”

      “Do you know what direction she was coming from?”

      “She seemed to have come from the west. She did leave some bloody footprints coming from that direction.”

      Lady Li nodded. She would try to find out where, or who, Suyi had been running from later. She decided it was best to change the topic before Lady Kwon began to wonder why she was asking so many questions.

      “I am sorry to have forced you to relive that, Lady Kwon,” Lady Li said. “It must be upsetting for you.”

      Lady Kwon frowned and paused before responding. “You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked. “I was here, you know, a concubine for the emperor when you served here as a lady-in-waiting previously. Don’t you remember?”

      “Of course,” Lady Li lied. There were so many ladies and concubines and former concubines within the walls of the Forbidden City, it was impossible to keep track of everyone.

      “No, you don’t,” Lady Kwon replied. “You served the empress, and had no thought for anyone else.”

      “I was assigned to serve her. I had to give her my full…”

      Lady Kwon held up her hand to interrupt her. “I’m not blaming you for anything, Lady Li, just making a point. Do you know what it means to live your whole life but not actually exist? Even when he was alive, the emperor barely took note of me. Did you know he was practically impotent? He could only be aroused by Han whores with their disgusting bound feet. How Concubine Yi conceived, I’ll never know.”

      Lady Li stayed silent, both about the rumors of the emperor’s impotence, which she knew to be true, and the fact that Lady Kwon was referring to the empress as Concubine Yi—one of her former, lower titles—instead of her proper title. Lady Li wondered just how lax the palace had become in enforcing the rules of decorum for a palace lady to speak in such a way, even in private.

      “For the maids and the ladies-in-waiting,” Lady Kwon went on, “there is still a possibility for life. They will eventually be married and go to their new homes. Most will have children. But for us royal consorts, us wives and concubines, our life is little more than waiting for death. We cannot marry, will never have children, and we can never leave. We are like ghosts. We no longer exist in the world.

      “Concubine Yi escaped. By the good fortune of her womb she bore a son and became the Empress Dowager when the emperor died. She has purpose. She has a reason to wake up every day. We don’t.”

      Lady Li sympathized with Lady Kwon. True, Lady Li was also a widow, but she had her daughters to raise and her household to run. She was also wealthy. But for the widowed consorts, they had nothing to live for. Their lives were similar to that of Concubine Swan’s. No wonder Lady Kwon was so obsessed, so comfortable, with the idea of death. It was the only future she had to look forward to. The only thing that would end the monotony of day to day living.

      “Why are you telling me all this?” Lady Li finally asked.

      “I didn’t kill your sister-in-law, Lady Li,” Lady Kwon said, “but I can see how killing someone might be the only way to feel alive again.”

      “Are you afraid?” Lady Li asked. “Are you afraid of living in the palace with a murderer?”

      Lady Kwon smiled, then let out a small snort of a giggle, then nearly bent over in a fit of laughter. “Fear death? Me? Why should I fear death? I welcome it.”
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      To say that Lady Li was shaken when she left Lady Kwon’s palace would be an understatement. But she did not pass up the opportunity to walk through Lady Kwon’s garden and see where Suyi had died. As they turned down a small path, Chu tugged lightly on her mistress’s arm.

      “Shouldn’t we leave?” she pleaded. “That woman frightens me.”

      “I understand how you feel, Chu,” Lady Li replied as she stepped over the row of stones surrounding the garden. “But I don’t want to have to come back here. I just want to look around.”

      “Do you believe her?” Chu asked. “When she said she didn’t kill Lady Yun?”

      “I want to,” Lady Li said. She looked at the ground, not sure what she was looking for, just for anything…unusual. “She said some frightening things, but I don’t think she would have said them if she had killed her. She would have acted more innocent, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know anything about that. That sort of reasoning is beyond me. I think the killer would act guilty if she were guilty.”

      “If only life were that simple, Chu.”

      Lady Li gently moved some of the large flowers and leaves around so she could see under them. She lightly kicked at the dirt in some places. She finally came across an area where some smaller plants had been trampled down. The closer she looked at the area, a shape, like that of a human, seemed to take form. She began to visualize her dead sister-in-law the way Lady Kwon had described her, and it was as if she was looking at the body on the ground herself. She held her hand to her mouth and took a deep breath to calm herself.

      “Is this where Lady Yun died you think, mistress?” Chu asked.

      “I do, Chu,” she said. “You can see here is where her head was, and one of her arms fell here, and there are where her feet would have been.”

      Chu shook her head and looked away, obviously upset by the scene. “It’s hard to believe no one heard anything. Look how close we are to one of Lady Kwon’s windows.”

      Lady Li looked up and was indeed surprised to see they were only footsteps away from Lady Kwon’s palace. Lady Kwon, or one of her maids or eunuchs, must have heard something. If they didn’t, why? If they did, why did they ignore her?

      “I don’t think I trust that Lady Kwon,” Chu said in a harsh whisper.

      Lady Li hushed the maid. “We don’t want anyone to hear you say such things.” Lady Li kneeled down to get a better look at the ground where her sister-in-law died. She ran her hands over the dirt. Then, under a peony plant that was in full bloom, something caught her eye. She moved the plant aside and saw it more clearly—a gemstone. She picked it up and found it was actually a small string of blue gems, pearls, and carved silver ornaments. She stood up and showed it to Chu.

      “It looks like an ornament from a hairpin, doesn’t it?” Lady Li asked.

      “Indeed, mistress,” she confirmed. “Look, you can see the bit of link at the end where it would have originally been fastened to the stick.”

      “Lady Kwon said that Lady Yun’s gown was ripped and bloodied. What if she had been stabbed to death with a hairpin?” Lady Li asked.

      “You think this broke off in the attack?” Chu asked, her eyes wide.

      “Seems like a possibility to me,” Lady Li said.

      “I don’t know,” Chu said. “Maybe it fell off of Lady Yun’s hair in the struggle. All the high-born ladies wear hairpins like that.”

      “That could be, Chu,” Lady Li said. “But right now this is the only possible clue we have. Do you think it would be possible to find out who owned this hairpin?”

      Chu took the gems and turned them over in her hand. “It’s possible. All the ladies own these, but no two are the same. The Ministry of Domestic Affairs does their best to keep an inventory of the ladies’ jewels, but it is not uncommon for the ladies to exchange their jewels as gifts or favors. It would be hard to track down.”

      “It might be hard, but we will have to try,” Lady Li said as she took the jewels back and hid them in one of her sleeve pockets. She took one last look at the place where Suyi died. She then glanced back at Lady Kwon’s palace and started when she saw a face looking back at her through the latticed window.

      Lady Kwon slightly nodded her head at Lady Li. Lady Li gave a small bow in return. Then she took Chu by the arm and headed out of the garden. “We should go,” she said.

      “I agree,” said Chu. “Between that creepy Lady Kwon and knowing Lady Yun died right here, I can practically feel the ghosts watching us.”

      They stepped out of the garden and walked back toward their own palace. Lady Li looked to the west and thought about finding out where Suyi had been running from.

      “Oh no, my lady, not now,” Chu implored. “After visiting Lady Kwon, then looking around the garden, if you go that way everyone will know what you’re doing.”

      “You’re right, Chu,” Lady Li said. “We need to be more discreet. But tell me, what is west of here?”

      “There are more gardens in the middle to separate the east and west palaces, but the west palaces are home to more widow consorts.”

      “How many widow consorts are there?” Lady Li asked.

      “More than I’ve cared to count,” Chu replied. “You served when the emperor was alive, mistress. How many consorts did he have back then?”

      “More than I ever cared to count, Chu,” Lady Li replied. She thought about what Lady Kwon said about the consorts being invisible and realized she was right. Even when the emperor was alive, unless a lady was in the emperor’s favor, no one paid them much mind. Now that the emperor was dead, they were completely inconsequential. What did they do with their time? Were they all as bitter and longing for death as Lady Kwon was? Was every widow consort in the palace a potential suspect?
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      That night, long after everyone in the palace save a few guards should have been sleeping, Lady Li sat by a latticed window and waited. She had received a message just after dark from Inspector Gong saying that he would be coming to see her late that night. She wasn’t sure how he would be getting in, but she was to wait by the west gate. Eunuch Jinxi had delivered the message, but he claimed he had not read it. She thought it best not to tell him. The less he knew about what was going on the better. She had dismissed Eunuch Jinxi and Chu for the night and told them not to return until morning.

      Unable to rest until the appointed time, Lady Li decided to use the cover of darkness to do some more investigating. She wasn’t sure why Inspector Gong was coming. She had told him everything she had learned in an earlier note. She didn’t see a reason for him to risk entering the Forbidden City at night. Perhaps he didn’t trust her judgment or thought the investigation was going too slowly. Or maybe he had learned something he couldn’t tell her in a note. Whatever the reason, she hoped that some late-night snooping would reveal something of note she could tell him when he arrived. Maybe then he wouldn’t think so little of her.

      She didn’t know why she cared what he thought. Such a boor. So rude and uncouth. A Han. He, his thoughts, and his opinions should mean nothing to her. Yet when she thought about him asking her for help, she couldn’t help but feel something well up in her chest. He had treated her badly at first, that was true, but then he humbled himself and realized she had value. She was useful. He reminded her of her husband in that way. She had been valuable to him too, as more than just a wife and bearer of his children. He had been the one to insist she learn English. As a diplomat, he thought having a wife who spoke English could be useful to him. She was useful at first, able to visit with the British and American ladies in the Foreign Legation, but she spent so much of their marriage pregnant and nursing, and then he died so young, she did not get to help him as much as she wanted.

      Then there was Prince Kung. He too found her useful and relied on her to help coordinate the empress’s coup when he could not speak to the empress directly. The three of them had been quite a team.

      She was lucky. She had found men who respected her and valued her for her brains and her wit. Few women, in any culture, were as fortunate as she. Yes, she needed to prove herself to Inspector Gong. She needed to feel useful again.

      She slipped on a pair of Eunuch Jinxi’s cotton slippers and waited until she saw one of the palace guards pass since he would not pass her quarters again for quite a while. She stepped outside and closed the door. She listened and looked into the dark for any sign that she was being watched. There was nothing. She did not take a lamp with her; that would be too conspicuous. She used only the light from the moon and from the few lanterns hanging outside the various palaces to guide her steps. She wasn’t sure where she was going at first, where she should investigate at night. She decided to return to Lady Kwon’s palace and go to the west to see what was there.

      In her soft-soled shoes, she silently moved from shadow to shadow across the palace grounds and followed the path until it ended. Strange, she thought. Didn’t Chu say there were more palaces for the widows this way? She peered through the darkness and let her eyes adjust to the dark. She realized the path no longer went west because there was a canal in front of her. Most likely the canal linked several ponds throughout the grounds. Across the canal there indeed were several palaces, but they could not be accessed this way. If she was running from this direction, it was not from the palaces. The path curved to the south, so Lady Li followed it.

      But the southern path led only one place, back to the empress’s palace. Lady Li froze as the palace loomed into view. Why would Lady Yun have been running away from the empress’s palace? Did someone there…? Did the empress…? No, it was simply too preposterous for words. Just then, Lady Li saw something move closer to the palace. Lady Li ducked behind a bush and watched. The figure kept to the shadows as much as possible, as Lady Li had done, but he could no longer hide as he approached the main door. It was Te-hai. It was not abnormal for the empress’s chief eunuch to be visiting her palace. Even at night, if she was working or distressed, she could send for him. But the palace was dark, save a few outside lanterns for security. If she had sent for him and needed him in an official capacity, why would he be sneaking around?

      Once Te-hai slipped into the palace, Lady Li waited a moment to make sure he wasn’t looking for followers, and then she also crept up to the palace. She didn’t take the main path to the palace, but stayed within the shadows as she walked through a side garden. She went directly to the window of the empress’s bedchamber and listened. She could hear hushed whispers, but couldn’t make out any words. Then, the sounds changed. No longer words, but low gasps and moans. At first, Lady Li thought their conversation must simply be muffled because she couldn’t possibly be hearing what she thought she was hearing. Eventually, though, as a married woman, she could not deny the unmistakable sounds of a woman being pleasured. But Te-hai was a eunuch. He couldn’t possibly…

      She had to know for sure. Maybe Te-hai had helped sneak a lover into the empress’s palace before Lady Li saw him. Lady Li stood on her tiptoes and peered through the latticed window. There was a small fire burning in a brazier, just enough for her to clearly see Te-hai in the empress’s bed leaning over her panting silhouette.

      Lady Li turned away and crouched down, her hand over her mouth. Was it possible? But he had been cut…hadn’t he? But then, a man’s member wasn’t necessary for a woman to be pleasured. Maybe he was just using his hand or…She bit her tongue to make her stop thinking about what was happening too deeply. She had to focus on what this meant. Did Suyi know? Did Suyi find out, much the way Lady Li just had? If it was discovered that the empress had a lover, even a eunuch, the lover would be killed. The empress would be shamed. The ministers would certainly petition to have her removed from power. She could even be put to death for betraying the dead emperor.

      Did the empress catch Suyi peeping? If Suyi had discovered such a thing, it would be a secret worth killing over. Did the empress…? No! She couldn’t have! If Suyi had displeased the empress in any way, the empress could have had her executed. She didn’t need to murder her. She couldn’t have. But could Te-hai?

      Lady Li looked up at the moon and realized she needed to meet Inspector Gong soon. She had to tell him what she just discovered. Or did she? He would naturally jump to the worst conclusion and suspect the empress. If he dared to accuse the empress, she could have him killed. He wouldn’t be that stupid, would he? Maybe. He seemed rather brash. But he needed to know. Maybe there was another explanation. Maybe he could help her find a solution.

      As Lady Li made her way to the west gate, she thought back to when she was in the palace before. How long had this been going on? She had noticed that Te-hai seemed very sure of his place, of himself. Was it because he was her lover? She then thought about all the dozens of wives and concubines Emperor Xianfeng had, and all the emperors before. There was no way the emperors could satisfy, or even regularly visit, all their women. Was this something the eunuchs did? Did they pleasure the women to stamp down discontent in the Inner Court? It would be a way to meet the needs of the women without risking any children. But, no, that couldn’t be possible. Most men didn’t believe women had sexual longings or even received pleasure from sex. While it was common knowledge that men enjoyed sex and needed it regularly, women were only created to serve men and bear children. And if a woman did have sexual longings, it would mean she was not chaste. Chastity was the virtue every woman should strive to uphold. Of course, women knew differently. Lady Li knew differently. She had enjoyed making love to her husband. She had enjoyed stolen moments with Prince Kung…

      So maybe the court did not specifically provide eunuchs to give women pleasure—that would not help the women remain chaste—but maybe this was an unspoken, yet common, practice. She did know that many palace women became attached to their eunuchs, even more than to their maids. And sometimes when a palace lady and her eunuch had a falling out, the two could be as wrathful as former lovers.

      She thought about Eunuch Bai. She had never used him in such a way, had never even thought about it. But maybe he had entertained such ideas. He was devoted to her. She had even wondered if he loved her. Was he disappointed that she had never needed such intimacy from him?

      Lady Li wondered if all the women, especially now that there was no emperor, had eunuch lovers. They were so lonely, so desperate. Why wouldn’t they? It would give them some respite from their monotonous lives that were going nowhere. Perhaps Lady Kwon would benefit from…

      What a cruel thing to think, Lady Li chastised herself. No woman should be so lonely that she would need the tender touch of a eunuch, a slave, to ease her burden. These poor women, reduced to such debasement. But what of Lady Li? Was her fate much different? She had not been widowed very long, only two years, and she had other aspects to her life, but she could not deny her own loneliness or the longing she felt late at night. What of Concubine Swan? She drowned herself in opium to escape her cruel fate. What of Popo? She had spent decades shut up in a single room. Such misery. What would become of Lady Li long after her daughters were gone and her money had been given as dowries? What would she live for then? Would she then also seek the solace of the touch of someone who was not even a man?

      No, she could not let herself turn into one of these bitter women, one who only dreams of death. She had to find another path. She just wasn’t sure how. For now, she needed to focus on the case; she had to find out what happened to Suyi. But afterward, something in her life had to change.

      Finally, she saw him. She wasn’t sure how he managed it, but Inspector Gong slipped through the west gate. Lady Li waved him over, and he joined her in the shadows.
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      Not only had Eunuch Bai made the arrangements, he paid the necessary bribes as well. Inspector Gong had no idea how much the eunuch had paid, but after what he had learned about the penalties for such dereliction of duty, he knew it had to be a hefty sum. Inspector Gong had no doubt that Lady Li was wealthy, but it was surprising that her eunuch had access to so much of her money.

      At the appointed time, Inspector Gong waited outside the west gate, far enough away the guard could not see him. Inspector Gong wasn’t sure what would happen. Eunuch Bai had simply told him to go to the gate and wait; the way in would be made clear to him. Was he waiting for some sort of signal from the guard? Suddenly, the guard left his post, as if he was making nightly rounds. This had to be the signal, since a door guard would not leave his post to inspect the wall. After the guard was out of sight, Inspector Gong darted for the gate. To his surprise, the gate was unlocked. He couldn’t believe how easy it was. Expensive, to be sure, but easy. He would have to talk to Prince Kung about strengthening the Forbidden City’s defenses. This was no way to keep the emperor safe.

      Once he was inside, again there were no guards present. He wasn’t sure where to go, but then he saw something move, a hand waving at him from across the way. He ran over, as quietly as possible. He was so happy to see Lady Li he felt the urge to hug her. He didn’t realize until that moment just how much he had worried about her safety.

      “Why are you here?” she whispered.

      Well, that was a fine welcome, he thought. “This place is dangerous,” he said. “I needed to make sure you were all right.”

      “I told you in my notes I was fine. This is too risky. If you are caught…”

      “Shh,” he said. “Eunuch Bai arranged everything. The investigation is going too slowly. I need to see the murder scene. We need to find out who killed Lady Yun as soon as possible.”

      “Why the urgency? What happened?” she asked.

      “The murderer is definitely in the city,” he said. “Lady Yun was being poisoned.”

      “Poisoned?” Lady Li asked. “How do you know?”

      “My friend, Dr. Xue, confirmed it. He said she was being poisoned by gu.”

      “Gu?” Lady Li asked. “How would someone in the Forbidden City even procure such a thing?”

      “I can think of one woman who can get her claws on anything she wants,” he said.

      “You can’t possibly think…” Lady Li paused. “You suspect the empress? Why? Why would she kill Lady Yun at all? What motive would she have?”

      “I am still sorting that out,” he said. “But she was killed by a woman, viciously and painfully, and gu is rare and painful.”

      “How does he know?” she asked. “What were the signs or symptoms?”

      “Her teeth were blackened, and when he cut her, her blood was black. While she was alive, she should have shown some signs of sickness,” he explained. “But all the signs point to the empress even without motive. You have been here two days. Have you discovered any reason why the empress would be upset with Lady Yun?”

      Lady Li did not reply. She bit her lower lip and looked away. She didn’t want to talk, a sure sign that she knew something she didn’t want to tell him.

      “You know something,” Inspector Gong said. “When were you going to tell me? Were you going to keep it a secret to protect your friend? Are you working against me?”

      “Shh! Stop it!” she said.

      Inspector Gong saw a light from the corner of his eye. He grabbed Lady Li and they huddled together. Neither of them breathed as the eunuch guards who patrolled the inside of the women’s quarters of the Forbidden City walked past. He held Lady Li close to him. She was warm and soft. He let himself take a shallow breath and the scent of rose petals filled his nose. After the guards were long gone, he felt her squirm in his arms. He loosened his grip and stepped away.

      “We cannot talk here,” she said. “Follow me.”

      She led him past several gardens and buildings. He had no idea how she knew her way. This part of the Forbidden City was ornate, with many winding paths. It was completely different from the bare and utilitarian way the front of the Forbidden City was laid out.

      They eventually came to a small palace. She opened the door and motioned for him to enter.

      “We can speak freely here,” she said. “I have dismissed my servants for the night.”

      “These are your quarters?” he asked. She nodded. He was surprised that she had dared to bring him to her private room. If they were caught, she would be ruined. But even if they had been caught outside the room, if it were known that she had smuggled him in, the consequences would be the same. For some reason he had not thought about how he was putting her in even more danger until just now.

      “I am sorry I have put you in this situation, Lady Li,” he said. “I never should have asked you to do this. The empress was right. I should have been able to do my job on my own.”

      Lady Li waved his apology away. “I need to know what happened. And I volunteered.”

      “So, are you going to tell me?” he asked.

      Lady Li signed and lowered her head. “The empress…she is having an affair…with her eunuch, Te-hai.”

      Inspector Gong couldn’t believe what he just heard. He sat down on a chair that was next to him and let the words sink in. “With…her eunuch? Are you sure? How do you know?”

      “I saw them together,” she said. “From outside. I peeked into her window when I saw him enter her palace tonight.”

      “And you are sure, even in the dark, you are certain about what you saw?”

      She nodded. “There was no mistake. I mean, he is a eunuch, so I don’t know exactly what they were doing. But he was in her bed, and they were acting as lovers.”

      “You realize this is a clear motive,” he said, standing back up.

      “In what way?” she asked.

      “If Lady Yun caught them, the empress would certainly want the girl dead. That must be obvious to you.”

      “But we don’t know that she caught them. Just because I know doesn’t mean anyone else does. If she did catch them, that might explain a murder in the moment, out of fear or rage, but who was poisoning her? The empress wouldn’t have killed her over a long period of time if she was carrying around a secret like that.”

      The inspector sat back down again. She was right. It didn’t make any sense. “Maybe we are looking for two killers,” he said. “Someone who was trying to poison her over a long period of time and someone who got angry enough to kill her quickly.”

      “That is possible,” she said. “Apparently Lady Yun was the empress’s favorite, and she was not very gracious about it. She liked that the other ladies were jealous of her.”

      “So anyone could have killed her,” the inspector said. “You should leave this place. It is too dangerous. There could be multiple murderers running around.”

      “I don’t think I can do that,” she said. “The empress tasked you with finding the killer. If you don’t, you’ll be ruined.”

      “Why would you care about that?” he asked with a smile.

      “I don’t, not really,” she said. “But if you don’t find out the poisoner, the empress, and all the other ladies, will still be in danger. We can’t stop looking, not just yet.”

      “But what will you do?” he asked. “What more can you do?”

      “I am still following some leads myself,” she said. “I visited the spot where Lady Yun was killed. I found a string of jewels, like the kind that would dangle from a hairpin. Lady Yun was stabbed, right? It could have been with a hairpin. It might have belonged to the killer. I am trying to find out who owned them.”

      Inspector Gong nodded, surprised at how quickly she determined the murder weapon with so little to go on. “According to Dr. Xue, the man who examined Lady Yun’s body, she was most likely stabbed with a hairpin. It is amazing that you might have found part of the murder weapon. Will you really be able to find out who owned the jewels?”

      “I am not sure,” Lady Li replied. “I have to inquire at the Ministry of Household Affairs.”

      “What else?” the Inspector asked.

      “I need to find out more about the empress and Te-hai,” she said.

      “No! No way,” Inspector Gong said as he reached out and took her hand. “If she even starts to suspect you know something, she could kill you too. If she has done it once, she won’t hesitate to do it again.”

      “I know how to be discrete,” she said, not removing her hand from his.

      “I would never forgive myself if something happened to you,” he said. He felt her give his hand a small squeeze.

      “I know,” she said.

      Did she? he wondered. Did she know just how much she had come to mean to him in so short a time? He had never met a woman like her before. She was resourceful and had the hidden strength of courage. The fact that she was beautiful was an exciting bonus. He could just imagine holding her body in his arms and kissing those soft lips.

      “Is there anything else?” she asked. “Anything else I need to know or anything else you want me to do?”

      He just shook his head, unable to speak. He just wanted her.

      She nodded and walked over to the door. He stood, expecting her to open it and dismiss him. But, instead, she locked it.

      She turned back to him and removed the pin from her hair. As she shook it out, he was amazed at just how long it was. It hung down the full length of her back.

      “Would you like to stay?” she asked. “For just a little while?”

      “More than anything,” he managed to choke out.

      She walked over to him, since he seemed unable to move, and loosened her sash. She opened her outer robe and revealed a thin inner shift. She stood right in front of him, her breasts nearly touching his chest. He reached up and touched her face. She wrapped her arms around him as she leaned up to kiss him.

      Her lips were soft and sweet, just as he had fantasized. He kissed her harder, and she opened her mouth. His hands found their way inside her robe and he held her close.

      He had never been with a woman before that he had not paid. He had never had what could be called a lover. But Lady Li, oh, she was exactly that. A proper lady. A sweet tasting, fragrant smelling lady. And she wanted him. Wanted him! She was not doing this out of duty or for coin. Was this normal? He had always been taught that women only slept with men to produce children or to earn a living. Did she derive pleasure from sex? Did the empress? Why else would the empress, or Lady Li, risk so much, risk everything, to take a man to bed?

      He forced himself to pull away. “This is dangerous,” he said. “We were just talking about the danger such a thing posed for the empress. It is the same for you. If we were caught…”

      “Shh,” she said. “I want this. It has been so long…so many years…”

      “You are sure?” he asked.

      She stepped back and removed her robe. She then undid the frog clasps of her shift at her neck and under her arm and let the thin silk fall away. She stood completely naked before him. He shuddered in anticipation. Her body was unlike any other woman’s he had seen. It was so creamy white. Not a blemish, except for a few marks around her abdomen, reminders that she was a mother. The other women, the whores, their skin often looked sallow and dry, evidence of a hard life.

      “In my home,” she began, “I am alone. I am surrounded by children, servants, nosy neighbors. I could never bring a man to my bed without being caught and shamed. I know I am here to solve my sister-in-law’s murder. I know this is a dangerous place. But this is the only chance I might ever have again to not feel lonely, to feel…a man…”

      She turned and walked away. Inspector Gong followed. She led him to a separate bedchamber where a large kang stood covered with silk sheets and puffy pillows. The whole thing was ensconced in silk drapes. She sat on the bed and motioned for him to join her.

      He quickly removed his clothes, hoping she was as impressed by his body as he was with hers. He kissed her as he pushed her back on the bed. She was supple and malleable in his arms and under his body. He took her quickly, far too quickly, he cursed to himself. But she was not done with him.

      After they regained their strength, she laid him on his back and she rode him as though he was a mighty stallion. When he tried to grab her to change their positions, she pushed his hands away. She controlled the strength, the speed, the rhythm of their lovemaking, and it was glorious. He had no idea the varieties that one could enjoy in bed. Throughout the night, she showed him things he had never imagined. She was a far more skilled lover than he was, he had to admit, which surprised him since he had bedded many women in his days. But when a woman was working for coin, she typically wanted the act over as quickly as possible. He had not given much thought to what he had been missing out on. The dance, the prelude, the sensuality that surrounded sex was an incredible experience he was suddenly eager to learn more about.

      As they laid in the darkness, many hours later, he held her and stroked her hair. For the first time, he entertained the idea of marriage. Men and women spent so much time apart, he had never imagined that a woman could be so interesting, so enjoyable. He thought a wife would be someone to live in his house, eat his food, and he would bed when he found the time. He never thought that a wife would be someone he could talk to, hold…love. No, he couldn’t love this woman. Not yet, anyway. But he had to admit that having her as both a partner to talk to and as a lover was a life he could love. He was solving the most important crime of his career, and he had never been so happy.
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      Lady Li felt completely content lying in Inspector Gong’s arms, arms that were smooth and muscular thanks to his years in the army. His chest and stomach were similarly chiseled, and she enjoyed running her fingers over every inch of his body.

      She was not sure what had come over her. She was so worried about becoming a bitter old maid and he was there. She saw a chance to take something for herself and she did not look back. She had no regrets. She would have her maid prepare some liangyang soup to prevent any unwanted consequences.

      She had been a little concerned that he would not want to sleep with her. After all, the situation, investigating a murder, was not the ideal time to be giving into their carnal desires. And she was not the ideal bedmate for a young, strong man like him. She wasn’t sure how old he was, but men were not considered old until they were into their graying years. They could marry and sire children until they died. She was a widow, a mother, considered old and used at only twenty-five. But when she offered herself to him, he did not hesitate, except to make sure it was what she really wanted to do. He seemed to have no qualms about her body. While they were making love, he seemed to worship her, taking and giving pleasure in equal measure. He was not as experienced as she had expected a man of his age to be, but he followed her gentle directions and she enjoyed teaching him, being in control a bit.

      But all good things must come to an end, and he had to leave before they were caught.

      “You should go,” she finally said, but neither made a move to do so.

      Inspector Gong ran his fingers up and down her arm as he stared silently at the canopy over her bed.

      “You will need to leave before first light. The guards won’t be able to turn a blind eye in the daytime.”

      He sighed. “I know. I just…” He didn’t have to say it. Neither of them wanted this night to end. Was it for the same reasons? Soon, she would also have to leave the Forbidden City. Whether they found out who killed Suyi or not, she would have to return to her home. He would not be able to visit her there. Even if she did instruct Eunuch Bai to sneak him into her room after her daughters were asleep, what was the point? They could never be more than lovers. It was against the law for Han and Manchu to marry. Even if she did marry, her reputation would be tainted. If they somehow received permission to marry, Inspector Gong would then be in complete control of her money and property. No, they could not be together. Tonight was just…she just had needs that had not been met in many years. Taking a man to bed once in a while was one thing, but taking a lover or even considering marriage was not something she could do.

      She sat up and pulled on her robe. “Do you know the way out?” she asked.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “This place is like a maze.” He got up and put his clothes back on.

      “What is next?” she asked as she dressed so she could show him the way out. “Where will your investigation take you?”

      “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “We know the killer is here. We know the murder weapon is here. I am not sure what I can do on the outside to find out who killed Lady Yun.”

      “Did the doctor say anything else? Anything that could help us track down the killer?”

      He shook his head. “She was being slowly poisoned over time. But then someone killed her in a fit of rage, stabbing her with a hairpin. Just keep doing what you are doing. Find out who hated her enough to want her to suffer. Then find out who she enraged enough that they would kill her in the heat of the moment. My money is still on the empress though.”

      “I’m going to prove you wrong on that point,” Lady Li said with a smile.

      “For your sake, Lady Li, I hope you are right.”

      She started to open the door, but he blocked her way as he leaned in to kiss her once more. She let him. Oh, how she would love for him to be in her bed again.

      “Maybe,” he whispered between kisses, “when this is over…”

      “No,” she said, pulling away and looking down. “We can’t talk about this.”

      He nodded and opened the door. She led him back to where they had met, across from the west gate. He slipped to the door in the darkness and then he was gone.
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      After the sun rose, Lady Li ordered Chu to prepare the liangyang soup. She only hoped the girl was too innocent to know what it was for. Lady Li then went to attend the empress. She wanted to talk to her about Te-hai. She didn’t want to reveal exactly what she knew, that would be too dangerous, but she wanted to get a better idea of just how much power and prestige the empress had bestowed on him.

      When she arrived, the other ladies-in-waiting were just putting the finishing touches on the empress’s hair.

      “Ah! Lady Li!” she exclaimed with a wide smile. “Please, come here. Go away, girls.” She dismissed the other ladies, who scowled at Lady Li as they passed. “Can you fix this pin to my hair? You know just how I like it.”

      The empress held out a pin with a large jade butterfly on it. The empress loved butterflies. The robe she was wearing was embroidered with green and pink butterflies. From the butterfly on the pin, three long strands of pearls and gold beads dangled.

      Lady Li took the pin in her hand and affixed it to the empress’s batou so that the strands would hang just to the right side of her face.

      “Oh, perfect!” the empress said as she preened in the mirror, turning her face this way and that. The empress was still quite young and retained many of her girlish mannerisms, at least in private. Those who knew her personally would find it hard to believe that someone so young had staged a coup, overthrowing China’s most powerful ministers and becoming empress. Many people believed she was ruthless and cruel, and indeed she could be if the situation called for it. But here now, as she pursed her lips in the mirror and fussed over picking just the right necklace to wear, she seemed like any other young lady of means. One who should only be concerned with pretty clothes and giving orders to the maids who helped raise her children. Lady Li didn’t want to believe that this woman, her friend, the woman she had helped put on the throne, would murder Suyi.

      The empress finally seemed to be satisfied with her appearance and stood to leave, but then she wobbled a bit. Lady Li stepped forward, taking her hand.

      “Are you all right, my lady?” she asked.

      “It’s nothing,” the empress said. “Just a little dizzy spell from standing up too quickly. Come, I’m famished.”

      They went to the empress’s private dining hall. The long table was laid out with over one hundred plates of food: savory meats simmered in sauces, sweet pastries, fruits from the southern province of Canton, and even chocolates sent over from foreign diplomats. The empress sat at the head of the table and a eunuch put a few selections on a plate in front of her.

      “I’ll take my leave for now, Your Majesty,” Lady Li said. The empress would typically eat alone. No one was allowed to eat in the empress’s presence, so it would be one of the few moments her maids and eunuchs had away from her demands, except those who served her food.

      “Do stay,” she said. “I’m so lonely. I simply hate having all this food here and no one to share it with. And I have just had no appetite at all lately. I’m hungry, but once I start to eat, I can barely stomach a bite. Please join me.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Lady Li said as she stood about halfway down the table.

      “No,” the empress said as she reached over and pushed a chair out. “Come here. Sit with me. Eat!”

      Lady Li looked around the room. There was only one eunuch standing by, in case the empress called for anything, and he gave her a confused look. She walked up to the empress and sat precariously on the edge of the chair.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “It is most unusual.”

      “I know,” the empress replied. “But I got so used to Lady Yun being here, I just can’t stand to eat alone anymore.”

      “You would eat with Lady Yun?” Lady Li asked as she sat a little more comfortably in the chair and reached for a plum.

      “Oh, yes. Here, you must try this duck in a sweet red sauce. I don’t know what it is, but it is just marvelous.”

      “How did that come about?” Lady Li asked. “Lady Yun eating with you? That is quite out of the ordinary. I never ate with you when I was here before.”

      “You know, I’m not quite sure. We were just together so much, it just seemed natural for her to stay with me as we ate.”

      “No wonder the other women were jealous,” Lady Li said.

      “Were they?” the empress asked as she ladled sauce into a bowl for Lady Li. “I don’t pay attention to such idle gossip. I have a country to run. I was a lowly court lady once. I know how those snakes are. I have to ignore it or it would consume every minute of the day.”

      “Do you also ignore the gossip about Te-hai?” she asked.

      The empress froze and shot Lady Li a sharp look. She stopped smiling and put the ladle back in its bowl. “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously. “What gossip?”

      Lady Li took a small bite of the duck that the empress had served her and replied casually, “Just that he is rather sure of himself, of his place. He doesn’t give the ladies and the ministers the respect he should.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” the empress replied, her smile returning, obviously relieved. “Te-hai is a perfect representative of court etiquette.”

      “Of course,” Lady Li replied.

      After they finished eating, they went to the empress’s sitting room and chatted while they did some embroidery work. The other ladies-in-waiting joined them. There was Lady Song, the daughter of a court minister, Lady Deng, who was engaged to one of Prince Kung’s younger brothers, and Lady Bao, the daughter of a diplomat who was currently serving in Japan. They all sat amongst themselves, chatting away, practically ignoring the empress even though she should have been the main object of their attention. Lady Li thought that if any of these young women had killed Lady Yun out of jealousy, she would now be vying for the empress’s favor. But they all acted as if they couldn’t care less about the empress.

      Lady Li tried to engage the girls in conversation, but they would only give curt, one-word answers in reply. The longer they all sat together, the more irritated the empress became.

      “You see?” the empress finally whispered to Lady Li. “You wonder why I am so bored and lonely? You see how they ignore me?”

      It was odd, but Lady Li did not have an explanation or a solution. She was about to suggest they all take a walk in the garden together when the three girls began to giggle loudly. At this, the empress’s head shot up, anger in her eyes. “Why don’t you all just…ah!” She screamed as she looked back down at her hand. In her anger, the empress had managed to stab herself in the hand with an embroidery needle. Lady Li pulled out a handkerchief and rushed to the empress’s side. She pressed the handkerchief to the wound. It was small, but it was bleeding enough for the empress to make a fuss. The other ladies also moved to her side and offered to help her. The empress’s face softened as she basked in their attention.

      “I think I will just go have a rest,” she said. “Will one of you be a dear and have some calming tea sent to my bed chamber?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” the girls all replied in unison.

      Lady Li removed her handkerchief and saw that the small puncture wound had already stopped bleeding. She waited until the empress and the other ladies had left before going over to a water basin to rinse the blood out of the cloth. When she opened the handkerchief to place it in the water, she gasped.

      The empress’s blood was black.
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      Inspector Gong felt like an idiot. He felt helpless. Lady Li was risking her life, putting herself on a collision course with a killer while he was trapped outside and he could do nothing about it.

      Lady Li…In a way, she wasn’t helping. She was a distraction. A beautiful, sexy distraction, but a distraction nonetheless. He had to get his mind off that woman and on the case. Maybe he was relying on her too much. If he didn’t have Lady Li to help him, what would he do next?

      Deep in one of the city’s hutongs, down a dark alley so narrow barely a small cart could pass, was an old Buddhist temple. Buddhism was a foreign import, and still enjoyed only dubious success in the country. Unlike Daoism and Confucianism, schools of thought founded by Chinese scholars, Buddhism came from India. Even though small pockets of the religion had existed in China since ancient times, it grew exponentially during the reign of Empress Wu. A devout Buddhist, she patroned Buddhist monks and nuns and their temples. She gave the religion a legitimacy it had never seen before. Buddhism was once again seeing a resurgence of favor under the rule of the current empress, also a Buddhist. The temple Inspector Gong was seeking was one built during the reign of Empress Wu.

      The alley leading to the temple was lined with shops for the dead, places where people could buy incense, paper money, paper houses, paper horses and livestock, and many other items that could be burned to accompany the dead to the afterlife. Other shops held the large gray memorial stones that would be carved with the names of the dead and the names of their family members and ancestors and placed in the family temple. There were also stalls for fortunetellers and matchmakers. Down one particular passageway, there were men and women who dealt in something much darker.

      Some of the women in this area didn’t even have stalls, they just sat on the street. There were some shops that were so dark, Inspector Gong wondered how anyone inside could see anything. If anyone wanted to buy a poison that bordered on the realm of black magic, it would be here. Unless the killer made it herself, but that wasn’t a lead Inspector Gong could follow.

      “I know what you are looking for,” he heard a dry and cracked voice say.

      He turned toward the voice and saw a little old woman, who was a hundred if she was a day, sitting on a low stool.  “And how do you know that, laoma?” he asked, using the honorific yet familiar term for an older woman.

      “Because it was only a matter of time. No one comes here looking for the most evil of poison who won’t leave a trail to follow.”

      Inspector Gong crouched down next to the woman. “Can you tell me who it was?” he asked.

      “Of course not, foolish boy,” she said. “He did his best to conceal his identity of course. But it was a man, a rich man, an important man.”

      “Can you tell me what he looked like?” he asked.

      “Well, he dressed like a poor man that day, but I had seen him before, when he would accompany his wife to the temple. He would wear a dark blue chaofu with dragons embroidered on it.”

      Inspector Gong let out a breath. A chaofu—ceremonial gown—embroidered with dragons would only be worn by a court official. That meant that whoever bought the gu was a court minister, one of the empress’s inner circle of advisors. But there were many of them. He had to narrow it down further.

      “Do you remember anything else about his clothes? The insignia on the front of his chaofu?”

      “It was a golden bird,” she said.

      A golden bird? It had to be the golden pheasant. The emblem of a second-class court official. A second-class official was a high-ranking person indeed, just below the court princes such as Prince Kung. There were only three, maybe four men who held such a title now.

      He handed the woman a few coins as thanks for the information. “Anything else you can tell me, laoma?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Not about that man, but I can tell you that if you keep pursuing that woman, it will not end well.”

      Inspector Gong, usually adept at hiding his emotions when conducting an interview, felt his face drop and his heart stop. “What…what do you mean?” he asked.

      “She is not one of us,” she said, meaning Han. She was obviously Han since she had bound feet. “There is a reason they are separate from us. They think it is to keep themselves pure, but it is a protection for us from Heaven. They are just foreigners. Eventually, they will fall, and they will drag everyone they can down with them.”

      “Be careful, laoma,” Inspector Gong said. “To speak so of the emperor in such a way, it is treason.”

      She waved him away and slowly stood, leaning on a crooked walking stick for support. “It is only truth,” she said. “What I say is true, of the Manchu and that woman. Leave her alone, Gong Anguo.”

      “How do you know my name?” he asked.

      The old woman waved him off. “Your mother, she is one of my best customers.”

      Inspector Gong rolled his eyes. No wonder the woman knew so much.

      “She comes here every week, wanting to know when you will let her find you a daughter-in-law,” the woman explained.

      “And what do you tell her?” he asked.

      “What she wants to hear,” she said without a hint of remorse for lying to his mother and taking her money on a regular basis. “That you will settle down soon enough. She just needs to be patient.”

      “Thank you for calming her worries and keeping her off my back,” he said as he turned to leave.

      “But I could tell you the truth…” she said as she rubbed her fingers together.

      He did not put much stock in fortune tellers, but he figured he owed her for the what she had done for his mother. So he handed her two coins.

      “Give me your right palm, if you want to know the future,” she said. He sighed and gave her his hand.

      She held it to the light and hem and hawed for a moment.

      “I cannot say for certain,” she said. “But you are coming in a fork in the road. One path will lead to misery for yourself and happiness for others; the other path, to misery for others but happiness for yourself…eventually. It is a hard road.”

      “So disappoint myself or disappoint my family?” he asked. “Those are my only options in life?”

      “It is not really a choice, is it?” she asked. “Family, duty, honor. These are the most important things in life. When the time comes, you will know which path to take.”

      Just then, a small group of people made their way down the alley. Inspector Gong stepped back to let them pass. When the crowd cleared, Inspector Gong looked again, and the old woman was gone.
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      Lady Li retched into a bowl. She had eaten from the empress’s table. That had to be where the poison was coming from. She said Lady Yun had eaten with her as well. That must be how Lady Yun was poisoned. The poison wasn’t meant for Lady Yun. It was meant for the empress! But how? The empress’s food was prepared by her own cooks, people who didn’t prepare food for anyone else in the palace. And the food was tasted by several testers who all tried the food before it was sent to her table. But if the food only contained a small amount of poison, the testers, and the empress, wouldn’t get sick immediately after trying it. It could take days or weeks for the poison to build up in her system enough to kill her. How long had this been going on? Had Suyi discovered what was happening? Is that why she was murdered? Was she killed by the poisoner?

      But what would Lady Li do now? She had to stop the empress from eating her food, that was certain. But how could she do that without revealing why she was there? And if the empress stopped eating, or if she ordered an investigation to find out who was poisoning the food, the killer could flee. She had to find a more covert way to find out who was behind the poisoning. She needed help.

      She wanted to approach Te-hai, but what if he was behind the poisoning? Would he have a reason to want the empress dead? The more she thought of it, the more she realized that she was no closer to finding out who was poisoning the empress or who had stabbed Suyi. She at least knew more about what had happened, but not why or who could be behind it.

      Lady Li returned to her rooms and called Eunuch Jinxi and Chu to her. Maybe they could help her.

      After she explained that the empress’s black blood meant that the empress was being poisoned, both of her servants appeared rightfully horrified.

      “Oh, Mistress Li!” Chu exclaimed. “That is horrid! How would anyone even know how to make such a terrible drug?”

      “I thought it was just a legend,” Lady Li said. “I never imagined people actually made it and used it.”

      “Humans can be quite cruel, to each other and to lower creatures,” Eunuch Jinxi said with a level of knowing wisdom well above his years.

      “You both are bound to hear the palace gossip,” Lady Li said. “Is there anyone in the palace who would want to kill the empress?”

      “I think the empress has many enemies, my lady,” Eunuch Jinxi said. “Both within the palace walls and outside them. She breeds discontent among her ladies. Sometimes intentionally, sometimes accidentally. One cannot be the sole woman in charge and not invite contention.”

      “But what of outside the palace?” Lady Li said.

      “She is a woman,” Eunuch Jinxi said. “Do men who desire power need another reason to hate her and want to see her dead?”

      “But she is the empress,” Lady Li said. “The mother of the Son of Heaven. To kill her would be a crime against nature, against order, against the emperor, against China.”

      “According to many scholars, letting a woman rule over men is a crime against nature, Lady Li,” Eunuch Jinxi replied.

      “But she is a good ruler,” Lady Li replied. “She ended the Taiping Rebellion, opened trade with the Western powers, and expanded the empire to the western regions. The country is at peace and is prospering, moreso than it has in a hundred years.”

      “And think about how much more China would shine if a man was at the helm,” Eunuch Jinxi said.

      Lady Li shook her head. She understood what Eunuch Jinxi was saying. For a woman to head the country was a perversion of Confucian principles. “A woman ruler is like a hen crowing,” the Confucian scholars liked to say. And while the five relationships—a ruler over his subjects, a parent over his children, a husband over his wife, an older sibling over a younger sibling, and equal friendships—might make sense in the grand scheme of things or in the home, in all practicality the empress was the ruler, at least for now. Could the men not be patient? The little emperor would come of age in only a few years. Then the empress would step aside and nature would be righted. Killing the empress now, while the boy still needed a regent, was foolish and could plunge the country into war and recession. Besides, she wasn’t the only regent. There was also Prince Kung. If something happened to the empress, he would be the most likely successor until the emperor could rule on his own. Was Prince Kung also in danger? Was Prince Kung…behind the poisoning?

      Lady Li put her hand to her mouth. She felt sick again. Not Prince Kung. No, it couldn’t be. If he wanted power, he could have taken it seven years ago when they staged the empress’s coup. He could have citied Confucian principles to make himself the sole regent. Or he could have killed the empress instead of letting her take the regency. There were plenty of opportunities. But he didn’t. He helped the empress overthrow the ministers her husband had put in place. Lady Li had been the one to carry their messages back and forth. Together, they were joint conspirators. Together, they risked their lives to put the empress on the throne. They were all bound by that decision for the rest of their lives. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, betray her now. If anything, Prince Kung was the only man the empress could trust.

      “Tell me about the court ministers,” Lady Li said to Eunuch Jinxi. “Are there any who dislike the empress enough to want her disposed of? Are there any who would benefit from her death or removal?”

      “Since the regency would only pass to Prince Kung until the little emperor takes the throne, there are few who would benefit from such a change,” he explained, confirming her suspicions. “However, there is Minister Song.”

      “What about him?” Lady Li asked.

      “He is…not gentle when speaking to the empress. He doesn’t quite treat her with due deference.”

      “Who exactly is this man?” Lady Li asked.

      “He is a second-rank minister, my lady. He has not been on the council long. His appointment was suggested by Prince Chun, Prince Kung’s younger brother. Prince Chun is married to the empress’s younger sister.”

      “Would Prince Chun have any grievance against the empress? I didn’t know him well when I was here before; he was only a boy then. He is still quite young, correct?”

      “Only in his early twenties, I believe. I do not think he would have an issue with the empress. Marrying her sister was a great honor. He has been working hard with Prince Kung and some of the other senior ministers to rise up in the court. But being the younger brother of an emperor and the younger brother of Prince Kung, the shadow of his elders might be impossible for him to escape.”

      “Do you know why he would have put forth this Minister Song for appointment?”

      “No, my lady, not off the top of my head,” Eunuch Jinxi replied. “But I can try to find out. See what their relationship is and find out how the minister feels about the empress.”

      “Minister Song…” Lady Li mused out loud. “His daughter is one of the empress’s ladies-in-waiting, correct?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Eunuch Jinxi answered.

      “How is their relationship?” she asked.

      “They seem to have a mutual dislike of one another. I don’t know if there is a reason for their animosity or if they simply do not get along.”

      “See if you can learn more about her as well. She might be involved. She would be close enough to the empress that she could be the poisoner.” Lady Li then turned to Chu. “Do you have any information about the jewels?”

      “Yes, my lady. A eunuch in the Ministry of Domestic Affairs was willing to speak with me, for a price. Eunuch Jingxi gave me the money for the bribe from your housing allowance. He said that there was a blue hairpin that the description matched the jewels I showed him. He said it was registered with Lady Kwan.”

      “Lady Kwan!” Lady Li gasped. “Is he sure?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Chu said. “Quite sure. He has the records to prove it. It must be Lady Kwan.”

      “But…why?” Lady Li asked. “What would her motive be? And you saw the strange way she acted when we visited her.”

      “Maybe she was acting that way because she committed the murder,” Chi said. “Only a crazy person would kill someone in her own garden.”

      “I…suppose,” Lady Li said, but she wasn’t so sure. She was certain that the killer would be more calculating than that. But it would explain why Lady Kwan claimed she did not hear or see anything that night even though it happened so near her home.

      “But there is still no motive,” Lady Li said.

      “If we look at her more closely, we may find one,” Chu said.
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      Inspector Gong was not a member of the court. Even though he had some contacts, like Prince Kung, he was unfamiliar with most members of the court and the court’s inner workings. At least he had narrowed his search. Perhaps Prince Kung would have some idea of which of the second-tier ministers would want to poison Suyi.

      A maid led Inspector Gong to the central courtyard of Prince Kung’s mansion. A crowd of people—women, children, maids, eunuchs, and other visitors—had crowded around the periphery. Even though Inspector Gong came from a moderately large family, it was shocking to him how many people lived in Prince Kung’s home. He made his way through the crowd and realized what everyone was watching—especially the women.

      Prince Kung was sparring with a martial arts master. The prince was not wearing a shirt and his muscles shimmered in the midday sun. Even though the prince had not served in a military capacity for years, he was still in prime fighting form and was widely respected for his fighting skills.

      The martial arts master and Prince Kung were circling one another, each getting a sense of the other’s skill. The master made the first move, quickly striking with his right fist. The prince easily deflected the attack, spun around, and struck the master in the back. The crowd clapped.

      The master did not stumble, but immediately found his feet and turned to face his opponent again. The prince did not waste time, but leaned back and kicked toward the master’s face. The master bent back, avoiding the attack, but the prince then dropped down and swung his leg around, knocking the master off his feet, sending him to the ground flat on his back. The crowd cheered.

      The prince hovered over his prone victim, and the master laughed. The prince helped him to his feet and clapped him on his back. The fight was simply a friendly match, and the prince had easily won.

      The crowd started to disperse, so Inspector Gong approached the prince. One of the prince’s wives was helping him towel off. She was a pretty girl, but a bit young for Inspector Gong’s taste. She must have been a new wife, one that was clearly smitten with the prince since she giggled every time the prince looked at her.

      “Ah, Inspector Gong!” the prince said upon seeing his friend. The two clasped arms. “Have you come to test your skills against the great Master Wong?”

      “I fear I am a bit out of practice,” the inspector replied.

      “You should spar with me,” the prince said as his wife placed a thin robe around his shoulders. “You never know when you will have to come to the defense of a fair maiden.” He looked at the young woman as he spoke and wiggled his eyebrows at her. She could not control her giggling and nearly tripped over her own feet as she respectfully backed away and then ran from the courtyard.

      “She seems sweet,” the inspector said.

      The prince shrugged. “A pleasant enough bedmate, and she is eager to please. For some reason certain men at court still think that tying themselves to me through marriage might benefit them in some way. I do my best to disillusion them of the notion, yet they continue to send their daughters to me in droves.”

      “Are you not still influential at court?” Inspector Gong asked as the prince led him into his study.

      “I don’t wish to be. I have given much in service to the empire already,” the prince said. He lounged on a large plush sofa as a pretty little maid served them tea. “China is in a good place. Peaceful, prosperous. There are always tensions with the foreigner powers, but even they seem content, for now. It is time for me to pursue the things that give me pleasure, before I am too old or there is another catastrophe.”

      “And what are you pursuing, friend, aside from lovely women and good wine?” asked the inspector.

      “I want to start a university,” he said. “I want to found a school that teaches our people all the best learning the world has to offer. English, philosophy, science.”

      “You mean give men something to study besides the eight-legged essay? The old teachers or the men who reached power following the old way won’t like it very much.”

      “Bah!” the prince scoffed. “The old men are just that. This is a new, modern age. And the empress supports my ideas. She also sees this as a time of change. She wants to start sending students to America and England, and then bring them back and give them court positions. And not just men. She wants to open schools for girls.”

      “A school for girls!” The inspector laughed. “What can girls learn in a school that they can’t learn at home?”

      “Anything a boy can learn. Sometimes men die and women have to take their place. Just look at the empress. How much more capable would she be while she is on the throne if she had been given any sort of education? It happens all the time. Look at Lady Li. She has to manage her own household, and she has only girls as well. Shouldn’t they be able to manage their own affairs? They could be helpers for their husbands instead of just dependents who drain their resources.”

      “This sort of modern thinking can’t be making you any friends at court,” the inspector warned.

      “I care not,” the prince said. “I am officially the regent. I’m the highest ranking man in the country, next to the little emperor. What can they do to me?”

      “But what of your sister-in-law?” he asked. “The empress is in a precarious state. I am sure there are ministers who would want to cast her off the throne and put you in her place.”

      “I don’t think so,” the prince said. “I wouldn’t throw my weight behind any coup against her. And since I am the regent, who else would they get to take her place? No one.”

      “What if she were killed?” the inspector asked.

      The prince sipped his tea slowly. “You are worried that whoever killed that girl could go after the empress?”

      “Lady Yun was being poisoned. I have no idea why. Who would do that to a lowly lady?”

      “You think her murder was an accident? Or a decoy?”

      “I don’t know,” the inspector admitted. “But she was the empress’s right-hand lady from what I have heard. If someone could get close enough to kill her, they could get close enough to the empress.”

      The prince sighed. “And you don’t have any idea who could have been behind it?”

      “Oh, I have an idea. What, you think I haven’t been doing my job?”

      “I honestly didn’t think you would get very far. So tell me, who do you think it is?”

      “What, and let you take all the credit?”

      “You know you need my help. Why would you be here otherwise?”

      “Maybe you should have been the detective,” the inspector said.

      “Get on with it!” the prince said, waving him off.

      “I learned that a certain court minister recently procured some gu poison down Hei Mofa Street near the old temple. A second-rank minister.”

      “Which minister?” the prince asked.

      “I don’t know,” Inspector Gong said. “That is why I need your help. Who are the second-rank ministers, and would any of them want to kill Lady Yun or the empress?”

      “There are only three. Minister Jung, who has been serving since my father was still alive, Minister Huang, who is also old and doesn’t leave his house much anymore, and Minister Song. Minister Song is about my age. He has quickly climbed the ranks. He was put forth and sponsored by my younger brother, Prince Chun.”

      “Why would Prince Chun do that?” the inspector asked.

      “My brother is trying to promote himself, raise himself in the court. By promoting other ministers, they will in turn support him. It’s all guanxi, connections, you know that.”

      “Would this Minister Song have a reason to harm the empress?”

      “I don’t think so,” the prince replied. “It is clear he doesn’t like her. He always disagrees with her. He thinks every decision she makes is a mistake. The empress is not above criticism. She even welcomes it if she thinks it can help her. But Minister Song seems to think it is his personal job to always point out her flaws and her weaknesses.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Inspector Gong asked. “If he angers the empress, couldn’t she just demote him…or worse?”

      “It’s…complicated,” Prince Kung said. “The higher men rise in the court, the more power they accumulate. More money, more friends. The higher a minister rises, the more difficult it is to demote him. Some of them even have their own armies.”

      “Is Minister Song such a man?” Inspector Gong asked. “Is he someone powerful enough that he could challenge the empress? Would he benefit from her death?”

      “He can’t rise any higher. Even if she died and I was made sole regent, first-rank ministers can only be princes, royal family. I don’t know what he would get out of it.”

      “Does he have another motive? To help someone else rise or just to get a woman off the throne? What about your brother? Could her death help him?”

      Prince Kung’s eyes grew dark. “Careful, inspector.”

      Inspector Gong threw his hands up in surrender. “I have to ask. The empress tasked me with finding the killer. I think Lady Yun was an unfortunate casualty in a much bigger game. If the empress was the real target, then the killer had to be someone high-ranking, and someone with a lot to gain. The empress’s death wouldn’t benefit many people. In fact, it could cause more problems. There could be a fight for the throne or the foreign powers could nullify the agreements they signed with her. The empress’s coup wasn’t bloodless. A lapse in power is a lapse in control, and power always requires blood.”

      The prince shook his head. “You may be right, but what are we to do? This is all supposition. You don’t have any proof. I can’t just walk in and accuse my brother of trying to kill the empress. He is married to her sister!”

      “Family members kill each other all the time. Most murder victims are killed by people they know, not a stranger.”

      Prince Kung put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his head in frustration. “How can you do this every day? It is maddening! You are never going to solve this case.”

      Inspector Gong sighed. “I appreciate your confidence.”

      “Maybe the empress will just lose interest.”

      “Lady Li won’t.”

      “Oh, yes, Lady Li. We forget what started all this. You’re right. Lady Li won’t drop this.”

      “Have you been helping her in any way?”

      “My spies are keeping an eye on her,” he said.

      Inspector Gong felt his heart drop. Did Prince Kung know he had been in the Forbidden City? Had been in her bedchamber? “Oh? And what have they observed?”

      The prince smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      The inspector shifted uncomfortably.

      “I know you were there, Anguo,” the prince finally said. Inspector Gong swallowed. “How long has it been going on? Did you know her before all this began?”

      “We only just met when I told her about Lady Yun’s death,” Inspector Gong replied, his mouth dry.

      “You work fast,” the prince replied. “I’m not going to tell you what you and she can and can’t do. She is a gorgeous woman, and highly capable. You know I would have married her in a shot. But, and I say this as a friend, you are not one of us.”

      “So everyone keeps reminding me,” the inspector said.

      “I mean it,” the prince said. “If it gets out, her reputation would be ruined. Not only because she is not a chaste widow, but also because she laid with a Han. The disgrace would be…well, she would never recover. Her daughters would never recover. Right now, both of her girls are on the short list of consorts for the little emperor. They would be ruined if what their mother did got out.”

      “Why do you care so much?” the inspector asked. “What exactly does she mean to you?”

      “You don’t work together to overthrow a government and not develop feelings,” the prince replied. “It was a...passionate time.”

      “You…you loved her?” Inspector Gong asked, his mouth agape.

      “Shocking, I know,” the prince replied. “I don’t even love my own wives. They are pleasant enough, but…you know how it is. Marriage is just an arrangement, nothing more. But Lady Li, yes, I loved her. I was furious when I found out her family wouldn’t let me take her as a wife. We were so certain that we would be together after the coup. But it was not meant to be. At least the man she had been betrothed to had been a close friend, so I was able to make sure she was taken care of. Then the poor bastard went and he got himself killed. And now here we are. A woman like that shouldn’t spend the rest of her days alone. I won’t judge her for taking a man to her bed. She is still young. But you…you better be careful. If any harm comes to her or her children because of you…I will kill you.”

      The inspector paused for a long time. He was shocked at the prince’s words. There was a lot of history between Lady Li and Prince Kung, perhaps more than he could ever know or should want to know. He was amazed that she could engender such passion, such loyalty from a man. No. Actually, he wasn’t. He was passionate about her as well. Had he not risked his own life by bedding her in the heart of the Forbidden City? He had lost his senses. But he would be loyal to her. He would never hurt her. He would do all he could to protect her. He had to solve this case, for her.

      “I would never intentionally hurt her,” the inspector said cautiously. “She…it was her idea for me to stay in her room that night. Not that I objected. But I didn’t take advantage of her in her grief, if that is what you are worried about. And I would never reveal what happened. I care for her a great deal.”

      Prince Kung laughed and waved him away. “You could never take advantage of her. That woman knows her own mind and only does exactly what she wants. You know her better than that. If she wanted to sleep with you, my friend, you didn’t stand a chance.”

      “We have to solve this case and get her out of that palace,” the inspector said. “She is in danger every minute she is in there.”

      “I agree,” the prince said. “Tell me what we must do.”
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      Lady Li paced in her chambers. She had to protect the empress from the poison without alerting the assassin. There simply was no way to avoid alerting the empress to the danger. In fact, maybe the empress would be willing to help Lady Li in her investigation. The empress was no stranger to danger and espionage, and they were friends. Surely the empress would understand. Lady Li shored up her courage and went to see the empress.

      She had Chu prepare a bowl of simple broth so they could be sure no poison was added to it, then she carried the bowl to the empress’s palace. When Lady Li entered the empress’s sitting room, she noticed that the empress did not look well. Her eyes were closed and her skin seemed a sickly shade of green. Lady Li had a flash of panic. What if it was too late to warn her? She would never forgive herself.

      One of the court ladies was massaging the empress’s forehead and another was fanning her. Another lady was sitting over to the side by herself working on her embroidery. That third woman must have been Lady Song, the daughter of Minister Song. Who else would be minding her own business while the empress was obviously in distress? She must have despised the empress as much as her father did.

      Lady Li walked over and took the empress’s hand. “My lady,” she whispered. “You look unwell. May I help you eat something?”

      The empress opened her eyes and grimaced. “Oh, I feel terrible. I couldn’t eat anything.”

      “I prepared this myself, my lady,” Lady Li said. “I am sure you will feel better after you eat it.”

      The empress shook her head. “I couldn’t...”

      Lady Li nodded and put the bowl down. She spoke up so all the ladies in the room could hear her. “Ladies, this room is so drab. No wonder the empress is in a poor state of mind. Head out to the garden and pick some of her favorite flowers to brighten this room.”

      The empress did not object and the ladies filed out of the room. Lady Li then turned back to the empress and spoke in low tones. “My Empress,” she said. “My dear friend, I need you to listen to me. Yesterday, after I ate with you, I got terribly ill. I think there is something wrong with your food.”

      The empress opened her eyes wide. “What did you say?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry to tell you like this, but the fact that you are also ill concerns me. That is why I brought you broth I made myself. I believe the food from your kitchen is tainted.”

      “What!” the empress shrieked as she tried to stand. “I’ll...I’ll kill them...all of them!” She stumbled and Lady Li helped her to sit back down.

      “Please, my lady, you must be calm. We don’t want the person poisoning you to know that we know. We must catch the person out!”

      “I’m going to be sick!” the empress cried. Lady Li grabbed a nearby basin and held it while the empress vomited.

      “How?” the empress asked between retches. “How? I have several tasters. And the leftover food is sent to the servants. How did this happen? Who else is sick?”

      She made an excellent point. The imperial kitchens employed several tasters, and the empress only ate a small portion of the food. There had been no other reported deaths, but it was possible that some of the servants had gotten sick. No one would report such a thing to the empress. Any ill servant would just be replaced. But if the only food that was poisoned was something that just the empress would eat, someone could easily dispose of that dish instead of distributing it.

      “I will find out if anyone else is sick,” Lady Li said. “But for now, you must stop eating the food. But you can’t be obvious about it. If the poisoner thinks you suspect, he will flee and we will never find him. Same with whoever is helping him. The tasters are probably being bribed, as is whoever clears the dishes away and distributes them.”

      “This is impossible!” the empress said. “Who would do this?”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Li said. “Just be glad we discovered it before it was too late. Now we can find out who it is.”

      “And have him put to death!” the empress spat.

      Lady Li nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty.” She had forgotten that the empress could be ruthless when needed.

      “Hand me your broth,” the empress said. “At least I can trust you.”

      “You can always trust me, Your Majesty,” Lady Li said.

      “Can I?” the empress asked as she sipped at the broth. “When you haven’t been completely honest with me since you arrived?”

      Lady Li froze, unsure of how to answer.

      “Don’t stare so stupidly,” the empress said. “It doesn’t become you. What I want to know is why you didn’t let me in on your little scheme in the first place. If you wanted to find out who killed Lady Yun, why didn’t you come to me first?”

      Lady Li sighed. “I hope you can forgive me,” she said. “I hope you are not angry.”

      The empress tilted her head. “Do you really think me so petty? Do you think I could rule a country this large if I spent my days brooding over every perceived slight?”

      “You are my friend,” Lady Li said. “I didn’t want you to think I only came to the palace for Lady Yun, and not for you.”

      “Women are never so simple. We always have many reasons for acting, never just one. If you came here to comfort me and find out who killed Lady Yun, how could I be angry?”

      “I suppose I have been away so long, I forgot just how reasonable you are.”

      “Ha! I think you have been reading too many of those libelous newspapers. The ones that say I am full of passion and too stupid to rule. The ones that call for me to be ousted immediately.”

      “I never read those things,” Lady Li replied, but she knew the papers existed. Indeed, there were even members of the court who didn’t want the empress on the throne. Even though she was in the best position to rule, some would not be satisfied until she was living in a convent under lock and key. “How did you know?” she asked.

      “I have spies everywhere,” the empress said. “You and the inspector were not as inconspicuous as you think, sneaking around the other night.”

      Lady Li blushed. Did the empress know that she slept with Inspector Gong? Did she know that she saw her with Te-hai?

      “So the inspector used you to investigate from inside the Inner Court,” the empress stated. “He really is quite clever. I honestly didn’t know how he would do it.”

      “He was in a difficult situation,” Lady Li said.

      The empress nodded. “I know, but what could I do? I couldn’t allow him inside. The scandal would have been irreparable! I never would have heard the end of it from the ministers.”

      “But now he can solve the crime and protect the court,” Lady Li said.

      “But can he protect you?” the empress asked. “What of your little indiscretion?”

      “I...I don’t know. I hope no one else knows what I did,” Lady Li replied.

      “You trust this man so much? This man you just met?” the empress asked.

      “I do,” Lady Li replied, even surprising herself at how quickly she answered.

      “Let’s just hope he is worthy of that trust,” the empress said. “There is no going back now.”

      “I believe he is,” Lady Li said.

      “Am I going to die?” the empress asked, suddenly changing the topic.

      “My lady?” Lady Li asked, confused.

      “You seem to think I am being poisoned, not that I just ate some bad food. Is it too late? Am I going to die?”

      “I don’t think so,” Lady Li replied. “The poison was being given to you in small amounts. I think that it will pass through your system over time.”

      “But poison isn’t what killed Lady Yun,” the empress said. “She was stabbed. So is her murder related to my poisoning?”

      “That is the question,” Lady Li replied. “Can you think of any reason someone would go to such extremes to poison you? Or would hate Lady Yun enough to kill her in a rage.”

      The empress shook her head. “It would seem that Lady Yun’s death was sudden. The crime was instant and violent. You might not find a longstanding reason for it. No rivalry or intricate plot. She made someone angry and in the moment, they killed her. If you don’t discover that immediate cause, you will never find her killer.”

      Lady Li sighed. “I suppose not,” she said.

      “On the plus side,” the empress continued. “That person is most likely not a threat to anyone else, especially me. Lady Yun was the target of their anger, and they dealt with her.”

      “So you don’t think I should keep pursuing this?” Lady Li said.

      “I don’t know about that,” the empress said. “But the more immediate threat is who wants me dead. Lady Yun’s killer will always be there, waiting to be found out. Whoever is trying to poison me could escape at any moment. Find the poisoner first.”

      “Are you ordering me to investigate this crime, Your Majesty?” Lady Li asked with a little gleam in her eye.

      The empress nodded.
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      Inspector Gong was meeting with the eunuch in charge of the Ministry Household Affairs, Eunuch Liu. A note from Lady Li told him to find out if any servants had taken ill after eating leftovers from the empress’s table, and a letter from Prince Kung gave the eunuch orders to comply with any of the inspector’s requests.

      “The palace has hundreds of servants,” Eunuch Liu said. “You wouldn’t believe the record-keeping that goes into running this place.” He checked the labels on several scrolls before finally pulling a few from their storage shelf on the wall.

      “Is everything that happens in the palace documented?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Everything,” the eunuch said. “From how much food each lady eats to who cleaned their chamber pots that day. Each palace resident has at least one head eunuch, and then depending on how high ranking the lady is, she might have several more eunuchs serving her, in addition to a stable of maids. The eunuchs are in charge of compiling detailed notes on their lady every day and then sending the notes here, where the information is dissected and recorded again. It’s a tedious process, I assure you.”

      “I believe you,” the inspector said. “What happens to all the records over time? You have several hundred scrolls here, but from what you described, you must have dozens of records sent to you every day.”

      “Hundreds,” Eunuch Liu corrected. “I am sent hundreds of records every day. I only keep the records here from this week. Then they are sent to the palace archives. Every few years the archives have to be cleared out because they get too crowded. Most of the scrolls from the Inner Court are just burned. No one cares what a bunch of ladies are up to day in and day out.”

      “Even if that lady is an empress?” Inspector Gong asked.

      The eunuch shrugged. “I only do what I am told, inspector.” Eunuch Liu opened several scrolls and quickly scanned them for the information he was looking for. “Hmm. Well, nothing seems out of the ordinary here. We had several maids that were unavailable because of their moon phase, but that’s normal. The empress recently dismissed two of her maids for incompetence, but that happens with fair regularity as well. If they spill water she will have them thrown out on their ear.”

      “If a maid is dismissed by the empress, is she simply sent to serve someone else or is she removed from the palace completely?”

      “They are removed completely,” he said. “If the empress were to see the maid again, she would be quite angry. They are sent back home to their parents.”

      “With a ruined reputation?” the inspector asked.

      “Usually,” Eunuch Liu replied.

      Inspector Gong sighed and rolled his eyes. So the killer could be a disgraced former maid, but that would be too long of a list of people to narrow down.

      “Come, come,” the inspector said, rushing the eunuch. “Anyone actually ill?”

      The eunuch continued scanning his notes. “Umm…no,” he said. “That…hmm…well that is odd.”

      “In what way?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Well, just look at us. A household of this size, someone is always sick.”

      “Is it possible the list of the sick is somewhere else?” he asked.

      “No,” the eunuch replied. “It should be right here.”

      “So were the notes tampered with? Or the report stolen?”

      “It was either stolen or never recorded in the first place. When the list of the ill was pulled from the other files that day, they just weren’t listed or they were on a separate sheet and stolen.”

      “Is there a way to recompile the list?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Eunuch Liu looked around the room at the stacks of scrolls and whimpered. “It would be…possible,” he said. “But it would take time, a considerable amount of time.”

      “Probably more time than we have, you are telling me,” the inspector said.

      “Depending on how quickly the empress wants you to solve this case, yes,” the eunuch said.

      Inspector Gong rubbed his head. “All right, then tell me who could tamper with the notes? Who would have been in charge of compiling the information?”

      “I have several scribes who help with that sort of work,” the eunuch said.

      “Can I interrogate them?” he asked.

      “Perhaps,” the eunuch said. “But…”

      “But what?” the inspector asked.

      “Ugh, you are so brutish. You are not a member of the court…” he began.

      “So I have heard,” the inspector replied.

      “You aren’t familiar with our ways here. I trust my assistants to do a good job, for the most part. But everything in here is for sale. Anything you could possibly want, from a piece of jewelry to opium to a night outside the walls to information to silence can be bought.”

      “So you are saying a bribe would be a better way to get information?” the inspector asked.

      “Everyone in here has a sick mother who needs expensive medicine or a disgraced cousin who needs to pay off a massive debt. For myself, my dear sister’s husband recently died and left her with four children to raise. Can you imagine?”

      “So, for a price, you think I can find out who paid your scribe to tamper with the records?”

      “Indeed,” the eunuch said.

      “Fine. Tell me which one of your assistants I should talk to and I’ll find a way to get the information out of him, one way or another.”

      Eunuch Liu cleared his throat and cocked his head, waiting for something.

      “Oh, shit,” Inspector Gong said. “Not you too?”

      “Did I tell you what happened to my poor sister?” he asked. “She has four of the loveliest children but her husband…”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the inspector said, reaching for a few coins in his bag. “Save the sob story and point me in the way of which assistant you think it is.”

      “Of course, sir,” the eunuch said with a polite bow. “Follow me.”

      The eunuch led Inspector Gong to an adjacent room, this one also filled with scrolls, but there were also several desks where men were sitting, hunched over writing in new scrolls. They were extracting information from the scrolls and compiling it together.

      “When the scrolls arrive,” Eunuch Liu explained, “they come to this room and work their way around. This first fellow will see how much food the household consumed that day. By the end of the day, we will know how much food the entire palace consumed. That way we can make sure we are growing enough food on the imperial farms or ordering enough from other farmers. Or we can see if we need to cut down on anything the ladies are consuming too much of.”

      “That is impressive,” Inspector Gong said.

      “Quite,” Eunuch Liu replied. “This next fellow tracks any textile usage. Silk, linen, rabbit fur, sewing needles, shoe forms, that sort of thing.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. He was somewhat familiar with the duties that went into running a household from watching his mother when he was a child. This was a household on an industrial scale.

      “And on and on,” the eunuch said. “Each man tracking different things. But this fellow,” he said stopping in front of a desk near the end of the row, “would be in charge of noting any maids or eunuchs or residents who reported ill.”

      The boy immediately kneeled down and was visibly shaking from nerves.

      “Stand up and look at me,” Inspector Gong ordered. The eunuch did so, but kept his chin to his chest. Inspector Gong reached out and forced the boy to look at him. Well, he thought he looked like a boy but there was no telling how old he really was.

      “Do you know why I am here?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “You are investigating the murder of that girl,” the boy replied.

      “But why would I be talking to you about it?” the inspector asked.

      “I…I don’t know,” the boy stammered. He had spoken clearly before, so the stutter made Inspector Gong assume the boy was lying. Inspector Gong just nodded and then turned to the rest of the scribes, who were all watching him.

      “Why don’t you all go get some fresh air,” he said. Their chairs scraped the floor in near unison as they all quickly fled the room.

      When Inspector Gong turned back to the boy, tears were running down his cheeks.

      “Are you sure I can’t beat a confession out of him?” he asked Eunuch Liu. “Look at him, he’s about to crumble. Just a few slaps and he’d tell me everything.”

      The boy began audibly weeping. Inspector Gong couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He reached into his bag and pulled out a few coins.

      “So who is this money for?” he asked. “Your sick mother? Disgraced sister?”

      “My brother,” he said. “My family is so poor that if I cannot make enough money to support them, they will cut him like they did to me.”

      Inspector Gong felt a small tug at his stomach. While being a palace eunuch did have some perks—a stable job with a good income—the loss of ever having a normal life was excruciating torture. Many Han people saw the practice as barbaric, just like the Manchu despised foot binding. He could understand why the boy would be willing to go to such lengths to protect his brother.

      Inspector Gong took out a few more coins and put them in the boy’s hand. “So who asked you to alter the records?”

      “Alter the records?” he asked, confused.

      “Yes,” Inspector Gong said. “Who asked you to alter the records to omit anyone who has been ill after eating the empress’s food?”

      “No one,” he said quickly enough that Inspector Gong believed him. “I admit that it was odd that no one has been sick lately, but when the weather is pleasant and people are not trapped indoors, illnesses usually abate.”

      “Then who was bribing you? And why?”

      “Miss Chu, the maid for Lady Yun.”

      “Chu?” Inspector Gong asked, shocked. “What did she want you to hide?”

      “She wanted to make sure that the blue sapphire hairpin jewel that Lady Yun owned was added to the inventory for Lady Kwan. I think…” He dropped his voice and leaned in as he spoke. “I think she stole the hairpin but didn’t want anyone to know it was missing when they inventoried Lady Yun’s belongings. I added the hairpin to Lady Kwan’s inventory.”

      Inspector Gong began to pace. Lady Li told him about the hairpin. It hadn’t been stolen, but was used to kill Suyi. But if Suyi had been killed with her own hairpin, why would Chu want it added to Lady Kwan’s inventory?

      She must have wanted to frame Lady Kwan for Suyi’s murder. But why? Well, framing anyone would be better than getting caught. But did she have a reason for pointing the finger at Lady Kwan? And were the hairpin and murder of Lady Yun related to the poisoning of the empress?

      Only Chu would be able to answer that.
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      Lady Li returned to her room with a new energy. With the empress’s support, nothing would stand in her way of finding Suyi’s killer and the empress’s poisoner. Maybe she would even solve the crimes herself, without the help of Inspector Gong. Wouldn’t that just annoy him to no end. But where to begin?

      She had to start with Lady Kwan. All the evidence—well, the only evidence Lady Li had—pointed to her. The blue hairpin had belonged to her. But was there a connection to Minister Song? There had to be one. Maybe Chu was right and it would only take a little more digging to find the connection and motive. She would go to see Lady Kwan under the guise of a social visit and somehow wrangle a confession out of her. 

      “Chu,” she called out when she arrived back at her rooms. “We must dress our best. We are going to confront Lady Kwan. Chu?”

      Chu did not reply. 

      “Jinxi?” she called. Still nothing. Where were they? It was not uncommon for servants to run errands, but for both of them to be gone at the same time? Someone should always be at the beck and call of a lady. 

      Well, they did have separate duties. And Lady Li was not a harsh mistress. She was perfectly capable of getting herself ready. That way she and Chu could visit Lady Kwan as soon as Chu returned. 

      Lady Li headed to the area of the room where her clothes, hair accessories, and shoes were kept. She would need to change her chaopao and shoes before heading out. She opened one trunk, but didn’t find what she was looking for. Nor did she find it in the next trunk. She was about to give up since Chu was the person who kept everything organized. She would be able to find what Lady Li wanted without a second thought. But then another trunk, stashed in a corner, caught her eye. It wasn’t one of hers. She pulled it out and lifted the lid. On the top was a chaopao that wasn’t hers, but she knew who it belonged to. Suyi! It was the chaopao that she and Suyi had been working on together just before she left for the Forbidden City. But what was it doing here? 

      Lady Li lifted the chaopao from the crate, and as she did so she heard something clatter to the ground. Lady Li looked at her feet and saw a hairpin...a hairpin decorated with blue jewels. Lady Li picked it up and got something black on her fingers. It wasn’t dirt, but when she held her fingers to her nose, she smelled the unmistakable scent of blood. 

      “Ai-yo!” Lady Li gasped. This was the pin that had been used to kill Suyi! But what was it doing here? In her quarters? In this trunk with Suyi’s things? 

      She looked at the chaopao again and realized it was streaked with blood, but there was a large bloody area where the hairpin had been wrapped. Whoever killed Suyi must have wrapped the bloody hairpin in the chaopao and then stashed it in this trunk. But whose trunk was it?

      She kneeled down and examined the other items in the trunk. There was nothing significant. Some plain silk flowers, flat soled shoes, and some very plain garments. Women’s garments. Just then she realized that the trunk belonged to Chu. But why would Chu have the hairpin that killed Suyi? Was it possible that Chu had killed Suyi? And then wrapped the hairpin in the chaopao and hid it in this trunk? 

      Of course it was possible. But Chu? She was so young, and had seemed so sweet. And she said she had been fond of Suyi. Had it all been a lie? But what motivation would Chu have? 

      Lady Li rummaged through the trunk again, in case she missed anything. As she swept aside a handkerchief she saw what looked like a perfume box. It was small, round, and the lid was studded with tiny jewels. Lady Li picked it up, knowing full well that a servant would have no reason for owning such a thing. She twisted the cap, expecting to find a solid white sweet smelling perfume, but she found something much worse.

      The substance inside was black as tar and smelled of death, a fetid combination of blood and other ingredients Lady Li had no desire to identify. Gu. This had to be the gu poison. 

      So Chu was behind both crimes? The murder of Suyi and the poisoning of the empress? But why? What motivate could sweet little Chu possibly...

      “I didn’t have time to hide it in Lady Kwan’s quarters yet,” a voice behind Lady Li said softly. Chu. Lady Li turned around slowly and saw the girl standing there. 

      “I was able to bribe the scribe to put the hairpin on Lady Kwan’s inventory, but I still needed to make sure you found it on her property somehow. I hadn’t quite worked that part out yet. The fact that you found the jewels there had been a happy accident. I didn’t realize they broke free in the struggle.”

      Lady Li stood and held the hairpin on her outstretched palm. “But why, Chu? Why? How could you?”

      “It...I didn’t mean to. I didn’t want to. She...she caught me...I was...I was letting Eunuch Bo touch me. They like to do that, you know? The eunuchs. Even though they can’t feel pleasure, they like to pretend. They like to look at us, touch us. It makes them feel like real men.”

      Lady Li shook her head in disbelief, but she remembered what she had seen between the empress and Te-hai. 

      “So that was how you snuck the gu into the empress’s food, with the help of this eunuch.”

      “Yes,” she said. “He was in charge of delivering the empress her food after it had been tested by a taster. But Lady Yun had followed me that night. She had been getting suspicious. I knew she thought that someone had been poisoning the empress. She had mentioned to me that the empress had appeared ill. So I had started poisoning her too. I guess she started to suspect me after she started feeling sick.” 

      “But the poison didn’t work quickly enough, did it?” Lady Li asked. 

      Chu sighed and shook her head. “I thought she had fallen asleep, but I guess she wanted to catch me. She followed me, she saw me. I heard her step on some leaves. I saw her. She ran and I chased her. She tripped. She fell out of those ridiculous shoes, so I was able to catch up with her.

      “We struggled for a moment. I held my hand over her mouth. But then I grabbed the pin from her hair and I stabbed her.” She struck her hand, as if reliving the moment, causing Lady Li to flinch. “I stabbed her again and again!” Chu said, punctuating her words with her fist. 

      “She finally stopped struggling. We were deep in the garden. It was dark and we must have gotten turned around. But I stumbled my way back to our quarters without being seen. I wrapped the hairpin in the first thing I could find, which was the chaopao she had been wearing earlier that day. I wrapped it up and threw it into my chest. Then I cleaned myself and went to bed.”

      “But why, Chu? Why were you poisoning the empress? Why take the risk? You have a good life here and...”

      “Good life?” Chu snorted. “Do you even know why I am here? How I came to be a palace slave?”

      Lady Li shook her head. 

      “I’m the daughter of the emperor!” she nearly shouted. “The Xianfeng Emperor was my father!”

      “The late emperor? How is that possible?” Lady Li asked. She had to keep Chu talking. Where was Jinxi? He had to return soon.

      “You know that all women who serve in the palace are the property of the emperor,” she stated. 

      Lady Li nodded her head. Even though the emperor’s consorts were usually chosen for him from the elite maidens of the land, he could have any woman he wished. It was not uncommon for a pretty maid to catch the eye of the emperor, who would then elevate her to the level of lady. That was why every woman dreamed of serving in the palace. Even a worthless peasant girl could rise to the position of consort if the emperor showed her favor, which was why all women in the Forbidden City, no matter their station, had to be Manchu. There could be no chance that a non-Manchu woman might find favor with the emperor and make her way to his bed.

      “Mother said that the emperor forced himself on her. She said she had a sweetheart back home so she wasn’t trying to get his attention like every other girl in the palace. She was only working here to save money so they could marry. But he saw her and was determined to have her. She fell pregnant with me. She couldn’t return home after that.

      “Her only consolation was that she would not be shamed. It was customary for the emperor to make her a rank seven lady upon the child’s birth.”

      A seventh-rank lady was the lowest ranking lady, but it would at least ensure that the lady and her children would be provided for for the rest of their lives. 

      “But since I was a girl, the emperor did not fulfill his obligation to my mother or me. Mother always said that the empress was a jealous woman and would tolerate no rivals. Had I been a boy, the emperor would have to recognize me. But since I was a worthless girl, the empress told him to forget about me. 

      “When the emperor, the empress, and the rest of you nobles fled the Forbidden City when the White Devils attacked, most of us servants were left behind. Do you remember that?”

      Lady Li did not confirm or deny Chu’s accusations. She knew that many people had been left behind as they fled to the Summer Palace, but many servants had accompanied them as well. She had never given any thought to the people left behind. 

      “They were vile beasts. I watched as they brutalized my mother until there was nothing left. She died in my arms. I was eight years old.”

      Lady Li held her hand to her mouth as tears started to fall. That would mean Chu was only fifteen years old. She was the same age as Suyi. She had no idea that the British had dealt cruelly with the slaves and servants left behind. She didn’t know...

      “I’ll never forget that day,” Chu said. “If the empress had allowed the emperor to recognize my mother, we would have been taken along with the royal family. We would have been saved. My mother’s death and my whole wretched existence are because of the cruelty of the empress!”

      “I’m sorry, Chu,” Lady Li said. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “You didn’t care to know,” Chu spat. “No one cared. No one asked. No one cared for me as the empress triumphantly returned after her coup and took the regency for herself. We were forgotten. I was told to wash dishes in exchange for my keep as the bodies of those who died at the hands of the foreigners were piled up and burned.”

      “I’m sorry, Chu,” Lady Li said. “Truly. But...to poison the empress? For what? Revenge? What good would that do? Prince Kung would be regent and you would still be either a forgotten slave or an executed traitor.”

      “I’m the daughter of the emperor,” Chu said again, but this time holding her head high. “With the empress out of the way, I could be recognized and given a high place in the court. If the little emperor—my brother—was to die without an heir, my children would be next in line for the throne and I would be the dowager empress!”

      “Shhh!” Lady Li hissed. “Just to say such a thing is treachery! You cannot speak of the emperor’s mortality.”

      “After everything I have done, you think I care about that?” Chu asked. 

      “But what now?” Lady Li asked. “You have been caught. I know everything. The empress will have you put to death.”

      “Not if I kill you,” Chu said menacingly. She took a step forward and pulled a knife from her sleeve. 

      “You’ll still be caught,” Lady Li said. “Everyone will know that you killed me. They will then make the same connections I did. They will know you killed Suyi and poisoned the empress.”

      “You are the only person who has made those connections,” she said. “And all the evidence is right there in your hands.”

      Lady Li looked down and saw that she was still holding the perfume jar of gu and the hairpin covered in dried blood.

      “Everyone will just assume that whoever killed your hapless sister-in-law killed you too, but they will still be no closer to finding the killer.”

      Lady Li tried to still her heart as she realized that Chu might be right. She could kill her, dispose of the poison and the hairpin, and then claim she found Lady Li dead when she returned from her errands. Where was Jinxi?

      “But wait,” Lady Li said. “There is still one thing I don’t know. The gu. Where did you get such a thing?”

      “Oh, I got that from Minister Song.”

      “Minister Song?” Lady Li asked. “What does he hope to get out of this? He can’t rise any higher.”

      “He can if I am proclaimed legitimate and we are married. As an imperial family member he would be a first-rank official. And if, somehow, our son inherits the throne, he would be the father of the emperor!”

      “But why would he stake so much on you?” Lady Li asked. “Proving your position will not be easy,”

      “He already has the proof,” Chu said. “He found the details of my birth in the household archives.”

      Lady Li couldn’t help but be rather impressed at how Minister Song had so artfully arranged everything. If Chu succeeded in her plot, he could soon be the most powerful man in the empire. And if Chu failed, she would be the person punished. Lady Li doubted that she would be able to find any evidence of Minister Song’s involvement in the plot. 

      But it was too late to save Chu. Even if Lady Li did stop Chu from killing the empress, she had already killed Suyi. No matter what happened next, Chu would certainly be put to death. Lady Li’s only goal in this moment was to save herself. 

      “I am so sorry for the events that led you down this path, Chu,” she said. “And for my part in it. We never should have left our loyal servants behind.”

      Chu gritted her teeth and her nostrils flared. She was not of a mind to be placated. 

      “But don’t do this,” Lady Li pleaded. “Don’t make it worse for yourself. If you kill me, you will be caught. And the empress will make sure you suffer. If you let me go, I can plead mercy for you, as a victim of terrible circumstances and as a member of the imperial family.”

      “You would...try to spare my life, even though I killed Lady Yun, the girl you loved so much?”

      Her blunt admission struck Lady Li to the core. She meant what she said, but she couldn’t help but gasp at the pain that struck her heart.

      “Y...yes,” she finally said. “More deaths...more deaths won’t bring her back.”

      Lady Li and Chu stared at each other for a moment. Lady Li tried to convey strength and warmth in her eyes. Yes, she was heartbroken over the death of Suyi, but she wanted Chu to trust her. Chu’s death would not bring her peace. 

      Lady Li could not read Chu’s expression. She seemed to be debating Lady Li’s words and her own future. Should she cut her losses now and hope to live but never have a chance at the throne—the empress would see to that—or should she kill Lady Li and hope her original plan still worked? 

      “I don’t believe you,” Chu said. 

      She had opted for the latter.
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      As Inspector Gong, Eunuch Liu, and several other men headed for Lady Li’s rooms, they ran into Eunuch Jinxi.

      “What are you doing?” Inspector Gong asked him.

      He held out his basket of fruit. “Just collecting our ration of fresh fruit for the day, sir,” he said.

      “Where is Lady Li, and her maid Chu?” he asked.

      “Lady Li was visiting with the empress, and Miss Chu was doing the laundry.”

      “Then hopefully Lady Li is still safe,” Eunuch Liu said. “We can lie in wait for Chu’s return.”

      “What is going on?” Eunuch Jinxi asked, looking concerned. “What is happening?”

      “We are sorry, Eunuch Jinxi,” Inspector Gong said, “but we think Chu might have been behind the murder of Lady Yun.”

      “What?” he asked. “But…but how is that possible? Chu and Lady Yun were friends. Chu is a sweet girl. She’d never hurt anyone.”

      “I am afraid we found evidence to the contrary,” Inspector Gong said. “You should come with us. You will need to be questioned as well.”

      “Me?” he asked, trembling. “W…wh…why me? What have I done?”

      “Just routine,” Inspector Gong said, taking Jinxi’s arm and leading him toward Lady Li’s small palace.

      As they neared the door, the men all heard a crash from inside, like a porcelain item thrown against a wall. They all looked at each other and then rushed through the door.

      When they entered, they saw Lady Li and Chu struggling. Chu was holding a knife over her head in striking position while Lady Li was using all her strength to keep her from plunging the knife into her chest.

      Inspector Gong moved to grab Chu, but he was too slow. In one quick movement, Lady Li’s knees bent slightly, letting Chu think for a split second that she had won, but Lady Li then used the give in her knees to bounce back, throwing Chu off of her. She then grabbed Chu by the wrist and twisted her arm behind her back, forcing her to drop the knife.

      Inspector Gong and the other men stood aghast, wondering what they just saw. Even though Lady Li had Chu in a firm grip, Chu continued to struggle.

      “Don’t just stand there!” Lady Li yelled to the men. “Help me! Arrest her!”

      Inspector Gong motioned for two men to restrain Chu. They grabbed her by the arms and forced her to her knees. Inspector Gong went to Lady Li’s side.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Just a little shaken. Please, don’t hurt her,” she said to the men.

      “Let me go!” Chu yelled. “I’m a member of the imperial family! How dare you treat me this way?”

      Inspector Gong looked at Lady Li with his eyebrow cocked. “What is she blabbering about?”

      “She might not be lying,” Lady Li said. “She claims to be the illegitimate daughter of the Xianfeng Emperor.”

      Inspector Gong walked over and stood in front of Chu. “Is what you say true?”

      “Let me go!” she demanded again.

      “You promise not to try and run?” he asked. Chu nodded. He motioned for the men to release her. She rubbed her wrists. “Go on, then,” he said. “Tell me what happened. Why did you kill Lady Yun?”

      “She already knows everything,” she said, jutting her chin out toward Lady Li.

      “Well, now I want to hear it,” Inspector Gong said.

      “Will you convince the empress to spare my life?” she asked.

      “That depends on what you tell me,” he said. “Just how high this plot goes. You killed Lady Yun, but were you also involved in the plot to kill the empress?”

      “How did you know I killed Lady Yun?” she asked.

      “You paid a eunuch in the Ministry of Household Affairs to have the blue hairpin added to Lady Kwan’s inventory. You would have only done that if you were trying to make it look like Lady Kwan killed Lady Yun. Have you hidden the hairpin on Lady Kwan’s property already?” he asked.

      Chu shook her head. “She has it,” she said, motioning to Lady Li again.

      Lady Li reached down and picked up the hairpin by her feet. It was covered in what looked like black dirt, but Inspector Gong knew was dried blood that had been darkened by the gu.

      “So, you were right,” Chu said to Lady Li. “They would have caught me. I’m glad I didn’t kill you. You are one of the nice ones. I’m sorry for Lady Yun too. She was kind to me. She didn’t…she didn’t deserve…” She held her hands to her face as she began to weep.

      Inspector Gong looked to Lady Li, who was wiping a tear from her own eye.

      “So you admit to killing Lady Yun?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Chu nodded.

      “Say it!” he yelled.

      “I did it!” she screamed back. “I killed Lady Yun!”

      “And do you admit to trying to kill the empress with gu poison?”

      “Yes. I poisoned the empress. I hope she dies an agonizing death, worse than my mother did!”

      “Anything else you wish to tell me? Anyone else you want to implicate? Will you tell me how you got the gu poison?”

      Chu stopped crying and looked up at the inspector. “If I tell you everything, will you spare my life?”

      “Unfortunately, that is not up to me,” he said. “As a member of the Inner Court, the empress has the final say over what will happen to you.”

      Chu scoffed. “Of course she does. The empress holds the life and death of every person in this country in the palm of her hand, doesn’t she? Well, I’d not give her the satisfaction!”

      “Stop!” Lady Li yelled as Chu reached down and grabbed the knife she had dropped earlier. Before anyone could react, Chu stabbed herself in the neck, sending a stream of blood down her chest.

      Inspector Gong grabbed the knife and held his hand to her throat, but it was too late.

      Lady Li ran to Chu’s side, taking the girl in her arms as she collapsed. “No! Chu, no!” she wailed.

      “I…I meant it…” Chu whispered to Lady Li. “I’m sorry…”
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      “Chu?” the empress asked. “Who is Chu?”

      Lady Li looked down, unable to concentrate on what was being said around her as she could not stop seeing the blood that drenched her clothes and hands. Even though Eunuch Jinxi had washed the blood away and had put Lady Li in a new chaopao, the image of the blood in her hands and the girl dying in her arms was seared into her eyes.

      Inspector Gong was attempting to explain to the empress what they had pieced together about Chu and how she was responsible for both Suyi’s death and the empress’s poisoning, but it was all gibberish to Lady Li. How could this have happened? she wondered. Of course, Lady Li had not been in the Forbidden City when Chu killed Suyi. She could not have seen any warning signs. But could she have saved Chu? Not that it would have mattered. If Chu hadn’t killed herself, the empress certainly would have seen it done. Chu must have known that. It had to be why she took her life. She would rather leave this world by her own hand than at the whim of the empress.

      “Lady Li!” the empress screamed, jarring her from her thoughts.

      “What?” Lady Li asked. “I…I’m sorry. What?”

      “The kitchen eunuch!” the empress stated, as if she was repeating herself for the umpteenth time. She probably was. “What was his name?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Lady Li stammered, trying to recall what the empress was talking about. She held her hand to her forehead, but then quickly jerked it back, afraid of smearing the blood on her face, only to remember that her hands had been washed already.

      Inspector Gong leaned over and softly said, “The boy who was sneaking the poison into the empress’s food. Did Chu name him?”

      “Oh, that eunuch,” Lady Li said, her mind clearing as she looked at Inspector Gong’s kind and calm face. “I…I don’t…umm…oh, Bo. She called him Bo.”

      “Find him,” the empress said to no one in particular, but two guards and some eunuchs immediately left the room. “He will pay for what he did. Death by bastinado,” she screamed after the guards.

      No one argued with her. After all, he did slip the poison into the food. He would be executed without trial. A death by bastinado meant he would be beaten with a cudgel until he was dead. It was a prolonged and painful way to die but was a standard method of execution for a eunuch who deserved it.

      “Who else was involved?” the empress demanded. “I want names!”

      She was on a blood hunt. Deprived of the opportunity to kill the mastermind behind the plot, she would take down anyone else she could. While Lady Li had never considered the empress to be a bloodthirsty or violent tyrant, no one had ever gotten so close to actually killing her.

      “Your Majesty,” Lady Li carefully spoke up, trying to calm her friend, “killing more people will not make this right. What Chu did was terrible, but she is dead. She had been horribly wronged in life and…”

      “She had been horribly wronged?” the empress shrieked. “How dare you?”

      Lady Li shut her mouth. She was not in the right frame of mind to try and talk reason into anyone.

      “That little wretch tried to kill me. She killed Lady Yun. Your own kin! The girl you raised. Do you have more love for that murderer than Suyi?”

      Lady Li let out a sob she could no longer hold inside. Of course the empress was right. How could Lady Li feel such sympathy for Chu after the terrible things she had done? Why did she feel so guilty for Chu’s death?

      She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Inspector Gong. He then pulled his hand away—it was most inappropriate for a man to touch a woman who was not of his family—but no one spoke against him, not even the empress. The warmth of his touch slowly coursed through her, and she was able to calm herself once more.

      “I believe Lady Li is simply in a state of shock, Your Majesty,” said Inspector Gong. “Even though the young lady was evil and deserved death, seeing someone die in your arms is never an easy task.”

      The empress let out a long, exasperated sigh. “I know this situation has not been easy on you, Lady Li,” the empress said. “I will forgive you for misspeaking.”

      This was the closest Lady Li would ever get to an apology from the empress, and she would gladly take it. The empress was also in a difficult situation. She was still feeling ill from the effects of the gu poison and just learned that an assassin had been living in her very walls. She had to cope with feeling sad, angry, and scared, and she had to mete out justice as well. It was a balancing act Lady Li was glad she did not have to attempt. Not for the first time was she thankful that she was not in the empress’s shoes.

      “So who else was involved?” the empress asked. “She could not have carried this plot out alone.”

      “There…was another eunuch,” Inspector Gong said. “But he was not involved in the poisoning. Chu paid him to frame Lady Kwan for Lady Yun’s murder.”

      “Arrest him as well,” the empress said, and two more guards ran off.

      “Please, Your Majesty,” Inspector Gong said. “The boy was very cooperative. He is the reason I was able to solve the crime and get to Lady Li in time. I beg of you to show him mercy.”

      “Very well,” the empress said. “I will sentence him to death by beheading. It will be quick and painless.”

      “Your Majesty,” Inspector Gong interrupted again. “I must insist. The boy is not a threat and did not act maliciously. Dismiss him if you must, but there is no reason to put him to…”

      “Would you like to be next?” the empress asked in a voice so low it was much more frightening than when she screamed.

      Inspector Gong stopped speaking, and no one else dared to speak on the boy’s behalf.

      “Good,” the empress said. “Anyone else?” she asked. “Was anyone else involved in the plot against my life?”

      No one spoke up. Even though Lady Li wanted to implicate Minister Song, without evidence she could not do so.

      “Very well,” the empress said, standing. “Inspector Gong, I thank you for your service in rooting out this threat. I will see to it that you are fairly compensated.”

      Inspector Gong kaotaoed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “And Lady Li,” she said. “My dear friend. I release you from your service to me so you may return home and see to the funeral of Lady Yun.”

      “Thank you,” Lady Li said, also kaotaoing.

      “Please do not stay away so long again,” the empress said as she walked off her dais and left the audience chamber.

      Inspector Gong let out a long audible sigh. “At least that is finally over,” he said.

      “For you,” Lady Li said as she stood.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, standing next to her.

      “As she said,” Lady Li said, not looking up at him, “I must prepare the funeral for Lady Yun. I have not even told my daughters of their aunt’s death. And I must make sure the funeral rites are performed in time.”

      “I didn’t mean to sound callous,” Inspector Gong replied. “I only meant that the crime is solved and we don’t have to stay here a wretched moment longer.”

      “That is true,” Lady Li said. “Except for Minister Song. Will you continue to investigate him?”

      “I am not under orders to. I don’t have just cause or access to him,” Inspector Gong explained. “There is nothing I can do.”

      Lady Li nodded her head. “I see. Well, I should be going.”

      Inspector Gong reached out and touched her hand. “Wait. Will I see you again?”

      Oh how she wanted to see him again. In this moment she wanted nothing more than to collapse into his arms. She wanted him to comfort and console her. She wanted to make love to him again. She wanted him in her life and in her bed. But she could not give in. She was still a lady and had her family to consider. Here in the Forbidden City, she had been given a taste of freedom, but now she had to return home, return to normalcy.

      “You may attend Lady Yun’s funeral,” Lady Li said. “But other than that I doubt I will see you again.”

      She slid her hand from his and left the audience chamber even though it broke her heart to do so.
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      The chanting of the monks and the wailing of Suyi’s mother could be heard from down the road. As Inspector Gong reached Lady Li’s mansion to attend the funeral rites for Suyi, he was surprised to see a red banner hanging over the doorway. It stood as a stark reminder that Lady Yun and her family were Manchu to the end, not Han, who would have hung a white banner over the door.

      The door to the housing complex was open to welcome mourners, but Eunuch Bai stood by, stoically watching each person who entered. He was dressed in white, as were all the other mourners. He entered the courtyard and saw the coffin laid in the middle, with the lid still open. In front of the coffin, many people were prostrating themselves to the young woman and to her mother. Lady Li and her two daughters were among them.

      Inspector Gong took several joss sticks from a monk who was standing by handing them to mourners as they arrived. He walked to the foot of the coffin, bowed three times, and then placed them among the alter that had been placed there.

      On one side of the courtyard was a large pile of clothes, money, food, and other items. Inspector Gong walked over and placed a beautiful pair of pot-bottom shoes on the pile. When the body was taken to the burial place, all of these items would be burned so the deceased could use them in the afterlife.

      He then went to the coffin, situated himself behind Lady Li, her daughters, Concubine Swan, and Lady Yun’s mother and prostrated himself before it.

      The cries of Lady Yun’s mother could make the strongest man weep. He knew the woman was ill and had now lost her last child. Her only family now was her daughter-in-law and her two granddaughters. It did not take long for the woman to wear herself out. She had to be carried away by several servants.

      After she was gone, the mourners began to leave or talk among themselves. Since Lady Yun was so young and unmarried, she did not have many friends and did not hold a very high station in society, so most of the mourners were there to support their fellow Bannermen—as Manchu nobles were called since they were all descendants of the eight Manchu banners.

      Eventually, Lady Li and her daughters stood up as well. When she turned and faced Inspector Gong, she seemed surprised to see him even though she had given him permission to attend the funeral.

      Her little girls, who had always seemed happy to see him, looked exhausted and their faces were stained with tears. Even though Lady Li had had several weeks to process Lady Yun’s death, her daughters only found out about it after she returned home after discovering her killer. They were clearly heavily distraught over the loss of their aunt.

      Lady Li handed the girls off to two servants. “I’ll see to them shortly,” she said. “Go ahead and get them ready for bed.” The servants nodded and led the girls away.

      “Inspector Gong,” she said formally, with a slight bend of her knees.

      “I am sorry for your loss, Lady Li,” he said with equal formality. “I have information for you on the resolution of your sister’s case. Is there somewhere we can speak, or should I come back later?”

      She sighed and looked around. “We should get this out of the way,” she said. “After we bury Suyi tomorrow, I would like to put this misery behind us as much as possible.”

      She led Inspector Gong from the courtyard and into a formal sitting room. She left the door open so that they could still be seen, but they were far enough away that it would not be easy for anyone to hear what they were saying.

      “It was…so terrible,” Lady Li said. “I’m so confused. I had already mourned her, but I feel like I am mourning again. But I do not know if it is for her or for Chu. I know Chu killed Suyi, but her life was so tragic. I can’t help but weep for her.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. “Everyone grieves differently. And people are…complicated, to say the least. I think it is possible to be angry with Chu for her crimes and feel sad for the life she lived that caused her to do something so terrible.”

      “Did you speak to Minister Song?” she asked. “Will he pay for his role in the matter?”

      “I spoke to him,” he said. “But you know there is nothing I can do. We have no evidence of his role in the plot. The words of a murderous maid and a woman I met on the street are not enough to convict a man of his station. We don’t have any evidence that he purchased the gu or knew about Chu being the daughter of the Xianfeng Emperor. I demanded that he give me the paper he found in the imperial archives, but of course he denied knowing anything.”

      “Did you at least tell the empress about your suspicions of his involvement?” Lady Li asked.

      “I did,” he said. “But she cannot demote him, not without evidence. But it will be a long time before she trusts him again, if ever.”

      “But is she safe with him at court?” she asked.

      “I cannot say,” Inspector Gong replied. “I think she is for now since he is being closely scrutinized. But who is to say he won’t try something again, if he is as hungry for power as Chu said.”

      “And the empress will recover from the poisoning?” Lady Li asked.

      “The doctors think so,” he said. “It will take time for the poison to clear out of her system, but as long as she is not ingesting any more, she should recover.”

      Lady Li sighed and slowly blinked her eyes. “That is good. I suppose everything worked out.”

      “Do I need to do anything about Eunuch Jinxi?” he asked. “Didn’t he recommend Chu for you?”

      “I don’t think so. He was recommended to me by Eunuch Bai, who cannot stop beating himself up over what happened. Eunuch Jinxi seems genuine in his innocence. He knew Lady Yun and Chu were friends, so he thought she would be useful to me. He had no idea of her involvement. I have no reason to doubt him. I don’t want anyone else punished if there is a chance they are innocent.”

      She was certainly thinking of the other eunuchs who had been executed after the empress learned of their involvement.

      “After spending only a few days in the palace I remember why I was so glad I was not married to the emperor myself,” Lady Li said. “The palace is a gilded cage. It is grand and opulent and a thing of envy, but the inside is rotten.”

      “I agree,” Inspector Gong said. “I don’t know how those women live that life every day.”

      “My daughters…” Lady Li started to say, but shook her head. “I don’t know what I am going to do.”

      Inspector Gong remembered how Prince Kung said that Lady Li’s daughters were both on the short list of possible consorts for the new emperor when he came of age. After this experience, Lady Li must have feared for their future.

      “I have to ask,” he said at the thought of Prince Kung, “did Prince Kung teach you that? How to defend yourself I mean? That was quite impressive.”

      Lady Li could not keep one side of her mouth from curling up in a smile. “My years as a lady-in-waiting were dangerous times. Yes, he taught me a few tricks.”

      He wondered what the other tricks were. He hoped he would have the chance to find out.

      “Anyway, you should go before people start to talk,” Lady Li said.

      “I…I also wanted to ask, Lady Li,” he started to say, but found himself stuttering. “About…well, about us…”

      “Us?” she asked, confused.

      “Yes,” he said. “After the night we spent together, I thought maybe we…that I could see you again…”

      “There is no us,” she said firmly. “I am a Manchu lady while you are a Han nobody. There cannot be a ‘we’. I must still consider my reputation, my future, my daughters’ future.”

      Inspector Gong stepped back as if she had slapped him. “I’m not a nobody, Lady Li,” he said. “I might not have a high and mighty title like you, but I’m well respected in this city, as is my family. I might not be a Manchu, but I am not beneath you.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Lady Li said walking past him and motioning that he should leave.

      Inspector Gong scoffed as he started to walk past her. What a cold, calculating woman. He had never felt so used.

      “There can never be an us, inspector,” she reiterated after he stepped through the door. “But if you were to call upon me again, I would not turn you away.”

      He didn’t look back because he couldn’t keep from smiling and didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing how pleased he was.

      They both knew they would see each other again.
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      The riot had started in the dark hours of the morning, when the Chinese employees of the Foreign Legation had begun venturing into the Chinese portions of Peking to run their morning errands. They took the news of the murder with them, spreading truth mixed with hearsay and rumor and stirring up dissent. By the time Prince Kung and Inspector Gong arrived, the gates had been closed and hundreds of angry people had gathered outside the legation. 

      “Can you believe this?” Prince Kung asked. “All over some peasant girl. If she’d been killed anywhere else in China, no one would have given a shit about her.” 

      Inspector Gong grunted his agreement as he peeked out the windows of the sedan chair. He rarely ever traveled in such a stately manner, but he had first been summoned to Prince Kung’s mansion, and together they traveled to the legation. When it came to troubles between the foreigners and Chinese, Prince Kung was the man people turned to. Prince Kung had filled Inspector Gong in on what little he knew about the situation on the way there. 

      A serving girl had been murdered in the home of a wealthy British merchant overnight in the British Quarter of the legation. They had sent for the British police, but of course the other Chinese servants knew what was happening. Word about the murder spread, and people were, rightly, concerned that the murder would just be covered up. If she had been killed by a foreigner, the killer would never see justice. If people hadn’t rioted, the situation may have completely gone unnoticed by the Chinese authorities, not that they could do much about it. 

      The chair bearers stopped outside the crowd of people. Even though the front gate was still many meters away, they could get no closer. Prince Kung and Inspector Gong climbed out of the chair. The prince motioned for his guards to clear the people out of his way. Fortunately, Prince Kung was popular with the people, so few put up a fight as the prince and the inspector made their way through the crowd. In front of the gate, there was an opening in the sea of people. On the ground, two elderly people were knocking their foreheads to the ground and wailing, a traditional way of publicly mourning when someone had been wronged. 

      “You are the girl’s parents,” Inspector Gong said loudly over the din of people. 

      The man stopped and looked up at him while the woman continued her lament. “We are,” he said. “Our girl, our beautiful girl, was ripped from us this night. Where are lowly ones such as ourselves to find comfort, much less justice? These white devils kill us and we are supposed to do nothing?” 

      At that, the crowd erupted again and pushed in toward the prince and the inspector. The prince’s guards held the people back, but worry showed on his face. 

      “I’ll need to question her parents further,” the inspector said softly in the prince’s ear.

      The prince nodded. “But not here, not now. That man knows what he is doing. He’s whipping up the crowd.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. The father wasn’t just mourning, he was encouraging the rioters. To what end, the inspector wasn’t sure yet. He would have to parse that out later. 

      The prince led the inspector to the gate, which was lined with a dozen very nervous British guards. The head guard held his hand up as they approached.

      The guard said something in English that Inspector Gong didn’t understand, but his meaning was clear. He wasn’t going to let them in.

      The prince grew indignant and yelled, in English, at the guard, who looked sufficiently shaken when the prince was done. The guard quickly saluted and then bowed in apparent confusion about how to react to the prince, especially in such a situation. He stammered something else and then nearly ran to the guard room on one side of the gate and opened a small window in the back to talk to someone on the other side.

      He returned quickly and said something, accompanied with a bow. He indicated that the prince should follow him. The guard led them to a small door inside the large gate and ushered the prince, Inspector Gong, and the prince’s guards through. 

      They were welcomed by several foreign men in various dress, some in uniforms, some simply in suits. Inspector Gong knew nothing about foreigners or their ways, so he had no way of knowing who the men were, so he simply followed the prince’s lead. He shook hands and nodded his head, but he didn’t speak. Even though he could say hello, thank you, and other small words, he had no confidence in his English ability and knew he would speak heavily accented. He didn’t want to give any appearance of weakness in front of people who he might have to, somehow, question about the girl’s murder. 

      Prince Kung, on the other hand, was fluent in English. As he spoke to the men, he nodded his head gravely and then forcefully explained the situation. They argued back and forth for a moment, then the foreigners turned away. 

      The prince explained more of the situation to Inspector Gong as they followed the foreigners. “These men are the chief of police for the British citizens, the British ambassador, and the British, American, and German consuls. They want to handle the situation internally, of course, but I told them that the situation had escalated beyond that now. If they want to avoid an international incident, we have to be allowed to conduct our own investigation or at least be part of their investigation. The locals need to be reassured that justice will be done.”

      Inspector Gong nodded his head. 

      As they walked, Inspector Gong took in the sites. He had never been into the Foreign Legation before. Like the Forbidden City, whose southern wall loomed just to the north of the legation, the Foreign Legation was a world apart. Only foreigners were allowed to live here, except for the Chinese servants they often employed, and the different sections of the legation took on the aspects of the country they represented. The finest dress shops could be found in the French Quarter, the best food could be found in the German Quarter, and the most opulent houses could be found in the British Quarter. 

      The inspector was nearly awed by the large houses that loomed two and three stories tall like white teeth ready to gnash anyone unwelcome who walked by. The houses had green lawns and wrought iron fences. White faces peeked out of the windows on the upper floors as they walked past. The inspector chuckled to himself. Nosey neighbors were universal, it seemed. 

      They finally arrived at what appeared to be the largest and most well-appointed house in the British Quarter. A crowd had gathered outside, both of uniformed officers and average lookyloos, both foreign and Chinese. 

      Inspector Gong examined the house. A window on the third floor was shattered and the glass had fallen on the walkway leading up to the front door and was being trampled by people standing around unhelpfully. He looked across the street and saw that there were several houses of the same height. 

      The prince and the inspector were led inside the house. Inspector Gong had been in some fancy homes in his life, even the Forbidden City, but Chinese decor was damn near austere compared to this. It was downright garish. The floors and walls were a dark mahogany wood and a large staircase greeted them. The inspector looked up and saw a crystal chandelier. There were gilded mirrors and picture frames on every wall. Elaborate carpets covered the floors. Every table top, of which there were many, were covered with lace and countless knickknacks. He was surprised to see several Chinese items among the mess—ink and wash paintings on the walls, embroidered lotus slippers on a table, and a Tang Dynasty terracotta horse standing in one corner.

      They were taken to the first room in the left, which had similar decorations but also had plush green couches and chairs for sitting. A tall portly man with thick, fair facial hair was standing there, drinking something out of a small crystal goblet. A woman with similarly round features and the largest, most prominent bosom Inspector Gong had ever seen was sitting on the couch, a handkerchief to her face. 

      “This is the owner of the house, and the employer of the young woman,” the prince explained as he shook hand with the man. “His name is Mr. John Gibson.”

      Inspector Gong nodded and shook the man’s hand, but remained silent. 

      The prince and Mr. Gibson talked back and forth for a few minutes, of which the inspector understood nothing. He looked at the woman for a moment. At first he thought she had been crying, but then he realized she wasn’t. She was holding the handkerchief to her face, but her eyes were not red or puffy and her cheeks were dry. She did have a bit of a far off look to her, as if she was lost in thought, but she seemed more worried, possibly angry. He then noticed her foot was tapping anxiously. Of course, it was natural to be apprehensive if someone was murdered in your home, but the inspector had a feeling there was some other cause for her unease. He hoped he would have a chance to chat with her at some point, but he doubted it. 

      “No! Certainly not,” Mr. Gibson said heatedly, using some of the few words the inspector understood. 

      The prince, though, did not give up and continued to press his case. Finally, Mr. Gibson stomped toward the stairway and led them upstairs. 

      “He doesn’t want us investigating,” the prince explained. 

      “Naturally,” Inspector Gong replied. 

      “I’m doing my best here. He is allowing us to see the body and the crime scene, but not for long.”

      Inspector Gong nodded and followed Mr. Gibson and the prince upstairs.

      At the top of the stairs was a long hallway with several doors. There was also another stairway up to a third floor. They went down the hallway to a room on the end. Mr. Gibson took a deep breath and then opened the door. He entered the room, followed by Prince Kung and Inspector Gong. The prince’s guard waited outside the room.

      The scene was shocking. The woman, quite young, was lying on the floor in a pool of her own blood with an arrow sticking out of her chest. Her eyes were wide and her mouth open in a silent scream. Inspector Gong shook his head. He couldn’t believe no one had bothered to close her eyes.

      The girl was lying in front of a large window, but the window was shut and covered with a gauze curtain. The arrow had shattered the window, ripped through the curtain, and penetrated the girl nearly in the heart. It had been an incredible shot.

      Inspector Gong pulled back the curtain a bit and looked outside. Across the street were the houses he had noted earlier. There were two houses, close together, where the killer could have stood. He had most likely been on the third floor or the roof of whichever house he used. He would need to speak to whoever owned those houses as well. Perhaps they housed the killer or would know who might have access to their house.

      Prince Gong and Mr. Gibson were talking, but Mr. Gibson was becoming increasingly agitated. The inspector knew it was only a matter of time before they were kicked out. Even though Mr. Gibson most likely had frequent interactions with Chinese, he probably rarely had to answer to one.

      The inspector kneeled down on his haunches to get a better look at the body. The arrow was beautifully made. It was ornately carved and painted with gold and green. The fletching was made of bright green mallard feathers. It had to be possible to find out where such a unique arrow came from. To use such a specific weapon had to be a message. He needed to get a better look at it, perhaps the arrowhead held further clues…

      “Out!” Mr. Gibson finally yelled. Another word that Inspector Gong easily understood.

      The prince tried to placate him, but he was beyond placating now. If he dared to give orders to a prince, he obviously was past all sense of caring. The inspector, the prince, and the prince’s men all traipsed downstairs and out the front door. They headed back to the main gate.

      “What did you learn?” the prince asked through clenched teeth.

      “Not enough,” Inspector Gong replied. “We need to get the body to Dr. Xue, I need to examine the arrow, and I need to interview everyone in the house and hopefully the neighbors.”

      The prince scoffed. “None of which is likely to happen. These foreigners, they won’t help us, even if it is in their best interest.”

      “What do you mean?” the inspector asked.

      “They believe this should be handled internally since it happened in the legation. The Chinese want it handled by us, since a Chinese girl was the victim. It will go badly no matter what we do. If she was killed by a foreigner, we can’t prosecute them. They would be prosecuted by the courts of their own country, which means they won’t be prosecuted at all. If she was killed by a Chinese person, the people will think the killer was framed to protect the foreigners. Either way, this could get ugly. Tensions are high, and something like this could be like pouring oil on the flame and start an all-out war with the foreigners or rebel against the empress for not protecting the people against the ‘White Devils’.”

      “We lose either way,” Inspector Gong replied.

      “Yes, but if we at least find out who did it,” the prince said, “it could give me leverage. I could use it against the foreigners, to weaken their influence or to earn us some benefits. I could calm the fears of the populace, at least protect the empress and buy us some time.”

      “What are your orders, Your Highness?” the inspector asked.

      “Find the killer,” he said.

      The inspector sighed. “In a walled city where I don’t speak the language?” he asked, only half-joking.

      “Well, you do know one person who speaks English, aside from me,” the prince said.

      “Who is that?”

      “Lady Li.”

      Inspector Gong felt his breath hitch in his throat. Lady Li. She had helped him solve a case a couple of months previously. Her sister-in-law had been murdered in the Inner Court, the court of the ladies, in the Forbidden City. As a man, he could not be permitted into the Inner Court. However, Lady Li agreed to help him and went in his stead.

      They had solved the crime and also discovered a passion for one another, spending one incredible night together in her quarters in the Forbidden City. But he had not seen her since her sister-in-law was formally laid to rest after they solved the crime. He wanted to see her, and had fought the urge to call on her many times, but nothing could ever come of it. She was Manchu; he was Han. Legally, they could not marry. Plus, she was a widow, and society dictated she remain as such for the rest of her life in reverence to her husband, even though she was only in her twenties. There were other considerations as well, but they all added up to the same thing—Lady Li was a woman he should stay away from, for both their sakes.

      “Are you suggesting I ask Lady Li for her help?” Inspector Gong finally asked. “Again?”

      “You worked well together last time,” the prince said, without a hint of irony. The prince knew that Inspector Gong and Lady Li spent the night together, and he knew that they could not have a future together. So why was he so quick to encourage Inspector Gong to call on her?

      “Is there something else going on here?” the inspector asked.

      The prince shook his head. “It was only a suggestion. I suppose I could find another translator for you…”

      “I didn’t say you needed to do that,” the inspector interrupted.

      Prince Kung smiled. “I just think she can help you in more ways than as just a translator.”

      “What do you mean?” the inspector asked.

      “Just call on her,” the prince said. “You won’t be disappointed.”
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      Lady Li turned the letter over in her hands. At least this time Inspector Gong had the good sense to let her know he was coming, unlike the first time he came to her home. After her sister-in-law, Suyi, had been murdered in the Forbidden City, he practically barged into her home and demanded that she submit herself to the empress as a lady-in-waiting and help him find her killer. 

      Well, he had not been as brutish as that, but nearly so. And they did find the killer, though it was of little comfort. At least she had been able to bury Suyi with all the proper burial rites so she would not become a hungry ghost.

      The last time she saw Inspector Gong was at Suyi’s funeral. But things had been left so…unsettled between them. That had been weeks ago, and neither of them had found the courage or the means to bridge the gap that separated them.

      At least Lady Li had her two daughters, her companion Concubine Swan, who had been her late husband’s concubine, her mother-in-law Popo, and a household to run. But she was not supposed to know the comfort, or even the friendship, of a man again. If she was even seen in the company of a man, her reputation could be ruined. As a woman who could never remarry, her reputation might be of little importance, but she had her daughters to think about. Even though they were girls, since there were no male heirs, Lady Li’s money and estates—which was all her husband’s property when she married but was given to her upon his death—would be left to her daughters as dowries. That, along with their impressive pedigree, would make them two of the most eligible Manchu ladies in the empire as soon as they were of age in only a few years. It was not uncommon for elite Manchu girls to be married as young as thirteen years old. Lady Li’s eldest daughter was the right age, the right pedigree, and had the right astrological numbers to be considered as a royal consort—perhaps even as the next empress. But should Lady Li ruin herself, she would also ruin any chances of her daughters making strong marriage ties. 

      Lady Li sighed. Of course she wanted to see Inspector Gong again. She had already given herself to him while she was undercover in the Forbidden City. But it could never happen again. Nothing could ever happen between them. She could not take a lover and risk her good name, and she could not remarry. Even if she cared nothing for her reputation, he was Han, and marriage between the Manchu and Han were forbidden. 

      She was reading the note again for the third time when she heard the front gate open. She looked up and saw her eunuch, Eunuch Bai, hurriedly entering. As a lady, Lady Li could not casually venture outside her family compound, so Eunuch Bai was her eyes and ears on the outside. 

      “What is going on out there,” she asked him. 

      “A riot, My Lady,” he said as he handed several parcels to the maids. 

      “Whatever for?” she asked.

      “A young lady was murdered in the Foreign Legation, the British Quarter,” he said. 

      “Why are the people rioting over that?” she asked. “Sounds like a British problem.”

      “She was Chinese,” he said. “Zhao Weilin was her name. A maid in the home of a very wealthy merchant.”

      “Oh dear,” Lady Li said knowingly. She handed Eunuch Bai the letter from Inspector Gong. “Do you think the murder has anything to do with this?”

      He took the letter and read it quickly, then again more slowly. He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I did hear that Prince Kung and Inspector Gong were at the legation this morning. The incident has the potential to light the kindling that is unrest in the city. No doubt the prince is trying to stop an explosion before one starts. But that doesn’t explain why Inspector Gong would be coming to you.”

      Lady Li shrugged and took the note back. “I suppose we will find out soon enough.”

      Eunuch Bai raised both eyebrows, but said nothing. 

      Lady Li rolled her own eyes. “Speak plainly. Your silence is loud enough.”

      “There will be no stopping the neighborhood gossips from speculating about his visit. When he was investigating the death of Suyi he had reason to be here. But now? This can only lead to trouble.”

      “My dear friend, of course you are right. But what can I do?” Lady Li asked innocently, even though they both knew there was something decidedly not innocent bubbling between Lady Li and Inspector Gong.

      Eunuch Bai had been Lady Li’s attendant since she first entered the Forbidden City as a lady-in-waiting for the empress when she was only fifteen years old. He had been there for her when the whole court had fled for their lives to Jehol when the foreign powers attacks the Dagu Fort and marched on the Forbidden City. He had accompanied her when she left court and married her husband. He had comforted her after his death. He had proven himself her trusted friend for over a decade. She worried that part of his loyalty was wrapped up in his own improper feelings for her, something akin to love. But she did not feel that way about him, and he had never given voice to his feelings, so perhaps she was wrong. Regardless, he was her faithful servant and she his loyal lady, and they had been through too much together for anything to come between them, even someone as questionable as Inspector Gong.

      “You are dismissed,” she said with a mock air of superiority. “I must get ready for my guest.”

      “My Lady,” Eunuch Bai replied with a small bow. 

      Lady Li then went to her quarters where a maid helped her dress in a silk embroidered chaopao, high pot-bottom shoes, and arrange her hair in the batou style atop her head. 

      She was just putting a little color on her lips when Eunuch Bai announced that the inspector had arrived. She felt butterflies swarm in her stomach and willed them to calm down. She slowly walked down the hall toward the sitting room where he was waiting for her, not that she could walk any other way in such shoes.

      When she entered the sitting room, Inspector Gong rose from his seat to greet her. He was just as handsome as she had remembered. Maybe a bit more so. He could not suppress his own smile at seeing her, which gave his eyes a playful glint. He was clean-shaven, and his head was shaved in the front and his hair plaited down the back in the Manchu style that was required of all Chinese men no matter their ethnicity. He looked well, less stressed than when she had seen him previously. 

      “Lady Li,” he finally said with a bow. 

      She gave a small bend of her knees and incline of her head in acknowledgement and motioned for him to retake his seat. She then took a seat nearby, but the tea table was between them.

      “I am pleased to see you,” she said. “Your note was rather vague, but I have the feeling your reason for your call is less grave than when you came to see me before.”

      “Less personal, perhaps,” he said. “But no less serious.”

      “Is it in relation to the murder in the British Quarter?” she asked as she poured them some tea.

      “Word travels fast,” he said.

      “There were people marching toward the riot outside my gate. I heard them when Eunuch Bai returned from his errands.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. “The crowd grows bigger by the minute. The girl’s parents are mourning outside the gate to the legation. It is stoking the people’s anger.”

      “And what is your role in this?” she asked. 

      “Prince Kung has instructed me to find out who killed the girl before all hell breaks loose between the people and the foreigners.”

      “That cannot be an easy task,” she said. “The foreigners have their own police force. They will want to handle this internally.”

      “Exactly,” he said, sipping the tea. He wondered how she knew so much about the foreigners. “If anything, Prince Kung should be handling the investigation. He knows the foreigners and their ways. He speaks English. But he is busy trying to keep the upper level diplomats and nobles happy and calm. He is trying to hold back the dam between both sides as long as possible so I can solve the crime.”

      “Do you think you can?” she asked as she refilled his teacup.

      “Do you doubt my abilities?” he asked with a playful smirk that made her hand tremble slightly. She quickly placed the teapot back on the tray 

      “You have proven yourself resourceful in the past,” she said noncommittally.

      “I have a few leads I can pursue,” he said. “I need to interview the girl’s parents. And the murder weapon was quite unique. I think it will be easy to track down. But I worry it will not be enough. I can't examine the body or interview the people she lived with and worked for. I can’t access the house where the killer probably laid in wait. I am not optimistic. But we must come up with some answer, some explanation that will keep the people from trying to storm the legation…” He shook his head, obviously distraught. 

      After he was quiet for a moment, Lady Li asked, “Why are you here?”

      “What do you mean?” he replied. 

      “It sounds like you have a large job ahead of you. Why are you here with me? Should you not be out…investigating?”

      He nodded. “Indeed. Prince Kung suggested I speak with you, but I don’t know, really. I…I suppose I just wanted someone to talk to. Someone to bounce ideas off of. You were so helpful last time.” He looked into his cup with a sense of defeat on his face.

      Lady Li felt a blush rise to her cheeks. This was why she was developing feelings for this man. He did not see her as just a woman he could take to his bed, but saw her as a friend, a college, a confidant. He saw her as an equal. 

      Her husband had been similar. He too knew she could be valuable to him. As a diplomat, he knew that women could be a source of information and he had planned to use her to gain information from the wives of other diplomats. But he died so early in their marriage, they did not have much opportunity to put their plan into practice. 

      “Did I ever tell you that I can speak English?” she asked him, in English.

      “What?” he asked, sitting up to attention.

      “I said that I can speak English,” she said in Chinese, a mischievous smile on her lips.

      He smirked. “The prince did mention that. How did you gain this skill?”

      “I think you forget that my husband worked for Prince Kung, and my father was a diplomat under the prince’s father, the Daoguang Emperor,” she said.

      “But why would you speak English just because your husband worked for the prince?”

      “British and American men are very different from Chinese men. They are greatly influenced by their wives. They consult with them and allow their opinions to influence their thinking.”

      “You are joking,” Inspector Gong said nearly chuckling.

      Lady Li shook her head. “Not at all. Why do you think the British Legation is so large? Their wives won’t let the men leave them behind. Can you imagine Chinese diplomats traveling with all their wives and children and pets and cases of clothes and tea sets and dressing tables to the other side of the world for a temporary appointment? It is ridiculous. But that is how they are. That is why the legations have shops and schools and post offices and so on for all those families.”

      “Have you been to the legation” he asked.

      “Many times,” she said. “My husband believed that by having a wife who could be friends with the foreigners’ wives, I could help influence the women in China’s favor, and the wives would influence their husbands. I could go to their tea parties and listen to their gossip and tell him what their husbands were telling them.”

      “Your husband was training you to be a spy? Some kind of…espionage agent. Get inside and manipulate the foreign women and report back to him?” He was fully laughing now.

      “You laugh, but don’t underestimate the control foreign women have over their husbands. Women in the West have a lot of say in how their households and even their country is run. Britain has a queen who rules in her own right, don’t forget.”

      “That is true,” he said, regaining his composure. “So are you friends with the diplomats’ wives?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I only visited them a few times. I was only married for four years, and I was pregnant or in confinement for two of them. While he might have been able to bend the rules enough that I would be allowed out of my home to visit the ladies for tea once in a while, he could not bend them enough to let me be seen outside while I was with child. That would have been too much. I also couldn’t leave the house during my year of mourning. After so long, it seemed strange to reply to their invitations.”

      “Do they still message you?” he asked.

      She nodded and crossed the room to a small table. She opened one of the drawers and pulled out a small stack of letters. “I don’t receive invitations very often, but some of the women there seem to still remember me.”

      Inspector Gong looked at the letters. He couldn’t read them, but he recognized some of the Roman letters. They were definitely in English. “Lady Li,” he said, “I think it’s time you accepted these invitations.”

      “And do what?” she asked.

      “Find out what you can about the girl and her death. This has to be the talk of the town in there. Maybe you can interview the family she worked for. The neighbors even. If you could encourage them to let us investigate, even release the body to us, that could change the tide of the investigation.”

      “But…why would they listen to me?” she asked, incredulous. “Didn’t they nearly throw Prince Kung out of the legation? A prince! The prince. The one man trusted by foreigners and Chinese alike. Why would they listen to me if not him?”

      “As you said, the women are different,” he said. “He didn’t talk to the merchant’s wife. And she was definitely hiding something.”

      Lady Li sighed and paced the room. She was exhilarated by the chance to help, but terrified as well. She had nearly been killed in the investigation in the Forbidden City. She only found out who the killer was by accident really. This sort of investigation would require so much more finesse. And not only to question those involved, but he wanted her to persuade the family to cooperate? She shook her head.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It…it is so much to ask. I wouldn’t know what I was doing.”

      “I know I am asking a lot,” he said. “But you speak English, can get into the legation, can speak with the women. That is more than I can do. Anything you find out will be more than we knew before. I have faith in you.”

      “Who is the family?” she asked. “Who did the girl work for?”

      “A Mr. Gibson and his wife. They had the largest house on the street I think.”

      “Gibson?” Lady Li asked. She took the stack of letters from Inspector Gong and rifled through them. She found one in particular and held it up. “She just wrote to me two weeks ago.”

      “Are you going to reply?” Inspector Gong asked.

      She hesitated for a moment, but then she nodded.

      “I’ll do it,” she said.
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      Inspector Gong was glad to have the aid of Lady Li, but he did not know just how much help she could be. Would the foreigners even admit her into the legation now, with tension so high? If they did, why would they take her words into account? Would they tell her anything of use? Even though he had his doubts, at least they had a plan to try. But the inspector was not without his own work to do.

      With half a dozen of his own men, the inspector returned to the main gate of the Foreign Legation. The crowd had grown considerably, yet no violence had broken out. While half of the crowd seemed ready to attack with only the slightest provocation, the rest of the people appeared to only be watching, waiting to see what would happen.

      When the inspector arrived, he could feel the tension increase. The people watched him closely, wondering if he were there to support the crowd or disperse it? Would this be the match that ignited the tinder of war?

      The inspector had ordered his men not to harm the people or use excessive force. They were merely to act as a barricade between the people and Inspector Gong. But the vast crowd didn’t know that. Hopefully the mere presence of the guards would keep the people from escalating the situation.

      The people parted ever so slightly, just enough for Inspector Gong and his men to shoulder their way through the crowd and make their way to the dead girl’s parents, who were still publicly mourning their daughter.

      Inspector Gong had to speak loudly for his voice to carry over the noise. “Zhao Laoye. Zhao Fuwen,” he said. “I am Inspector Gong. I have been ordered by Prince Kung to investigate your daughter’s death.”

      “Murder!” the girl’s father yelled. “She didn’t just die! She was murdered!”

      The crowd growled their agreement.

      “I don’t disagree,” Inspector Gong said. “But to find the killer, calmer heads must prevail. Will you speak with me?”

      “What good will it do?” the old man asked. “There will be no justice for her. You can’t arrest a White Devil for killing a Chinese girl, can you?”

      Again the crowd erupted with jeers. One of the inspector’s men stepped forward, as if he was going to punch the old man for his insolence. It was as though every person present held their breath to see what would happen. But Inspector Gong placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and pulled him back. He then turned back to the old man.

      “Come talk to me, uncle,” he said, which was a polite way to refer to an older fellow even if he wasn’t a relation. “Help me find out what happened to your precious daughter.”

      At this, the girl’s mother nodded to her husband and stood. She swayed a bit on her tiny bound feet, but quickly found her balance.

      “There is an inn nearby we can talk at,” Inspector Gong explained. “Let me buy you some food. You must be starving.”

      “Nothing fills an empty stomach like grief,” the father said, but he headed toward the inn anyway, followed by his wife.

      Inspector Gong nodded to his men. Two of them were to escort him and the elderly couple to the inn while the others worked to disperse the crowd. Without the mourning parents there as a rallying cry, he hoped the rest of the people would lose interest and head home.

      The inn was sort of like a tavern, with rooms to rent, alcohol to drink, and food to eat. There were also people gambling and women soliciting their services. In one corner, two men were playing the pipa and the erhu for tips. Inspector Gong ordered a round of fried noodles for himself and the dead girl’s parents and a pot of tea.

      “So, where are you from?” the inspector asked as they waited for their food.

      “Right here in Peking,” the father said.

      “Really?” the inspector asked, dubiously. Few people were actually “from” Peking.

      “Well,” the old man hedged. “My family was from Kwangsi Province. But during the Taiping Rebellion, we fled. You know it?”

      Inspector Gong nodded. “I do. I was in the Hunan Army at the time. Kwangsi is beautiful.”

      “The Yao, the Taiping, Jintian, the war with the foreigners. Over and over again, our lands were ransacked and our sons killed. We couldn’t stay. We came here for a better life. A peaceful life.”

      The food arrived. While Inspector Gong dug in, he noticed that the couple only picked at their food and sipped their tea.

      “I am sorry for the loss of your daughter,” he said. “Was she your only child?”

      “Yes,” the old man said quickly. “No other. Only one. We were depending on her to care for us in our graying years.”

      “How do you make a living here in the city?” Inspector Gong asked. Farming supported the people in the countryside, but in the city, one needed a trade to survive.

      “I am a woodcarver,” the father said with some pride. “I make the small, decorative panels many people use around their doorways. My wife, she makes lotus shoes.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. He didn’t notice the girl having bound feet, but he hadn’t had much time to examine her. “Did your daughter have bound feet?” he asked.

      The old man shook his head. “We wanted to, of course. It is very proper. We wanted her to marry well. But when we first came to the city, the missionaries, they helped us. They helped us feed our…our daughter while we established ourselves. They taught her English. They would not allow us to bind her feet if we wanted her to go to their school.”

      Inspector Gong noticed that the father had stuttered a bit while telling his story, as if he was carefully choosing his words. He would only do that if he was trying to hide something, but he didn’t want to pressure him now. He would try to find out more later.

      “Tell me more about her,” Inspector Gong said. “You said the missionaries taught her English.”

      “She was a very bright girl,” the father said. “She could read and write English very well. And she could write Chinese. Had she been a boy, she could have been a scholar.”

      “Such a waste,” Inspector Gong said as he refilled their teacups.

      “Indeed,” the father said as he nodded. “But she eventually got a job as a maid in that merchant’s house. Not many Chinese girls can get such a good placement, or so we were told.”

      “Was it a good placement?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “We thought so,” the father said. “Until she was killed.”

      The mother coughed, chocking a bit on her tea, and gasped loudly. She had not said anything during their meal, but that was not uncommon. Most women would not have a conversation with a man who was not a member of her family. It was normal to let her husband speak on her behalf. But now, she began to cry and held a cloth to her eyes. She was not wailing for show now, but from real grief.

      “They…they will not even give us her body,” she stuttered through her tears. “Who is taking care of her? Who will wash her and brush her hair?”

      The old man put his arms around his wife and looked at the inspector. “Can you help us?” he asked. “I know we will never get justice for our daughter, but will we at least be able to help her spirit rest?”

      “I will do my best,” the inspector said. “I have someone going to speak with the family she worked for. We will try to get the body released and find out what happened.”

      “Did you see our daughter? Do you have an idea of what happened?” the father asked.

      Inspector Gong shook his head. Of course, he had seen the girl and knew how she died, but he didn’t want to tell the father too much right now. Anything the father heard could influence his perception about what had happened to the girl. And he needed her parents to be as honest as possible, though he already had the feeling they were keeping things from him. Not that such a response was unusual. Most people had a few things about their lives they didn’t want to become common knowledge. The trick was finding out if those secrets played a part in the death of the girl.

      “Tell me more about your daughter. Did she have any enemies? Did she have a lover?”

      The father shook his head. “No, nothing like that. She was a good girl.”

      Inspector Gong noticed that the mother was worrying her lower lip. “Zhao Fuwen?” he asked. “Is there something about your daughter I should know?”

      She slowly nodded her head. “There…there is a boy. But they are in love. He also works in the legation. He is a…I don’t know what they call it. Not a common coolie. He has to wear a suit and serve the family.”

      “You mean like a butler, or a footman?” the inspector asked.

      “Something like that,” she said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this?” the father asked. “Was she whoring? Is that how she brought in extra money?”

      “No!” the mother said adamantly, or as adamantly as she could in her low, humble voice she was used to using around her husband. “She was a good girl. But they were young and didn’t want to leave their jobs. She didn’t want you to worry because he lived in the legation too. She thought that if you knew, you would make her quit work. Make her come home so you could watch her.”

      “Well that would have been better than her ending up dead, yes?” the father yelled.

      The mother’s tears began to fall again at her husband’s sharp tongue. Inspector Gong would usually stay out of a domestic squabble, but he still needed more information. Though people did tend to be more honest when they were emotional.

      “The boy,” Inspector Gong interrupted. “What is his name? Where can I find him?”

      “His name is Wang Bolin,” the mother said, reducing her sobs to a sniffle. “I don’t know where he lives, but I know he works very close to her. They would see each other often. I don’t know his family.”

      The inspector wondered if he lived across the street from the girl. In one of the houses where the killer could have had a clear shot of the room where she died.

      “I should be able to find him,” the inspector said. “Were they quarreling, do you know? Would the boy have any reason to be upset with your daughter?”

      The mother shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “They loved each other, and they wanted to marry, but they both agreed to wait. He would have no reason to be angry with her.”

      “What about her employers?” he asked. “Mr. and Mrs. Gibson. Were they good employers? Did they treat her well?”

      “As far as we know,” the father said with a frown. “They always paid her on time and there were few language problems since she spoke English. She would often translate for the other servants as well, so she was well liked by her fellow workers.”

      “You mentioned she was bringing home extra money,” the inspector said. “Where do you think that was coming from?”

      The father hesitated. “Well, she said it was a bonus for her good work. Or because she made money writing letters for the other Chinese in the legation. Many can’t even read or write Chinese you know. So if someone wanted to write to their parents or their husband or wife in the countryside or another city, she would do it for them and they would give her a few coins.”

      “But…?” Inspector Gong encouraged.

      “But…” the father slowly said. “Now that you ask, I wonder if there was something we didn’t know. I mean, someone killed her. There must have been more going on, yes?”

      “I would have to agree with that,” Inspector Gong said. “Of course, the killing may have been an accident. Or maybe she wasn’t the intended target. Her death might not have had anything to do with her at all.”

      The father scoffed. “But you don’t think that is the case, do you?”

      Inspector Gong couldn’t hide a small smile. The father was clever. While it was a bit endearing, it could also mean he was hiding more than Inspector Gong thought. He might have to look deeper at this innocent-seeming old timer.

      “I…think I need to examine all possible scenarios,” he said. “I will do my best to find out what happened to your daughter. I cannot promise you more than that.”

      “We cannot hope for much more,” the father said. “When it comes to the Foreign Devils, there is no justice. They can come into our country, set up camp in our capital, burn our palaces. And what do we do? Give them more land! More treaties! Let them sell more drugs to our people!”

      He was referring to the second war with the British over opium about eight years before. The imperial family had to flee the Forbidden City after the foreign powers attacked the Dagu Fort. After the war, several treaties were imposed upon China as punishment, which included fines, the loss of land, the right to import opium, and the creation of the legation inside Peking itself, in the shadow of the Forbidden City. The legation was considered foreign soil, and its occupants were treated as if they were living in their home country and were not subject to China’s rules, laws, or customs. This created much friction between the foreigners and locals, who thought the foreigners were given special protection and privileges that were denied the local Chinese. Many Chinese resented that the foreigners were treated almost as royalty, instead of interlopers.

      “I understand your frustration, your anger,” Inspector Gong said. “First you were routed out of your home in Kwangsi by rebels. And now, your own daughter killed by the foreigners. But you must give me time. If there are riots, or if the foreigners feel threatened in any way, they won’t work with me. Won’t let my informants inside their walls, their homes. Do not go back to the gate. When you leave here, go home. I will come to you as soon as I learn what happened to your daughter.”

      “So those bastards’ comfort is more important than my suffering?” the father asked. “Now, I cannot even mourn my daughter because the foreigners might feel scared? They should feel scared! This is China!”

      The inspector reached out and put his hand on the old man’s shoulder to calm him down.

      “Just give me time,” he said gently. “That’s all I ask. Let me find your daughter’s killer. Then we can decide what to do.”

      The man glared at the inspector, but once again, his wife demonstrated that she held more power over him than he would like to admit. She silently placed her hand on his knee and nodded. He calmed down considerably.

      “Find out who killed our daughter, Inspector,” he said.

      Inspector Gong nodded. He stood to leave and paid the innkeeper for the food and tea. He walked outside and his men followed him. He looked at the gate of the legation and noticed that the crowd had indeed dispersed, for now anyway. There were still more people hanging around than normal, and the gate was closed, the foreign guards tense.

      The rest of his men came over to his side. They seemed a bit out of place now that the street was relatively quiet, so he let them attend to other duties.

      He hoped that the dead girl’s parents would return home like they promised and not rouse the crowd again. Lady Li had said that it was already too late in the day to call on Mrs. Gibson. She would have to wait until tomorrow.

      He hoped the calm would hold that long.
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      By the time Inspector Gong had left for the day, it was already much too late for a social call, according to British etiquette, so Lady Li would not be able to call on Mrs. Gibson until the next day.

      She tried to recall what she knew about the woman, and, sadly, it wasn’t much. Lady Li had only been to visit with the legation ladies a few times and was always surprised when she still received notes from them. She wondered if the ladies even realized she was receiving invitations or if their maids were just sending the notes to everyone in their address book.

      No, that was a poor attitude to have. She needed to think that Mrs. Gibson actually wanted her to visit. She had to pretend they had been friends. If she went there with a defeatist attitude, she would be dismissed immediately. She had to affect an air of confidence, of familiarity.

      She knew that Mrs. Gibson was married to a British general turned merchant. He had been to China several times when he was in the military and knew it was an excellent source of business. When he retired from the military, he was still young enough to embark on a new career and had decided to make China his permanent home, more or less, and had moved his family to the legation.

      The Gibsons were one of the wealthiest families in the legation, and Mrs. Gibson was someone the other ladies tended to see as their leader, their rock, the sun around which their social lives circled. She knew everyone and everything that was going on, both in the legation and out of it. She was so knowledgeable about the news and gossip of London you would think she still lived there even though she only visited every couple of years. She also had a surprising grasp on the news and politics of wider Peking. She had a son who was currently in the military and serving in India and a daughter in her late teens who still resided with them.

      Lady Li had no idea how Mrs. Gibson would feel about the girl being murdered in her home. Would she be scared? Annoyed? Sad? She also didn’t know how she would be received when calling at such a time. She needed something to catch Mrs. Gibson’s attention. Something that would make her invite Lady Li into her home and visit with her, even if she was not in the mood for social calls. She decided to ask her Eunuch Bai for help.

      “Yes, My Lady?” he asked with a slight bow of his head.

      “You know far more than I do about what is going on around the city,” Lady Li said. “Is there anything going on in the legation, besides the murder of the girl?”

      Eunuch Bai hemmed and hawed for a moment as he considered this. Eunuchs always traded in information. It was one of the main reason they were so valuable, and why many people did not trust them. They made up their own subset of society, and the secrets within it were not well known to most people on the outside, but one could usually tap into it, for the right price. Lady Li paid Eunuch Bai enough already that she did not need to bribe him for information, but there were still things he would rather keep close to his chest than share.

      “Anything specific?” he asked.

      “Something I can share with Mrs. Gibson that would help me gain her trust,” Lady Li said. “A bit of tit for tat, if you will.”

      “You know there are no eunuch servants in the legation,” he said. “The foreigners wouldn’t be able to stand it.”

      “I am aware,” she said with a nod. Foreigners would never hire cut men or bound foot girls. Though she had heard that eunuchs were not only found in China but some places in the west as well.

      “So there is little I can tell you specifically about the goings on in the legation,” he continued. “But you know that tension with the foreigners is high, especially with regards to the trade ports.”

      “Always,” Lady Li said.

      “According to my sources at the foreign ministry, customs is going to completely shut down the foreign ports in three days’ time,” he said. “They are going to call it a ‘surprise inspection.’ They are planning on shutting down the port for at least a week, maybe longer, depending on how things play out over the girl’s death.”

      “That’s impossible,” Lady Li said. “China doesn’t have the authority to close the foreign ports.”

      “This isn’t coming from China,” he explained. “Not directly anyway. The British customs official, Commander Hart, is going to issue the order himself.”

      “Why?” Lady Li asked, aghast. “That will hurt the British as much as the Chinese, if not more so, if they can’t get their goods out.”

      “But it will please the Chinese, could calm tensions, at least for a little while. I heard Prince Kung asked it as a personal favor, both to please the empress and to keep any possible killer from escaping on any of the ships. You know Commander Hart is very careful when it comes to keeping the Chinese officials happy.”

      “So I’ve heard,” she said with a grimace. Commander Hart was a bit of a controversial figure in the city. Too British for the Chinese; too Chinese for the British. He walked a thin line and never really earned the full trust of either country, but just enough that he was preferable to anyone else. “But what does this have to do with Mrs. Gibson?”

      “Her husband has a ship scheduled to sail in four days’ time,” he said with a knowing raise of his eyebrow.

      “So they aren’t planning on telling the ship owners beforehand?” Lady Li asked.

      “If they did, the shippers would all sail early and there would be no one to inspect, no ships to detain.”

      “But if Mr. Gibson was to just happen to sail early…” she said.

      “Nothing suspicious about that,” Eunuch Bai replied.

      “Thank you so much, Eunuch Bai,” Lady Li said. She started to turn away, but then she heard him clear his throat. “Yes?”

      “I would not want you think that just because I am helping you that I approve of Inspector Gong,” he said plainly. “He shouldn’t be coming here. And he certainly should not be getting you involved in such a sordid affair.”

      “He helped solve Suyi’s murder,” she said. “I can’t just turn him away when he calls. And he didn’t ask for my help, I offered.”

      “All the worse,” he said. “That man is a bad and dangerous influence.”

      “I think I am quite capable of making my own decisions,” Lady Li said, crossing her arms.

      “Indeed you are,” Eunuch Bai said, a little more softly. “Which is why he is so dangerous. He…inspires you. Gives you courage.”

      “And that is a bad thing?” she asked, nearing laughter.

      “In a world where one wrong move could ruin your reputation, and that of the entire family?” he asked. “Yes, it is.”

      She understood his meaning. Without Inspector Gong’s encouragement, she wouldn’t be so eager to go running off toward the scene of a murder, or allow an unmarried man to call on her so casually. It was dangerous. She had her daughters to think about. One wrong move and her daughters could end up completely unmarriageable, at least to someone of their class.

      “I know you speak from the heart, Eunuch Bai,” she said. “That you are only looking out for my welfare, and that of my daughters. I appreciate having someone in my life who worries about me so.”

      “But…?” Eunuch Bai asked, knowing that something more was coming.

      “But,” she continued, “I want to do this. I need to do this. I need to feel useful. I have to do something more to fill my days than sew clothes and order vegetables.”

      “You do have more,” he said. “You have two wonderful daughters to raise.”

      “For how much longer?” she asked. “First Daughter is six years old. I went to the Forbidden City when I was fifteen. I have less than...” She stopped for a moment as she felt tears welling is up. “I have less than a decade left to spend with her. And Second Daughter is only two years younger. Women as young as thirteen have been called to serve at the palace. You know this.

      “What am I to do when they are gone? What will fill my days? What will I have to look back on?”

      “You think you will still be solving crimes ten years from now?” Eunuch Bai asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I certainly didn’t think I’d be a widow at twenty-two. I didn’t think my life would…I didn’t think it would be like this.”

      “Like what?” Eunuch Bai asked.

      Lady Li shook her head and walked to the latticed window of her room that looked out into the courtyard. She saw her mother-in-law, Popo, sitting in the sun watching the little girls play near the koi pond. She was laughing as they tried to catch the tiny frogs that were jumping along the edge of the pond. Popo had also been widowed young. Her only son had been Lady Li’s husband, who had died only four years previously, and her only daughter had been Suyi, who had been murdered in the Forbidden City only a couple of months ago. Popo had spent most of her life alone and extremely ill. Lady Li had brought the old woman into her household so she could spend her final graying years with her granddaughters.

      She also saw, sitting quietly to one side in the shade to protect her fair skin, Concubine Swan. Concubine Swan had belonged to Lady Li’s husband and had no children of her own. She had been pregnant once, but when their husband, Lord Yun, died, she suffered a miscarriage. She had no other prospects. Lady Li knew that Concubine Swan often ate opium to help her cope with the long nights.

      Her home, while full of people, was also full of sadness. All the women in it were trapped and hopeless for the future.

      Lady Li sighed and shook her head.

      “Do not mistake my concern for lack of sympathy,” Eunuch Bai said. “But since you have no father, husband, or elder brother to advise you, I feel it is my duty to be the word of reason.”

      “And do not think that because I ignore your advice that I do not appreciate it, Eunuch Bai,” she said, turning back to him with a smile.

      “As long as we are both clear,” he said with a nod, and then left the room.

      Lady Li shook her head and turned to her wardrobe. She so rarely left the house, she wasn’t sure what she should wear. She dug in the very back of her closet and found something she hadn’t worn in over four years—a British style walking dress. It was completely unlike a Chinese dress.

      The only thing the two styles had in common was that they covered a woman from her chin to the floor and had long sleeves to her wrists. But while Chinese chaopaos and robes were straight without giving any hits about a woman’s body and long bell sleeves, British gowns were extremely formfitting up top, as if to intentionally accentuate the bust, and a bustled skirt to accentuate the rear end. When Lady Li wore them, she felt simultaneously scandalized and confident. She was glad she would be riding in her sedan chair so not many people would be able to see her. Of course, styling her hair would be an issue as well. Her husband had talked about sending her maid to the legation to take a course in hair dressing to help her if she started regularly visiting the legation ladies, but after his death she thought it rather a waste. She might have to rethink that idea.

      She called her maid to her room and together they pulled out her old corsets, crinolines, and walking boots. Some of the clothes needed a bit of repair work after sitting in boxes in the dark for so long. Some of the accent pieces were moth eaten, so the maid quickly repaired them with Chinese embroidered brocade. Of course, everything was horribly out of fashion, but there was no time to buy anything new. She would have to pay a visit to a French dressmaker while in the legation the next day.

      The next morning, Lady Li’s maid helped her dress. They decided to simply do her hair up in a bun and decorate it with several pins and clips. She would have to buy some hats at the shops as well. The boots were a trial as well. Lady Li couldn’t bend over far enough to lace them up herself since the corset was so tight so the maid helped her with that but she was clumsy at tying them. She then had to practice walking around since the heel was more narrow than she was used to. She took a long look in a full-length mirror in her room and hardly recognized herself.

      Lady Li finally took a deep breath, ready to head to the legation. Her maid accompanied her, since a lady, British or Chinese, would never venture out alone.  Lady Li climbed into the sedan chair, which was carried by two chair bearers, and the maid trotted along beside her.

      When she arrived at the legation, there was no crowd of protesters, thank goodness, but the area was quite busy. People were simply watching, waiting to see if something happened. The gates were still closed and there were several guards posted out front. As the bearers approached, a guard held up his arm to stop them.

      “No Chinese allowed,” he said.

      Lady Li opened one of the flaps just a bit and handed him her invitation from Mrs. Gibson. “I’m a guest of Mrs. Gibson,” she said firmly. “Open this gate at once.”

      “I see, ma’am,” he said. “I can let you in, and your maid, but not the chair or the men.”

      Lady Li wasn’t sure of the reasoning behind this, or if it were even true, but she decided not to make a fuss since they were at least allowing her inside. She opened the flap completely and her maid helped her out. She heard several gasps from people who were watching. She didn’t think they knew who she was, but they would find out soon enough. She was certain that as soon as she was out of sight her chair bearers would be surrounded by curious onlookers.

      She couldn’t help but glance around herself to see if there was anyone she knew. Off to one side, near an inn, she saw Inspector Gong. He must have been watching the legation, looking for clues or suspicious people. He was not even trying to hide the fact that he was staring, with his wide eyes and his mouth agape. She felt her cheeks go hot as she remembered how shapely the western clothes made her look, but then she remembered that he had already seen her naked, so she was glad he still found her attractive when she was fully clothed.

      She smirked, tossed her head, and entered the legation as if she belonged there.
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      It had been years since Lady Li had stepped foot in the legation, but not much had changed. It was still a world apart, as if someone had simply picked up a neighborhood in Russia, America, or even Holland and had dropped it right in the heart of Peking, only a stone’s throw away from the Forbidden City.

      She noticed that many people were staring at her as she walked through the legation. She doubted many Chinese ladies visited here, and now with the legation on high alert, they probably didn’t have many Chinese within the walls at all. Indeed, as she looked around, she saw very few Chinese servants running around. Usually there would be dozens of Chinese men in women going about their business like in any other neighborhood in Peking. Buying food, ordering clothes, hauling firewood. But now, she only saw a few Chinese and foreign servants rushing about, not nearly enough to be meeting all the needs of the foreign homeowners. She wondered if the servants had been banned from the legation or if they were being kept indoors. Certainly the ladies and gentlemen of the legation would not be able to survive if their servants had been banned from the legation. Who would help them dress and serve them tea? Lady Li smiled to herself at how hypocritical of her it was to criticize the foreigners for having servants. Was she not now followed by a maid? Was she not carried here by two men? Still, at least her servants were fellow Manchu. She didn’t hire people of another race to serve her as if the color of her skin naturally made her superior. She didn’t even have any Han servants.

      She shook her head to rid herself of such complicated thoughts as she approached the large house. She needed to focus on how she was going to approach Mrs. Gibson.

      There were several uniformed police officers milling about outside the house, as well as several important-looking men in suits, possibly diplomats and policemen of some sort.

      As she approached, one of the uniformed officers raised his hand. “Whoa there, miss. Where do you think you are going?” he asked her in English. Some of the other men scoffed, as if they thought she wouldn’t be able to reply.

      “That is lady to you,” she replied, trying to sound stern but was immediately surprised by how accented her English was. She nearly put her hand to her mouth in shock. While she remembered how to speak English properly in her mind, she had not practiced her spoken English in years, and it showed. Thankfully, the men seemed surprised enough that she spoke English at all, so they didn’t focus on her accent.

      “I’m calling on Mrs. Gibson,” she said, speaking slowly and clearly, and handed the guard her invitation letter from Mrs. Gibson. The letter was some months old, but it had invited her to call any time. Lady Li had decided that any time was now.

      The officer looked over the letter and then handed it to one of the suited men.

      “Lady Li,” he said with a smile. “I’m afraid this is not a good time. The Gibson family is undergoing a very difficult time…”

      “I know,” she said, cutting him off. “That is why I am here. Mrs. Gibson is my dear friend, and she needs comforting in this trying time.”

      Of course, it was very possible that Mrs. Gibson had given the police orders to not admit anyone. In that case, invitation letter or not Lady Li would not be admitted. But after a moment, the officer motioned for her to follow him.

      “Please, follow me,” he said with a wan smile. “We will see if she is accepting callers.”

      Lady Li nodded. She looked up at the house while they proceeded up the front walkway. She noticed that a window above the door was boarded up. She looked at the houses across the street. They were all of a similar height. The killer must have been in one of those houses, or on one of the roofs. She wondered how one would gain access to the roof of a house. Would it be very easy to climb?

      The officer knocked on the door and a white maid answered. He gave the maid the invitation letter and she disappeared inside for a moment. She quickly returned and opened the door wide.

      “Please come in,” she said. “The mistress will see you, Lady Li.”

      Lady Li held her head high and entered without a glance at the officer. Her own maid followed her in and shut the door behind her.

      Once they were inside. Lady Li ordered her maid to wait in the hallway. The Gibsons’ maid led Lady Li to a parlor on the left. Lady Li took a deep breath to steel herself before entering.

      Mrs. Gibson stood and faced Lady Li as she entered, a look of surprise on her face. Mr. Gibson was also there, though he hardly looked friendly and only nodded when she entered.

      “Lady Li,” Mrs. Gibson said with open arms, her mouth slightly agape. “I can hardly believe you are here.”

      Lady Li went to her and the two gave a friendly, if slightly awkward, hug. “I do hope you can forgive me for staying away so long,” she said.

      “It is nothing,” Mrs. Gibson said, waving a maid over to serve them tea, British style. She sat on the large plush sofa, pulling Lady Li down with her. Mr. Gibson also sat rather stiffly in a large wingback chair to the side, but still said nothing. “But where have you been? It has been years,” she asked.

      “I have been at home, mostly,” Lady Li said. “After the death of my husband, Chinese windows are required to go into a year of mourning. We are not allowed to do…well, anything really,” she explained.

      Mrs. Gibson nodded in understanding. “We have similar traditions. Though I doubt they are as strict as yours.”

      “Indeed,” Lady Li agreed. “Well, after a year, I just thought I had been away so long, it felt awkward trying to reach out again, so I just didn’t. I am so sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

      “Of course, dear. Of course,” Mrs. Gibson said and smiled as she poured some tea, sweetened it with sugar, and then cooled it with cream. She offered a cup to Lady Li.

      Lady Li accepted the tea and did her best to stomach it, though she knew the milk would upset her stomach later.

      “I am surprised you called now, after such a long absence,” Mrs. Gibson hinted.

      “But of course,” Lady Li said. “I heard of your troubles with the maid. I had to come and see if you were all right. And if you needed any help. This cannot be an easy situation to balance with the Chinese authorities or the girl’s parents. A clash of cultures, if you will.”

      “How…kind,” Mrs. Gibson said as though unsure if Lady Li was there to be genuinely helpful or if she was just there wanting to stick her nose in where it wasn’t wanted.

      “And with the troubles at the port,” Lady Li continued. “It must be a stressful time for your husband as well.” She didn’t make eye contact, but said this as though it was common knowledge.

      “What troubles at the port?” Mr. Gibson asked, his first words since she arrived.

      “Oh, that Commander Hart is planning to close the port in two days’ time,” she said. “There is going to be some sort of inspection and none of the ships will be allowed to leave for who knows how long.”

      “What the devil are you on about?” Mr. Gibson exclaimed, leaning forward.

      “Henry!” his wife gasped. “Language.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Lady Li said. “I know it must be disconcerting. You have a ship leaving soon, yes?” she asked Mr. Gibson directly.

      “I do,” he said. “In just three days! It’s nearly loaded already, tons of goods. Months of work. One of our biggest shipment of the year. If that shipment is delayed…Damn!” He stood and tossed his newspaper to the floor. “Damn that Hart!”

      “Mr. Gibson,” Lady Li said calmly. “Is it possible to leave a day early? Can your captain be ready?”

      “I think so,” he said. “It will take some work, and the men won’t be happy, but it could be done. Will Hart let us leave? Will he suspect I know about the inspection?”

      “From what I have heard he won’t stop any of the ships from leaving early. He doesn’t want anyone to know what will happen, and if he prevents ships from leaving, that would cause suspicion. I wouldn’t tell anyone why you are leaving. If all the ships tried to leave at once, Hart might close the port at any time. But if you can convince your captain to leave early, that would be the best solution to this problem.”

      “How…how do you know this?” he asked.

      “My husband was a diplomat,” she said, straightening her back and holding her chin up. “I still have my friends on the inside. Hart seems to think a surprise inspection would calm the situation, at least for a time.”

      Mr. Gibson scoffed. “Yes, well, we will see about that.” He started to rush off, but then seemed to recall his manners. “Thank you, Lady Li, for the information. You have no idea how useful it is.”

      Lady Li knew exactly how useful she was being, but she smiled and nodded innocently. “Certainly, Mr. Gibson.”

      He left, and Lady Li turned back to Mrs. Gibson.

      “That was…” Mrs. Gibson paused. Lady Li feared for a moment that Mrs. Gibson had seen the move for the manipulation it was. “…so kind of you, Lady Li,” she finally finished.

      Lady Li sighed with relief and reached over and touched Mrs. Gibson’s hand. “It is nothing after the kindness you have shown to me over the years,” she said, and she meant it. Mrs. Gibson had been very friendly to her back in the day, inviting her to socialize with the other ladies of the legation as if she was one of them. Lady Li began to regret cutting herself off from the woman over the years. She had so few friends. Perhaps some female friends, even foreign ones, would help with the oppressive loneliness she felt.

      Mrs. Gibson leaned back and seemed to relax a bit on the sofa. “You have no idea how terrible it has been,” she said.

      Lady Li nodded in sympathetic agreement. “I am sure.”

      “That girl…” She shook her head. Lady Li stayed quiet, a technique she had learned from Inspector Gong. Once a person was ready to talk, it was best not to interrupt them. “It was so shocking. Right here, in my own home. I still can’t hardly believe it.” She sipped at her tea as her mind wandered. Lady Li noticed her hand was shaking slightly.

      “What happened?” Lady Li asked.

      “She was shot through the chest, but with an arrow. Can you believe it? Upstairs in the guest bedroom. Crashed right through the upstairs window. One of the other maids found her.”

      “An arrow?” Lady Li repeated. “How strange.”

      “Isn’t it? Must have been some sort of freak accident. A ricochet from somewhere.”

      Lady Li wasn’t so sure. She didn’t think an arrow had the power to ricochet and still have enough speed behind it to crash through a window and kill someone. A bullet, maybe. But an arrow? She thought someone must have been aiming for the girl, but why? And from where? She would have to see who lived across the street.

      “Were you home when it happened?” Lady Li asked. “I’m so glad it wasn’t you or your daughter who was struck instead.”

      “Thankfully, no. We were not,” Mrs. Gibson said. “We were at a show. The whole family. The London Theater Company was staging a production of Hamlet nearby. So none of us were home.”

      Lady Li nodded. So not only were they not home, they were all together in public. So most likely none of them killed the girl. But one of them could have ordered it done while they were out of the house.

      “How long had she worked for you?” Lady Li asked, wanting to find out more about the girl.

      “Oh, a couple of years I believe,” Mrs. Gibson said. “She will be hard to replace. Usually the Chinese servants can’t speak English, so they just do menial tasks. But she was quite useful. I just gave her a raise. I was hoping she would stay on.”

      “Were you worried she was going to leave?” Lady Li asked.

      “Possibly,” Mrs. Gibson said. “She had a beau. If she got married, her husband and their families wouldn’t let her remain in service.”

      Lady Li nodded. “It is hard to be in service and have a family.”

      “Well, it would happen eventually,” Mrs. Gibson said. “She was pretty and smart. Someone would certainly snatch her up. But she seemed very grateful for the raise. I had the feeling…I think she needed the money.”

      “What makes you say that?” Lady Li said.

      “Well, she never said anything, but she was always willing to take on more work for a bit of extra cash. She would do intricate embroidery work in the evenings for other ladies in the neighborhood. But as an only child, I am sure her parents depended on her quite a bit.”

      Lady Li nodded as she considered this. If the girl had a boyfriend and their relationship was serious enough that they were thinking of getting married, would he have felt slighted that she chose the raise and the job over him? Would the family have felt insulted enough to have her killed? It was possible.

      “Do you know the boy?” Lady Li asked. “The beau?”

      Mrs. Gibson shook her head. “No. I know he works somewhere in the legation, but I don’t know his name.”

      At this point, Lady Li couldn’t think of anything else to ask, so she just made pleasant small talk. She asked about Mrs. Gibson’s daughter and if they had plans to travel during the cooler fall months. She told Mrs. Gibson about her own daughters and the recent death of her sister-in-law, Suyi. Before she knew it, a couple of hours had passed and it was time for lunch.

      “I am so sorry for taking up so much of your time,” Lady Li said as she stood to leave.

      “Not at all,” Mrs. Gibson said. “I quite enjoyed the chat. I do hope you will come again. You are always welcome in the legation.”

      At that, Mr. Gibson came back, striding right into the parlor still wearing his hat. “Lady Li!” he said loudly, making Lady Li jump. He stepped up to her and took her hand in both of his, shaking it vigorously. “Thank you for the information. I was able to get everything arranged to set the ship to leave early. And good thing too. It would have been a terrible blow if we hadn’t gotten the goods to market as promised. Thank you. I mean it.”

      “Oh, of course,” Lady Li said, though she was a bit unsure of what to do with her hand stuck in his grip.

      He raised her hand to his mouth and kissed it. She gasped and felt her face blush deeply.

      “I mean it,” he said. “If there is anything I can do.”

      “Well…” She paused. She did have a request, but she was worried about the good faith she had just garnered from them both. But she also thought it might be good to capitalize on his excitement in the moment. “The dead girl, the maid…I heard that her body had not been released to her parents. You know how important death rites are to us. When my own kin recently died, the police also kept her body for so long, we were worried we wouldn’t be able to bury her before her soul became trapped on this side and she became a hungry ghost. I know this is police matter, but if there is anything you can do…”

      The Gibsons stood silent for a minute, and then Mr. Gibson burst out laughing. “Hungry ghost!” he exclaimed. “Oh I forget what silly superstitions you people have.” He continued laughing, and even Mrs. Gibson couldn’t stifle her giggles completely.

      Lady Li felt her anger rise up. Who were these people to laugh at her? Did they not also have superstitions? Did they not bury their dead facing east? Did they not cover mirrors? But she forced herself to be calm and even chuckle a little herself. She needed to remain in their good graces if she wanted anything from them.

      “Yes,” Lady Li finally said. “I know it sounds silly. But her parents are simple country people. So if you could…”

      “Yes, yes,” Mr. Gibson said, wiping tears from his eyes. “I’ll see it done. Don’t worry.”

      “Thank you so much,” Lady Li said, trying not to grit her teeth. “It will mean so much to them.”

      Mr. Gibson nodded and finally let go of her hand. Mrs. Gibson led her back to the entryway, where Lady Li’s maid was still waiting. Lady Li turned and gave Mrs. Gibson another hug before heading out.

      “I mean it,” Mrs. Gibson said. “Do come back.”

      As Mrs. Gibson’s maid opened the door and they stepped out onto the porch, Lady Li motioned to the houses across the street. “Who lives over there?” Lady Li asked. “I seem to have forgotten.”

      “Oh, well you wouldn’t know the family straight across,” Mrs. Gibson said. “The Belvederes just moved in about a year ago. But next to them would be the Highcastles. You do remember Lady Highcastle, don’t you? She answers directly to the queen. Can you believe it? Queen Victoria is quite interested in the goings on around here, and even though she has official reports by the generals and the diplomats, she apparently loves to hear about things from a woman’s perspective from time to time. Can you believe such a thing?”

      Lady Li could, actually. China was currently ruled by an empress, much the same as Great Britain was. She had served the empress as a lady-in-waiting for several years. She knew that even though the empress had countless official court ministers, her real advisers were often the ladies of the Inner Court.

      But did that have anything to do with the death of a maid? Lady Li doubted it, but she would have to find some way to visit with Mrs. Belvedere and Lady Highcastle.
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      As always, Lady Li looked stunning. But in that tight British style gown, Inspector Gong couldn’t control his arousal. He was glad he was dressed in a loose Chinese-style robe and not the constricting trousers like a British man. Oh the things he wanted to do to that woman…

      On one hand, he was surprised at how easily she gained access to the legation; but on the other, he was not surprised at all. She had proven herself quite resourceful it the past. It was one of the reasons he had turned to her now. That and he had been growing desperate for a reason to see her.

      He couldn’t get her off his mind. He had abandoned his regular trips to the flower houses after meeting her. It somehow felt wrong to return to prostitutes after the amazing night he had spent with Lady Li in the Forbidden City. He wasn’t sure why. He knew he had feelings for her. Had things been different, he would probably try to court her. But he couldn’t. Why should he deny himself the touch of any woman because he couldn’t have the one he really wanted? It didn’t make sense.

      Yet he couldn’t shake the fantasy of having her in his life. Of course, he also wanted her in his bed, but more than that he appreciated her company. For the first time in his life, he could imagine having a wife. Someone he could come home to, share his day with, and ask advice of.

      But he couldn’t think about that right now. Now, he needed to focus on this case. The prince was worried the people could revolt, attempt to storm the legation. Inspector Gong thought that was highly unlikely, but it was true that many people disliked the foreigners holding such a prominent place in Peking, both physically—right in the shadow of the Forbidden City—and socially. The foreigners, even if they left the legation and ventured into Peking proper, were given special treatment. They were not beholden to Chinese law. They were governed by the laws of their home country, no matter where in China they were or how severe the crime. It was not uncommon for foreigners to kill Chinese people and simply be returned to their homeland, more for their protection from the wrath of the locals than to actually see justice in their own courts. Though that usually happened in more rural places. Here in Peking, the foreigners might engage in unscrupulous business practices or beat their housemaids, but they didn’t murder. The murder of a young lady was a crime against the dignity of the Chinese that could not be ignored.

      He milled around outside the gate of the legation and waited for Lady Li to return. It was a grueling two hours. Finally, she emerged, followed by her maid. He quickly crossed the street toward her.

      “Lady Li,” he said with a bow.

      “Inspector Gong,” she replied, inclining her head.

      “Would you care to join me at the inn nearby,” he asked. “So we can have a chat.”

      “I certainly would mind,” she replied. “I have some shopping I must see to before I return home. And I certainly could not be seen in a public house.”

      “Shopping?” he asked. “Shopping is more important than finding the girl’s killer?”

      “It is part of the investigation,” she explained. “The foreigners have strict social rules, just as we do. I look a fright in this old, rotting frock. If I wish to call in the legation again, I must look the part.”

      He sighed but accepted that she had a point. He was asking her to go undercover. She had to blend in with the other ladies. Well, as much as a Chinese woman could anyway.

      “Do I have permission to call on you at home, then?” he asked.

      “Indeed,” she said with a small smile. “Midafternoon.”
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      When he was led to Lady Li’s receiving room, he was disappointed to see she was once again dressed in her Chinese chaopao. He had hoped to have more glimpses of her in that tight western gown.

      She stood to greet him. “Inspector Gong.”

      “Lady Li.”

      She waved Eunuch Bai away, leaving them alone in the room, but he knew the eunuch was probably watching and listening from a spyhole nearby.

      They sat in chairs on either side of a tea table.

      “So, what did you learn?” he asked as she poured him a cup of tea.

      “Probably nothing of use,” she said humbly. “Except that the immediate family—Mr. and Mrs. Gibson and their daughter—were not home on the night of the murder. They were at the theater, so there are probably many people who can account for their whereabouts.”

      “So they have alibis then,” he mused.

      “They have what?” she asked.

      “We call it an alibi, when someone says they were somewhere and another person can vouch for them,” he explained.

      “Oh, I see,” she said. “Well, did you have reason to suspect them anyway?”

      “Other than the fact that the girl was murdered in their home?” he asked. “No.”

      “I suppose that would make them the first suspects,” she said. “But Mrs. Gibson said she was quite fond of the girl. She had recently given her a raise to convince her to stay on instead of getting married. She said that she was being courted by a young man who also worked in the legation.”

      “Did she know who he worked for?” he asked.

      “No, I’m sorry,” she said. “But it is possible she jilted him after Mrs. Gibson gave her the raise. She said that the girl always seemed in need of money. That she would take on extra embroidery work from the neighbors. Do you think she did it to support her parents? Are they unable to care for themselves?”

      “Her parents still work,” he said. “They seemed in fine health. They both have a trade. Her father is a woodcarver and her mother embroiders lotus slippers. They also get help from the missionaries. That is how the girl learned English, and why she didn’t have bound feet.”

      “So if her parents weren’t solely reliant on her to support them, why else would a young lady need money?” Lady Li wondered aloud. “She wasn’t saving for a wedding since she chose the job over the boy. So what was it?”

      “Could be any number of things,” Inspector Gong said. “Could be nothing. Young women like to shop. Maybe she just wanted a new dress so she could look fashionable while she walked around the legation.” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you making fun of me?” she asked teasingly.

      “I’m just imagining you in those fine new clothes,” he said. Lady Li blushed. “Will I get another chance to see you in them?”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “I did enjoy my time with Mrs. Gibson today. I think I might visit her again.”

      Their eyes lingered on one another for a bit. It went unsaid that she was also enjoying her visit with Inspector Gong. He had the feeling that she had missed him as well.

      He cleared his throat. “Or she could have been saving money for a more nefarious purpose. Perhaps she had a gambling problem or an opium addiction.”

      “How dreadful,” Lady Li said turning back to her teacup. “Well, it was probably not opium. She wouldn’t be able to work if her mind was in the clouds.”

      “You do have a point there,” he said. “Maybe her parents know.”

      “If they do they probably won’t tell you,” she said. “They won’t want to say anything that could show their daughter in a bad light.”

      “Well, that is true of almost everyone I interrogate,” he said. “But I always get them to talk.”

      “Fortunately, I did get Mr. Gibson to agree to release the girl’s body to them,” she said.

      “You did?” he asked, surprised. “How clever you are. How did you do it?”

      “I cannot reveal all my womanly secrets to you,” she said with a smirk. “But, stupid me, I did not ask where it was or how they would get it.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “Leave the gory details to me. Did you learn anything else of note? You were there an awfully long time.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “But I know one of the families who lives across the street from the Gibsons, in one of the houses where the killer could have been. I’ll have to try to call on Lady Highcastle and see what I can find out.”

      “Good,” he said. “But don’t try to do too much too fast. You don’t want to make yourself obvious.”

      “Well it didn’t help that an investigator was waiting for me outside the legation,” she said with a quirk of her eyebrow.

      “Hmm, you are probably right about that,” he said. “But I couldn’t resist. I haven’t seen you in so long.” He paused. “I missed you,” he finally dared to say softly.

      The playful smile dropped from her face and she looked away. At first, he thought he had offended her. But then she stood and walked to the wall. Inspector Gong stood as well, expecting her to dismiss him. Instead, she moved a small table with a vase on it slightly to the left. She then walked over to Inspector Gong and put her arms around his neck.

      “I missed you too,” she said in nearly a whisper.

      Inspector Gong pulled her to him and kissed her passionately. He felt his desire rise and he ran his hands over her body.

      “Oh, woman,” he groaned. “I need you.”

      “And I you,” she said softly. “But…we cannot. In the Forbidden City, I was free. But here, even now I am watched. I moved the vase so he cannot see us, but I am sure he is still listening.”

      “He is your servant,” he said. “So what if he knows? Order him to turn the other way.”

      “It is not that simple,” she said. “It is a lot to ask of him. And it would grant him immense power over me. I trust him, but who knows what the future will bring. Besides, other people saw you arrive, the neighbors. You should leave soon.”

      Inspector Gong turned away and rubbed his head in frustration. Then he turned back and gently touched her cheek. “We will find a way,” he said. “We will find a way to be together.”

      “It is a lovely dream,” she said. “But for now, you have a crime to solve.”
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      He didn’t know how she did it, but Inspector Gong was learning to not question Lady Li’s ways. Somehow she had gotten the foreigners to release the girl’s body. She didn’t have the details of the exchange, but he was able to work things out easily enough. The foreigners weren’t doing anything with the body anyway besides letting it decay in their custody.

      He had Prince Kung send a message to the chief of the British police force in the legation instructing him to release the body to Inspector Gong. When Inspector Gong arrived at the legation the next day, they released the body to him with no problems. He was surprised the body was in nearly the same condition she had been in when he saw her. It didn’t look like anyone had attempted an autopsy, which he thought was strange. The girl was murdered in the home of the wealthiest man in the legation. Did they not want to solve the crime? If not, why not?

      He had the body sent to Dr. Xue, Inspector Gong’s trusted friend and a doctor of Chinese medicine. He sometimes examined bodies for Inspector Gong in the back room of his medicine shop. He gave the doctor a few hours to conduct his preliminary exam and called on him in the afternoon.

      “The cause of death was an arrow to the chest,” Dr. Xue proudly proclaimed when the inspector arrived.

      “I know that,” Inspector Gong said.

      “Oh,” the doctor said, disappointed. “I thought you had sent me an easy case.”

      “It probably is easy enough,” Inspector Gong said. “I know the cause of death. The arrow was still sticking out of her when I first examined the crime scene. I was just hoping you’d be able to tell me if there was anything else about her I should know.”

      “Hmm,” the doctor mumbled to himself as he pulled the sheet back, revealing the splayed open body of the girl. “Young, healthy. No poison this time,” he said, referring to the case of Lady Li’s murdered sister-in-law from a few months back.

      “That’s good,” Inspector Gong replied. “But it doesn’t really help us.”

      “Well, she was also with child,” the doctor said. “About three months gone.”

      “Really?” the inspector asked, raising an eyebrow. “You are sure?”

      “When you know what to look for, the signs are easy enough to spot.”

      “Would she have known?” Inspector Gong asked. He really knew very little about the particulars of childbearing.

      “Probably,” the doctor said. “It’s possible she didn’t know. Young women, they don’t always know the ways of the world, but many women notice certain…changes after two or three months. She should have at least suspected something wasn’t right.”

      “Lady Li talked to the woman’s employer. She was a maid in the legation,” the inspector explained. “She had just accepted a raise. The employer was under the impression she was going to keep working. But if she had known she was pregnant, she wouldn’t be able to keep working.”

      “Maybe she had planned to get rid of it,” the doctor said.

      “Would she have been able to do that?” the inspector asked, once again showing his ignorance when it came to things women and children related.

      “Of course,” the doctor said. “Up to six months she could have taken care of it rather safely. After that, though, most doctors who take care of that kind of thing would probably advise her to give birth and then get rid of it.”

      “They would encourage murder?” Inspector Gong asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Nah,” the doctor said with a wave of his hand. “Just abandon it somewhere. Leave it in Heaven’s hands. Or she could have left it with the missionaries. They seem to specialize in taking in foundlings.”

      “She did have a connection with one of the missions,” Inspector Gong mused. “She went to school at one. But would she have been able to hide a pregnancy, and a birth?”

      “Some women can hide it,” the doctor said. “Some women don’t gain much weight when they are pregnant. And if their clothes are loose enough, sure. The birth itself, that could be much more difficult.”

      “Where are her clothes?” the inspector asked, looking around the room.

      “Here,” he said walking over to the simple wooden casket she had been delivered in. It looked as though she had only been wearing a simple green sleeping robe at the time and a few underclothes. It was late at night when she had been found. She must have been ready for bed. He thought back to the room she had been found in. He had only had a few minutes examine the scene, and he spent most of it examining the girl, so he tried to remember what he saw of the room. The details were fuzzy, but he distinctly remembered seeing a bed, a large bed with heavy wooden posts. All of the furnishings in the room looked large and high quality. A room too fine for a servant. Why would she be walking around the house and in a bedroom that wasn’t hers in her sleeping garments?

      “Was the murder weapon included with her things?” he asked.

      The doctor shook his head. “No, and no personal items. Just the body.”

      Inspector Gong let out a long exhale. No personal items. How cold were these British people? Surely they would know that her parents would want what few things she had. Wouldn’t they want them if they had been in their shoes? Even if she only owned a few cheap garments, it was all they had left of her. Who knows what Lady Li had given them to get the body; would she have anything left to give to secure her personal belongings? How much were these people going to make her bow and scrape to get them?

      To say nothing of finding the arrow. It was unique enough that Inspector Gong would remember it, but actually having the evidence in hand would be more useful to him.

      “She had a boyfriend,” the inspector said. “And he works in the legation too. If he was the father, why didn’t she just marry him? Not like he was some penniless scrapper.”

      The doctor pursed his lips for a moment. “I can think of one reason why she wouldn’t marry him.”

      Inspector Gong nodded knowingly. “If he wasn’t the father.”

      The doctor nodded in agreement.

      “But still, the boy probably wouldn’t know he wasn’t the father. Why not just claim he’s the father, quit her job, and let him take care of her?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “That’s why you are the inspector, Inspector,” the doctor said. “I don’t pretend to understand people, especially women.”

      “Is married life no longer heavenly bliss?” the inspector joked. The doctor was an older man and only recently purchased a young wife for himself.

      “You’ll know, soon enough,” the doctor said as he started to close the body of the dead girl back up.

      “What do you mean?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “I’ve heard that your mother has been making…inquiries,” the doctor said slyly.

      Inspector Gong groaned and rolled his eyes. “Nothing will come of it. She can ask around and pray at the temple all she wants, I won’t agree to anything.”

      “Have you ever really defied your mother?” the doctor asked. “Really? Have you ever truly stood before her and told her you would not do as she asked?”

      “No…” he slowly admitted. He and his mother had more of a silent agreement. As the youngest son, there had never been a real rush to get him married off. She had patiently allowed him free rein over his life. She let him join the army during the Taiping Rebellion. She then allowed him to work with Prince Kung, solving some of the most pressing cases around the city. She let him drink and whore and do whatever he wanted. His older brothers were already married with children of their own, so she had let him enjoy his bachelorhood for far too long. But even he couldn’t defy his filial duty forever. Eventually he would have to marry and have children. It was the natural order of things and his number one duty as a son.

      “Maybe she just thinks it is time,” the doctor said. “I can’t be the only one to have noticed a change in you lately.”

      “What do you mean?” Inspector Gong asked, playing dumb.

      “Good thing you decided to be an inspector and not an actor,” the doctor said as he started stitching up the girl. Inspector Gong couldn’t help but wrinkle his nose as he watched the gruesome task. “You haven’t been visiting the flower houses like before. And you’ve been drinking less. There’s a…somberness about you,” Doctor Xue explained.

      “I’ve just…been busy,” the inspector said. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “A lot?” he asked. “Or just one thing? Or one person, I should say.”

      Inspector Gong stayed silent, neither confirming or denying the doctor’s accusation.

      “Is she someone your mother wouldn’t approve of?” the doctor asked. “Is she a whore or from a poor family?”

      “Not exactly,” the inspector said. “But…we can’t be together. Nothing can come of it.”

      “She’s married?” the doctor asked.

      Inspector Gong stayed silent. He let the doctor think he was right. It would be better than him figuring out the truth.

      The doctor nodded. “Then maybe letting your mother make a match would be for the best. You’ve obviously changed your mind about staying a single man forever. You’ve at least been entertaining thoughts of marriage, yes? Well, how better to get over a woman you can’t have than by taking a woman you can.”

      Inspector Gong sighed. The old doctor was probably right. He needed to marry. And if he couldn’t marry Lady Li, why not marry someone else? Maybe he could stop thinking about her so much if he had another woman waiting for him at home. His growing feelings for Lady Li were only going to lead to disaster. For one of them at least; possibly both of them.

      “As always, you are full of wisdom, Doctor Xue,” Inspector Gong said as he gave him the fist-in-palm salute. “And thank you for the information about the girl. Let me know if you discover anything else. I’ll send her father to collect her.”

      Inspector Gong left a small pile of coins on the counter on his way out. He felt the need to call on Lady Li. He wanted to tell her about the girl being pregnant and ask her what she thought about it. Lady Li had two children. She might have some ideas about the girl’s motives. But he walked slowly. He knew he shouldn’t involve her further. He shouldn’t keep seeing her. Dr. Xue was right, he should marry and leave Lady Li far behind him. Then why did he keep walking toward her home? Why did she draw him so?

      He knew why. She was fascinating. No woman his mother found for him would ever be as interesting as Lady Li. Any woman his mother picked would just kneel and fawn. She would do embroidery work and have children. They wouldn’t have anything in common and she wouldn’t know anything about the wider world. He wouldn’t be able to share his day with her, and she wouldn’t be able to help him with his cases.

      Any other woman in all of China would be a poor substitute for Lady Li.
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      Lady Li was anxious. She paced the floor of her sitting room, waiting for…something. She wasn’t sure what. She hated being left in the dark. When she had helped Inspector Gong with a case previously, she was right in the thick of it. It had been her own family member who was the victim, and she was the one doing most of the investigating since Inspector Gong was barred from entering the Inner Court, the court of the ladies.

      But now, she wasn’t so intimately involved. She could only do as he asked and then give him the information, but there was little she felt she could do on her own. If she wanted to know anything else about the progress of the case, Inspector Gong had to be gracious enough to tell her, but she couldn’t force him.

      She hated giving him any power over her. She was above him socially, and as a widow, the head of her own household. Granted, in the great scheme of things, she was a rather insignificant person. But at least she didn’t have to directly answer to any man. Any amount of power Inspector Gong held over her felt as though she was losing the little bit of the autonomy she had.

      But it was more than the case that had her frustrated. Inspector Gong had been out of her life for months. For both of their sakes, he should have simply stayed away. Yet here he was, back in her life. And she didn’t want him to leave again. She wanted him to call on her, for any reason, related to the case or not. The one night they had spent together in the Forbidden City had reignited a passion in her she had almost forgotten had existed. She was now having trouble sleeping and was restless during the day. It killed to her to admit it, but she missed him. She wanted him. She wanted to find a way…

      Eunuch Bai knocked on her door.

      “Enter,” she said.

      “Inspector Gong,” he announced.

      Her breath hitched in her throat as he entered. He looked harried, rushed. His gaze was intense.

      “Leave us,” she somehow managed to say even though her throat was tight.

      Eunuch Bai nodded and shut the door.

      Inspector Gong stared at her, but he didn’t speak. He didn’t give her the required bow or state his intention. She also did not give him a curtsey or motion for him to take a seat. It was as if they were both frozen. Both wanting something they were unable to name.

      Finally Inspector Gong walked over to the table with the vase and moved it in front of Eunuch Bai’s peep hole. Then in only two quick strides, he was face to face with Lady Li. Still he did not speak.

      Lady Li’s breath quickened. Was this happening? “Wha…what are you…” she tried to ask, but the words died in her mouth. Inspector Gong took her face in his hands and kissed her. She closed her eyes and leaned into him. She opened her mouth and let him taste her.

      He moved from her mouth to her neck and his hands roamed down her body. “I need you,” he finally whispered.

      She nodded, unable to reply. Her eyes darted around the room. It was small and only had some chairs for visiting and a desk where she did some paperwork and writing. There was no bed or couch or any other suitable large surface.

      None of that seemed to matter to Inspector Gong. He pushed her against the wall and fumbled with his robe and pants as he unencumbered himself. He grabbed her hand and led her to his manhood. He was already fully excited, but he groaned at her touch.

      He then began to pull up her chaopao and linked one of his arms under her knee, lifting her up to him. He had done this before. She was more used to the slow, sensual method of lovemaking, but she had to admit that the rough and urgent way he was taking her now was something she had fantasized about. Especially lately, since they could not be together and she had not come up with a plan to take him to her bed, she had imagined moments very similar to this, something quick, something passionate, something that didn’t take long but would still meet their needs.

      “Yes…yes…” she sighed as they joined together. She did her best to stay quiet, but she knew the walls were thin. There would be no way to keep what she was doing a secret from her servants, especially Eunuch Bai, but she could at least pretend she was being discreet.

      Inspector Gong buried his face in her shoulder as he took her, doing his best to muffle his own groans of pleasure.

      After only a moment, they had both reached the heights of ecstasy, yet they continued to stand against the wall, breathing deeply, neither wanting the moment to end.

      “Maybe…maybe now I will be able to focus on the case,” Inspector Gong finally said as he pulled away slowly. He quickly righted his clothes as Lady Li smoother her chaopao.

      “Oh?” she asked.

      “It was a mistake to come here, to ask for your help,” he said. “I haven’t been able to think of anything else since I saw you again.”

      His words did not hurt her, because she knew he was right. There was something growing between them, something she was afraid to give a voice to, but if they continued giving into it, their lives would only be ruined.

      Lady Li, her knees weak, fell ungraciously into her chair. “And now?” she asked. “What of the case?”

      Inspector Gong remained standing, affecting an air of professionalism. “Can you get back into the legation? Find out more information?”

      “What do you need to know?” she asked.

      “We need to find her boyfriend,” he said. “She was pregnant.”

      If Lady Li hadn’t already been sitting she certainly would be now. “Pregnant? But she wasn’t planning on leaving her position or marrying.”

      “So says everyone,” Inspector Gong said. “Her mother knew about the boy, but she said they weren’t planning on marrying. Her employer, Mrs. Gibson said the same thing. But if she were pregnant, that could ruin everything.”

      “Even if she wasn’t planning on keeping it or marrying, if someone found out she was pregnant, she would be immediately dismissed and unable to find work in the legation again. Her reputation…” Lady Li stopped herself and shook her head. It didn’t matter what a woman’s class was, if she gave into her passions, she risked running her life.

      “The missionaries would probably refuse to help her as well,” Inspector Gong said.

      Lady Li nodded. “Her parents would disown her.”

      “So why not just marry the boy?” he asked. “Seems like the safer and easier choice. He could at least keep his job. Why not tell him?”

      “Maybe he wasn’t the father,” Lady Li said.

      Inspector Gong nodded. “Yes, that was my suspicion as well. But would it matter? Just let the boy think it was his. Can you think of a reason why she wouldn’t want him to think he was the father?”

      “I can think of a few reasons,” she said.

      “A few?” Inspector Gong nearly choked out. “Damn, I couldn’t think of one.”

      Lady Li suppressed a smile and shook her head. “I supposed men don’t give much thought to these matters.”

      “It had never crossed my mind,” Inspector Gong admitted. “So what do you think?”

      “It is possible she and the boy had not slept together,” she said. “How far along was she?”

      “Three months,” he said.

      “That would be too far along to sleep with the boy and tell him the baby came early. No one would believe a baby was three months early. That only works after a month, six weeks at the most.”

      Inspector Gong was doing his best to keep his jaw from dropping. Lady Li wondered if he was thinking about all the times he heard about babies “coming early” and never thought anything of it. She tried not to laugh.

      “And…your other…revelations?” he asked.

      “She could be concerned the baby won’t look like him,” she said.

      “I’m sure she could pass the baby off as looking like a distant relation,” he said.

      “A relation with yellow hair or green eyes?” she asked.

      Again she watched as the gears in Inspector Gong’s head whirled. “You think she could be pregnant with a yellow-haired child like Mr. Gibson?”

      “It’s possible,” she said. “Even in Chinese households, it’s not uncommon for men to take their maids to bed. In the Forbidden City, why do you think all the maids have to be Manchu? They have to be Manchu in case the Emperor decides to take them to his bed.”

      “You spoke to the Gibsons about the girl,” he said. “Did they say anything to make you think there was something going on between the girl and Mr. Gibson?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Mrs. Gibson said she liked the girl very much.”

      “Any other reason why should wouldn’t tell the boy?” he asked. “You said you had a few ideas.”

      “She might have been wanting to use the pregnancy to catch a better prize,” she said. “Why pretend the baby belonged to a servant when she could pretend it belonged to someone with better prospects? But that is a very risky gamble.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. “Whatever path she chose was going to be risky.”

      “It was risky enough to cost her her life in the end,” Lady Li said.

      “We need to find the boyfriend,” Inspector Gong said. “We need to find out what he knew and where he was the night of the murder.”

      “I can call on Lady Highcastle,” Lady Li said. “She lives in one of the houses across from the Gibsons.”

      “Good,” he said. “Start there and see what you can find out. According to the mother, the boy’s name was Wang Bolin.”

      “If you know his name, can’t you just go into the legation and ask them to hand him over?” Lady Li asked. “They probably won’t stop you from arresting a Chinese.”

      “They might,” he said. “They probably wouldn’t take kindly to me barging in. And I don’t know where he is. If I have to ask house by house, he could escape. No, I need to know where he is so I can move in quickly and capture him.”

      Lady Li nodded. “I will do my best to find him.”
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      The next day, the clothes Lady Li had ordered from a French tailor arrived.

      “Oh, mistress,” Concubine Swan said as she started pulling things out of the boxes. “Have you ever seen anything so fine?”

      “You weren’t with me in the Forbidden City,” said Lady Li. “You wouldn’t believe the hundreds of hours of embroidery work that must go into every single one of the empress’s gowns.”

      “That must be a sight to see,” Concubine Swan said as she tried to figure out which skirt went with which top and which hat.

      “It certainly was,” Lady Li said. “But these gowns are quite fine as well. The boning in the corsets is supposed to be the top quality.”

      “Oh, I don’t know how you can even breathe in them,” Concubine Swan said. “Every time you told the maid to tie the ties tighter I thought your ribs were going to snap.”

      “It is amazing what our bodies can endure in the name of fashion,” Lady Li said with a smile.

      “Surprising how strongly the foreign women are against foot binding when they bind their own bodies so,” Concubine Swan said as she fiddled with the ties on Lady Li’s new pair of walking boots.

      Lady Li stood in front of her mirror as she tried on one of the hats. “It is a bit hypocritical. But the missionaries have prevented many young women from having to endure the practice, so whatever it takes.”

      “I don’t know why the empress doesn’t just outlaw the practice altogether,” Concubine Swan said, giving up on trying to tie the laces on the boots.

      “The empress has a tight road to walk,” Lady Li said. “The Han grow more and more resentful of us Manchu every day. If she was to ban one of their more dear cultural practices, she could lose what little goodwill with the people she has.”

      “It is a terrible price those women have to pay,” Concubine Swan lamented. “Our women are so lucky.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Lady Li said. “I don’t know how many times I twisted my ankle on those dreadful pot-bottom shoes when I was younger.”

      “I suppose every culture has their own way of inflecting pain on us,” Concubine Swan said.

      “But we endure,” Lady Li said. “We are stronger and smarter for it.”

      “Is that why Inspector Gong keeps coming by,” Concubine Swan asked with a mischievous smile. “He can’t seem to find his feet without you to help him.”

      Lady Li blushed. She certainly hoped that Concubine Swan didn’t know about her…lack of decorum with Inspector Gong the day before. If anyone needed a man in her life, it was Concubine Swan. If Lady Li thought she could find a good placement for her, she would sell her. But she feared that anywhere she sent her, the poor girl would be even worse off than she was now. No respectable man would want a second-hand wife, especially one that had had a miscarriage.

      “He just keeps getting assignments he is not able to investigate on his own,” Lady Li said as she instructed her maid to help her put on one of the new outfits. “He doesn’t speak English, and there is no way the foreigners will let him actually investigate them.”

      “Sounds like the prince needs to just hire women to work in his investigative force if his men can’t get the job done,” Concubine Swan said, sticking her chin out defiantly.

      Lady Li started to laugh, but then she stopped herself. It wasn’t a terrible idea. There were actually many places in Chinese society where men couldn’t go. Men and women often led very separate lives. She was surprised the prince hadn’t considered using women before she started working with Inspector Gong. And Lady Li shouldn’t really be doing this sort of work. Maybe Concubine Swan could take her place. Of course, Lady Li would miss helping Inspector Gong with his cases, but it would be for the best.

      “Would you like to come with me to call on Lady Highcastle?” Lady Li asked Concubine Swan.

      “What?” she asked, shocked. “Me? Go with you? Are you serious?”

      Lady Li nodded. “Yes, I mean it. I’m sure the maid can tighten one of these dresses up to fit you.” Concubine Swan was exceptionally thin, but she preferred eating opium to food. Lady Li hoped that helping with a case would give Concubine Swan something else to do.

      “You’d let me wear one of your new French dresses?” Concubine Swan asked, almost in tears. “Oh, mistress, you are too kind to me.”

      “Please, don’t be emotional,” Lady Li chided. “You know you are no mere slave, you are family. Now go clean yourself up and then come back and we will fit one of these gowns to you.”
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      Concubine Swan was nearly giddy as they were carried in the sedan chair to the legation to call on Lady Highcastle, both of their maids trotting along beside. When Lord Yun chose Concubine Swan, he also required that she be able to speak English as well. Not that he planned to use her as a spy the way he did his wife—he knew the foreigners would look down on him for having a concubine—but he would only accept a well-educated woman. And Lady Li supported him choosing someone from a similar background as herself. But since Concubine Swan entered the Yun household, she had very little use for her English, so she had forgotten quite a bit. So Lady Li spoke to her in English on the way to legation.

      “Remember that your name is Yun Swan,” Lady Li said. “And you are Lord Yun’s cousin, not his concubine.”

      “I am Yun Swan,” she said in English as she peeked out the curtain. “I am your cousin.”

      “Very good,” Lady Li replied.

      “I am so nervous,” Concubine Swan said in Chinese. “I haven’t left the house since I was brought there in a red chair.”

      Lady Li nodded. There were few opportunities for a married lady to leave her house after marriage. They could go to the temple on festival days, but Concubine Swan didn’t seem to be very religious.

      “You’ll do fine,” Lady Li said. “Just try to follow the conversation as best you can.”

      “Should I do anything to help with your investigation?” Concubine Swan asked. “Since that is the real reason why we are going.”

      “Don’t do anything obvious,” Lady Li said. “We don’t want them to know we have anything to do with that. They won’t trust us if they suspect we are just using them for information.” Lady Li left out the fact that she actually enjoyed Mrs. Gibson’s company and would like to renew their friendship.

      When they arrived at the legation, once again, the ladies were allowed inside, but the men and the chair had to wait outside.

      Lady Li felt much more confident this time, in her new frock in the latest fashion, but she couldn’t ignore that the two of them together got even more stares than last time. She wasn’t sure if it was because there were two of them or because of how stunning Concubine Swan looked. Concubine Swan was a beauty by any standard. She had a long, lean body, but in the corseted French gown, she suddenly had curves in all the womanly places. She had allowed her hair to fall freely around her shoulders, which accented her nearly white skin and dreamy doe eyes. Lady Li had never felt intimidated by Concubine Swan before, but the more she looked around at the people—the men—staring at them, she had to accept that they were staring at Concubine Swan.

      Lady Li shrugged the bit of self-consciousness niggling at the back of her mind away. She needed to focus on the task at hand. She rang the bell at the home of Lady Highcastle. A Chinese maid answered the door, her eyes wide at seeing two Chinese ladies in western dress standing there.

      “Please let Lady Highcastle know that Lady Li is here to see her,” Lady Li said in English. She could have said it in Chinese, but she wanted to make sure that the maid would actually deliver the message.

      The maid gave a curt bow and headed inside. She returned a moment later and opened the door wide.

      “Lady Highcastle will see you,” she said in English. “Your maids can wait in the kitchen.”

      Lady Li nodded to the maids as she and Concubine Swan were led to the parlor. Lady Li started for a moment when she saw there were two other ladies already there with Lady Highcastle: Mrs. Gibson and another woman she didn’t know.

      “Lady Li!” Mrs Gibson called out as she crossed the room and took her hand. “How wonderful to see you again so soon. And what a lovely dress you are wearing.”

      “It is just an ugly dress the shop had in stock,” Lady Li replied. “I thought that if I was going to resume my visits in the legation, I should update my wardrobe.”

      “Well I think you look lovely,” Mrs. Gibson said. “And who is your friend?”

      “This is my cousin,” Lady Li said. “My late husband’s cousin actually. She is practicing her English and wanted to accompany me.”

      “I am Swan,” Concubine Swan said slowly and clearly, gripping Mrs. Gibson’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “I am her cousin.”

      “Charmed,” Mrs. Gibson said. “Well, come over and sit down. Lady Li, I am sure you recall Lady Highcastle.”

      “Just who I was coming to visit,” Lady Li said as she approached a younger woman with soft brown curls. “I am so sorry to have called when you already have visitors.”

      “Not at all,” Lady Highcastle said. “I appreciate having company. This…sordid business has been terrible for my nerves. Do sit down and have some tea.”

      Lady Li sat down on a small couch, and Concubine Swan sat next to her. Another Chinese maid who had been standing nearby offered each of them a teacup and poured the tea for them. Lady Li noticed that Concubine Swan gripped the delicate British-style cup firmly in both of her hands. She hadn’t considered giving the girl a rundown of British manners. She nudged Concubine Swan with her elbow and held up her own teacup, gently held by and handle with her fingers. Concubine Swan nodded and followed her example.

      “Lady Li,” Lady Highcastle said, “do you know Mrs. Belvedere?”

      Lady Li recalled that Mrs. Belvedere lived in the other house across from the Gibsons. “I’m afraid I do not,” she said. “You must be new to Peking.”

      Mrs. Belvedere was older and had a face like a sour plum. “I have been here for two years,” she said. “But one never feels settled in a foreign country. Every single day is a struggle. Do you know I spent two hours at the bank yesterday trying to send money home? Two hours! The whole day was practically shot by the time I got back to the legation.”

      All the ladies nodded and then sipped their tea.

      “And you can never find good help,” Mrs. Belvedere continued. “None of the servants could catch up with their work when I got home. We were not served dinner until nine o’clock! I have never lived in a country with such lazy people. And we lived in India for a decade!”

      Lady Li did not reply but kept to her tea.

      “What is India?” Concubine Swan asked.

      “Yìndù,” Lady Li said softly.

      “Oh yes,” Concubine Swan said with a smile and nod.

      “Have you been to India?” Lady Highcastle asked Concubine Swan.

      Concubine Swan giggled. “No. I just know the name. Tea and opium, yes?”

      The other women laughed uncomfortably.

      “I am sure India has more than that to offer,” Mrs. Gibson said.

      “But that is about it in a nutshell,” Lady Highcastle said.

      “And malaria,” Mrs. Belvedere said. “And the heat. And the humidity! And the smell! Oh, my lord. If I never smell…”

      “When will you return to England, Mrs. Belvedere?” Lady Li asked in the hopes of redirecting the conversation.

      “Heaven knows!” she replied, throwing up her hands. “Have you heard about the ports being closed? We were supposed to leave next month so we can be home for Christmas. I tell you, that Mr. Hart is ruining lives as we speak. Not only was my husband’s ship locked in the port for some dreadful inspection, even passenger ships have been prevented from leaving.”

      “How terribly inconvenient,” Lady Li said innocently.

      “We were lucky that my husband’s captain was anxious to leave and left early,” Mrs. Gibson said.

      “Well some of us weren’t,” Mrs. Belvedere said. “Our silk and porcelain goods were scheduled to ship next week, but Mr. Hart said that the inspection could last a month!”

      “Not to mention the ships that now can’t get in,” Lady Highcastle said. “Most of our husbands import as well.”

      “Indeed,” Mrs. Gibson said. “Our ship got out but our next arrival has been delayed indefinitely. I don’t know what Hart expects them to do. Just float around in circles for weeks on end? What about our letters from home?”

      “It’s an act of war, I tell you!” Mrs. Belvedere exclaimed rather suddenly, causing Lady Li to nearly spit out her tea.

      “Oh, Julia,” Lady Highcastle said, patting Mrs. Belvedere’s hand. “It can’t be a bad as that, can it?”

      “It certainly is!” Mrs. Belvedere said. “We were awarded those trade ports fair and square after the last war. To close them is to violate the peace treaty.”

      Lady Li could feel her left eye twitch and her cheeks burn. She knew she needed to keep silent if she wished to gain information from the ladies, but as she bit the inside of her cheek to the point of bleeding, she simply could not.

      “I am sure that any losses will pale in comparison to the losses the Chinese suffered during the war,” she said. “The emperor died because of it. I am sure a few days’ delay of a ship is only a minor inconvenience.”

      The other ladies were silent for a moment as the tension mounted. The other ladies shuffled uncomfortably as Lady Li locked eyes with Mrs. Belvedere.

      “I would not expect you to understand matters of economic importance,” Mrs. Belvedere finally said to Lady Li. “Chinese women aren’t even allowed to go to school, much less be educated in such complex matters.”

      “And considering how young England is when compared to China,” Lady Li said, “I can understand why your people have such little regard for the culture, the traditions, the architecture of the people you conquer.”

      “Architecture?” Mrs. Belvedere scoffed. “You mean those ridiculous squat houses and open-air temples? It’s just wood and paint. Nothing of substance like the great marble structures we build. We did China a favor by burning down that wretched Summer ‘Palace’ as the locals like to call it.”

      “Did you see the Summer Palace before your people came?” Lady Li asked.

      “Of course, not,” Mrs. Belvedere said.

      “I did,” Lady Li said. “I was there when it burned. I watched from a nearby cliff as hundreds of buildings, countless of pieces of art, and thousands of years of history went up in smoke. After your soldiers looted what they could like common thieves.”

      “Oh, Lady Li,” Lady Highcastle said, her hand on her chest. “How terrible that much have been for you.”

      “Well,” Mrs. Belvedere huffed. “You would think that you people would have learned your lesson. Defying the will of the British will only cost you dearly.”

      “Did you learn your lesson after the American Revolution?” Lady Li asked. “Great Britain can only force its will upon the world for so long.”

      Mrs. Belvedere stood. “Well, I think I have had quite enough tea. Good day to you all.”

      The other ladies all stood. Lady Highcastle tried to see Mrs. Belvedere out, but she nearly rushed out without even a goodbye.

      “Perhaps we should go as well,” Lady Li said. “I fear I let my stupid tongue say too much.”

      “Oh no,” Mrs. Gibson said, sitting back down. “Do stay. Mrs. Belvedere is always a negative Nelly.”

      “She is a hard woman to get to know,” Lady Highcastle said as she sat.

      “Lady Highcastle,” Concubine Swan said very formally. “How are you coping after the murder?”

      Lady Li gasped. “Con…Cousin Swan! How can you ask such a thing? I am so sorry, ladies.”

      Lady Highcastle and Mrs. Gibson looked at each other and then burst out laughing.

      “It’s quite all right, Lady Li,” Lady Highcastle said. “Do you think we have talked about anything else since that day?”

      “It has been quite stressful, in truth,” Lady Highcastle replied. “That there is a murderer running loose in the legation, it is terrifying. She was shot from outside! We aren’t even safe in our own homes.”

      “I have heard that the police are looking for the young woman’s boyfriend,” Lady Li said. “Someone name Wang Bolin.”

      “Wang Bolin?” Lady Highcastle asked. “Are you serious? Where did you hear that?”

      She stammered for a moment, unsure of how to reply. How would she hear something so specific?

      “The Chinese newspaper,” Concubine Swan said.

      Lady Li looked at her in shock, but she only nodded for Lady Li to go along.

      “Oh, yes, the Chinese newspaper,” Lady Li said. “I am sure the Chinese newspapers and the English newspapers are each printing their own versions of what happened.”

      Lady Highcastle and Mrs. Belvedere nodded, accepting the explanation.

      “Do they think he did it?” Lady Highcastle asked.

      “I think it is just routine to question anyone who was close to the girl,” Lady Li said.

      “Well, Mrs. Belvedere is going to love that,” Lady Highcastle said. “Wang Bolin is a member of her staff.”

      “Oh.” Lady Li nearly shuddered. It would be impossible for her to speak with Mrs. Belvedere after their last exchange. What would Inspector Gong think? “Are you sure?”

      “Quite sure,” Lady Highcastle said. “I remember because she was concerned he would be leaving to get married. And it is so hard to find male Chinese servants who speak English. Chinese women who speak English are difficult enough to find, but a man is like finding the Holy Grail.”

      “Oh, you are right,” Mrs. Gibson said. “I remember that now. It didn’t dawn on me when she was telling us about it that he was the young man who had been courting Weilin. It makes perfect sense now.”

      Lady Li sipped at her tea, which had long gone cold and pondered how she was going to break this news to Inspector Gong. He was certainly going to be unhappy with the fact that she had made an enemy of the woman who could keep him from taking Wang into custody.

      A clock on the mantle chimed.

      “Will you look at the time,” Lady Highcastle said. “I am sorry but my children will be home from school soon.”

      The ladies all stood.

      “Not at all,” Lady Li said. “I do hope I may visit again.”

      “Of course,” Lady Highcastle said. “I do enjoy having someone with…a different point of view in the room.”

      They all said their goodbyes, and then Lady Li and Concubine Swan made their way back to the front gate of the legation. As soon as they got into their sedan chair, Concubine Swan began laughing hysterically.

      “That was wonderful,” she said in Chinese.

      “It was dreadful!” Lady Li replied. “Mrs. Belvedere is going to have me banned from legation forever!”

      “No,” Concubine Swan said. “The other ladies won’t let her. They hate her.”

      “What do you mean?” Lady Li asked.

      ‘The way they look at her, talk to her. The young lady, she defended you,” Concubine Swan said. “No, I think they do not like that wrinkled old sow.”

      “Watch your tongue!” Lady Li said harshly. “And what was that? ‘What do you think about the murder?’ How could you be so blunt?”

      Concubine Swan waved her concerns away. “You were taking too long. You were never going to learn anything.”

      “Please,” Lady Li begged. “You must be more cautious.”

      “Fine,” Concubine Swan said. “Next time I will be more discreet.”

      “You think there will be a next time?” Lady Li asked.

      “Oh please, my lady!” Concubine Swan cried as she pulled on Lady Li’s hand. “Let me help you. Do not lock me up at home! It is so boring there.”

      Lady Li sighed. “I don’t keep you captive. You know this is our life, to be in the house and never to leave.”

      “But you found a way to leave,” Concubine Swan said. “By helping the inspector and making friends with foreign ladies. Please don’t leave me behind.”

      Lady Li patted the girl’s hand. “I will see what I can do,” she said. “But I make no promises.”
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      As Inspector Gong and Prince Kung neared the legation, a crowed formed behind them. The people knew that the prince would not be heading to the legation unless there had been a development.

      “We have to act fast,” Inspector Gong said. “Get in, grab the boy, grab his belongings, and get out.”

      “If we can get into the house at all,” the prince grumbled. “This is going to be a nightmare.”

      “He will hear us coming,” the inspector said. “As soon as we get inside the gate, word will spread faster than we can walk. He will try to escape. We will station our men around the wall, but we need to keep our eyes open.”

      The prince nodded and jumped out of the chair as soon as it stopped outside the legation. He marched up to the gate, which was immediately opened for him and his men. But as they all walked toward the British quarter, the British police chief and consuls rushed forward. Prince Kung did not stop as he explained his haste to them. If he stopped to explain, the boy would run.

      But the prince, the inspector, and their men could only get so far. When they arrived at the Belvedere’s house, a large man and an angry woman came out and stood on the porch.

      The man barked angry words at the prince that Inspector Gong did not understand. Prince Kung nodded and did his best to explain the situation, but Inspector Gong did not hold out hope that they would be allowed inside the house. He stood back so he could watch the front and left side of the house. He looked at the windows up above where he could see servants peeking out. All along the street, Chinese and foreigners were gathering.

      Suddenly, Inspector Gong heard someone call out, “Watch out!” in Chinese. He looked down the road and saw a young man with a bulky coat and large satchel collide with a maid who had been carrying a box of oranges. The oranges spilled onto the street, causing the young man to stumble and struggle to get back to his feet.

      “Hey! Stop!” the inspector called out. The young man looked back at him, but then turned away and ran. Inspector Gong ran after him. The young man was fast, but he was bogged down by his clothes and his bag. When he saw that Inspector Gong was catching up with him, he dropped his bag, but there was nothing he could do about his clothes. He had only made it the length of three or four houses when Inspector Gong leaped on him, dragging him to the ground.

      Inspector Gong grabbed the boy by his shirt. “Are you Wang Bolin?” he asked. The boy did not respond, so Inspector Gong punched him in the face. “Are you Wang Bolin?” he shouted again.

      “Yes! Yes!” the boy cried.

      “Get up,” the inspector ordered as he dragged Wang to his feet.

      The prince and several of the prince’s men ran up the inspector.

      “Don’t talk to anyone on your way out or they might try to stop you,” the prince said.

      The inspector nodded.

      “We cannot get inside the house,” the prince said. “It is impossible.”

      “Don’t worry,” the inspector said. As they approached the bag that Wang had dropped, he reached down and picked it up. “Everything the boy owns is probably in this bag.”

      Several foreign men did approach the inspector and the prince. The inspector ignored them all, but the prince did reply to some of them as he kept on walking. The foreigners seemed irritated that the inspector was making an arrest in the legation, but they did not want to physically stop him and risk angering the prince.

      As they approached the gate, the inspector worried for a moment that it would not open for them, but it did. However, he was not prepared to meet the crowds outside.

      Hundreds of people had gathered, and when they saw that Inspector Gong was dragging a Chinese man out of the legation with a bloody nose, the crowd erupted into shouts and jeers. They pushed in toward the gate, and the prince’s men had to forcedly push their way through the crowd so that the prince and the inspector could take their captive to their sedan chair.

      “Is that him?” a voice called out from behind the inspector. “Is that the man who killed my girl?”

      The crowd yelled louder.

      The inspector threw the young man into the sedan chair and then turned to the dead girl’s father. “I don’t know anything yet,” the inspector said. “I just want to question him.”

      “Is this the boy who was trying to seduce her?” he pressed.

      “I don’t know,” the inspector said as he got into the chair. “I will be in contact with you soon. You need to leave this place.” He motioned to the crowd. “No good will come of this.”

      “You get justice your way, inspector,” the father said. “And I will get it in mine.”

      Inspector Gong didn’t like the sound of those words, but he couldn’t wait around to see what would happen. He instructed his men to try to disperse the crowd as best they could without resorting to violence. But he had no faith they would succeed.
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      Inspector Gong took the young man to the Ministry of Justice, a dungeon below the Forbidden City. He dragged the boy out of the sedan chair and down the stairs into the dark and winding paths of the Ministry of Justice. Prince Gong did not accompany the inspector—he trusted him to get the information they needed.

      The inspector took the boy to a small room and tossed him inside. He closed the door behind them.

      “Please, please,” the young man, who could not have been more than twenty, sniveled.

      “Please what?” the inspector asked.

      “Please don’t kill me,” the boy said.

      “Why would I kill you?” the inspector asked as he tossed the boy to the floor. The room had no windows and no other doors. There was a pile of moldy straw in one corner and a hole in the floor where a person could piss. The room was dark, dank, and terrifying.

      “Because you think I killed Weilin,” he said.

      “Did you?” the inspector asked.

      “I couldn’t!” the boy cried as he got to his knees and kowtowed before the inspector. “I love her! I wanted to marry her!”

      “Then why didn’t you?” the inspector asked.

      “She wanted to wait,” the boy said. “She has to support her family. She makes good money in the legation.”

      The inspector noticed that the boy spoke in the present tense, as if the girl were still alive. That was something murderers didn’t usually do.

      “So what is in your bag?” the inspector asked, picking up the rucksack and opening it.

      “No!” Wang yelled, reaching for it.

      Inspector Gong placed his foot on Wang’s chest and pushed him back. “Stay down there!” He opened the bag and pulled out some extra clothes, a couple of books, and some food. As one of the shirts unrolled, something clattered to the floor.

      It was the arrow the inspector had last seen in the girl’s chest.

      The inspector looked at Wang, and the two locked eyes. The boy scrambled away, as if he would try to run, but there was nowhere to go. Inspector Gong picked up the arrow, then he grabbed Wang’s shirt and tossed him into a wall.

      “Where did you get this?” Inspector Gong demanded. “Why do you have it?”

      “I just wanted it to remember her by,” the boy said. “They put her body in a box in the Gibsons’ basement. I crawled in through a window. I just wanted to see her one last time! The arrow was in the box. I took it. I didn’t think! I just miss her so much!”

      “Are you an idiot?” Inspector Gong asked as the boy started to cry again. “Or are you trying to steal evidence? Where did you really get it? Why would you kill her with something so ornate?”

      “I didn’t,” he screamed. “I didn’t! It wasn’t mine. Her father made it. It must have been a gift for her or something.”

      “Her father made it?” Inspector Gong asked, loosening his grip.

      “He’s a woodcarver. Old family trade,” the boy said, calming slightly.

      Inspector Gong remembered that the old man had told him that he was a woodcarver. He said he made door carvings, but it would make sense he could make any kind of woodcarving. But why would the old man give her the arrow? Would he have killed her with it? If he thought she had dishonored the family in some way, he could have thought he was justified. In many ways, he would be. Family disputes often resulted in deaths, and if the dead person was the property of the killer, a child or a concubine, the killer often faced no consequences. If the old man had killed the girl in his own home instead of in the legation, no one would have batted an eye.

      But if the old man had killed her, that would mean he somehow got into the legation, climbed to the roof of the Belvedere house, and then waited for the perfect moment to kill the girl when she was in a room that wasn’t her own.

      No, it was too farfetched. It didn’t make any sense.

      However, the father could have hired someone, like Wang, to kill the girl. But if Wang loved her, he wouldn’t have killed her. Unless he had his own reason to.

      “You said the girl wouldn’t marry you,” Inspector Gong said. “Did that make you angry?”

      “No,” Wang said. “Not really. Disappointed, maybe. But life for legation Chinese is different. Outside the legation, she was already very old to not be married. But for us who work in legation, the money is very good, and the employment can last many years. It is common for girls to wait, especially if the family needs the money.”

      “She wouldn’t get married even if she was pregnant?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Wang looked up at him with confusion on his face. Inspector Gong waited for what he said to sink in.

      “Weilin…” he started to say. “She was not…she could not be with a child.”

      “Why not?”

      The boy grew red-faced. “We…she did not want to…we didn’t…”

      “You didn’t have sex with her?” Inspector Gong asked plainly.

      Wang lowered his head and shook it.

      “Why not?” Inspector Gong asked. “Don’t you know how?”

      “Of course I do!” Wang yelled. “But she said she couldn’t risk it. All the girls, if they get pregnant, they get kicked out.”

      “But Weilin was pregnant,” Inspector Gong said. “Who was the father if it wasn’t you?”

      Wang dropped his head again and started to cry. “How could she? I don’t know! I love her. I was good to her. We wanted a future, a family. Here!” He pulled open his shirt. He was wearing another one underneath, and another one.

      “Why are you wearing so much?” Inspector Gong asked him.

      “Less to carry this way,” Wang admitted. “I was ready to run before you showed up. I knew you would come for me since she was my girl.” He rummaged around in his shirts, and then in his many layers of pants and pulled out a bunch of folded pieces of paper. “Letters from Weilin to me. You will see that we loved each other. I wouldn’t do this. And she wouldn’t be a whore.”

      Inspector took the letters and opened one of them. They were written in English.

      “Why are they written in English?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “To protect her,” Wang explained. “Her parents cannot read English. So this way, if someone found them and tried to tell her parents, they would not know what they said.”

      “Is this all of them?” Inspector Gong asked. “I want them all.”

      The inspector helped Wang find all the letters hidden about his person. There were dozens. He looked at the letters and pretended he knew what they said, but he would have to ask Lady Li to translate them.

      “I’m going to take all of these and read them,” Inspector Gong said. “And then I’m going to come back and question you some more.”

      “I hope you do,” Wang said. “I love her. I want to know who hurt her.”

      “As do I,” Inspector Gong said. He took the letters and the arrow and left the room, shutting Wang in darkness with only the rats for company.
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      “Eunuch Bai!” Lady Li called from her desk where she was working on the household accounts. He did not respond. “Eunuch Bai!” she called again. Again, he did not respond. “Where is that man?” she grumbled to herself as she put away her pen and nearly stomped across the room.

      As she opened the door to her office, she saw a maid walking by. “Where is Eunuch Bai?” she asked the maid.

      “I don’t know, my lady,” the maid replied with her head down. “Should I check the kitchens?”

      “Yes,” Lady Li said. “And where are my daughters?”

      “I saw them in the courtyard with their grandmother,” the maid said. “Should I fetch them for you?”

      “No,” Lady Li said. “I’ll get them.”

      Lady Li went to the courtyard where she saw Popo sitting in a chair in the sun while her youngest daughter was playing with some flowers.

      “Where is First Daughter?” Lady Li asked.

      Popo motioned across the yard. “Peeking at the street,” she said.

      “Why are you letting her?” Lady Li asked, exasperated. “Does no one follow the rules around here?”

      She walked across the yard and saw her eldest daughter standing on a crate by the wall, peeking through the small decorative cutouts to the street.

      “Daughter!” Lady Li called. “Come here this instant.”

      The girl immediately jumped down and ran to her mother. “I’m sorry, mother,” she said. “But there are so many people outside. What is happening?”

      “What?” Lady Li asked. “Where is Eunuch Bai? He would know.”

      “I haven’t seen him today,” her daughter said.

      Lady Li huffed and walked to the wall, peering through a small window herself. There were many people outside, more than on the day of the girl’s murder, and they were heading toward the legation.

      “Death to the White Devils!” she heard someone call.

      “Down with the Qing!” another said.

      “Make China strong!” others yelled.

      Lady Li stepped back and felt her heart racing. This was bad. She wasn’t sure what was causing the people to be upset, but she was beginning to feel afraid. Han nationalism had been gaining ground ever since the last war with the foreigners. Any rebellions against foreigners often spilled over into rebellions against the Manchu as well. Many people considered the Manchu to be just as foreign as the British or Germans were. And in some ways, they were.

      The Manchu had invaded China over three hundred years ago. Traditionally, Manchu people were from the steppes north of China and had never been subjected to the Chinese emperors. But when the Manchu saw how weak the Ming had become, they seized their chance and invaded. Emperor Hong Taiji founded the Qing Dynasty and created a two-class system: the Manchu, and everyone else. The Manchu set themselves apart from the Han Chinese people. The Manchu imposed their traditions on the Chinese, such as how they dressed or how local governments were run, but the Han and the Manchu were still very separate people.

      The Han Chinese, though, outnumbered the Manchu ten-to-one. It would only be a matter of time before China returned to the Chinese. Every Manchu knew this and feared when that day would come. Every small rebellion was dealt with quickly and severely. Yet the anti-Manchu sentiment continued to grow.

      Lady Li stepped away from the wall and grabbed her daughter’s hand as she walked back to Popo.

      “Stay away from the wall, do you understand me?” Lady Li ordered.

      “Yes, mama,” her daughter said as she sat next to her sister.

      Lady Li sat in a chair next to Popo. “Where is Eunuch Bai?” she asked her.

      “I don’t know,” Popo said. “He has been quiet for several days. Something is bothering him.”

      Lady Li had noticed, and she knew why. Of course, he knew what Lady Li had done with Inspector Gong. After the inspector left that day, Eunuch Bai had not made eye contact with Lady Li or spoken to her directly, and she had been too ashamed to speak to him about anything other than the most necessary of topics.

      She had been foolish, reckless. Stupid. She would not be surprised if Eunuch Bai had simply abandoned her. If she ruined her life, there was no sense in him going down with her.

      “What will happen?” Popo asked. “If you don’t find out who killed that girl?”

      Lady Li shook her head. “I don’t know. Something very terrible could happen. Or it could amount to nothing at all.”

      “You, me, Concubine Swan,” Popo said. “Three women, trapped and alone. Should things go badly, we have nowhere to go.”

      “Where is Concubine Swan?” Lady Li asked.

      Popo glanced toward Concubine Swan’s quarters, but said nothing. Lady Li took it as silent confirmation that she was in her room in an opium cloud. She sighed and decided to worry about that later.

      “The empress would always take us in,” Lady Li said.

      “Did that keep you safe last time?” Popo asked.

      Lady Li shuddered at the memory of having to flee the Summer Palace in the middle of the night.

      “We need someone to protect us,” Popo said.

      “What are you saying?” Lady Li asked. “What do you expect me to do?”

      “You need to marry,” Popo said plainly. Lady Li scoffed, but Popo held up her hand. “We need an ally. Someone with a house with stronger walls, or a home outside the city. Or someone with a ship.”

      Lady Li’s eyes grew big. “Are you saying we should…leave China?”

      “Not now,” Popo said. “But dark days are coming, my girl, and we need protection.”

      “You know I can’t marry,” Lady Li said. “What about the girls? What about my reputation?”

      “Your first obligation to the girls is to keep them safe, not keep them rich,” Popo said.

      “But still,” Lady Li said. “I can’t simply marry someone. The empress would have to approve, and he would have to be of high enough standing…”

      “Than ask her,” Popo said. “Ask the empress to find you a husband. I am sure that if the prince would still have you…”

      “Oh, Popo,” Lady Li said. “How can you suggest such a thing? You know we were nearly engaged before. Besides, if you want to keep us safe, I don’t think linking us closer to the imperial family is the answer.”

      “Then perhaps as far from the imperial family as possible?” Popo asked. “Like that inspector.”

      Lady Li snorted a laugh. “You would have me marry a Han? Now I know you have lost your faculties.”

      “We are too vulnerable, my girl,” Popo said. “You must…”

      “What I must do,” Lady Li said, “is make sure the land in tilled in the spring and the pigs are brought to market on time. So if you will excuse me, I need to find Eunuch Bai.”

      Lady Li stood and returned to her study. She could not believe what Popo had just suggested to her. She couldn’t marry. She wouldn’t! She had gone over this a hundred times in her own head. A thousand times! It was why she had taken Inspector Gong as a one-time…two-time lover. He helped her feel human again, helped her feel alive, but that was all. She couldn’t marry, couldn’t risk everything she had. Her daughters’ future.

      Why did she feel like everything was closing in around her? Like she would have to soon make a choice, and that it would be the wrong one?

      “Mistress?” A maid knocked on her door.

      “Yes?” Lady Li asked. “Did you find Eunuch Bai?”

      “No, mistress,” the maid replied. “But Inspector Gong is here to see you.”

      “You must be joking,” Lady Li replied, rubbing her temple.

      “Should I send him in?” the maid asked.

      “Yes,” Lady Li replied, “but leave the door open.”

      “Yes, mistress,” the maid replied. She was gone but a minute when she returned with Inspector Gong behind her. The maid bowed and then left the room.

      The inspector smiled when he saw Lady Li, but he took note of the open door. He looked at Lady Li, but she made no move to close the door.

      “Please, have a seat,” she said as she moved to a chair.

      “Thank you, Lady Li,” he said.

      “Do you have any news?” she asked. “What is happening outside? There are so many angry people.”

      “Hasn’t Eunuch Bai kept you informed?” he asked.

      “Unfortunately, Eunuch Bai and I are not exactly on speaking terms,” she said.

      He gave her a knowing nod. “I am sorry for that,” he said sincerely.

      She waved him away. “It’s not your fault. But tell me, what is going on?”

      “We found Wang Bolin,” he said. “We arrested him, so of course the Chinese were not happy.”

      “Naturally,” Lady Li said. “Has he confessed?”

      “Quite the contrary,” he said. “He insists that they were in love and he would never hurt her.”

      “Did you tell him about the baby?” Lady Li asked.

      “I did,” he said. “He said it wasn’t his. That they had not been together. He says that she and most of the legation girls don’t do such things because a pregnancy would cost them their jobs.”

      “And you believe him?” she asked.

      “I think so,” he said. “He seemed sincere. But he also gave me these.” He reached into his robe and pulled out a small packet of letters. “He said these are love letters she sent him. But they are in English, so I can’t read them.” He handed her the packet.

      Lady Li untied the stack and looked at them. They were in English, but translating hand-written English to Chinese was not something she had much practice with.

      “Forgive me,” she said. “But her handwriting is quite small. It will be difficult for me to read.”

      “Take your time,” he said. “Should I come back?”

      “No,” she said. “Just give me a few minutes. Please have some tea.”

      He smiled and nodded as he sipped the tea, and her heart skipped. She willed it to stop. She could not have sentimental feelings for this man. She focused on the letters.

      They were love letters. She used words like darling, dearest, and my love throughout. She also spoke of marriage, but in distant terms.

      “She does say that she looked forward to being his wife,” Lady Li explained. “But in English, that is an uncertain time. Far in the future.”

      She spoke of her parents, and how they were unhappy that she would not be home for Chinese New Year.

      “It looks like the families of the legation do not let their Chinese employees celebrate Chinese holidays,” she says. “They must work for Spring Festival. She had to work for Mid-Autumn Festival as well.”

      Inspector Gong scoffed. “Do they allow their British servants to celebrate Christmas?” he asked.

      “She doesn’t say,” Lady Li said. “But I assume so.”

      One letter, though, seemed to take a darker turn.

      “She says here that she doesn’t have much time, and that she can’t help but worry. She says, ‘if he comes back, I don’t know how I will survive’.”

      “That sounds rather serious,” Inspector Gong said, leaning forward. “Does she say who she is afraid of.”

      “No,” Lady Li said, rereading the letter. “No names, and I can’t tell from the context who she is speaking of.”

      “But Wang must have known,” he said. “He must have known who she was referencing.”

      “You will have to ask him about that,” she said.

      “Can you underline that?” Inspector Gong asked. “And write it in Chinese so I can point it out to him later?”

      “Yes, of course,” Lady Li said, moving to her desk and her writing instruments.

      “Anything else?” he asked.

      Lady Li nodded. “She mentions being late to work one morning because she had to send money to someone.”

      “Her parents?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Lady Li said. “Oh, this one has a name. ‘I was late to work because I sent the last of my money to Jiaolong. My mistress was furious’.”

      “So who is Jiaolong?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Another question for Wang, I suppose,” Lady Li said.

      “Or her parents,” he said. “If she was sending money to him and not them, they must have known about it.”

      “Maybe he is the father,” Lady Li said.

      “If he is, then I am surprised she mentioned it in a letter to Wang,” he said. “Mark that name too.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. I think you only have more questions to ask.” She handed him back the letters.

      “This is how it goes,” he said. “Ask more and more questions until I get the right answer. You were a great help.”

      She smiled at him, and then blushed and turned away. “It was nothing,” she said.

      He took her hand and pulled her from her chair.

      “Please don’t,” she said as she ripped her hand from his grasp and stepped away. “I can’t…We can’t…You should go.”

      The inspector looked to the open door and pressed his lips into a fine line. “I understand,” he said curtly. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      He left the room and slammed the door behind him.

      Lady Li sank back into her seat and would not allow herself to cry.

      She had done the right thing in sending him away so coldly. Hadn’t she?
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      Inspector Gong left Lady Li’s in a huff. He wasn’t sure why. After all, she had the right to reject him in her own home. She had left the door to her office open as a clear message that she did not want anything personal to happen between them. Yet, her refusal of even his touch hurt. She told him that she wanted him the other day when he took her in her sitting room. She clearly enjoyed it. So why was she being so cold to him now?

      Perhaps she was regretting it. Maybe she felt guilty. What if they had been caught? Eunuch Bai certainly knew what happened. What if he had threatened to reveal her? If anyone was threatening her, even her dear eunuch, he would kill whoever it was. Maybe he should go back and tell her that he would protect her, no matter what.

      Going to her house twice in one day, and now so late, would not look good. Perhaps he should just send her a note. Would she receive it, though? Eunuch Bai most likely accepted all of the household’s correspondence.

      He ran his hand over his forehead in frustration. He had let his emotions get the better of him. He stomped out when he should have stayed. He abandoned her when he should have stood by her side.

      He felt trapped. He couldn’t go back now, but he hated that he had to leave her alone. He didn’t know what to do.

      It was also too late to locate the Zhao family or go to the Ministry of Justice to interrogate Wang further. He went home. If he rested, perhaps things would be more clear.

      When he got home, the family complex was quiet. Since it was autumn, the evenings in Peking were quite cool, so the family did not congregate in the courtyard like usual. But he could see lights and hear laughter and chatter from several of the living quarters. He did not visit with any of them though. He went to his own room and ordered some baijiu and dumplings from a maid. When the maid returned with his food, he considered ordering her to stay with him, but then thought better of it.

      He had barely eaten a bite when he heard a knock on his door.

      “Enter,” he said. He was surprised when his mother walked in.

      “You slipped in like a ghost,” she said. “Are you avoiding me?”

      “No,” he said. “Just tired. This case is weighing on my mind.”

      “Can I help you with it?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “You are kind to offer, but I have more than enough help.”

      “Well, maybe when you solve this case, you can take a break to focus on more important things,” she said.

      “Like what?” he asked as he sipped his baijiu.

      “Like family,” she hedged. He didn’t say anything, but waited for her to continue. “Like…starting your own family,” she finally finished.

      “Don’t think you are being sneaky,” Inspector Gong said. “I find out information about people for a living. I know that you’ve been making inquiries.”

      “And you are not angry?” she asked, a gleam of hope in her eye.

      He sighed. “I don’t know how I feel about it,” he said.

      “That’s good!” his mother said with a bit too much excitement. The fact that he wasn’t thoroughly rejecting her mention of marriage was an improvement to her. “You have been so different lately. So much more…mature. Settled. Yet…unsettled. You are looking for something more in life, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “Perhaps,” he said. “But I don’t know that a wife is the answer.” In fact, he knew it wasn’t. Well, not just any wife. He wanted Lady Li, but he knew even the force of nature that was his mother couldn’t make that happen.

      “You know how this works,” she said. “If you give me your blessing to make a marriage inquiry, and your father and I arrange a match, there is no going back. You can’t reject her if you change your mind later. Once the deal is struck, the girl we choose will be your wife, even before the ceremony.”

      “I know,” he said. “Which is why I’m not saying yes just yet. I want to see her first.”

      His mother gasped. “You know you can’t do that. It would be too…personal, too intimate to see her before the wedding.”

      “Paint a picture if you must,” he said. “I won’t marry a girl I’ve never seen.”

      She sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “She also needs to be smart,” he said. “Not just a dumb girl who can sit at my feet and wait for me to talk. She needs to be able to hold a conversation.”

      “By the Gods!” his mother exclaimed. “Whoever asked for such a thing in a wife? No one! Why do you need to talk to her? She just needs to lay on her back and make sons.”

      “That’s exactly what I don’t want,” he said. “Is that all you do for Baba?”

      His mother leaned over and moved to strike him, but he jerked out of the way.

      “Where did I get such a vulgar, ungrateful child?” she asked.

      “Smart,” he said. “And pretty.”

      “Any other ridiculous requirements?” she asked.

      He paused for a moment, because he knew the next request would be the one to send her over the edge.

      “And…she can’t have bound feet.”

      “What?” his mother nearly screamed. “What do you want? A dirty peasant girl to be my daughter-in-law? You have been spending too much time with that Manchu prince! He spits on our people and our ways. He will let the foreigners run right over our people in the streets.”

      “Mama!” Inspector Gong said firmly. “Don’t speak about Prince Kung that way. You know he has done much for me and this family. He only does what is best for China. For all Chinese.”

      His mother stood up to leave the room. “If you don’t want a wife why didn’t you just say so?” she asked.

      “I will honor my words,” he said. “If you want me to marry, she needs to be pretty, smart, and flat-footed. It is up to you if you want another daughter-in-law or not.”

      “You are a cruel child,” she said.

      As she left, he almost laughed to himself. She was so mad. But then the reality of his situation sat in the depths of his stomach like a stone.

      This was his mother he was talking about. If she set her mind to something, she accomplished it.

      He was going to be married.
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      The next morning, Inspector Gong woke with a throbbing headache. At first, he couldn’t remember what happened. But as he dressed, he kicked the empty bottle of baijiu and clarity hit him like a lightning bolt. He threw on his clothes and rushed to the family’s communal dining area. Two of his sisters and one of his older brothers were sitting there eating their breakfast.

      “You look like shit,” his sister Biyu said as she put a dumpling in her mouth.

      “Shut up,” he said harshly. “Where is mother?”

      “She’s out,” his other sister Daiyu said. “She knew as soon as you woke up you would change your mind, so she left at first light to make inquiries for a bride.”

      “Damnit!” he said.

      “It’s about time, brother,” his brother Zhuang said as he offered Inspector Gong a bowl of congee. “But must you insult us all by marrying a flat-footed girl?”

      “I’m not marrying anyone,” he said as he waved away the offered bowl. “I have work to do. But when mother comes back, tell her not to make any deals!”

      “You know it’s too late,” Daiyu teased, waving her chopsticks at him. “You’ll be married by sundown.”

      He stomped away as his siblings laughed in the background.

      What had he done? How was he going to tell Lady Li?

      He had screwed up, and not for the first time in his life. But he needed to get his head out of his ass and focus on his case. He was running late, and his men were already waiting outside his house for their orders. He had two of them accompany him and told the others to await further instructions.

      As he passed by the foreign legation on the way to the neighborhood where the dead girl’s parents lived, he noticed that the crowd outside was even bigger than before. They weren’t rioting, but it was only a matter of time.

      As he approached the Zhaos’ house, neighbors who had been sitting or working outside scattered. He knew he did not have a friendly bearing. He was walking quickly, and was followed by two of his biggest men. When he arrived at the house, the door was open to let in the morning sun.

      “Zhao Laoye. Zhao Fuwen,” he called as he stepped inside. “We need to talk.”

      They both came out of a side room. “What is all this?” Mr. Zhao asked.

      “Sit,” Inspector Gong ordered as he sat at one side of a table. “We need to talk about your daughter.”

      They both sat down uneasily.

      “What have you found out?” Mr. Zhao asked.

      Inspector Gong reached into his bag and pulled out the arrow. As he laid it on the table, Mrs. Zhao gasped and began to cry.

      “What is this?” Mr. Zhao asked as he recoiled from the arrow like a snake.

      “This is the weapon that was used to kill your daughter,” Inspector Gong said. “You are a woodcarver, yes?”

      Mr. Zhao pressed his lips, then slowly nodded.

      “Did you make this arrow?” the inspector asked.

      He shook his head. “It is an old family heirloom,” the man said. “It was made by my grandfather.” He sihed and then picked up the arrow and ran his fingers along the carvings. “You see these mountains? The rivers? The clouds? What does this look like to you?”

      “It looks like Kwangsi,” the inspector said.

      Mr. Zhao nodded. “This is our home,” he said. “Our people are made of the mountains, carved out hard and strong. You can’t imagine what it was like when we were forced to leave.”

      “Is that why you killed you daughter with this arrow?” the inspector asked. “Because she had dishonored the family in some way?”

      “No,” the old man said earnestly. “She was our pearl. A good girl who worked hard. I know I was mad when I found out about the boy, but she was old enough to marry. Past age to marry! If she had requested the match, I would have given my blessing. My wife says the boy was good quality.”

      “But someone killed her,” Inspector Gong said. “And using this arrow was not random. You said it was a family heirloom. If you didn’t kill her with it, who else had access to it?”

      The old man went silent.

      Inspector Gong turned to the man’s wife. “Will you tell me? Will you get justice for your daughter?”

      She held her hand to her lips, trying to control her crying, but her tears flowed freely.

      “Is it a family member?” Inspector Gong asked. “A brother? An uncle? Who was your daughter afraid of?”

      “Afraid?” Mrs. Zhao asked. “What makes you think she was afraid? She never said anything.”

      Inspector Gong pulled out the stack of letters and turned to the one with the passage Lady Li had translated.

      “She was writing love letters to Wang Bolin in English so they wouldn’t get in trouble,” he explained. “In one of the letters she said, ‘if he comes back, I don’t know how I will survive.’ Any idea who she was talking about?”

      Mr. and Mrs. Zhao looked at each other and shook their heads.

      “We don’t know,” Mr. Zhao said. “She never said she was afraid of anyone in the legation. She always said she was very happy there.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. He wasn’t surprised. It was common for children to keep things from their parents so as not to cause them worry.

      “Who was she sending money to?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “She sent money to us, of course,” Mr. Zhao said. “She was a good daughter.”

      “There was someone else,” Inspector Gong explained. “In another letter, she specifically says that she was late to work because she was sending money to Jiaolong. Who is Jiaolong?”

      Mr. Zhao froze and the color drained from Mrs. Zhao’s face.

      “Tell me,” Inspector Gong ordered, banging his hand on the table.

      “Jiaolong is dead to us,” Mr. Zhao finally said through gritted teeth.

      “Who is he?” Inspector Gong asked firmly.

      “He is…was our son,” Mr. Zhao admitted with hatred in his eyes. “I disowned that bastard years ago.”

      “Why?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “He is an opium eater,” he said. “He spends all his time and money in opium dens with whores and gangsters.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Inspector Gong asked. “Didn’t you think it was important?”

      “No!” the father spat. “We have not seen him in years! We had no idea that Weilin was sending him money! Why would she? She was just a girl when we sent him away. She saw what he did to us. How he nearly destroyed us. Why would she allow that scoundrel in her life?”

      “You tell me,” the inspector said. “Why would your daughter remain in contact with her brother?”

      “He must have gone to her,” the father said. “Maybe he threatened her. When he learned she had a good job, he must have pressured her to give him money.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. It was possible. “Did you give your son the arrow?” he asked.

      “No,” Mr. Zhao said. “I gave it and the matching bow to Weilin. It was supposed to pass from father to son, but after I threw him out of the house, I gave them to Weilin. She took them with her when she went to live at the legation.”

      “So how did your son get a hold of it?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “You think our son used the arrow to kill our daughter?” the man asked. Mrs. Zhao burst into wailing.

      “It makes sense,” Inspector Gong said. “You insulted him by giving the arrow to Weilin, so he insulted you by killing her with it.”

      Mr. Zhao leaned back in his seat. His face turned green, then he ran to the door and vomited in the street. Then he wandered outside and ripped his clothes, screaming curses. His wife ran after him, screaming out her pain.

      Inspector Gong followed them. His men started to approach the couple, but he motioned for them to hold back. The old couple were not merely putting on a show, they were truly grieving. He needed to see what they would do. What they would say.

      They cursed themselves. They cursed their son. They cursed the Gods for failing to protect such a filial daughter. Interestingly, though, they also cursed Mr. Gibson, Weilin’s employer.

      “Why Mr. Gibson?” Inspector Gong asked as he walked along beside them.

      “It is all his fault,” Mr. Zhao said. “It all began with him.”

      “In what way?” Inspector Gong pushed.

      “Don’t you know?” Mr. Zhao asked. “He is the biggest opium importer in China!”

      “What?” Inspector Gong asked. “How do you know that?”

      “Everyone with a child addicted to opium knows,” he said.

      “Then why did you let her work for him?” the inspector asked.

      “I didn’t know until she was already working there,” he said. “I knew the missionaries were helping her get a job in the legation, but I didn’t know it was with him. After I found out, the job was too good for her to quit, and I thought it was a way for him to pay off part of his debt to me. But now, that bastard has cost me both of my children!”

      “Calm down,” Inspector Gong said. “Let’s focus on your son right now. Where can I find him?”

      “Death to the opium runners!” Mr. Zhao shouted as he stood and raised his fist. “Death to the British! Death to the foreigners!”

      “Death to the foreigners!” many voices echoed.

      Inspector Gong looked around and realized the Zhaos had moved down to a busy intersection and large crowd of people had gathered around them. He ran up to Mr. Zhao. “Stop this now or I will have you arrested!”

      “You protect the foreigners while they kill our children with drugs!” Mr. Zhao screamed. “You are no better than them!”

      The crowed began to jeer and raise their fists.

      “Burn the legation!” Mr. Zhao yelled.

      “Burn the legation!” the crowed echoed.

      Inspector Gong motioned for his men to arrest Mr. Zhao, but as they moved in, the crowd surrounded him and his wife.

      “You wish to punish me when my daughter is dead?” Mr. Zhao yelled. “You’ll have to kill me before you can arrest me!”

      The crowd cheered and moved in even more tightly around Mr. Zhao. The people began to move toward the legation and grow in size.

      Inspector Gong stood back and let them pass. He couldn’t take on the whole crowd himself.

      “What do we do, boss?” one of his men asked.

      “You, run ahead and warn the legation guards that the crowd is coming,” he told him. “And, you,” he addressed the other one. “Hurry to the Foreign Ministry and tell Prince Kung to send a full contingent of guards to the legation immediately. Hurry!”

      Inspector Gong stayed with the crowd to make sure Mr. Zhao didn’t escape.

      He could do nothing as the crowd erupted into a riot.
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      Inspector Gong had no idea what he was going to do. He was alone and unarmed against an ever-growing angry mob. His only goal for now was to keep Mr. and Mrs. Zhao in his sight. Mr. Zhao would have to be arrested for inciting a riot. Something that would only make the people more angry, but Inspector Gong had to do his job.

      As the crowd approached the legation, he saw the guards hurrying the few foreigners who were outside the gates inside. Then the guards locked the gates and held their rifles in a defensive position, ready to fire if necessary.

      Of course all it took was one anxious finger, one boy itching for a fight, or one terrified soldier with sweaty palms to set off a massacre. Inspector Gong knew that the men who were holding the gate had been trained not to fire. To use deadly force only as a last resort. But as a former soldier himself, he also knew that training tended to be tossed to the wind when young men were afraid.

      “This is Chinese land!” he heard Mr. Zhao shout to the guard even though the guard wouldn’t understand him. “You are in China! This is not your land! You get out of here!”

      “Get out of China!” some of the people yelled. “Death to the White Devils!”

      They raised their fists in anger and crowded the guards. It was like there was an invisible line between the guards and the rioters that no one dared cross, but they inched as close as possible, as though dancing with death.

      The growing crowd pushed and shoved, moving the whole group closer to the line of no return. Inspector Gong slowly, carefully worked his way through the crowd. If he could just get to Mr. Zhao. If he could pull him back, he was sure the rest of the crowd would follow. Whatever happened, he had to protect Mr. Zhao. If the man was killed, he would become a martyr. A rallying point for a war that he would be unable to stop.

      Inspector Gong inched his way closer. He reached his hand out and grasped Mr. Zhao’s collar.

      Mr. Zhao turned and looked at him, his eyes wide with surprise.

      Inspector Gong shook his head. “Don’t do this,” he said.

      “It’s too late,” Mr. Zhao said.

      From the corner of his eye, Inspector Gong some something fly by. As he looked up, he saw it. A brick. It flew from the back of the crowd, over all their heads, and was heading straight for one of the guards. Inspector Gong watched as it seemed to move in slow motion. He looked ahead to see where it would land, and saw a young soldier, not more than twenty, with his rifle cocked, his eye on the sight, his brow sweaty, his hands shaking ever so slightly. He was aiming squarely at Mr. Zhao.

      As the brick hit its target, he heard the rifle crack.

      “No!” Inspector Gong shouted. He closed his eyes and pushed Mr. Zhao out of the way as the crowd erupted into screams.

      Some of the crowd rushed the guards. More rifle shots rang out. Inspector Gong hit the ground. He felt someone step on his leg, then his arm. He opened his eyes and met those of Mr. Zhao.

      Mr. Zhao was cowering, with his hands protecting his head.

      Inspector Gong pushed him away. “Get out of here!” he yelled. Mr. Zhao nodded and tried to get to his feet, but then Inspector Gong grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him close. “But I will find you. I promise.”

      Mr. Zhao looked more terrified of Inspector Gong than the mob that threatened to crush them both. He pulled away, got to his feet, and then disappeared through the crowd.

      Inspector Gong grunted as he forced himself to stand. He was injured, but he wasn’t exactly sure where or how badly. He hurt everywhere and his head was ringing. But he forced himself to stand and fight. He grabbed a man by the shoulder and threw him to the ground. “Stay down!” he yelled. He shouldered past two more people. Someone pulled his queue, so he turned around and punched the person in the face.

      Slowly and violently, he worked his way to the front of the crowd where the rioters were battling with the legation guards. He would hate himself for it later, but he had to take the side of the guards and repel his own people. As he got to the front, one of the guards tried to butt him in the face with his rifle, but Inspector Gong dodged it just in time. He then turned and pushed one of the rioters away. The guard stared at the inspector for a moment, confused as to why a Chinese would be defending him. Then realization washed over him as he recognized the inspector from his visits to the legation with Prince Kung. The inspector gave the guard a nod, and together they worked to push the crowd back away from the gate. They had to keep the mob from pressing in against it. It was strong, but it could not withstand the angry pressure from hundreds of determined people.

      Inspector Gong did not know how long they had been fighting, but he could feel his body wearing out. He took a punch to the gut, and another to the face. But he stood his ground.

      Finally, he heard the sound of a trumpet, signaling the arrival of the imperial guard. The rioters immediately dispersed. The guards grabbed as many people as they could and threw them into cages bound for the Ministry of Justice. Most of them would simply be interrogated, tortured, and then released, but no one wanted to go home with one less finger or ear.

      Once Inspector Gong no longer had to fight, he let himself relax, just a bit, and leaned against the gate. The guard he had been fighting with patted him on the shoulder and then reached out to shake his hand. Inspector Gong tried to lift his hand to shake, but he felt a pain shoot through his body. He looked down, and saw that his arm was dripping with blood.

      He stumbled back. He heard the guard shout something he didn’t understand. And then he only saw black.
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      “Am I in danger?” he heard someone ask.

      Inspector Gong slowly opened his eyes. He was in a warm dark room. He wasn’t sure where he was, but it seemed familiar.

      “I don’t think so,” he heard a voice reply.

      He sat up and winced. He looked down and saw that his ribs were wrapped with gauze, as was his left arm. He stood up and his whole body tried to seize, but he forced himself to take a step. He grunted out loud, but he managed to get across the room to a dressing table with a mirror.

      “Ai-yo!” he exclaimed when he saw his black eye and busted lip.

      “But what will I do if they turn on us?” he heard Lady Li ask.

      Lady Li! Was he in Lady Li’s home? How did he end up here? He walked over to the door and opened it slightly. He saw her sitting there, worry etched on her face. But then he saw someone take her hand. It was the hand of a man. She did not pull away.

      “I will always protect you,” he heard Prince Kung say.

      Prince Kung! Of course it was him. He knew that the prince and Lady Li had once been in love, many years ago. Is that why she had rejected him the other day. Had the prince begun courting her again? Had the empress finally given them her blessing to wed? Why had the prince not told him?

      He pulled the door open the whole way and stepped out.

      Lady Li looked up and then jerked her hand away from Prince Kung’s hand. “Inspector Gong!” she cried. She jumped up and ran to his side. “Are you all right?” she asked. “I had my personal physician come and care for you, but he said he wouldn’t know the extent of your injuries until you woke up. I’ll send for him to come back.”

      “Stop fussing, woman,” he said more harshly than he intended. “I’m fine.” She looked hurt, but pressed her lips together in a thin line and said nothing. He tried to ignore the tug at his heart at seeing her pain.

      The prince stood and walked over to him. “You are lucky she lived so close,” the prince said. “And that we had a safe place to bring you. You took one hell of a beating. A bullet grazed your arm.”

      “It’s nothing,” the inspector said as he went back into the room to find his shirt. “I need to find Zhao. And his son.”

      “His son?” Lady Li asked. “The Zhaos have a son?”

      “Yes,” he said. He tried not to wince as he raised his arm to pull his shirt and robe around himself. “The Jiaolong person,” he explained. “It’s their son. Mr. Zhao disowned him many years ago for being an opium addict and gangster.”

      “So you think the son might have killed his sister?” Lady Li asked.

      Inspector Gong nodded. “That’s why Zhao started the riot,” he said. “Well, sort of. He blames himself for his son killing his daughter. But he blames Mr. Gibson most of all.”

      “What does Mr. Gibson have to do with it?” she asked.

      “Mr. Gibson is apparently the biggest opium importer in the legation,” he said. He looked at Prince Kung accusingly. “Did you know about this?”

      The prince nodded slowly. “I did. You know that opium imports are legal under the Treaty of Tientsin”

      “Legal or not,” the inspector said, “Zhao blames him for getting his son addicted and getting his daughter killed. I’m sure there are many parents out there who will sympathize with him.”

      “I’m sure we arrested quite a few sympathizers today,” the prince said. “But Zhao was not among them.”

      “I saw him escape,” Inspector Gong said. “He’s old. I didn’t want to see him injured in the skirmish.”

      “I have my men looking for him now,” the prince said. “I am sure he will turn up soon.”

      “I’ll try to find the son, then,” the inspector said. “He is my chief suspect right now.”

      “You better make an arrest soon,” the prince said. “I don’t care if he is guilty or not. If you can’t find the son, then charge Wang.”

      “What?” Lady Li asked. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am,” the prince said. “The British have threatened to send warships to blow open the port if Hart doesn’t reopen soon. He won’t without my approval, but he could face a court martial. We need to solve this crime now.”

      Lady Li shuddered and collapsed in a nearby chair. “They are threatening to bombard the Dagu Fort?” she asked. The prince nodded, and she hid her face in her sleeve. “It’s happening again!” she cried.

      Inspector Gong remembered that Lady Li had been serving at the Forbidden City the last time the foreigners bombed the Dagu Fort and stormed the Forbidden City. She had been forced to flee for her life along with the imperial family.

      “Do not fear, Lady Li,” the prince said. “As long as you and Inspector Gong name a killer, we can arrest him and then reopen the ports.”

      “But we cannot name an innocent person!” she said. “We need more time.”

      “You may be out of time, Lady Li,” the prince said. He then turned to leave. “I must return to the Foreign Ministry. The situation is changing by the minute.”

      “But who will protect us if the British attack?” she asked, standing and chasing after him.

      “I will place two of my own guards outside your door,” the prince said. “I will not abandon you.”

      Lady Li looked at the prince fondly as he left. Inspector Gong crossed his arms and let out a breath. She looked at him as if she had forgotten he was there.

      “Are you sure you are all right?” she asked walking back to his side. “I can send for the doctor again. It’s no trouble.”

      “I’m fine,” he said as he too headed toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “I have to find Jiaolong,” he said.

      “So you are still going to try to find the real killer?” she asked.

      “For now,” he said. “Until the prince says our time is up I will continue to do my job.”

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      “You have done enough,” he said as he opened the door.

      “What do you mean by that?” she asked.

      He sighed, trying to push his jealousy aside and think rationally. His arm twinged in pain. “Nothing. You have done what you can. Now I need to do my job.”

      “Are you coming back?” she asked.

      “Why?” he asked in return, looking at her. “Why do you need me? You have the prince to protect you.”

      Her expression hardened. “I will not be made to feel guilty for protecting my family,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Then I supposed there is nothing left to say,” he said as he stepped through the door.

      “Damn you, Inspector Gong!” she screamed at him.

      “You’re not the first woman to say that to me,” he yelled back. “And you won’t be the last!”

      She slammed the gate shut behind him and locked it.
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      As Inspector Gong headed out to find his men, he couldn’t believe he had done it again. He had stormed out on Lady Li. By the Gods, when he found Jiaolong he was going to beat the shit out him just because he could.

      He met up with his men at an inn near his house. Together they plotted out where all the opium dens where in the area that they knew of. Of course, opium dens opened and closed frequently. And Jiaolong might not even be in an opium den in the area. Peking was huge. They could never check all of them. And after checking only one or two, word would start to spread that Inspector Gong was looking for him and he could flee. He wished he had a better plan for tracking the boy down, but he was out of ideas and out of time.

      As he looked at the map, he noticed there was an opium den very near to Lady Li’s mansion. He had no reason to think that Jiaolong would be there, but it was as good a place to start as any.

      When they arrived, it was clear even from the outside that this opium den was nicer than most. In this neighborhood near many Manchu mansions, their clients were probably wealthy. The building was in good repair, and the street outside the building was clean. On one side of the door stood a large man, a guard. On the other side of the door was a beautiful young woman holding a pipe. She was the bait, the advertisement for the opium den to entice customers.

      As Inspector Gong approached the building, the man flexed his muscles, but the woman gave him an enticing smile.

      “Care for a smoke, my lord?” she asked.

      “I’m no lord,” he said. “I’m looking for someone.”

      “I can be someone,” she said with a wink.

      “I’m sure you could be,” he said. “But this is part of an investigation.”

      She took on a more serious tone. “We don’t want trouble,” she said.

      “Nor do I,” he said. “I’m looking for Zhao Jiaolong. Do you know him?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know that name,” she said. “But you know most people here give fake names. Do you know what he looks like?”

      He shook his head. “I only know his father. I need to go in and have a look. I might see someone familiar.”

      “As long as you promise to behave,” she said sweetly, opening the door.

      The opium den was quite nice inside, like he suspected. The kangs were large and separated by privacy curtains. The rooms were dark, so the patrons could sleep. There were also people gaming and women serving drinks and food. Some of the women were also prostitutes and a few of the men were there conducting business. The people were all well-dressed and clean, not the type one usually found in opium dens. There were even high-class women patrons partaking of the opium as well. Most of them were there in the company of a manservant for protection.

      He had a feeling he was not going to find Jiaolong here. If he was living on the charity of his sister, the money wouldn’t go far. He could get a lot more opium in a much shoddier place. He sighed, frustrated with himself. As he turned to leave, though, he bumped right into a woman he thought he had seen before.

      She looked up at him, and her eyes went wide and her face went white. She turned and tried to flee, but he grabbed her arm.

      “Do I know you?” he asked.

      She just shook her head and tried to wrest free from his grasp. Then he suddenly remembered who she was.

      “Concubine Swan?”

      “No!” she cried. “Let me go! I have done nothing.”

      “I know it is you,” he said. Even though he had only seen her a couple of times before, and never for very long, he knew it was her. “What are you doing here? Lady Li is going to kill you.”

      “Shhhh!” she hissed. “Do you want to bring shame on her house? I am not this girl you say.”

      “Well, whatever name you go by here,” he said, not letting go of her arm, “you are coming with me.”

      “No, please,” she begged. “You are right. She will kill me!”

      “What am I supposed to do?” he asked. “I can’t leave you here. When you return, she will know you left the house. What excuse did you give her?”

      “I…I didn’t” she said, her head hanging in shame. “I just…left.”

      “She is going to lose her mind when he finds you are missing!” the inspector barked, shaking her by the arm.

      “I know!” she cried. “But you don’t…you don’t understand! I need…”

      “You need to eat opium?” he asked harshly. “Is your life in a mansion with no worries so terrible?”

      “What do you know about it?” she demanded angrily. “My husband is dead. My baby is dead. My life is dead! Dead!” She began to cry as she beat against his chest with her tiny fists.

      “Fine. Calm down,” he said, putting his arms around her and comforting her. “I still don’t know what I can do for you. You have to go home.”

      “Maybe I can help you,” she said, looking up at him hopefully.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “My mistress is letting me help with the investigation,” she said. “I went with her to the legation. I speak English.”

      “So,” he said. “How does that help either of us?”

      “Why are you here?” she asked. “You weren’t looking for me. Who were you looking for?”

      “I was looking for Zhao Jiaolong, the brother of the woman who was murdered,” he said.

      Her eyes lit up. “I know where he is!” she said. “Protect me from my mistress, and I will tell you where he is.”

      “How do you know where he is?” he asked.

      She tossed her head to the side and laughed. “People talk when they are in the cloud.”

      Inspector Gong grimaced. He shouldn’t be involving her. But he needed to find the boy quickly.

      “Fine,” he said. “I have no idea how, but I will at least speak on your behalf to your lady.”

      Concubine Swan clapped her hands together and laughed. He wondered how old she was. In many ways, she still seemed very girlish.

      “You can tell her you needed my help,” she said. “That is why I had to leave the house.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I needed your help to find an opium-addicted gangster. That’s not going to get you in trouble at all.”

      “Shush!” she said slapping his arm. “She doesn’t need to know the details.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get you home.”

      “Not now!” she said crossing her arms. “Someone could see me! And if the neighbors see you bringing me back, they will think the worst. Besides, I don’t know the city well enough to tell you the name of the place. I will have to show you.”

      Inspector Gong rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You women are going to be the death of me.”

      “Come on,” she said, pulling his arm. She went to the front door and talked to the proprietor. He nodded and then stepped outside. She pulled down a scarf from a rack by the door and wrapped it around her head.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “I can’t let anyone see me,” she said. “The laoban went to find a sedan chair for us. I’ll direct him where to go. Then you can return me home after dark.”

      “This is a terrible idea, you know,” Inspector Gong said, but he had to admire her tenacity.

      “I can’t remember when I last felt so alive,” she said.

      The laoban opened the door and waved them out. Concubine Swan quickly exited and jumped into a waiting sedan chair. The chair bearer talked to her and she did her best to explain where she wanted to go. The chair bearer nodded. Inspector Gong hopped into the chair next to her and told his men to follow them.

      The chair was cramped, so he couldn’t help but be uncomfortably close to Concubine Swan. She didn’t seem to mind and practically tried to snuggle next to him. As the bearer picked up the front of the chair, they were both unceremoniously tossed back in the seat. Inspector Gong couldn’t help but let out a groan of pain as he held his ribs.

      “Oh! You must be in so much pain!” Concubine Swan fussed, doing her best to move away from him.

      “I’ve had worse,” he said. “I’ve been in the military.”

      “So I’ve heard,” she said. “I heard the riot was very violent. You were lucky.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “It’s all part of the job.”

      She bit her lower lip and leaned in close. “You are so brave,” she said.

      He leaned back. “Concubine Swan,” he said. “I brought you with me to help on the case. Nothing more.”

      “Is that how you seduced Lady Li?” she asked, pouting her lips. “I know there is more going on with you two. But she can’t have you. She’s a lady. I’m a nobody. I could be whatever you want me to be.” She leaned in and closed her eyes.

      “Concubine Swan…” he started to say, but the chair jerked forward and he nearly fell out of the seat. “Ai-yo!” he nearly screamed as he grabbed his ribs.

      He stumbled out of the chair into the street. One of his men grabbed him by the arm he had been shot in and pulled him to his feet. He gritted his teeth to keep from crying like a baby, the pain was so intense.

      “Damnit, man!” he yelled. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Sorry, boss,” the man said, doing his best to hide a snicker. He looked around and noticed the rest of his men were chuckling as well. He looked back and saw Concubine Swan leaning out of the chair.

      He closed the flap of the chair in front of her. “Stay here,” he ordered her. Then he turned to his men. “Follow me.”

      The house where this opium den was located was more what he expected. It was a decrepit old dwelling from the outside and there were no guards or fine ladies to welcome them.

      When he opened the door and entered, he was hit by a wave of smoke and the smell of unwashed humans. There was only one large room, but large was a generous word. There were wooden slats along three walls, and people, mostly men in various stages of undress, lounged on top of them. As his eyes adjusted, he realized that under the slats along the floor laying on bamboo mats were more half naked people.

      An elderly man shuffled up to the inspector. “Please,” he said in a soft voice. “We are simple folk. We don’t want trouble.”

      “And you won’t have any,” the inspector said. “As long as you hand over Zhao Jiaolong right now.”

      “Oh, I don’t know my patrons’ names,” the man said. “Privacy is important for my business, you understand.”

      “I understand that if you don’t hand over Zhao Jiaolong right now,” the inspector said, raising his voice for all the patrons to hear, “I am going arrest every person in this disgusting rat nest.”

      Several of the patrons tried to rouse themselves from their drug-induced stupor, but were slow going of it.

      “Here,” one raspy voice called out. “He’s here.” The man raised his hand and pointed to the man next to him.”

      “You bastard,” the other man said as he slid of the wooden slat and shuffled toward the door.

      Inspector Gong tried to grab him, but the man pushed him away. Normally, it would have been a feeble attempt, but with his injuries, he was easily pushed away. Two of his men went to grab Jiaolong, but he slipped between them and shot out the door.

      “Grab him!” Inspector Gong yelled. He headed toward the door, expecting Jiaolong to be long gone, but instead he saw him lying face down on the ground with Concubine Swan standing over him.

      “I stopped him!” she yelled.

      “How?” Inspector Gong asked as he signaled for his men to collect the boy off the ground. “You were supposed to stay in the cart!”

      “You were taking so long, I was worried you weren’t going to be able to find him. So I was about to come in to help you when he ran out. I figured if he was running, he might be escaping, so I just stuck out my foot and tripped him.”

      Concubine Swan beamed. Inspector Gong agreed internally that she did a good job, but he knew better than to encourage her.

      “Get back in the cart,” he said firmly.

      “But didn’t I do a good job?” she asked, begging for his approval. “I helped you…”

      “Get in the cart!” he yelled.

      He could see her heart break right in front of him as the smile melted from her face. She turned and got back into the cart, but he could already hear her crying.

      He turned to his men. “Take him to the Ministry of Justice. I must see the lady home first.”

      They nodded and dragged the boy away.

      He turned back to the cart to get in, but when he did, he saw the curtain on the other side of the chair flapping in the wind.

      Concubine Swan was gone.
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      By the next day, Eunuch Bai still had not returned. Lady Li paced in her chambers, unsure of what to do. That the foreigners had threatened war had her nerves on edge. She almost didn’t want to wait to see what happened; she wanted to get out of Peking. But how? As a woman, she couldn’t travel China alone, and she had no man to escort her. Also, Popo was still very weak. Even though her health had improved since she moved in with Lady Li, she was feeble. She wasn’t sure the old woman could survive an arduous journey.

      There was Prince Kung. He had said he would not abandon her if things went wrong, but just how much could she rely on that? She trusted the prince with her life and counted him a friend, but he had his own family to attend to. And if he suddenly needed to flee, would he have time to send for Lady Li? She didn’t think she should solely rely on him for assistance. She needed another plan, but she had nowhere to turn.

      Even that insufferable Inspector Gong was not an option. She didn’t know much about his family situation, but she doubted his family would want him to spend any effort trying to help a Manchu, especially if the tide of popular opinion turned on them. He wouldn’t want to make his family a target by allying himself with a Manchu woman.

      She wondered if the women who called her a friend in the foreign legation would be willing to help her. Probably not. They had been kind to her, but if war broke out between China and the foreign countries, they wouldn’t want to appear to be cavorting with the enemy.

      Truly, Lady Li had never felt so alone.

      She thought about how helpful—if blunt—Concubine Swan had been when they were visiting the foreign ladies. She had known that Concubine Swan was well educated, but she had never considered whether the girl had any practical skills or common sense. In her position, Concubine Swan would have little use for either one. She simply did what she was told. Lady Li wondered if Concubine Swan might have any ideas about what they could do. She walked down the hall and knocked on Concubine Swan’s door.

      There was no answer.

      She knocked again. Again she was met with only silence. Surely the girl was not lost in an opium daze this early in the morning.

      “Concubine Swan!” Lady Li demanded. “Open this door.”

      Finally, the door opened a crack, and Concubine Swan’s maid peeked through.

      “Can I help you, madam?” the maid asked quietly.

      “I wish to speak with Concubine Swan,” Lady Li said.

      “I’m afraid she is not feeling well,” the maid said. “Perhaps later…”

      “Open this door, now,” Lady Li said firmly, pushing the door open and entering the room. The room was completely dark.

      “What is wrong with you?” Lady Li asked the maid. “Light the braziers and open the windows.”

      The maid simply trembled before her.

      “What is going on?” Lady Li asked. “What is wrong with Concubine Swan?”

      The maid crumpled to the floor, knocking her forehead to the floor. “I’m sorry, my lady. I’m sorry.”

      Lady Li threw the door open to let more light into the room. As her eyes adjusted, she looked around for Concubine Swan. She was not there! She ran over to the bed and threw open the curtains. The bed had not been slept in.

      “Where is she?” Lady Li shrieked. “Where is Concubine Swan?”

      “I don’t know,” the maid wept. “She threatened to beat me, to have me fired, to claim I was a thief if I didn’t open the back gate for her yesterday. She said she would only be away for a few hours. She never returned, and I was terrified.”

      Lady Li grabbed the girl by the ear. “You stupid girl!” she screamed. “She has been gone for more than a day? Out on the streets? Alone!”

      “I’m sorry, my lady,” the maid cried.

      “Where did she go?” Lady Li asked, still pinching the girl’s ear.

      “I…I…”

      “Where?”

      “An opium den, my lady,” the maid finally admitted.

      In her shock, Lady Li let go of the girl and covered her mouth. “An opium den?” she asked. “Where would she even know how to find such a place?”

      The maid continued to cry and kowtow at Lady Li’s feet. “I believe she saw it when you took her to the legation,” she said. “From the window of the sedan chair. She said it was very near. Only a few houses down.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Lady Li asked. She glanced up and saw that other servants were peeking in the door, trying to find out what had happened. They quickly scattered when they saw her looking at them. This was a disaster. The servants were terrible gossips. The news that Concubine Swan had snuck out to an opium den would be all over the neighborhood within hours.

      “She threatened me,” the girl explained. “If I was cast out as a thief, I would never find another job. And she said she would be back soon. I thought she would come back before you knew she was gone.”

      “But that was yesterday,” Lady Li said. “Why didn’t you tell me when she didn’t return. She could be dead!”

      “I know, my lady,” the maid said. “I became even more afraid. How was I to tell you?”

      Lady Li grunted and stormed out of the room. The maid would have to be fired. Someone that stupid and untrustworthy could not remain in her household. But what was she to do about Concubine Swan now? The maid said the opium house was very close. But she could not go there on her own. And she had no male servant to send whom she could trust.

      Damn that Eunuch Bai—how dare he abandon her!

      She would have to send for Inspector Gong. She was none too pleased with him right now. And she didn’t know if he would return even if she did ask. She had cursed him when he last left the house. But this was not a personal request, but a professional one. If she had to, she would hire him to find the girl.

      She went to her office and wrote a note to Inspector Gong requesting his assistance. As she wrote, tears formed in the corner of her eyes. What if the girl was dead? She couldn’t bear it if something terrible had happened to her. She knew that Concubine Swan was miserable. She knew that the girl had become addicted to opium, but she had looked the other way. She had failed the girl as her mistress, as her protector. In trying to keep her safe, she had only kept her in a cage. It was only a matter of time before she tried to escape.

      She had not yet finished the letter when a different maid knocked on her door.

      “My lady,” the maid said.

      “What is it?” Lady Li asked, wiping her tears.

      “Inspector Gong is here,” she said. “And he has Concubine Swan with him.”

      Lady Li could not speak out of shock. She flew from her office to the main courtyard. She could hardly believe her eyes when she saw Inspector Gong there with Concubine Swan.

      Concubine Swan was smiling, and Lady Li felt herself fly into a rage. She stomped toward Concubine Swan and slapped her face. Concubine Swan held her hand to her cheek and began to cry.

      “You dare come back here!” Lady Li yelled. “You sneak out, go to an opium den. You are gone all night! I thought you were dead! You’ll wish you were!”

      Lady Li raised her hand to strike the concubine again, but she felt Inspector Gong grab her arm.

      “Be calm,” he said softly. “She is alive, and unharmed.”

      Lady Li took a step back and wiped her face with her sleeve. “Go from my sight,” she said, a little out of breath. Concubine Swan’s maid ran to her and helped her to her room.

      Inspector Gong placed a hand on Lady Li’s shoulder. He didn’t say anything, but just his touch helped calm her.

      “Do you have any idea what this means?” Lady Li asked. “What will happen when word gets out about what she has done?”

      “I know this will reflect badly on your family,” he said.

      “Badly?” she asked, looking at him. “It could ruin us. All this time I have worried about my actions reflecting badly on my children. I never thought that Concubine Swan would be the one to put everything in jeopardy.”

      “Surely the actions of a concubine will not ruin the lives of your daughters?” Inspector Gong asked. “She is not their mother. Everyone knows that keeping the concubine after your husband’s death was a kindness on your part.”

      She shakes her head. “I cannot know how this will play out,” she said. “But we will not be spared some sort of fallout. Someone will pay for this, one way or another.”

      “Will it help if you find out what she learned, what she did?” he asked. “She helped with the investigation greatly.”

      “I wish I had the energy to care about that right now,” she said, finally looking up at him. “Eunuch Bai is gone. He has abandoned me.”

      “I cannot believe that,” Inspector Gong said, his eyes wide. “That man is eternally devoted to you.”

      “That is what I thought too,” she said, shaking her head. “But he has been gone for days and has sent no word.”

      “But why would he leave you?” he asked.

      She looked at him for a moment and then scoffed. “You know why,” she said finally.

      “No,” he said. “I cannot believe it. He knows you and I…” He could not finish the sentence. They looked at each other for a moment, each trying to read the other person’s mind.

      “He knows,” she finally said, not putting words to their feelings. “But here, in my own house? It was dangerous and stupid. He probably felt I was putting the whole household in danger and did not want to wait around to see it happen.”

      “I will set some of my men to look for him,” he said. “Maybe…maybe something happened to him.”

      Lady Li sighed and closed her eyes. She rubbed her forehead. “I hadn’t even considered that. In my selfishness, I thought only of myself. But you are right. What if he has been injured or kidnapped and I did nothing to help him?”

      She could not stop the tears this time. Inspector Gong pulled her into his arms and she did not pull away. She did not care if the servants or her children saw. She needed this. She needed someone to comfort her. And she had the feeling he needed her too. Not in the carnal way he usually did, but in the familiar, safe way a man sometimes needs even if he does not put it to words. As he held her, with her head on his chest, she listened as his heartbeat slowed.

      Finally, they forced themselves to part.

      “Would you come to my office?” Lady Li asked. “You said she helped with the investigation.”

      “Only for a moment,” he said with a nod. “I must get back as soon as possible.”

      She nodded to a maid as they entered the office. “Tea,” she said. As they entered, she once again left the door open.

      “Please, sit,” she offered. “What have you found out?”

      “The girl works fast,” he said. “She claims she had not been to the opium house before. But she already had made some…friends.”

      Lady Li gulped and pursed her lips. “Was she whoring?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “I do not think so,” he said as a maid poured them tea and then left the room. “But you will need to ask her the…delicate details.”

      “Go on, then,” Lady Li said.

      “Somehow, she knew where Zhao Jiaolong was. He was another opium house, barely a hole in the wall quite a distance away. I guess he has a loose tongue, and even she had heard of him at the house she was in.”

      “So you found him?” she asked. “What did he say? Did he kill his sister?”

      “I have not had time to question him,” Inspector Gong said. “After I captured him, Concubine Swan slipped away. I think she was afraid of what would happen when I returned her home.”

      “As she should have been,” Lady Li said sharply.

      “I was going to cover for her,” he said. “Claim that I had asked her for help. But I guess you found out where she was somehow. When you started screaming about her being in an opium den, there was no point in denying it.”

      “I cannot believe you would lie to me for her,” Lady Li said, leaning back and crossing her arms.

      Inspector Gong smirked. “I do not know if I could have gone through with it. You needed to know.”

      “So she slipped away from you?” Lady Li said. “Then what?”

      “I spent all night looking for her,” he said. “I was frantic. I knew you would never forgive me if something happened to her. But this morning, I received a note from my brother. She had turned up at my home.”

      Lady Li couldn’t help but laugh. “What must your mother have thought.”

      “I’m terrified to find out,” he said, his mouth curved up in a half-smile. “But you won’t believe what Concubine Swan did.”

      “Tell me,” she said, leaning forward.

      “She pretended to be a legation servant, and they believed her! They let her inside even though it is supposed to be on lock down.”

      “No!” Lady Li gasped. “I can’t believe it!”

      “She did,” he said. “Before she went to my home, she went to the Gibsons’ house and spoke with their servants. She claims that they told her that they all knew that Mr. Gibson was taking the girl to his bed, even though she was unwilling.”

      “So…he was raping her?” Lady Li asked, horrified.

      “He probably doesn’t see it that way,” Inspector Gong said. “She probably submitted out of fear of losing her job.”

      “That poor girl,” Lady Li said. “So he might have been the man she was afraid of, the one she wrote about in her letter. And he could be the father of her child.”

      “It is possible,” he said with a nod. “We have no way of knowing, but here is the most interesting part. The maid said that she was certain Mr. Gibson was home when the girl was killed.”

      “But his wife said they were at a play that night, all of them,” Lady Li said.

      “Maybe she is covering for him,” he said. “Or could he have slipped away without her knowledge?”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Li said. “I have never been to a western play. At Chinese opera performances, though, the men and women are separated. Perhaps western audiences are separated as well.”

      “Maybe you can find out,” he said.

      Lady Li sighed. “I don’t know. I can’t get into the legation right now. They aren’t allowing visitors.”

      “But the foreigners are allowed to leave, if they dare,” he said. “If you invite the ladies here, you could talk to them more.”

      Lady Li nodded. “I can try, but I do not know that they will accept. I’m sure they are too afraid to leave their houses.”

      “Just do the best you can.” Inspector Gong put down his cup and rose to leave. “I must go and interrogate Jiaolong. Do let me know if you learn anything more.”

      Lady Li nodded. Then she hesitated before speaking more. “Inspector Gong,” she finally said as he was about to leave the room. “I…I must ask you…I’m sorry, I know this seems terribly odd. You are not married. Would you consider taking Concubine Swan?”

      Her heart hurt to say the words, but she needed to ask before her courage failed her.

      “She is Manchu,” he said.

      Lady Li waved him off. “A nobody. A widowed, childless concubine. I do not think anyone would stop you, in a legal sense.”

      He cleared his throat. “She is a lovely girl, and very clever,” he said. “But I fear my family would never allow it. Not as a wife anyway. Not with her…history.”

      Lady Li nodded. “That is my eternal stumbling block to finding her a new husband,” she said. “She is so young, but has already been through so much.”

      He nodded. “They would not let me take her as a wife, but if I was to marry a Han girl, they might not object to me taking her as a concubine.”

      Lady Li felt her heart hitch in her chest. “So you have been considering taking a wife?”

      “My family is becoming quite insistent upon it,” he said with a shrug. “I do not think I can delay much longer. I…I did not know how to tell you.”

      She stammered for a moment and tried to smile as if the news was nothing to her. “It matters not to me,” she lied. “It is not as if I could ever marry you.”

      “No,” he said somewhat sadly. “No, I don’t suppose you could.”

      As their eyes locked, Lady Li’s heart frozen in her chest. So she was not the only person who had entertained thoughts of them being together and found it impossible. Neither of them could ever hope to overcome the social rules keeping them apart.

      “Good luck to you,” she finally said softly. “Whoever she is, I hope she makes you happy.”

      He reached up and gently stroked Lady Li’s cheek. “You know she won’t.”
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      Inspector Gong was irritated he had spent the night searching for Concubine Swan instead of interrogating Jiaolong, but the boy had been so lost in opium he probably wouldn’t have been able to answer any questions anyway. At least Concubine Swan was safe, and had found out some interesting information. He wasn’t sure how the knowledge that Mr. Gibson had impregnated the girl would be useful, but any information that could help them solve this case faster was appreciated.

      But what would Lady Li do with Concubine Swan now? He couldn’t believe she had offered to sell her to him. He should have told her he would think about it, talk to his mother about it. After all, Concubine Swan was beautiful, smart, and flat-footed. True, she was Manchu and previously married, but if his mother was desperate enough for him to marry, she just might be persuaded to accept the girl.

      But taking Lady Li’s own servant as his wife? Would he ever be able to perform his husbandly duty with her and not think of Lady Li? Did Concubine Swan know about the…extent of his relationship with Lady Li? Could she be a good and dutiful wife to him if she did? Could he be a good husband to her with the shadow of Lady Li lurking behind them?

      As Inspector Gong approached the Ministry of Justice, he shook his head to rid himself of such troublesome thoughts. This was why he had never allowed a woman into his life before. Nothing but distractions.

      He stomped down the dark stairwell to the dank hallway below. The fetid smell infected his nose and the scurrying of rats sent chills down his spine. Even though his work had brought him here countless times, he was always glad to leave it. He couldn’t imagine having to spend the night here.

      As he opened the door to Jiaolong’s cell, he was surprised to find the boy sleeping on the pile of damp, moldy hay in the corner. He looked worse than the day before, sweaty yet shivering. Inspector Gong walked over and gave him a good kick before dragging him to his feet.

      “Get the hell up,” he said as he pushed him up against a wall.

      The boy’s eyes opened, but they still had a foggy, listless gaze to them, as if he were incapable of lifting his lids all the way. Just how much opium had he had, the inspector wondered. He had been locked up for over twelve hours. He should not still be in the cloud.

      The boy rubbed his eyes and his head lolled a bit. Inspector Gong gave him a slap.

      “Wake up,” he demanded. “Do you know why you are here? Where you even are?”

      The boy sighed. “What does it matter?” he asked. “Here? There? All life is a cage.”

      “Who put you in that cage?” the inspector asked as he paced back and forth like a tiger, trying to intimidate the boy. Well, he could now see that Jiaolong wasn’t exactly a boy. He had to be nearly thirty.

      “If the universe sees fit to cage me, there is no point in trying to escape,” Jiaolong lamented.

      “Do you know why you are here?” Inspector Gong asked again.

      “I don’t know. My father sent you for me?” he guessed halfheartedly.

      Inspector Gong smirked. “Why would he do that? Your father disowned you, didn’t he?”

      “Ahh,” the boy said, his eyes lighting up for the first time. “So you do know the bastard? What did you think of him?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” the inspector said. “What do you think of your family?”

      Jiaolong waved him away. “It doesn’t matter. I am his son. He will have to have me back eventually.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” the inspector said. “He seemed to think your sister was good enough to give her the family heirlooms.”

      That finally got a reaction from the boy. He crossed his arms and his nostrils flared. “She is just a girl, a worthless girl. She cannot replace me.”

      “But she was supporting you,” Inspector Gong said. “She was paying for your little opium habit, wasn’t she? She was also supporting your parents while you laid on your back all day. I think you were the useless one.”

      Jiaolong attempted to jump up and get in Inspector Gong’s face, but he was uneasy moving so quickly and the inspector easily pushed him back down.

      “Piss off, little man,” Inspector Gong said. “You can hardly stand, much less fight me. Just tell me what I want to know. Tell me about your sister.”

      “What is to tell?” Jiaolong asked, nearly falling back into the chair. “She’s a worthless whore. So what if she gives me a bit of scraps of coin? She sold her body and her soul to that fat White Devil to get it.”

      Inspector Gong kept his face impassive. “What do you mean?” he asked. “She was just a maid.”

      “Just a maid?” the boy scoffed. “And girls in flower houses just serve tea.”

      “What makes you think she was whoring?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “I can see it!” he said. “The last time she brought me money, she was very fat. She walked different. And that man, I saw him with her. I saw him touch her.”

      Inspector Gong was skeptical that Jiaolong would notice such subtle differences in his sister and know what they meant, but he supposed it was possible. If her parents and employer saw her regularly, they might not have noticed the subtle changes. But someone who only saw her every few months might think the changes were more dramatic. But he was more interested in when he might have seen Mr. Gibson acting inappropriate with the girl.

      “When did you see Mr. Gibson with your sister?” he asked.

      “That fat devil is the Opium King,” he said. “This is all his fault. He is the reason I am like this!” He gripped his tattered and stained clothes pitifully. “If anyone should be dead, it is that man!”

      “How did you know your sister was dead?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “I hear it,” he said, his head dropping. “I hear many things in the opium house. Everyone who is in the cloud, they tell everything.”

      “How did she die?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Do you know what she did?” he asked, looking up at the inspector with glassy eyes. “That whore? Do you know?”

      “Tell me,” the inspector said.

      “She sold the bow and arrow. Gave them to a little pawn man for a few bits of cash. She told me so when she gave me money the last time.”

      The inspector had not known this. “And what did you think when she told you this?” he asked.

      “She wanted to hurt me,” Jiaolong said, tearing up. “Wanted me to know what she had done in order to ‘help’ me, she said. That bitch. Do I not suffer enough?”

      Inspector Gong thought the boy did not suffer nearly enough, but did not say so.

      “I threw the money back at her!” the boy continued. “I would not take it or any more from her. I would rather starve.”

      The boy was so skinny the inspector thought the boy was rather on his way. “And then what?” the inspector asked. “Did you go get the bow and arrow. Shoot her with it to send a message?”

      Jiaolong sighed. “I wonder,” he said wistfully. “I dream of it, when I am in the cloud. Weilin, she dishonored me. She dishonored the family. She dishonored herself. In the cloud, I take the arrow in my hand and plunge it into her chest. There is blood on my hands, but the family honor is preserved.”

      “Did you do it?” the inspector asked. “Are you admitting to killing your sister?”

      “If I did it,” he sighed, “then my father would never take me back. She was an unfaithful, unfilial daughter. But to my parents she was like a pearl in their hands. They would never forgive me if I punished her, even if it was for their benefit.”

      Inspector Gong was at the end of his patience. He growled as he grabbed Jialong by the shirt, pulled him from the floor, and slammed him into the wall. “Did you kill your sister?” he yelled. “Admit to me that you did it!”

      “No!” Jiaolong cried, turning to jelly in Inspector Gong’s grip. “It was only a dream!”

      Inspector Gong let the boy go, and he crumpled to the floor, sobbing.

      “Who did, then?” the inspector asked. The boy didn’t respond except with tears, so Inspector Gong kicked him and then asked again. “Who killed your sister?”

      “I don’t know!” the boy cried as he curled up into a ball, clutching his belly.

      “Damnit!” the inspector yelled as he stormed from the cell. He was so close. Why didn’t the boy just admit to it? This could all be over. He should just charge the boy anyway. He was a worthless piece of shit. The boy’s parents already thought he had done it. No one would miss him and this whole mess would come to an end.

      He paced the hallway as he tried to decide what to do. He walked back to Jiaolong’s cell, ready to charge him with the crime, but then he turned away. He didn’t want to charge an innocent man with murder unless he had no other choice. The penalty would be beheading. He didn’t want that on his conscience, no matter how worthless the boy was.

      He then remembered that the girl’s boyfriend was still locked up as well. He went to Bolin’s cell and open the door. The young man was sitting there on the floor, his legs crossed as though he were meditating.

      “Inspector!” Bolin cried out as he shuffled to his feet. “Where have you been? I thought you had forgotten me. Have you found the killer?”

      “Who was Weilin afraid of?” the inspector asked without an explanation, he was so harried.

      “What?” Bolin asked, confusion on his face. “She was afraid?”

      “In one of her letters to you…” Inspector Gong reached into his many pockets searching for the letters. He nearly sighed with relief when he found them. He rifled through them, looking for the passage Lady Li had translated. “Here.” He pointed to the words when he found them. “She says, ‘if he comes back, I don’t know how I will survive.’ Who was she speaking of?”

      He shook his head. “I…I’m not sure. Many people were causing her trouble. Mr. Gibson, her father, her worthless brother. Her uncle was coming to town as well.”

      “He uncle?” Inspector Gong asked. This was the first he was hearing about an uncle.

      “Yes,” Bolin explained. “He is a very hard man. Very traditional. He was furious over the loss of the family land. He blamed his brother, Weilin’s father, for it. And he hated that Weilin worked for the foreigners. He thought it was a betrayal. He was also angry that Jialong had been disowned. He said that family should always come first.”

      “Could he have killed Weilin?” Inspector Gong asked. “To preserve the family honor?”

      Bolin sighed. “I suppose it is possible. But I think any of them could have done it now.”

      “So do I,” Inspector Gong said. “But I am running out of time. The foreigners are threatening war if we don’t open the ports. But the prince doesn’t want the ports opened until the killer is found. I need to name a killer. Now! Don’t let it be you.”

      The boy gasped in horror. “Me? You know I did not do this. I love her!”

      “You are lucky I found the brother,” the inspector said. “Before I had him in custody the prince nearly ordered me to charge you with the crime.”

      Bolin leaned against the wall an all color drained from his face. “I didn’t do it. I…love her. I will help you however I can.”

      “The uncle,” Inspector Gong said. “I need to know who he is and where I can find him. I don’t have all day to go searching.”

      The boy paced. “He is a Zhao, and he is younger than her father. I don’t know his given name. But he is also a skilled woodcarver. Maybe he is in the artisan district.”

      Inspector Gong shook his head. “It’s not enough. Do you know where she pawned the bow and arrow, the heirlooms from her father.”

      “Oh, yes,” Bolin said, his eyes lighting up in remembrance. “She was very distraught over that. Her brother, the bastard, he needed more and more money. She couldn’t earn enough. She had to support her parents and that worthless dog flea was eating more and more opium. It broke her heart to sell the bow and arrow, but she didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” the inspector asked.

      “I…I was afraid,” he admitted. “If I told you all I knew, you would think I was guilty.”

      Inspector Gong exhaled slowly. The boy wasn’t wrong. At least he was being honest now. “So where did she take them?” he asked.

      “To a foreigner seller,” he said. “Not Chinese. A Chinese shop would give her nothing. But these stupid foreigners, they pay top dollar for Chinese arts and crafts, family heirlooms, farm equipment! Can you believe it? Just junk, they sell it overseas. British people use it to decorate their houses.”

      Inspector Gong found this information surprising. Was there no end to the strange ways of foreigners? But he couldn’t dwell on that now. “Who is the seller?”

      “We call him Mr. Big,” Bolin said. “He has a shop inside the legation. So not every Chinese can go there, but we who work in the legation, we sell things there. Some of the girls are very good at it. They go to the countryside and buy things from families very cheap. Embroidered shoes, wood door carvings, chopsticks, silly things. Then they sell them to Mr. Big and make a lot of money.”

      “Does he speak Chinese?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “No, only English,” he said. “That is why he only deals with legation Chinese.”

      “So whoever Mr. Big sold the bow and arrow to, that could be our killer,” Inspector Gong said.

      “I think so,” Bolin said. “Did I help enough. Will you set me free?”

      Inspector Gong opened the door to the cell. “Not yet,” he said. “But you did well. I will be back.”

      He could hear Bolin whimper as he shut the door.
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      Lady Li was disgusted with herself. She was sick over it. The way she completely lost herself in her rage over Concubine Swan left her in a daze. How could she act that way? In front of her daughters? In front of Inspector Gong? In front of her servants?

      Of course, she was within her right to be angry, and to even beat the girl. When her husband died, the ownership of Concubine Swan fell to her, and she was within her right to treat her however she wanted. No one would bat an eye if her husband had beat the concubine. But that was not Lady Li’s way. She was not the sort of person who would give herself over to sudden surges of emotion. She was a calm, rational, logical person.

      Or was she?

      She wasn’t sure anymore. She had given herself to Inspector Gong in a fit of passion as well. Something she had never imagined she would do. Since he came into her life, she hardly recognized herself. While it pained her heart to think of him marrying another woman, another part of her hoped he would. She needed him out of her life.

      But she could no longer imagine her life without him in it.

      She had been so lonely, so despondent before she met him. Even if he had brought her innumerable troubles, she was certainly no longer bored. But was he worth it? What would this…distraction cost her in the end? She was already tempting danger. Popo had said that the neighbor women were talking about how often Inspector Gong was coming to her home. How long would it be before their tongues started wagging about Concubine Swan? What would happen when the empress found out?

      No, she could not risk everything for him. For a man, a Han, who could never mean anything more to her. She hoped he would marry, and soon. Then her life would go back to normal.

      But what was she now to do about Concubine Swan?

      Her opium addiction was getting out of control if she was willing to sneak out of the house to get it. She wasn’t sure what to do about it, short of locking her in her room until the addiction ceased. But what of the reasons for her turning to opium in the first place? Lady Li sighed to herself. She had no idea how to help Concubine Swan lead a better, happier life. The thought of selling her to a man who would probably treat her poorly filled Lady Li with dread, but she feared she would soon have no choice.

      Lady Li rubbed her stomach. All of her anxiety was making her nauseous. She was about to call for some ginger tea when there was a knock on her door.

      “Enter,” she said, expecting it to be her maid.

      “My lady,” came a familiar and dearly missed voice.

      Lady Li spun around and could not stop tears from forming in her eyes. “Eunuch Bai!” she cried out.

      There he stood, looking none the worse for wear, with a small smile on his face. “I have returned with good news, my lady.”

      She quickly walked up to him. She wanted to embrace him, but it would not have been appropriate, so she wrung her hands instead. “Where have you been? Are you injured?”

      “I am fine, my lady,” he said. “I am sorry I did not tell you where I was going, but I feared you would try to stop me.”

      She reached out and took his hand. She pulled him to a chair. “Please, sit and tell me what happened.”

      He hesitated. “I couldn’t…”

      “I insist,” she said, nearly pushing him into the chair as she sat next to him. She looked to the door and saw a surprised maid standing there. “Ginger tea,” she said sharply. The maid quickly curtseyed and turned away. “Please, tell me everything,” she said to Eunuch Bai.

      “I heard about the riot,” he said. “And I felt I had to do something. We have no one here we can rely on.”

      Lady Li nodded.

      “But I did not think you would want me to make preparations for leaving,” he said. “But should the worst happen, we cannot wait until the last minute.”

      “Popo suggested leaving China,” Lady Li said. “But how? I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “That is what I went to find out,” he said. “And I was successful. I found someone willing to buy your lands outside the city. With that money, and the money in your accounts, we could flee. I could wear Lord Yun’s clothes, pose as your husband. We could change our names so no one would know you are a woman traveling without a male escort. It is quite easy to book passage on the Grand Canal to Hangchow. From Hangchow, we can book passage to Hong Kong.”

      “The British colony?” Lady Li asked. She hadn’t even considered fleeing to Hong Kong, but it made sense. Hong Kong had been lost to the British in the Treaty of Nanking in 1842. It was still little more than a fishing village, but she had heard that the British were developing the island, making it more hospitable for British residents. She imagined it was becoming more like the foreign legation here in Peking.

      “Exactly,” Eunuch Bai said. “With your English, you could easily find us accommodation once we arrive. Then, who knows? We could settle there or go somewhere else. If we have money, anything can be accomplished.”

      Lady Li stood up and paced. Leave Peking? Leave China! The idea had never really seemed a possibility. Could she really leave her homeland? “When would we need to leave?” she asked. “Now?”

      “Oh no,” he said. “There are boats heading down the canal all the time. And, of course, I couldn’t sell your land without your permission. But I have made some contacts, and know what to do to get us out quickly. At least, for now I do. Should war break out, we might have to leave immediately. War changes everything.”

      “So we don’t have to leave now,” she said. “But we need to prepare should we have to leave quickly.”

      “Yes,” he said. “The most difficult part will be selling the land. These things don’t happen quickly. I have already had the paperwork drawn up, and he assures me he has the money ready. We would need at least a day to sign the papers and have the money exchanged.”

      “But if war breaks out,” Lady Li said, “even a moment wasted can mean the difference between escape and being trapped.” Her breath hitched in her throat. When she fled the Forbidden City with the imperial family, they had time. They spent several days packing all of the empress’s gowns and valuables. Anything they couldn’t pack, they were able to hide in secret rooms or bury in her garden. But when they fled the Summer Palace days later, there was no warning. Only the imperial family and a few close servants were able to escape in the middle of the night, including her. They left with the clothes on their backs. Most of the servants had to be left behind. Lady Li tried not to dwell on their fate.

      Eunuch Bai nodded. “It is a difficult decision, my lady. If we flee too soon, we will forfeit our lives here for the unknown. But if we delay…”

      He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to. They both knew what could happen if war broke out, or if the Han turned on the Manchu, and they were trapped in Peking. It was a terrifying possibility.

      Lady Li swallowed bitterly. “For now, we wait,” she decided. “Inspector Gong may have found the girl’s killer. Her brother. Give him time to interrogate him. If the brother killed the girl, this will all be over today.”

      Eunuch Bai couldn’t hide his grimace, or his growing dislike for Inspector Gong, as he stood to take the tea tray from the maid who had just returned. “You still put all your faith, your trust, your very safety, in the hands of this man?”

      “Who was I supposed to rely on while you were gone?” Lady Li asked. “I appreciate what you have done, but I thought you had abandoned me. I was terrified!”

      “I am sorry, my lady…” Eunuch Bai started to say, hanging his head, but Lady Li interrupted him.

      “Don’t,” she said, holding up her hand. “It doesn’t matter. Prince Kung was here as well. He said that he will not abandon us.”

      “Prince Kung…” Eunuch Bai tried to interject, his irritation growing.

      “Is a friend to this family,” Lady Li said firmly.

      Eunuch Bai sighed and threw up his hands in the air. “I don’t know why I bother,” he said as he headed for the door. But before he could reach it, the maid returned.

      “My lady,” she said. “Inspector Gong has returned.”

      Eunuch Bai grunted. “Everything is just going so well,” he said.

      Lady Li couldn’t help but chuckle. She was glad her friend—because he was not just a servant to her—was back.

      “Show him in,” she said.

      “I’m leaving,” Eunuch Bai declared.

      “No, you are staying,” Lady Li said. “He was concerned for you as well and set his men to searching for your dead body when you didn’t tell us where you went. So you stay!”

      He crossed his arms and turned his back to the door when Inspector Gong entered.

      “Eunuch Bai!” the inspector exclaimed when he walked in. “You are alive.”

      Eunuch Bai did not reply or turn to face him.

      “Eunuch Bai has been very busy making preparations to keep us safe should war come,” Lady Li explained. “And we are very glad he is back.”

      “I see,” Inspector Gong said, eyeing the back of Eunuch Bai’s head. “Should I know what these preparations are? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not at the moment,” Lady Li said. “Please tell me you came with good news. Did the brother kill the girl?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, turning to her. “I need your help, one more time.”

      “Oh?” Lady Li asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “The brother says he ‘imagines’ he killed her when he was in an opium dream, but he doesn’t think he really did it,” Inspector Gong explained. “But according to the boyfriend, she pawned the family bow and arrow to a foreigner in the legation. If we find out who he sold the bow and arrow to, we might find the killer.”

      “So you need me to talk to this shop owner?” Lady Li asked. “But the legation is closed to Chinese who don’t live there.”

      “But Concubine Swan got in,” he said. “She could tell you how she did it.”

      “What?” Eunuch Bai asked, whirling around. “Concubine Swan went into the legation?”

      “Oh, Concubine Swan has been getting in many places she shouldn’t,” Inspector Gong said.

      Eunuch Bai looked at Lady Li, his jaw agape.

      Lady Li held out her hands helplessly. “Everything went wrong without you here.”

      Eunuch Bai called for the maid, telling her to send Concubine Swan to them. “Well, one thing at a time,” he said.

      Lady Li felt her cheeks go hot in embarrassment as Concubine Swan entered the room. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her hair scraggly. Her cheek was still red where Lady Li had slapped her. She was not wearing shoes or a nice gown. She nearly collapsed to her knees in front of Lady Li.

      “My lady,” she cried. “Please don’t send me away. I’m so sorry.”

      “Please,” Lady Li said, holding up her hand to silence her. “We…we aren’t talking about that right now. We have something else to discuss with you.”

      “We need to know how you got into the legation on your own,” Eunuch Bai said.

      Concubine Swan’s eyes shot up at him, surprised. “You’re back!”

      “Yes,” he said curtly. “The legation?”

      “Oh,” she said. “It was quite simple. I was wearing a very simple gown, because I didn’t want to look like a lady when I went to the opium house…”

      “What?” Eunuch Bai nearly shouted.

      “Later,” Lady Li said, shushing him.

      He put his hand to his mouth to keep from yelling and let Concubine Swan continue.

      “I think that because I was dressed simply and spoke English, they believed me when I said I worked for Mrs. Gibson,” she explained. “For some reason, they didn’t recognize me from when I was there before.”

      “I doubt they take the time to learn our faces,” Lady Li said. “I guess we can try it. I can just borrow a dress from my maid.”

      “Do it now,” Inspector Gong said. “I think we are getting close, but we are running out of time.”

      “I quite agree,” Eunuch Bai said, who then slapped his hand back over his mouth, shocked that he would agree with Inspector Gong about anything.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go do whatever it is you need?” Concubine Swan asked. “I’ve done it before. I am sure I could do it again.”

      “You have helped quite enough,” Lady Li said. “Your methods were reckless, dangerous. To say nothing of the opium den, which we have yet to deal with. I don’t want you anywhere near this investigation!” She shook her head. “Go back to your room. I’ll deal with you later.”

      Concubine Swan nodded and backed away out of the room.

      Once she was gone, Inspector Gong approached Lady Li and spoke to her in a low voice. “About…what you suggested. Are you still serious about that? I have given it more thought, and I could approach my parents about it. That is, if it would not make you uncomfortable.”

      Lady Li felt a shiver down her spine as he spoke to her, his voice deep and rippling through her body. She had been serious at the time, and if he was willing to take her, she doubted she would find a better placement for Concubine Swan. But the idea of his lips, his fingers, his body embracing Concubine Swan instead of her filled her with jealousy. But she remembered her earlier resolve, that he needed to be married and out of her life. And she needed to do what was right by Concubine Swan. She pursed her lips, tamped down her feelings, and nodded.

      “The offer is still open,” she said, her eyes downcast. She could not face him as she said the words.

      He hesitated, but then nodded. “Very well. When this is over, I will see what can be done. Shall I wait here while you go to the legation?”

      “Certainly,” she said as she rushed from the room. She claimed she needed to find her maid and change, but she also needed a moment away from him to collect her reeling thoughts over what she had just done.
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      Inspector Gong chewed his nail nervously as he waited for Lady Li. He eyed Eunuch Bai, but didn’t say anything to him. The two both cared for Lady Li in their own ways, and those ways were often at odds with each other. Finally, it was Eunuch Bai who broke the silence.

      “So, what of Concubine Swan?” he asked. “Is her reputation ruined?”

      “I’m not sure what will happen to her reputation, or that of the household,” Inspector Gong said. “But I found her in an opium den down the road.”

      Eunuch Bai sighed and rubbed his forehead. “That girl’s…dissatisfaction with her life has grown by the day. It is only a matter of time before something must be done.”

      Inspector Gong didn’t reply. He didn’t know if he would be able to marry the girl himself or not, so he didn’t see a reason to get his hopes up.

      “She sneaked into the legation as well?” Eunuch Bai asked.

      Inspector Gong nodded. “She wanted to help with the investigation. She knew Lady Li would be furious when she found out she had left the house, so I suppose it was her way of redeeming herself.”

      “Sorry chance of that happening,” Eunuch Bai said, shaking his head. “This is…simply unforgiveable.”

      “Where does she get her opium on a daily basis?” Inspector Gong asked. “I’ve seen her in the past, here in the house, with that…opium haze people get. Lady Li knows she eats it here in her home, right?”

      “She knows,” Eunuch Bai said tightly. “She must get it from her maids. Though where the girls get it, I have no idea. Lady Li has a soft heart, and she feels sorry for Concubine Swan, so she knew the girl was taking it, but she didn’t push her to stop.”

      Inspector Gong grunted to himself. Perhaps he shouldn’t take Concubine Swan. His mother would never forgive him for bringing an opium eater into the house. If he did marry her, he would have to forbid her from taking opium. But he had seen many addicts in his line of work. Quitting was not so easy. Just look at Jiaolong. His father disowned him and he still had not quit. What if Concubine Swan could not stop either?

      When Lady Li walked back into the room in a simple dark blue robe, he completely forgot about Concubine Swan. Her hair was pinned in a simple bun on top of her head, she wore flat cotton shoes, and she wore no makeup. Yet even in this simple arrangement, attempting to mimic a servant, she looked exquisite. He did not think anyone would believe she was simply a maid. Her elegant bearing was not something that she could simply cast aside.

      “You should…umm…” Inspector Gong stammered. “You should cast your eyes downward. A servant would not hold her head high.”

      “Oh, of course,” Lady Li said as she looked down demurely, which had the effect of only making her more alluring.

      Inspector Gong blew out a long breath. “Well, it will have to do. Come along.”

      Together, they climbed into her sedan chair and headed toward the legation.

      “You should get out before we get in sight of the legation,” Inspector Gong said. “We don’t want the guards to see you getting out of a sedan chair.”

      “Of course,” Lady Li said. “What is the name of the shop I am looking for?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said as he peeked through the windows of the chair. “He only said the man’s name was Mr. Big, and he had a shop inside the legation where all the servants would sell goods from their hometowns for money. Much more than they could get at a shop outside the legation.”

      “I am sure I’ll find it,” she said. “Oh! I should have brought something to sell him.”

      “Just pretend you are buying for your master,” Inspector Gong suggested. “Bolin said that the foreigners love to buy the items as decorations for their homes.”

      “How strange,” Lady Li said.

      Inspector Gong nodded. “Just be as quick as you can. I’ll wait for you.”

      She gave him a small smile and then turned away. They sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment.

      “I’d marry you if I could,” he finally said, unable to keep the words inside any longer.

      “I know,” she said, not turning to look at him.

      They fell silent again. There was nothing more to say on the matter. They both wanted what they could not have, so there was no point in dwelling on it.

      When they were around the corner from the legation, Inspector Gong leaned out the window and told the chair bearers to stop.

      “Be careful,” he told Lady Li as she stepped out. “Come back as quickly as you can.”

      “I will,” she said with a small smile and a nod of her head.

      He waited a moment, and then got out of the chair himself and peeked around the corner to see what happened. As she approached the gate, he saw her drop her chin to her chest, apparently remembering what he told her about keeping her head down. She walked up to the guards and spoke to them. He started to get nervous when he saw them wave another guard over, but they were only asking him to open the gate. He breathed a sigh of relief once she was inside. But the tension within him grew again the longer she was gone.

      He was pacing back and forth nervously when he saw an old man, his head shrouded, walking down the road past the legation. He looked somewhat familiar, but he wasn’t sure who it was since he could not see his face. Suddenly, the old man stepped into the street, right into the path of an oncoming horse-drawn carriage. A woman shrieked as the horses whinnied and reared up on their back legs. The man fell backward, so he was not trampled. The owner of the carriage, a white man, jumped out of the carriage to see what had happened. He was followed out of the carriage by his wife and daughters.

      Inspector Gong started to run over, but from behind him, he heard countless angry shouts. He looked, and a whole mob of people were marching down the road toward the legation. He felt his heart sink, and he knew who the old man was. The white man was gingerly helping the old man to his feet, checking to see if he was injured. Inspector Gong grabbed the old man by his arm and ripped off the head covering.

      “Zhao!” Inspector Gong exclaimed. “What have you done?”

      “What you lack the courage to do,” he said.

      Inspector Gong turned to the white man and his family and told them to get back into their carriage. Of course, he could only do so in Chinese, and the family did not seem to understand, so he did his best to use his arms to herd them inside. They still appeared confused, until they heard, and then saw, the angry mob running toward them. The women screamed as they scrambled to get back inside.

      “Get into the legation!” Inspector Gong yelled at their driver, who was Chinese, but it was too late. The guards could not open the gate, admit the carriage, and close it in time. Inspector Gong ran for the guards and pointed toward the family in the carriage, urging them to help him get them inside. Two of the guards went with him, but two more stayed back to protect the gate and call for reinforcements.

      Inspector Gong and the guards stood between the white family and the angry crowd. He motioned for the driver of the carriage to follow them, but it was too late. The mob grabbed the driver and dragged him down, kicking and beating him. With no one holding the horses’ reins, there was no way to stop them when they finally got spooked enough to run. The horses lurched forward, and then took off at a full gallop through the crowd, trampling dozens of people, but thinning the crowd enough that Inspector Gong and the guards took the opportunity to run for the legation. As they made it to the gate, the door flew open and the family were pulled safely inside. Inspector Gong was shut outside the gate.

      “Fire!”

      Inspector Gong heard the crack of rifles into the crowd. There were screams and a loud crash as the carriage tipped over. Through the smoke of the rifles, Inspector Gong could not see if anyone had been injured.

      “Ready!”

      Inspector Gong looked at the guards, and realized they were about to fire again.

      “Aim!”

      He grabbed the rifle of one of the men next to him. “Stop!” he yelled in English. One of the other reinforcement guards who had arrived, grabbed Inspector Gong, turned him around, and then kneed him in the gut. Inspector Gong fell to his knees.

      “Fire!”

      Another round of rifle cracks rang out. More screams. More panic. But the crowd did clear. He heard the sound of trumpets as the imperial guard arrived. The guards lowered their rifles. Prince Kung was among the men who had arrived. Inspector Gong got to his feet and went to the prince’s side.

      “Are you injured?” the prince asked.

      “No,” he lied. The kick to his gut seemed to have reinjured his ribs, but he would not worry the prince with that.

      The prince nodded and went to the guards. He had a heated discussion with them. The chief of British police then came out, and there was more yelling. Inspector Gong looked out at the street. There were at least three dead bodies lying there. Mourners were already wailing over them. More would come, as would more rioters.

      More legation guards, dozens of them, arrived. The foreign police went inside the legation and locked the door. Prince Kung huffed as he walked away.

      “What is happening?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “The legation is completely shut down,” he said. “No one will get in or out until the killer is named and the ports are reopened. The first of the battleships will arrive in two days.”

      “What does this mean?” Inspector Gong asked. “What are your instructions?”

      “You must name your killer by the end of the day tomorrow,” the prince said. “Or else I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me,” Lady Li said to a young Chinese woman when she entered the legation. “Do you know where Mr. Big’s shop is?”

      The young woman paused for a moment and looked her up and down. “I haven’t seen you here before,” she finally said.

      “I’m new. I just started at the Gibson house,” Lady Li replied, feigning confidence.

      “I heard they took on a new maid,” she said. She must have been referring to Concubine Swan. Concubine Swan had told people she worked for the Gibsons as well. “You’re a brave soul, I must say.”

      “Why is that?” Lady Li asked, sure the girl was talking about Weilin’s murder but wanting her opinion on the matter. Concubine Swan had found out quite a bit by talking to the other maids in the concession.

      “That Mr. Gibson,” the maid said, shaking her head. “Can’t keep his hands to himself, is what I heard. Every maid they have taken on has had to leave eventually.”

      Lady Li nodded, mulling this over. He must have eventually gotten all of their maids pregnant. Lady Li wondered what Mrs. Gibson thought about it. If she wondered why so many of her maids had left. Didn’t she say that Weilin had been there for years? Weilin must have been very lucky, or she had found a way to take care of the pregnancies in the past.

      “Maybe he learned his lesson after the death of the last maid,” Lady Li said. “He hasn’t tried anything with me.”

      The maid scoffed. “That arrow should have pierced his heart. Worst of the worst of the foreign scum. Raping our girls, poisoning our men with opium.”

      “I hope you don’t think poorly of me for working there,” Lady Li said.

      “We all have to do what we must to survive,” the maid said consolingly. “Just be careful if you think you’re going to pawn something you pinched. I wouldn’t sell it in the legation. Gibson would be sure to find out.”

      “Oh, I haven’t stolen anything,” Lady Li said. “Yet.” The other maid smiled and Lady Li did likewise. “I just heard Mr. Big bought items from the countryside and wanted to learn more about it.”

      “Well, if you go down the street and to the left,” the maid said, pointing. “You’ll see his shop on the right.”

      “Thank you so kindly,” Lady Li said and she turned to leave.

      “Hey, what was your name?” the maid called after her, but Lady Li pretended she didn’t hear her and picked up her pace.

      Mr. Big’s shop was quite easy to find. His shop had a large picture window with his name on it in large white and gold letters painted on it: MR. BIG’S GOODS AND SUNDRIES. A little bell rang as she opened the door.

      “Just a moment,” a voice called from somewhere deep in the store, but Lady Li couldn’t see him over the stacks of items piled everywhere. There were mounds of furniture in various condition, from beautifully carved and polished to dirty and falling apart. There were boxes of clothes and sticks of tea cups. Beautifully embroidered lotus slippers were strewn about, some in pairs but many missing their mates. Porcelain jars and vases, some chipped, some not, sat on shelves, along with cloisonné boxes. Some of the pieces were lovely, but most of it was junk. Lady Li wondered just how much the foreigners were willing to pay for items she would likely just throw away had they been in her home. Except for the household god carvings she saw sitting irreverently in a corner. She couldn’t believe someone would sell them, much less that other people would buy them. It was dishonorable. She shook her head.

      “Sorry about that,” said a kindly voice. “How can I help you?”

      Lady Li looked up, and then had to look back down. Standing before her was the shortest, sweetest looking man she had ever seen. He only came up to about her waist. His face looked like he was older, possibly in his forties or even fifties, with pale blonde hair.

      “Well, you don’t need to gape, darlin’,” he said in an accent she had never heard before.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, shaking herself out of her shock. “I was…just expecting…”

      “Someone bigger?” he asked with a laugh and flick of his wrist. “That’s why I just love my name. It gets the new customers every time!”

      Lady Li let out a relieved laugh, glad she was not the only person to be taken in by the man’s joke.

      “Come on back and sit a spell,” he said as he walked to a display case in the back of the room. He climbed up onto the stool behind it and motioned for Lady Li to sit on a stool by the front. “Can I get you some sweet tea?”

      “Sweet tea?” she asked, confused.

      “You must try it,” he said. “It’s the only way we drink it back home.”

      “Where is home?” Lady Li asked as she sat.

      “Atlanta,” he said. “Georgia,” he continued at the blank look on her face. “America,” he finally clarified.

      “Of course,” Lady Li finally said. Other than California or New York she was hopeless at American geography.

      “It’s no problem,” he said as he poured her a cup of tea and then dropped a whole spoonful of sugar into it. “I’m sure there is no need for you to be very familiar with it.”

      “I think you must know a lot about China, though,” Lady Li said, trying to flatter him. “Since you collect so many…interesting things.” She doubted he knew as much as he thought, or lacked respect. He eyed the colorful sacrificial wreath he had for sale behind the table. Such a thing should only be used in a funeral procession and then burned. The fact he was selling one as a decoration made her skin crawl.

      He handed her the cup and she held it gingerly in her hand for a moment before sipping it. She nearly chocked when she realized the tea was cold.

      “It’s supposed to be cold,” Mr. Big said, seeing her wide eyes. “That’s how we like it. What do you think?”

      “It’s very…interesting,” Lady Li said politely. She had gotten somewhat used to tea with sugar and cream through her visits with the British ladies, but she had never had it served to her cold. She thought it was quite uncouth.

      “You’re a very well-mannered maid,” Mr. Big said, not in an accusatory way, more amused, but Lady Li realized her class was starting to show through her disguise.

      “It is new to me,” Lady Li said, trying to recover, “but thank you for your hospitality.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Oh, yes. As you said, I love traveling the Chinese countryside, looking for new and interesting things. I’ve been all the way to Mongolia, to Canton, and out west to Szechuan.”

      “That is amazing,” Lady Li said, considering that other than when she had to flee north to Jehol, she’d never been out of Peking.

      “This is an incredible country,” he said. “Where are you from?”

      She opened her mouth to say Peking, but then remembered to stop herself. “Kwangsi Province,” she said.

      “Oh! Kwangsi!” he said, slapping his hands to his cheeks in excitement. “So beautiful! The mountains just go on and on and on, don’t they? And so green. How do you survive cooped up here in the city?”

      “We all do what we must,” she said as she took another sip of the vile tea.

      “So true,” he said as he took a sip of the tea and sighed in contentment. “So what can I do for you?”

      “Oh, of course,” she said, setting down her cup. “I was actually looking for something to buy. Something for my father. I have to go home for Spring Festival…” She cut herself off, remembering that in one of Weilin’s letters she said she would not be allowed to go home for Spring Festival. “I mean, you know we cannot go home for Spring Festival, so I wanted to send my family, my father, a gift instead.”

      “I see,” he said, tapping his chin. “What kind of thing does your father like?”

      “Umm…hunting,” she said. “Maybe a hunting knife…or bow?”

      “How strange,” he said, pulling out a notebook. “You know, I had just the thing in here a few days ago.”

      “Really?” Lady Li asked, leaning forward to look at his book.

      He angled the book so she couldn’t read it. “Yes, a beautiful hand-carved bow and arrow, from Kwangsi Province, no less. I had considered keeping it for myself.”

      “What happened to it?” Lady Li asked.

      “Some sort of family feud, I suppose,” he said. “The girl who sold it to me, her brother came in the next day, demanding it back. Said she had no right to sell it. That is was his birthright. That his uncle gave him the money to buy it back.”

      “His uncle?” Lady Li asked, raising her eyebrow. This was the first she had heard of an uncle.

      “Well, she had sold it to me, you see,” he said. “So of course I had to mark the price up to sell it, make my money back and a profit.” Lady Li nodded. “I could have gotten a lot more for it in the States. It would have looked just beautiful on a wall, over a mantle place.”

      “But the brother, he demanded it back?” Lady Li asked, leaning forward expectantly.

      “Yes, but he didn’t have the money,” he said. “I gave him a good price, but he didn’t have it at first. So he left. But then he came back a while later with more money, said his uncle gave it to him. So I had to let it go. I thought about telling him it had sold while he was gone. It was that beautiful. But he was so…adamant about getting it back. He grabbed me by the collar. Nearly dragged me over the counter.” He closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “Well, it’s gone now,” he said. “But let me see if I can find something else for you.” He hopped down off of the stool and started rummaging around in the shop. “I’m sure I can find something suitable for you.”

      “You really needn’t go to any trouble,” she said as she moved toward the door.

      “It’s no trouble,” he said. “I’ll just…What’s going on out there?”

      Lady Li looked out the door while Mr. Big made his way to the large window. There were a dozen soldiers running toward the front gate.

      “Oh no!” Lady Li exclaimed. There must be some sort of trouble. She flung the door open and ran out into the street.

      “Get back inside!” one of the soldiers yelled as he passed.

      She ignored him and ran to the end of the street and peered around the corner at the gate. It was then that she could hear the yells and screams coming from outside. The door in the gate opened and she saw a foreign family stumble through. As the door shut, she heard the crack of rifles.

      Lady Li gasped and put her hand to her mouth. What was happening out there? What should she do?

      She looked around and saw the legation residents running for their homes and shuttering their businesses. She looked back at Mr. Big’s shop and saw him using a long hook to pull a metal screen down over the large window. Then he went inside and locked the door, covering the small window with a blind.

      A second round of rifle fire rent the air. She could see dust and smoke rising from the street beyond the legation gate.

      Then, all was silent. She saw important-looking men in uniforms and suits head out of the gate door. After a moment, they came back in.

      “Get back to your home,” one of them barked at her when they passed.

      She gave a slight curtsey. “Yes, sir,” she said, keeping her eyes down. Once they rounded the corner, she ran for the gate.

      “Let me out, please,” she said to one of the guards.

      “Sorry, miss,” the guard said. “No one gets in or out. It’s too dangerous right now.”

      “But…but I must…” she tried to protest.

      One of the guards pushed her away rather roughly. “Back to your employer. Now!”

      Lady Li walked down the road, back toward Mr. Big’s shop. What was she to do now? She needed to let Inspector Gong know what she had discovered. She went to the post office so she could hopefully send him an urgent message, but the post office had been shuttered as well.

      She stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. She didn’t have a home or place of employment to go to. She could call on the Gibsons or Lady Highcastle, but she was dressed as a maid! Surely they would question why she was dressed in such a manner.

      She chewed her nail nervously. What was she to do now?
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      Lady Li paced in front of the post office for a minute, but eventually a regiment of guards came through again, barking at everyone who was loitering or even looking out their windows that they needed to be indoors. She remembered that Mr. Big had a box of clothes for sale in his shop. Maybe she could buy a gown from him that would be somewhat presentable. She went back across the street and knocked on the door.

      “Mr. Big?” she called. “Are you still in there?”

      He peeked out of the blind and then opened the door just a crack. “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said, “but during a lockdown I’m not allowed to have my business open. You should get home.”

      Lady Li felt a bit of panic rise up in her throat. She looked back to the gate and then back at Mr. Big with pleading eyes, unsure of what to say.

      He sighed and took pity on her. “Come inside,” he said, opening the door a little wider.

      “Thank you!” she gasped as she slipped inside. He shut and locked the door behind her.

      “It’s no problem,” he said. “Us fine folk have to stick together.” He gave her a wink.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, confused.

      “I might not look it,” he said as he went back to his stool behind the counter, “but I come from a long line of southern gentlemen. My family has been in the States since they were the Colonies. We have one of the largest plantations in Georgia. I had to leave America to find quality people with money older than mine.”

      Lady Li pressed her lips as she sat on her stool a little uneasily. She wasn’t sure what this strange little man was getting at.

      “Come now,” he said with a smile as he heated up a new pot of tea. “If you saw someone like you walk into a room would believe her if she said she was a maid?”

      Lady Li blushed a little. “Probably not,” she admitted. “I have spent my life training to act a certain way. It is a hard habit to break.”

      “It’s not an act,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “It’s how you are. You were born this way. The question is, why you would don the clothing and guise of a maid, sneak into the legation, and drop by my shop?”

      She sighed. She was a terrible investigator. She didn’t know why Inspector Gong kept trusting in her to help him.

      “The bow and arrow you sold,” she finally said. “They were used to kill the maid at the Gibsons’ house. I needed to know who bought them.”

      “Were they really?” he asked, his mouth and eyes wide as he poured a cup of hot water and dropped some Chinese tea leaves into it.

      “I’m surprised her manner of death is not common knowledge,” Lady Li said. “It was quite shocking.”

      “The police have been keeping the details close to their chests,” he said as he slid the cup of tea in front of Lady Li. “We all know she was shot, from across the street. But I reckon we all assumed it was a gun shot. I don’t know why I didn’t think of the bow and arrow I sold.”

      “It was a very odd way to kill someone,” Lady Li said as she held the teacup in her hands, letting it warm her fingers. “But the killing seemed personal. Like the killer was sending a message.”

      Mr. Big leaned forward on the display case conspiratorially. “So you think the brother killed his sister with the bow and arrow. Like a family feud of some sort.”

      Lady Li sipped her tea and nodded. “It would seem that way. But now I am trapped here, in the legation! I cannot send a message to the Chinese investigator to let him know what happened. They might execute the wrong man!”

      “Oh!” Mr. Big gasped, leaning back. “You mean the boyfriend. The one who was employed by the Belvederes. It was a big display when he was arrested. Everyone thought he must have done it. Poor fellow. What a tragedy.”

      “Can you help me get a message out of the legation?” Lady Li asked. “The post office is closed and I cannot leave.”

      Mr. Big sighed. “I’m sorry. I can’t force the post office to open. But I am sure they will reopen tomorrow morning.”

      “What am I to do for tonight?” Lady Li asked. “Where am I to stay?”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure it wouldn’t do for you to stay with me.”

      She held out her hands helplessly. “I’m sure it wouldn’t look good. I have friends here in the legation. Mrs. Gibson and Lady Highcastle. But they know me for who I am, a lady. I can’t go to them dressed as a maid.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I could find you something to wear,” he said, hopping off his stool and going into a back room. He returned a moment later with a blue English-style walking dress. “It is hopelessly out of fashion. I wouldn’t be able to get much for it. But it might do just for now.”

      Lady Li held up the gown and looked at it. It reminded her of the dress she wore the first time she returned to the legation, the one that was also out of date.

      “Fortunately, the ladies are used to seeing me wear clothes that are old-fashioned,” she said.

      “Well, this will be perfect,” Mr. Big said. “Let’s put it on you and I can pin it to make it look like it fits.”

      “You are too kind,” Lady Li said, clutching the dress to her chest. “How can I ever repay you?”

      He leaned in again. “Honey, just be sure to come back and tell me all the naughty details you learn while staying with the Gibsons and we are golden.”

      Lady Li couldn’t help but laugh.
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      Lady Li nervously rang the bell at the Gibsons’ home. She self-consciously ran her fingers over a frayed edge of her borrowed gown. She hoped they wouldn’t notice just how badly damaged the dress was. It had been sitting in a box in Mr. Big’s shop for months, apparently, but it was the only one they found that he could pin tight enough to fit her.

      A maid opened the door and her mouth gawped.

      “Mrs. Gibson, please,” Lady Li said quickly. The maid shut the door. She returned only a moment later, ushering Lady Li inside. She was led to the same parlor as before. As soon as she entered the room, Mrs. Gibson rushed to take her hands.

      “Lady Li!” she cried. “How are you? How did you even get in? Did you see the trouble at the gate?”

      Mr. Gibson was there as well, a concerned look on his face, though he said nothing.

      “I’m am fine,” Lady Li said. “Though in a bit of trouble. They have locked the gate. No one can get in or out. I am trapped here.”

      “Well, how ridiculous is that?” Mrs. Gibson said, looking to her husband. “I can understand only letting residents in or out, but people who don’t live here? Absurd! Surely you can do something.”

      He nodded and headed out of the room. “I will see what I can do.”

      Mrs. Gibson placed her arm around Lady Li’s shoulder and ushered her to one of the plush couches. “I had heard they were not letting non-residents in the legation for several days. How did you get inside in the first place?”

      “Oh?” Lady Li asked, feigning innocence. “I didn’t realize. I was only coming to call on you and they simply let me in. They must have thought I was a maid or something.”

      “How dreadful!” Mrs. Gibson said, clicking her tongue. “Well, we will have to talk about the lax security around here, especially in such a dangerous time. Not that I am unhappy to see you, my dear.”

      “I completely understand,” Lady Li replied. “I was inside, still near the gate when I heard the gun shots. It was quite unnerving.”

      “I am sure it was!” Mrs. Gibson said, patting her hand. “Everyone is rather on edge.”

      “And have they still not found out who killed your maid?” Lady Li asked. “One tragedy after another.”

      “Well, I think everyone is certain the young man from across the street did it,” Mrs. Gibson said. “It usually is a lovers’ quarrel, these sorts of things.”

      Lady Li nodded sympathetically, wondering just how acquainted Mrs. Gibson was with lovers’ quarrels that ended in death.

      “Have you been able to find a new maid?” Lady Li asked.

      Mrs. Gibson sighed. “No, not yet. I dread having to go through the process again.”

      “Again?” Lady Li asked.

      “Well, Weilin had been with us for some time, but we have had other maids and kitchen staff leave on an almost rotating basis!” she explained. “They never seem to last more than a few months.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Lady Li asked, though she had a theory of her own.

      “Who can tell?” Mrs. Gibson asked. “Work ethic I suppose. We never had this problem retaining staff in England.”

      Or maybe Mr. Gibson didn’t have a habit of forcing himself on his English staff, Lady Li thought to herself bitterly.

      They both looked up when they heard the door open. “Well, she’s right,” Mr. Gibson announce. “They aren’t letting anyone in or out. I tried to reason with Chief Barnhart, that the young woman doesn’t live here and needed to return to her own family, but he wouldn’t hear of it. She’s stuck here, it seems.”

      “I can’t even get a letter out?” Lady Li asked. “I went to the post office first thing and they were closed. I would like to let my children know that I am at least safe.”

      He sat on a chair across from them and shook his head. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “They don’t want anyone leaving their homes, so that means no businesses can be open either.”

      “How ridiculous!” his wife exclaimed.

      “I know it seems extreme and inconvenient,” Mr. Gibson replied. “But it is for everyone’s safety. They said they will consider allowing only the most necessary businesses open tomorrow.”

      “Then I suppose you are stuck here, my dear,” Mrs. Gibson said, reaching over and patting Lady Li’s hand.

      “I am so sorry to be a bother,” Lady Li said, genuinely distraught over being unable to get a message to Inspector Gong or her family. With her gone, Concubine Swan would be the mistress of the house. She worried what the girl would do in her absence. At least Popo would be there to mind the children.

      “You are no trouble at all!” Mrs. Gibson said, her face lighting up. “You can stay in the guest room. And I am sure I can find something suitable for you to sleep in. And we can have a lovely dinner.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Lady Li said.
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      After an early dinner and drinks by the fireplace, Mrs. Gibson led Lady Li to the guest room. She was able to find an appropriate nightgown among her daughter’s things. Once Mrs. Gibson had left, Lady Li inspected the room she was in. The window faced the street and the houses across it. She remembered that Weilin had been killed in a room facing the street. She looked around the room, but did not see anything out of place. Surely they had not put her in the same room where a girl had been killed only days before.

      She returned to the window and looked out it. There were some smudges on the glass. She reached up with the sleeve of her gown to wipe them away and noticed that the calking was bright white around some of the panes. They had been newly replaced. She gasped. These must have been the panes that had been shattered by the arrow. This was the room where Weilin had been killed! How grotesque!

      Lady Li shook her head and climbed into bed. She shivered, but not from the cold. The girl’s murder had not yet been solved. Her body had not yet been laid to rest. Her spirit was most likely still trapped here in this room. No food had been left out. The ghost was probably beyond starving.

      “I’m sorry,” Lady Li whispered. “We are very close to finding your killer. I promise.”

      She felt a slight breeze blow through the room and she felt a chill up her spine. She thought at first that Weilin’s ghost must be nearby, but then she noticed the door to the room was slowly opening.

      “Lady Li?” Mr. Gibson asked, peeking his head into the room. “Are you there?”

      Lady Li jumped from the bed and pulled a thin blanket about her. “What do you want?” she asked.

      He entered the room with a smile and closed the door. “Forgive me,” he said. “I just wanted to make sure you were comfortable. My wife has already gone to bed with a headache so she sent me to check on you.”

      Lady Li wondered if Mrs. Gibson regularly went to bed with headaches. “I’m fine,” she said. “Well, as fine as can be considered what happened in this room.”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t realize that,” he said. “I am sorry, but this is the only unoccupied room in the house at the moment. I hope you are not too uncomfortable.”

      “I would be more comfortable if you would send a servant up with some warm food,” she said. “You need to care for the girl’s spirit until she can be sent to the next life. She will be starving.”

      Mr. Gibson laughed, then he realized she was not laughing with him. “You are serious?”

      “I would not joke about sharing a room with a hungry ghost,” Lady Li said.

      Mr. Gibson rolled his eyes. “You pathetic heathens are all the same. Even someone has high-class as yourself still believes the stupidest things.”

      “How dare you?” Lady Li said, her eyes burning with fury.

      “Stupid,” he repeated, but then he licked his lips. “But endlessly beautiful.” He stepped closer to her. “Such lithe bodies. Long, silken hair.” He reached out as if to touch her but she slapped his hand.

      “Do not touch me,” she ordered.

      He laughed. “You have more spirit than your predecessors.”

      “I am not a servant,” she said. “I don’t have to accept your advances to keep my job. Get out of my room or I will scream.”

      “And who will believe you?” he asked. “Servant, concubine, wife. Aren’t all you Chinese women the same? Your only purpose is to serve a man. But you don’t have a man, do you, Widow Li?”

      “I am Lady Li,” she said. “And you will address me as such.”

      “I’ve never been with a Chinese lady before,” he said, reaching out and taking a stand of her hair in his hand. “Your men do a good job keeping you hidden. This could be quite a pleasurable experience, for both of us.”

      She shook her hair free from his hand and moved back again. “You were here that night, weren’t you? The night Weilin was killed.”

      “It was a shocking sight,” he said. “We were standing over there, on the other side of the bed. I had ordered her to be here waiting for me while I snuck out of that dreadful play. She had her head down demurely…”

      “Think you mean frightened,” Lady Li interrupted. “How could she resist you? Her employer? She had a family to support. You took advantage of her…”

      He waved her off. “Oh, they all claim that. Yet every one of them ended up in my bed. It’s a privilege for them to serve me.”

      “A privilege?” Lady Li scoffed. “They have all ended up jobless or dead. You ruined their lives!”

      “Oh, poppycock!” he blustered. “They are all whores. They can’t help it. Every man here will tell you the same story of how easy it is to seduce their maids.”

      Lady Li couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Bolin had said that all the maids were chaste to protect their jobs, yet most of them were probably having to face down their employers every night. The poor girls. She would need to speak to the mission about it. They were the ones arranging employment for the girls who could speak English. They needed to know about this.

      “I am not a servant, nor a whore,” Lady Li said. “You will get out of my room, now.”

      “Come now, Lady Li,” he said, rushing up to her and pinning her arms to her side. “Don’t you want to know what a proper English cock could do for you? Surely you need it.”

      “This is your last warning,” Lady Li said firmly.

      He reached up and grabbed her breast. He groaned, first with pleasure, and then with pain as Lady Li’s knee met his groin. He slowly sunk to the floor. Once again, Prince Kung’s training had come in useful.

      “Get out of my room,” Lady Li said. “And have some food brought up for Weilin’s ghost, or you will never use that cock again.”

      “You will pay for this,” he grunted as he made his way to his feet, but he remained hunched over. He stumbled to the door and out to the hallway.

      Lady Li let out a relieved sigh. She climbed back into her bed even though she knew she wouldn’t sleep that night. She felt a warmth envelop her, and she had a feeling Weilin’s ghost was pleased.
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      Mr. Gibson did not return to Lady Li’s room that night.

      The next morning, she was surprised to receive a breakfast tray in her room. She thought maybe Mr. Gibson was punishing her, but the maid explained that it was normal for married women to have breakfast in their rooms.

      “How odd,” Lady Li said.

      “My lady,” the maid said hesitantly. “I…we…the girls downstairs, we just wanted you to know that we know what you did…to Mr. Gibson.”

      Lady Li looked up at her. “And…?” she asked, wondering if she was about to get a chastisement from a servant.

      “It was brave of you,” she said. “We are glad he finally got what he deserved.”

      “He deserves far worse,” Lady Li said.

      “We saw him limping down the stairs,” she said as she covered her mouth to stifle a giggle. “And he saw us laughing at him.”

      “I hope I didn’t make your lives more difficult,” Lady Li said.

      “I doubt that could be the case, ma’am,” she said. “But don’t worry about us. All life is suffering, and this is only temporary.”

      Lady Li gave the girl a wan smile. She had not relied on her Buddhist teachings for years. She was glad the girls found some comfort in them.

      “I only wish I could do more,” she said.

      The maid waved her off. “I also thought you would like to know that the post office is open. I don’t think they are opening the gates yet, but you can at least send a message to your daughters.”

      Lady Li nearly jumped out of bed. “Help me dress,” she said.
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      Inspector Gong was out of time. He had one day to name the killer. Even though he had two strong suspects—the boyfriend and the brother—he couldn’t be certain of either one. He felt like he was missing something. He was hesitant to act without whatever information Lady Li had gained from inside the legation, but he had no idea when he would hear from her again. The post office was closed, but no one could even get a message to him since no one was allowed out.

      He would have to solve this case on his own.

      He went back to the Ministry of Justice to interrogate the brother one more time. He would either get a confession out of him or the brother would name the real killer.

      When he opened the door to the cell, he was shocked at the state the brother was in. He was still groggy and his eyes glazed over as though he was still under the effects of the opium. He was shaking to the point of convulsing.

      “What’s wrong with him?” he asked the guard.

      “When we lock up opium eaters, they often act this way when they can’t have their opium,” the guard said. “But this…” He shook his head. “This is the worst I have seen. I think the opium destroyed his brain.”

      Inspector Gong shut the door and dragged Jiaolong to a sitting position. “Sit up,” he ordered. The boy sat as best he could, but it was like his body was noodles as he slumped over.

      “How long have you been eating opium?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “How many grains of sand are in the sea?” the boy asked.

      Inspector Gong slapped the boy across the face. “Wake up and answer me,” he said.

      Jiaolong opened his eyes and did his best to sit up, but it clearly took a lot of effort.

      “You said you dreamed of killing your sister,” he said. “Tell me your dream. What did you see?”

      Jiaolong looked at his hands. “I hide the bow and arrow in the leg of my pants. The clothes, I stole them, but I don’t remember from who. I walk up to the legation, they just let me in. They think I’m a goddamn running dog.”

      “Running dog” was what people called Chinese who wanted to be like the foreigners. It was usually reserved for Chinese Christians, but anyone who did the bidding of a foreigner could be called a running dog.

      Inspector Gong nodded. He remembered that even on tightened security, the guards simply admitted Lady Li to the legation when they thought she was a maid. So far, his story made perfect sense.

      “I go to the house where I know my sister is living. It is dark, but I know she is there. I look down the street and I see him, the man she lets touch her, coming toward me. I look at the house across the street. I open my arms and I fly to the roof.”

      Inspector Gong tried not to groan as he sighed. Jiaolong probably didn’t remember how he made it to the roof so his mind was filling in the blanks. He just nodded for the boy to continue.

      “There is a light on in one room,” he says. “She is looking out the window. She is crying. I see him enter the house. I raise my bow. I want to kill him. I’m supposed to kill him. He is the opium king.”

      “What do you mean you are supposed to kill him?” Inspector Gong asked. “Did someone order you to do it?”

      “I only have one arrow,” the boy continues as if he didn’t hear the question. “So I wait. She moves away from the window when he enters the room. He approaches her. She steps back. He puts his hands on her. He kisses her. Damn bitch. She let him do it! She pulls away from him and stands by the window. I let my arrow fly.”

      Inspector Gong rubs his head, sickened over what he is hearing. The girl was crying, trying to get away from Mr. Gibson. He thought about what Lady Li said about the girl not having a choice but to give into him. Even her own brother saw her as the person at fault when she clearly was trying to escape. No wonder she didn’t try to report him or get help. Who would have believed her?

      “So you killed her,” Inspector Gong said through gritted teeth, trying his best not to beat the boy to death right now.

      “I flew down from the roof,” the boy said, continuing his story. “I went back to my uncle. I gave him the bow as a gift. He told me I was a good son. I sleep. I am at peace.”

      “What?” Inspector Gong asked. “Your uncle?” This was the second time the uncle had come up. Could he have played a larger role in this?

      “My father disowned me,” Jiaolong said. “But my uncle, he said he would adopt me. He knows the true meaning of family.”

      “In exchange for what?” the inspector asked. “He said he would adopt you in exchange for what?”

      “What?” Jiaolong asked, looking up confused, as if he had forgotten the inspector was there.

      “Your uncle?” Inspector Gong asked, grabbing Jialong by the collar. “Did he tell you to kill Weilin?”

      “I…I don’t remember,” he said. “He…he told me he was proud of me.”

      “Where is he?” Inspector Gong asked. “Where is your uncle?”

      “I don’t know,” Jiaolong said, his head flopping over again. “He…he came to me. In a dream...”

      Inspector Gong balled up his fist and punched the boy in the face. He didn’t punch him hard, but in his state, it was enough to knock him out. Idiot that he is, he practically admitted to the killing. His “dream” was surely enough of a confession. He had to have done it.

      But Inspector Gong knew there was more going on. He needed to find this uncle. Find out his role in Weilin’s death. He went outside and found a few of his men.

      “We need to find the boy’s uncle,” he said. “He is a Zhao. He would have been seen with Jiaolong. Check every opium house in the city until you find him.”

      “Yes, sir,” they said as they ran off.

      He decided to go home to grab a bite to eat and wait for news. If the men didn’t find Zhao before the deadline, he would charge Jiaolong. It would be an unsatisfactory solution, but he could just add it to the list of other cases that kept him up at night.

      But when he got home, his mother immediately approached him and he lost his appetite.

      “Not now,” he said. “I can’t be bothered with marriage talk.”

      “You hate me so much?” she asked. “You give me an impossible task and then refuse to discuss it with me when I have not seen you in days?”

      “Surely there is one girl in this entire country you can find who meets my perfectly reasonable requests,” he said, exasperated. “Can’t you just take care of this without bothering me?’

      “I cannot!” she said. “I cannot find a girl. I have asked every family, every matchmaker, every fortuneteller! Please, let me find you a bound-foot girl. It is only proper.”

      He sighed and shook his head. He hadn’t wanted to discuss this now, and he was probably making a mistake, but what else was new?

      “I found a girl I will accept,” he finally said. “The question is if you will accept her.”

      His mother nearly fell into the chair next to him. “You found a girl? On your own? Who you will accept? Yes! Tell me! I will call on her parents tomorrow.”

      “You won’t talk to her parents,” he said. “Not yet. You will have to talk to her mistress. She is a second wife, a concubine, but her husband is dead. Her mistress wants to find her a good new home.”

      “A woman already married?” his mother asked, frowning. “Very bad luck. She should remain chaste. Honor her husband in death until her own.”

      “He has his first wife for that,” he said. “This girl is still young. Barely twenty, I think. She deserves to be married again.”

      His mother slowly nodded, considering the implications. “She has flat feet?” she asked. “You said a flat-footed girl. She must not be from a good family.”

      “She is from a very good family,” he said. “She is Manchu.”

      His mother gasped and put her hands to her cheeks. “A Manchu? Have you lost your senses? This is not that woman, that lady we spoke of before?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “That woman is the first wife. She is the mistress of the girl I want to marry. You met her the other day. Concubine Swan. She was here looking for me.”

      “That strange girl? The one who wandered the street alone?” his mother lamented. “You cannot marry a Manchu. It is not legal.”

      “She is only a concubine,” he said. “And I am a fourth son. Who will care?”

      “You are friends with the royal family,” she said. “Will they not object? Will it hurt your career?”

      Inspector Gong nodded. She could have a point. But it could also play in his favor. “I could try to get official permission from the prince,” he said.

      His mother nodded. “If you do, I will get this girl for you.”

      “It is agreed then,” Inspector Gong said, holding out his hand as if to shake hers. Marriage really was little more than a business transaction.

      She slapped his hand away and laughed as she rose to leave. He doubted she would get any sleep either. She would spend the next few days making arrangements for the meeting with Lady Li and for the wedding. Even though the two families had not even discussed the marriage yet, it was practically a done deal—as long as he could get the prince to agree, and he saw no reason why he wouldn’t. Unless he failed to name a killer and China ended up at war with the foreign powers. It was tempting. Starting a war to prevent a marriage. It could be worth it.
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      The next morning, Inspector Gong woke up to an urgent telegram from Lady Li. It said that Jiaolong had purchased the bow and arrow back from Mr. Big. His chest felt heavy. This was the final bit of evidence he would need to charge the boy. He owned the murder weapon just before she was killed. It was enough for a quick conviction. But the note also said something else interesting. She said that Mr. Big said that the boy purchased the bow and arrow as a gift for his uncle.

      He threw on his clothes and went to see if his men had found the uncle. He had to be involved. He had come up in every part of the investigation. Maybe he actually killed the girl but convinced the boy he had done it.

      “We found him, boss,” one of the men said. “He wasn’t even trying to hide.”

      “Did you detain him?” he asked.

      “He is waiting for you at the den,” the man said. “He said he wouldn’t go with us if we weren’t charging him with a crime.”

      “That’s fine,” Inspector Gong said, but he was a little concerned. Usually people would submit to his men out of fear. This man had no fear and knew the law. He was going to be trouble.

      When he arrived at the opium den, he was led to a private room in the back. The man, Zhao Daquan, was sitting serenely, drinking a cup of tea. A beautifully ornate carved bow sat on the table in front of him.

      “You realize I have caught you with the murder weapon,” Inspector Gong said as he sat down across from him.

      “What? This?” Daquan asked, motioning toward the bow. “It belongs to my nephew. He had given it to a host at an opium den to cover his debt. I bought it back from him.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. He hadn’t thought to ask the host at the opium den where he found Jiaolong if he had any of the boy’s possessions.

      “But I must congratulate you,” Daquan went on. “I never thought you would link me to the crime. You did well.”

      “Aren’t you worried I will have you arrested?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Daquan shook his head. “You don’t have any evidence of my involvement. I didn’t kill the girl. I just gave her brother a nudge…and a lot of opium.”

      “But why?” Inspector Gong asked. “Your own niece? Your own nephew? Does family mean nothing to you?”

      “Do you know what is more important than family?” Daquan asked. Inspector Gong shook his head. “Land. You might not think so, living here in a city, but where I come from, a man’s family, his soul, his future, his past. It is all in the land. My ancestors, for a hundred generations, were buried on the hill overlooking a stream and all the land for hundreds of li my family owned. They are still there now. But they are looking over another family now. Dozens of families after they split the land like a ripe melon to scoop out its insides.”

      “Your brother told me he sold the land and came to the city for a better life after decades of war in Kwangsi,” Inspector Gong said.

      “A better life?” the brother scoffed. “In this stinking cesspool of a city. My brother lives in a hovel. A running dog of the foreign missionaries. He would have starved without their help. He practically sold Weilin to them, promising she would do their bidding. Then she sold herself to that Opium King. When Jiaolong told me she had fallen with child, I knew what I had to do.”

      “So you had Jiaolong kill her,” Inspector Gong said. “To get revenge on your brother for letting go of the family land?”

      “It was too easy,” he said. “When a person is dreaming opium dreams, they will do anything you ask of them.”

      “You know Jiaolong, your own blood, he will die for this, for you,” Inspector Gong asked, fuming. His hands nearly shaking with rage. “His head will roll.”

      Daquan calmly sipped his tea. “It is better than my brother deserves,” he said. “I would have preferred for his head to roll, but I could not find a way to convince him to kill the girl. He had too much affection, too much pride in her.”

      “She was a good girl,” Inspector Gong said. “She didn’t deserve this.”

      “She was a whore…” Daquan started to say.

      “She was a victim,” Inspector Gong interrupted. “She hated Gibson. She tried to get away, but Jialong shot her instead of him. If he was going to lose his head for murder he should have killed that bastard.”

      “I agree!” Daquan said, slapping the table enthusiastically. “I’m glad you see things this way. You are a smart man.”

      Inspector Gong stood up, grabbed Daquan by the collar, and flung him against the wall. “I am nothing like you!” he yelled. “You ruined your family for nothing. Gibson won’t pay for his crimes against that girl or the Chinese people. The only people who will die are two innocent children all for some petty squabble with your brother. You make me sick!”

      Daquan only laughed. “I have heard of you, Inspector Gong, running dog for the Manchu prince.” He laughed again. “The time of the foreigners, including the Manchu, will come to an end. And all traitors, like you, will go down with them.”

      “That sounds like seditious talk,” Inspector Gong said, lowering Dequan to the floor. “Hey, get in here!” he called to his men who were waiting outside.

      “Yes, boss?” the men asked.

      “I’m sure you heard this man speaking against the emperor and imperial family,” he said to them.

      “Sure, boss,” they said even though they probably hadn’t heard a thing. But Inspector Gong knew he could count on them to support his claims.

      “I said no such thing!” Daquan said, growing nervous for the first time.

      “I might not be able to have you executed,” Inspector Gong said. “But I can have you locked up and beaten for a few days.” He turned to his men. “Take him away, charges of sedition.”

      “No!” Daquan yelled as he was dragged out. “I did no such thing! You’ll pay for this, Inspector Gong!”

      “You aren’t the first enemy I’ve made in this line of work,” Inspector Gong said. “And you won’t be the last.
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      Later that day, Inspector Gong called on Lady Li. After the maid admitted him to her office, she nodded for the girl to shut the door. He didn’t know what she thought would happen, but he walked to her and held her in his arms. After the day he had, he just needed to feel the comfort of her warmth. What he wouldn’t give to be able to come home to such comfort every day. If he could, maybe he wouldn’t need baijiu to help him fall asleep every night.

      “I heard that Jiaolong was charged with the murder,” she said.

      He sighed and reluctantly let her slip from his arms. “Yes,” he said. “And I had Bolin released. The uncle is being held on suspicion of sedition, but the charges won’t hold. He will be released soon.”

      They went and sat down together on a wooden couch but they continued to hold hands.

      “Did the uncle actually kill the girl?” Lady Li asked. “What happened?”

      Inspector Gong shook his head. “The uncle wanted revenge against his brother for losing the family land. And he thought the girl had further dishonored the family by getting pregnant. He gave the boy such a large amount of opium, he couldn’t tell fantasy from reality. Even now, days later, the boy’s brain is completely muddled. He doesn’t know what is happening. When I told him he would be executed for his sister’s murder, he didn’t even know what I was talking about. He had forgotten about the dream he had told me.” He sighed, feeling like a complete failure even though he had solved the crime. “At least he will not suffer when he is executed. His mind is completely gone.”

      “His poor parents,” Lady Li said. “They must be devastated.”

      “They are,” he said. “But I do not think they will cause any more trouble. Prince Kung promised them new land and a new house back in Kwangsi Province if they agree not to incite any more riots. They have agreed. They just want to get away from this place, filled with so many bad memories.”

      “I don’t blame them,” Lady Li said, rubbing Inspector Gong’s arm. “So the threat of war, it is over?”

      “It is,” Inspector Gong said. “The ports have reopened and the ships have started to depart. They have already gotten messages to the warships that were on their way and they have agreed to turn away.”

      Lady Li placed her hand to her heart, no doubt greatly relieved. “That is good to hear. Eunuch Bai, he had made arrangements for us to flee Peking if we had not found the killer in time.”

      “So that is what he was doing while he was gone?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Yes,” Lady Li said, her eyes glancing at the place in the wall where Eunuch Bai’s spyhole was. “He knew I would not give him permission to make such plans, so he took it upon himself.”

      “While I do not agree with his methods,” Inspector Gong said, “I cannot fault him for looking out for you.”

      “Indeed,” she said.

      They sat in silence for a moment, just enjoying being together and the touch of their hands.

      “Lady Li…” he finally started to say, leaning forward, but she let go of his hand, stood, and walked to a table across the room.

      “I received a letter,” she said, pulling a piece of paper from a drawer. “From your mother. She wishes to call upon me at my earliest convenience to discuss marriage arrangements between her son and the girl named Swan.”

      Inspector Gong walked over to her and cleared his throat. “Yes, well…you did say the offer was still open.”

      She nodded as she looked back down at the letter. “I did,” she said softly.

      He reached over and lifted her chin. Her eyes were wet with tears. “You don’t have to reply,” he said.

      “But I do,” Lady Li said as a tear escaped and slid down the left side of her face. “I do.”

      He took her face in his hands and placed his lips on hers. She put her hands around his neck and held him tight, kissing him back passionately.

      “I love you, my lady,” he said. “I’ll never love Swan the way I love you.”

      “I know,” she said with a nod, pulling away slightly. “But it is what we have to do. You need to speak with the prince, get imperial permission to marry Swan. Then I will speak with your parents.”

      “I will,” he said as he let her slip from his grasp. “He is very busy trying to smooth things over with the foreigners, but I will speak with him soon.”

      “That is good,” she said with a nod of finality as she wiped the tears from her face. “Good. It is for the best. I am sure Swan will make you happy. I know my husband was pleased with her.”

      “I am sure she will give me no cause for complaint,” he said. “Other than the fact that she is not you.”

      “Don’t hold it against her,” Lady Li said. “She has been through so much. Please do good by her.”

      “I will do my best to be a good husband,” he said.

      “Then…then I suppose we shall next meet on your wedding day,” she said.

      Inspector Gong hesitated, but there was nothing left to say. He gave her a slight nod and walked out of Lady Li’s office, the taste of her kiss still on his lips.
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      Lady Li cleared her throat and motioned for a maid to bring some more tea. She was doing her best to affect the air of superiority she usually carried, but the woman sitting across from her was a formidable opponent. She willed her foot to still, not tap, and to hold her teacup gingerly instead of gripping it like a vise.

      “Of course, we are more than pleased our son has finally agreed to a marriage match,” Gong Furen—Inspector Gong’s mother—said as she held her head up and tried to look down her nose at Lady Li.

      But no one looked down on Lady Li.

      Lady Li had worn one of her most ornate chapaos, and her hair was perfectly styled around her batou headdress. The jewels she used to decorate her hair were large and gleamed even in the diluted light of the formal sitting room they were currently occupying in Lady Li’s mansion.

      Gong Furen had spared no effort in her own attire as well, but it was clear that her embroidery thread was not as expensive as Lady Li’s and she owned far fewer jewels. But there were other areas where Gong Furen surpassed Lady Li. Specifically in that she had sons, one of whom wanted to take Lady Li’s companion and her late husband’s former concubine, Swan, as his wife.

      Gong Laoye, Inspector Gong’s father, was present as well, but other than the prescribed greetings, he had remained silent. Allowing his wife to handle the negotiations. Lady Li suspected Gong Furen handled most aspects of their life together.

      “But under the circumstances,” Gong Furen continued, “you understand why we would…have concerns.”

      Lady Li smiled and gave a small nod. It was the “concerns” that threatened to show the cracks in her confidence. She wanted Inspector Gong’s parents to accept the match, but in order to convince them, certain aspects of Concubine…Lady Swan’s life would have to be…concealed. She did not want to deceive the Gongs, but Inspector Gong already knew about Swan’s opium addiction and had agreed to marry her anyway. Revealing Swan’s addiction to his parents would only make life for all of them much more difficult.

      “I can assure you,” Lady Li said, “that Lady Swan would be an excellent wife for your son.”

      Swan, appropriately, said nothing, but sat straight with her eyes downcast. Lady Li knew that Swan was eager for the marriage, but she really had no say in the matter. She was Lady Li’s property, passed on to her after their husband’s death. As such, it was at Lady Li’s discretion what happened to the girl, whether she should marry or remain a chaste widow for the rest of her days. Similar to how Swan had had no choice in her first marriage either.

      “I have no doubt of Lady Swan’s many admirable qualities,” Gong Furen acquiesced as she eyed the girl up and down. “I am sure your husband was a man of discerning taste.”

      “Indeed, he was,” Lady Li said, motioning for the maid to refill their teacups. “Lady Swan is from a very respectable family here in Peking. Her father is a calligrapher. He taught his daughter to read and write, and he personally schooled her to have the most beautiful penmanship. She can recite all the classics and she speaks English.”

      “Yes,” Gong Furen said, pressing her lips disapprovingly. “We heard how she…assisted our son on his last case. You know she turned up at our house, unescorted.”

      Lady Li felt her eye twitch and hoped it was not visible. Lady Li had been helping Inspector Gong solve a murder in the British Quarter of the Foreign Legation because she spoke English and he did not. Swan had taken it upon herself to sneak out of the mansion and involve herself in the case as well. She had been helpful, but Lady Li had feared the damage she could have done to her reputation. Married women—even widows—were rarely seen out of their homes, and never unescorted. But Swan had ended up going to Inspector Gong’s home because she was—rightly—afraid of returning home to Lady Li, who would have beaten her soundly had Inspector Gong not been there to still her hand.

      Lady Li gave a small chuckle, as if the incident had not been as serious as they all knew it was. “Lady Swan certainly showed her industriousness that day. I daresay Inspector Gong might not have been able to solve the case without her.”

      Gong Furen leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Yes, I do think that her usefulness to him on that occasion is why he has become so insistent on this match.” She looked at her husband, Gong Laoye, but he stayed quiet, offering no help to his wife in this situation. It was clear that he would accept whatever ruling his wife made.

      “I believe that Inspector Gong wants a wife who is both dutiful and useful,” Lady Li offered. “One who will be able to raise his children and run his household while he is busy working for the prince and keeping the city safe.”

      “Gods willing, she won’t have to run the household for many years,” Gong Furen said. It was tradition for sons to stay with their family even after marriage. And Lady Li knew that Inspector Gong had older brothers who were already married as well. Even after Gong Furen passed away, Swan would be the least of the next generation of wives. Lady Li feared that Swan’s desire to marry was blinding her to the difficulties of having to kowtow to a mother-in-law and elder sisters-in-law, but that was something that Swan would eventually learn on her own should the marriage happen.

      “But raising children…” Gong Furen said, and Lady Li felt her heart clinch in her chest. “We do hope that sons would come quickly. Our son has waited much too long to accept a wife. We do not want to delay any children.”

      Lady Li nodded. “Of course,” she said. “My husband passed away so soon after Swan joined our household, she was never blessed with a child of her own. But she has been a wonderful aunt to my daughters.”

      Please don’t ask more. Please don’t ask more, Lady Li prayed silently as Gong Furen looked at Swan again.

      “Stand up, girl,” Gong Furen ordered Swan. Swan glanced at Lady Li, who nodded her permission.

      Swan stood up gracefully, not wobbling even for a moment on her pot-bottom shoes.

      “Turn around,” Gong Furen said, and Swan did so. Gong Furen tisked her tongue and shook her head. “She is awfully skinny. It could be difficult for her to bear healthy children.”

      Lady Li laughed again. “Nothing some heavy meals and happiness won’t cure,” Lady Li said, motioning for Swan to retake her seat. “She mourned greatly for Lord Yun when he passed. She fasted for months. Her normal appetite seems to have never returned to her. But I am sure that once she has a new husband to warm her heart and her bed, a robust appetite—and hearty sons—will follow.”

      “And she is already twenty years old?” Gong Furen asked, looking for every opportunity to undermine Swan’s suitability as a wife.

      Lady Li forced her disgust at the conversation down her throat. This was actually the first time Lady Li had been involved in marriage negotiations. She did not arrange her own marriage or Swan’s, and her own daughters were not yet of a marrying age. She knew the general routine of the two families coming together to reach an agreement, but she didn’t realize how offensive the whole process was, as though they were bartering over the quality and price of a new heifer.

      “Yes,” Lady Li finally said. “She was only sixteen when my husband took her as a concubine, and that was four years ago.”

      “A concubine,” Gong Furen said. “Not a wife.”

      Lady Li did not respond but could not suppress her eyebrow from raising. What did Gong Furen expect? Lady Li was Lord Yun’s wife; he could not have another.

      “It is this matter of taking the girl to wife that has me the most concerned,” Gong Furen said, trying to explain her position. “The girl has already been a concubine, and is past a suitable marriage age. My husband and I believe that taking Lady Swan as a concubine would be more appropriate. That way, after our son has grown more amiable to the idea of having a family of his own, he will still be able to take a wife later…A Han wife.”

      While it was generally looked down upon, it was not uncommon for a man to take a concubine before taking a wife. It was a way for a man to have the benefits of having a wife without the legal constraints of one, though it generally only happened among lower class people, such as men who could not afford a wife but hoped to buy one later. For Gong Furen to suggest that Swan be given to Inspector Gong as a concubine and not a first wife was a grave insult. Normally, a family as privileged as Lady Li’s or Swan’s would reject such an offer handily. But Swan had few other options. In fact, she had no other marriage prospects. So Lady Li once again pushed her anger deep into the pit of her stomach and forced a smile to her face.

      “Lady Swan is the chaste widow of a great lord,” Lady Li said. “She has everything she could ever need here in my home, and I value her company. I would not let her leave my home as anything less than a proper wife. Besides, I have spoken to Inspector Gong on this matter already, and he gave me his word that he would take Lady Swan as his wife. And I know how much he values his word.”

      Gong Furen’s nostrils flared and she stared at Lady Li as though she could cow her with just a glance. But Lady Li did not budge. She did not show anger or fear. Her face was as emotionless as stone. Truly, she had nothing to gain or lose from the situation. Her only concern was doing the best she could by Swan, and right now, she wondered if calling off the match would be in Swan’s best interest. She couldn’t imagine being subjected to such an overbearing mother-in-law for the rest of her life. But she doubted Swan would ever thank her if she sabotaged her one chance at a new marriage.

      Finally, Gong Furen stood, and her husband followed suit. “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said with a slight bend of her knees, one not deep enough to show Lady Li the respect her station deserved, but just enough for Gong Furen to display her general dissatisfaction with the situation. “We will speak once more with our son and let you know if further arrangements are to be made.”

      Lady Li gave the Gongs a polite bend of her neck. Swan stood from her seat and then kneeled as low as she could on her pot-bottom shoes.

      “I look forward to hearing from you soon,” Lady Li said, and then motioned for Eunuch Bai, who had been standing silently to one side the whole time, to escort her guests out.

      As soon as they were out of view, Lady Li collapsed back into her chair. “What an insufferable woman!” she said to Swan. “Are you sure you want to go through with this after meeting her?”

      “I think it went rather well,” Swan said, her face all smiles now that she didn’t have to play the part of a humble servant.

      “How can you think that?” Lady Li asked, kicking off her pot-bottom shoes and flexing her toes. “It was like haggling for fish at the market.”

      “But people only haggle over something they really want,” Swan said as she snuck to the doorway to make sure they had completely gone. “They are just hoping you’ll take a lower bride price, but they know they’ll have to accept the match.”

      Lady Li shook her head, surprised by Swan’s optimism and astuteness. “I think you may be right about that. If she wants Inspector Gong to marry, she’ll have to accept you. He said he wouldn’t marry anyone else.”

      Swan somehow managed to spin around on her tall shoes in a graceful twirl. “I can’t believe I am finally going to be married again!”

      Lady Li smiled but had to suppress a hint of her own sadness that tried to bubble up.

      What she wouldn’t give to be the one that Inspector Gong was wanting to marry.

      She could never admit it out loud, though, of course. Unlike Swan, she simply wasn’t in a position to marry. As a first wife, it was her duty to remain a chaste widow for the rest of her life. Even if she didn’t care about that, she didn’t want to hand over her immense wealth to a new husband and risk losing her daughters’ dowries or compromise their status. As of right now, her oldest daughter was on the short list of possible consorts for the young emperor when he came of age. One day she could be the mother of the next empress of China! No, she couldn’t marry. She had to stay the course that had been laid out for her.

      “There is going to be so much to do!” Swan said, still dreaming of her wedding day. “I need to work on my embroidery. I still have many pieces in my trunk from my first marriage, but I am sure Mother Gong would appreciate some new ones. And I’ll need a new wedding gown. Do you think Popo will let me take back the pots and cooking utensils I brought with me? And Mama and Baba will need new clothes as well. They will be so excited to know that I’m going to be a wife and not just a concubine anymore!”

      She droned on as she went back to her own room with her wish list and things to do. There would actually be very little for Swan to do other than work on her embroidery. Weddings were always planned by the parents, and while Lady Li wasn’t her mother, she was her guardian, so much of the responsibility would fall to her. She groaned at the idea of having to plan a wedding with Gong Furen. Maybe she should reach out to Swan’s mother and graciously offer her the chance to plan her daughter’s second wedding.

      “Mama! Mama!” her daughters cried out as they ran into the room waving a pamphlet in the air. They had just returned from visiting a nearby temple with Popo, their paternal grandmother.

      Popo slowly passed by the room, leaning on her cane, but there was a smile on her face. Just a few short months ago, when Popo was living alone, she never had the strength to visit the temple, much less with her granddaughters in tow. While others might look at Popo and see a weak and frail woman, she was much improved from before.

      “How was temple, Popo?” Lady Li asked.

      “So many beggars!” Popo said with a shake of her head. “Hard times are upon us. Hard times, indeed.”

      Lady Li nodded as Popo went on past to her own quarters for a rest.

      “What is this?” Lady Li asked as she returned her attention to her daughters as they fought over who got to climb up into her lap. Second Daughter won, though Lady Li thought that First Daughter must have let her win since she could have easily pushed her smaller sister out of the way.

      “There is going to be a great opera performance tonight!” First Daughter said as she showed her mother the pamphlet. “Can we go!”

      Lady Li opened the pamphlet and looked over the woodblock print of a Peking opera mask with information about the performance.

      “‘The Concubine’s Lover,’” Lady Li read, “‘will be performed at the White Lotus Theater tonight and feature the debut public performance by Wangshu in the role of the dan.’ Huh, well isn’t that something?”

      “Everyone at temple was excited about it,” First Daughter said, taking the pamphlet and turning it over in her hands. “What is so special about Wangshu?”

      “Wangshu is a woman,” Lady Li said. “Though you wouldn’t know it by her name.” She imagined the name had been specifically chosen by Wangshu for its ambiguous nature. “It says she is playing the dan, the female role. Quite novel, don’t you think?”

      “Women can perform in the opera?” Second Daughter asked, her mouth dramatically agape.

      “The empress did decree that women could perform opera publicly now,” Lady Li said as she gently closed her daughter’s mouth. “It had been announced months ago, but I hadn’t heard of any women taking to the stage until now. Wangshu has been performing in the empress’s private imperial troop for years.”

      “I’ve never seen a woman in the opera before,” First Daughter said dubiously, her eyebrow raised. She was already a little skeptic.

      “Well, just because it was legal didn’t mean anyone wanted to take the chance at being publicly ridiculed for it,” Lady Li said. “It can be very hard to get people to try something new.”

      “Can we go?” Second Daughter asked. “I want to see!”

      “Absolutely not!” Lady Li said, sliding her daughter off her lap as she stood. “A public opera house is no place for proper young ladies, and it will go well past your bedtime.”

      “Will you go?” First Daughter asked. “I heard several of the ladies at temple talking about going.”

      Lady Li ushered the girls toward the study to work on their reading lessons. “I haven’t had time to think about it,” she Li said. “I’ve been so preoccupied with helping Inspector Gong with the troubles in the legation and now negotiating Con—err, Swan’s marriage.”

      First Daughter sighed. “You’re always working.”

      “It’s no easy task to run a house all by yourself,” Lady Li scolded. “Just you wait until you have a family of your own.”

      First Daughter wrinkled her nose as if to argue, but then turned away. “Yes, mama,” she said.

      “What’s wrong?” Lady Li asked, tugging on her daughter’s sleeve.

      The little girl shook her head. “Nothing. I know you want me to be empress.”

      “It would be a great honor,” Lady Li said. “The most powerful woman in the country. Hundreds of servants. Countless beautiful gowns. Doesn’t that sound lovely?”

      “I suppose,” First Daughter said, trying to turn away, but Lady Li held her fast.

      “What is it?” she asked. “What’s upsetting you?”

      “I…I don’t want to go to the palace to live,” she finally admitted, her eyes downcast but brimming with tears.

      Lady Li took her daughter in her arms. “What’s all this? You know you must marry someday. Wouldn’t it be best to marry an emperor?”

      “But Auntie Suyi went to the palace and she came back dead!” First Daughter said sharply.

      “I…I know,” Lady Li said. “But that was an accident.” It actually hadn’t been an accident, but she didn’t need to tell her daughters the brutal truth about that right now.

      “And you went to the Forbidden City as a girl and you almost got killed too!” First Daughter went on.

      “That…that was a very extreme circumstance,” Lady Li tried to explain. She had, of course, told her daughters about her time at the Forbidden City many times, and about how she and the imperial family had been forced to flee by the invading foreigners. But she never imagined the story had instilled terror in her daughters. She had meant to inspire them with the empress’s resilience at turning the invaders out and saving the throne for her young son.

      “I don’t want to go!” First Daughter said, stomping her foot.

      Lady Li stood upright and looked down at her child. She wanted to help her cope with her emotions, but she couldn’t let her think she could get her way by throwing a fit.

      “You are a lady,” Lady Li said. “And you do as you are told by your elders. If I decide that you are to go to the Forbidden City and marry the emperor, or go marry someone else, you will do it, do you understand?”

      First daughter sucked in a breath and wiped her face with her long sleeves. “Yes, mama,” she said.

      “Good,” Lady Li said. “Now, go clean your face and then come back to the study for your lesson.”

      First Daughter nodded as she headed to use the wash basin in her room. Lady Li then took Second Daughter by the hand and led her to the study room. Both girls did their lessons dutifully, but Lady Li could tell their hearts weren’t in it. And truth be told, her mind was elsewhere as well. She hadn’t realized how much the troubles of the court had upset her own children, and they had been shielded from the worst of it. Lady Li herself had been glad she was not chosen as an imperial consort. She was initially disappointed that her astrology chart did not align with the emperor’s, so she was dismissed without even being considered. But after she ended up as a lady-in-waiting for the empress, she saw just how lonely and rigid her life was and was glad she had been spared such a life.

      Yet, she still marched her daughter toward a fate she had been so happy to escape. But what else could she do about it? Her daughters would have to marry eventually. Maybe they didn’t have to marry the emperor, but any life with a husband would be one they couldn’t control. Lady Li had never made a single decision in her life before the day her husband died.

      “If Swan marries Gong Shushu,” Second Daughter asked, “will we ever see her again?”

      Lady Li felt a pain in her heart at the thought of never seeing Inspector Gong again, but she did her best not to let it show.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Probably not. Swan has never returned to her parents’ home since she came to live here. She has seen her mother a couple of times, but very rarely. Once she marries, we won’t be her family anymore.”

      First Daughter grunted and crumpled up the page she was working on and threw it to the floor.

      “I wish I’d been born a boy,” First Daughter grumbled, trying her best not to cry.

      “Why?” Lady Li asked, aghast.

      “Because boys never have to leave their mothers.”

      The pain in Lady Li’s heart was too great. She pulled both her daughters, her world, her reason for living, to her and held them tight.

      “I will always be your mother,” she whispered. “I will always be here for you.”

      After she kissed away her daughter’s tears and comforted them as best she could, she sent them to their grandmother while she straightened up their books. The pamphlet for the opera slipped out from the papers and fluttered to the floor.  She picked it up and read the introduction to Wangshu.

      Daughter of the great opera performer Wangdi, Wangshu was born with opera in her blood. As a performer for the empress, Wangshu has already achieved great heights. Yet she has agreed to descend to the world of mortals as the legendary Concubine Yu, who sacrificed all for love and duty.

      Lady Li knew of some women who worked outside the home, but mostly they were the wives of tradesmen and laborers. Hardworking lower-class women who ran shops and served tea or sewed clothes. She had never considered that there could be a path through life that didn’t involve marriage.

      Of course, it would be ludicrous to think that her children might not marry but have some sort of career. But just for one night, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to dream about another life.

      Maybe they could all use a night at the opera.
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      Inspector Gong apprehensively knocked on the door of Prince Kung’s mansion. It had only been a few days since he had found out who killed the girl in the British Quarter, and the prince had been busy trying to calm the foreign powers who had been all too eager to declare war on China over the incident. He was sure the prince would not be in a kindly mood, yet his mother had refused to let him delay in speaking with the prince about getting an imperial dispensation to marry Swan. If he had to choose between an angry Prince Kung or an angry mother, Inspector Gong would choose the prince every time.

      Only mere seconds after knocking, a servant opened the door and motioned for the inspector to enter. He was quickly ushered into a sitting room and offered a chair and tea, but he was too anxious to sit. He paced, admiring the many wall scrolls depicting mountains and rivers, swooping cranes, and galloping horses. Prince Kung loved art and culture and was a patron for many talented artists. His home was like a museum, housing countless relics and treasures from centuries of Chinese history.

      “Enjoying my latest procurement, I see,” Prince Kung said as he entered the room and caught Inspector Gong staring at a painting of a dancing woman. “It arrived while I was in endless meetings with Mr. Burlingame.”

      Inspector Gong raised an eyebrow. He kept the peace here at home while the prince dealt with the empire’s international relations. He followed some of the news dealing with foreigners, but for the most part he ignored foreign issues.

      “The Americans weren’t involved in the threats against us after the girl died,” Inspector Gong said. “Interesting that the US envoy would be meeting with you now.”

      “The vultures are always circling,” Prince Kung said. “Looking for an opportunity to strike in a way that benefits them the most. But Burlingame’s proposal is an interesting one. He wants to allow the Chinese to immigrate to America with no restrictions.”

      Inspector Gong scoffed. “The empress and magistrates can’t be too happy about that. And how would it benefit the Americans?”

      “They need workers,” Prince Kung said as he sat in a chair and let out a long exhale. “American industry is exploding, and the American people are settling millions of li across the West. America has money and jobs but needs more people.”

      “Money. Jobs. People?” Inspection Gong said, finally calming enough to take a seat himself. “All things we need here in China.”

      Prince Kung nodded as he poured each of them a glass of baijiu. “Yes, but by allowing our people to go if they wish could earn us a lot of goodwill from the Americans. We need more allies in the world. Plus, maybe people who are…dissatisfied here would cause less trouble if they could just leave instead of rebelling.”

      Inspector Gong eyed the prince but kept his opinions to himself as he downed the harsh liquor. But the prince would not let his friend stay silent on the matter.

      “What?” the prince prodded. “You do not agree?”

      “You’re dreaming if you think the people who are unhappy with Manchu rule are simply going to leave their homeland,” Inspector Gong said bluntly.

      “I am only trying to buy the empress time,” the prince said into his glass. “She knows that changes must be made, changes my brother fought me on for years. If she can enact the modernizations we need, the Han may be less likely to continue their rebellions, at least for a few decades. Until the new emperor can take the throne. But we all know the days of the Qing Dynasty are numbered.”

      Inspector Gong had seen the prince despondent over the state of his country over the years. When they fought against rebels together in the western countryside. The day his father chose his brother over him to be the next emperor. The day the British burned the Summer Palace. But the prince had never given up. He had never stopped fighting to preserve the empire that his ancestors had forged. But there was now a weariness in the prince’s eyes that Inspector Gong had not seen before. The prince was not old by any means, but a life of never-ending daily battles would take its toll on even the strongest of men.

      “When one is riding a tiger, it can be hard to dismount,” Inspector Gong said, reciting the common phrase to give his friend encouragement not to give up.

      Prince Kung laughed. “And I thought I was the scholar.”

      “Hey, I had expensive tutors as well,” Inspector Gong said, pouring them each a new glass of baijiu. “Just don’t let my mother find out that I remember anything I learned.”

      “How is she these days?” the prince asked as they clinked their glasses together and downed the drinks in one gulp.

      Inspector Gong could already feel the alcohol warming his cheeks and making him lightheaded. “She’s quite well. Rather busy these days. I…I’ve agreed to marry…finally.”

      “You old dog,” Prince King said, slapping him on the back. “About time! Who is she?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Inspector Gong said. “She’s Manchu. We need imperial permission to marry.” It was against the law for a Han like Inspector Gong to marry a Manchu like Swan, but some exceptions could be made with high enough permission.

      The prince’s face dropped. “You know I would if I could,” he said. “But Lady Li is too high ranking. You’d need permission from the empress, but even then—”

      “It’s not Lady Li,” Inspector Gong interrupted. “It’s her late husband’s concubine, Swan.”

      “Swan?” the prince asked, confused. “You want to marry Swan?”

      “Yes,” Inspector Gong said firmly. “She proved to be quite an asset recently. We might not have found the killer in the legation without her help. I think she would make a capable wife.”

      “I don’t doubt Swan’s capability,” the prince said. “But…you and Lady Li…does Swan know?”

      The inspector wasn’t sure just how dumb he should play. The prince knew that Inspector Gong and Lady Li had grown close, but whether he knew that they had actually been lovers, the inspector wasn’t sure.

      “I’m not sure what Swan knows,” Inspector Gong admitted. “But Lady Li and I both agreed that Swan needs a new husband. And my mother is hell-bent on finding me a wife. This solves two problems at once.”

      “Do you know she’s an opium addict?” the prince asked bluntly.

      “I assumed as much when I found her in an opium den a few days ago,” Inspector Gong said as though it was no big deal. “How did you know?”

      “I know everything that goes on in Lady Li’s home,” the prince nearly yelled, but then he snapped his mouth shut and paced in a circle. He stuttered, as though he couldn’t decide if he should laugh or be angry.

      Inspector Gong knew that many years before, back when Lady Li was a lady-in-waiting at the Forbidden City, before she was married, she and the prince had been in love and hoped to marry. But circumstance kept them apart, and she ended up married to someone else. The inspector knew that the prince and Lady Li were no longer lovers, but they had remained close friends. At the prince’s outburst, he couldn’t help but wonder, and not for the first time, if there was more to their current relationship than he thought.

      “This is ludicrous,” the prince finally settled on. “You’ve been sleeping with Lady Li yet you’re taking her opium eating slave to wife? Not just as a concubine, which you wouldn’t need my permission for. Have you completely lost your senses? What does your mother think?”

      “My mother can be surprisingly open-minded when she wants something badly enough,” Inspector Gong said.

      “Does she know Swan is addicted to opium?” the prince asked.

      Inspector Gong sighed and dropped his arms. “No, she does not. But Lady Li is keeping Swan confined and watched at all times so she can’t access it anymore. By the time we marry, I’m certain her addiction will be broken.”

      “You and I have both seen the effects of opium on our people,” the prince said darkly. “You know it is not that simple.”

      “Are you going to give me permission to marry Swan or not?” the inspector asked.

      “I’d rather marry her myself if it kept you from doing something this stupid,” the prince grumbled.

      “I’d marry Lady Li if I could,” Inspector Gong said. “I’ve all but formally asked her. But you know we can’t. She won’t. There’s too much at risk for her. But Swan is the next best thing. She’s smart, beautiful, still young. If I’d never met Lady Li, I’d think there was no woman better for me than Swan.”

      “But you have met Lady Li,” the prince said. “Can you really care for Swan the way she deserves when all of us know what you really want?”

      “All I can do is try,” the inspector said, the words coming out more defeated than he meant. “Lady Li, Swan, my mother, and I have all agreed to the arrangement. All we need is your permission to see it through. If I didn’t want this, I could have just told them that you refused without ever really asking you. I’m here because I want your permission. Prince Kung, will you give me leave to marry Yun Swan?”

      The prince rolled his eyes and scoffed. “Well, who am I to prevent you from making the biggest mistake of your life?”

      Inspector Gong gave the prince the fist-in-palm salute and bowed. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll have the paper drawn up and stamped tomorrow,” the prince said. “But for now, I need a break from all this madness. I’m going to the opera. Want to accompany me? My wife, Guwalgiya, will be accompanying me.”

      “The highest-ranking man in the country and his wife attending a public opera?” Inspector Gong asked. “How scandalous.”

      The prince picked up a pamphlet from a table and handed it to him. “It’s the first public opera in Peking to feature a woman in the role of the dan.”

      “Is it?” Inspector Gong asked, intrigued, as he skimmed the pamphlet. “The empress made it legal for women to be actors months ago, didn’t she?”

      “She did,” the prince said. “But no women have dared to do so, or their opera troops have not allowed them to. Bucking social order is not something the people eagerly accept.”

      “So what made this Wangshu decide to take the risk?” the inspector asked.

      “She has been performing in the empress’s private troop for years,” the prince explained. “I’ve seen her perform many times. She’s quite talented. Comes from a long line of performers. But when the empress realized that there were no women willing to step into the role of the dan after she gave them permission, she asked Wangshu to set the example.”

      “Why does the empress care so much?” the inspector asked. “She can have whoever she wants to perform in her private troop.”

      “The empress and I have been working together for a long time,” the prince said, which was rather an understatement. The empress was only ruling China because she and the prince—with the help of Lady Li—had overthrown the men that the last emperor had selected to be the new emperor’s guardian until he came of age. After a lifetime of faithful service, the emperor had completely pushed Prince Kung out of his son’s future government. The empress and Prince Kung knew that the Qing Dynasty would fall immediately if that happened, so they had the new regents exiled or executed and set the empress up to rule on her son’s behalf with Prince Kung as her chief advisor.

      “The empress wants to make changes,” the prince went on. “She wants to modernize the country, but she has to be careful. Move slowly. Too many changes too quickly will spook the ministers and the people. Allowing women to perform in the opera is her small way of embarking on social change. She wants this first tiny change to be a success.”

      “Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth,” the inspector said, handing the pamphlet back. “I think I’ll stay home for once.”

      “I’d rather you went,” the prince said. “I’m going to support Wangshu and the empress, and to set an example for the other nobles. But Wangshu has been receiving threatening letters. People have been harassing her on the street. She’s worried about her safety. I told her she didn’t need to worry, but I’d feel more confident if you were there tonight.”

      “So now I’m to play bodyguard for an actress?” Inspector Gong asked, wrinkling his nose. “Sounds like a dreadful way to spend an evening.”

      The prince sighed. “It would certainly be a shame if something were to happen to her and I ended up too busy to get that marriage dispensation for you.”

      “Where’s my ticket?” Inspector Gong asked.
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      First Daughter and Second Daughter were nearly bouncing with excitement in the sedan chair as the chair-bearers carried the girls and Lady Li to the theater.

      “I can’t wait to see the costumes!” First Daughter said as she tried to peek through the tied curtains of the sedan chair.

      “The singing! The dancing!” Second Daughter exclaimed as she tried to move her sister out of the way so she could see out.

      “Calm down, girls,” Lady Li chided. “You make it harder for the boys to carry us with you moving back and forth.”

      “The sword fighting!” First Daughter said, not hearing her mother. “Just like Mongeyisu!” They both then devolved into a fit of laughter. They loved pretending they were Mongeyisu, the Manchu heroine of myth and legend.

      “Girls, please!” Lady Li tried again, physically forcing them to their seats. “You must sit down! I can have the boys take you right back home where you can sit in your rooms like Swan!”

      That got the girls’ attention, and they quickly sat, with their hands folded in their laps, but their feet continued to wiggle.

      “Why couldn’t Swan come, mama?” First Daughter asked.

      “It wouldn’t be proper for a betrothed woman to be seen in public,” Lady Li said, which both was and was not true. Had Swan been never married, it would be inappropriate for her to be out in public where other men can see her. As a widow, however, there were no rules about her being seen in public as long as she was properly supervised. She had left strict instructions with the staff to make sure that Swan didn’t leave her room and that no one was to deliver her anything other than food from the kitchen. Everyone knew that Swan’s marriage depended on breaking her opium addiction. And while Swan herself wanted to come out of the cloud and marry Inspector Gong, Lady Li knew that the mere thought of having a bit of opium could break the resolve of the strongest person.

      She wished she could have left Eunuch Bai behind. He was the only person she really trusted with her household in her absence. But as a woman herself, she shouldn’t be seen at a public event without a male escort, so he was with her, trotting along outside the sedan chair with the chair-bearers.

      Lady Li rubbed her forehead and tried to forget all her troubles, just for one night. She needed the break, the escape from the world. She was looking forward to the opera and hoped it would provide her with a well-deserved distraction.

      The White Lotus Theater was a bustle of activity. Men and women of every social standing were in attendance. Some people were trying to get into the theater while others were just milling about outside. Some people were hawking their wares, including some women who were offering their services.

      “How can you support this abomination!” one man screamed at Lady Li as she exited the sedan chair. “You should be contained to your own house! Women should be kept behind silk screens!”

      Lady Li looked around and saw several angry faces chiding the people who were trying to enter. She hadn’t expected to see protesters here. She nearly climbed back into her chair, afraid for her children’s safety, when she felt Eunuch Bai’s hand on her arm.

      “This way, my lady,” he said. Of course, he would know a quick and safe way inside. Lady Li carried Second Daughter and held First Daughter’s hand tightly as they worked their way through the crowd and into the building.

      The crowd inside was not much thinner. The show was oversold. She could see the elevated stage at the back of the large open-air courtyard, but there were far more people than benches. Not that it mattered since most people who had bench seats would stand anyway to get a better view.

      Eunuch Bai led Lady Li to a stairwell that would lead to boxed seats on the second level.

      “Inspector Gong!” Lady Li exclaimed in surprise when Eunuch Bai opened the sliding door to the room and she saw him standing there. “What are you doing here?”

      “Not happy to see me?” he asked as he gave a small bow and smile.

      Lady Li felt a tightness and a fluttering in her chest at the same time. She was more than happy to see him, but disappointed that they could never be more than mere acquaintances. And here, in front of so many people, they would have to be on the most formal of terms.

      “I did not expect to see you here,” she finally managed to say.

      Second Daughter squirmed out of her arms and ran to hug him. “Gong Shushu!” she cried out, jumping up to give him a hug. Even since the girls learned that he would be marrying Swan, they had taken to calling him uncle.

      He hugged her and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I can’t believe your mama let you out of the house so late at night.”

      “Children need fresh air sometimes,” Lady Li said.

      He looked around Lady Li as if checking to see if anyone else was with her. “Is Swan with you?” he asked, and Lady Li hoped that her heart sinking like a rock did not show on her face.

      “It is a good thing I didn’t,” she said, pushing past him further into the room. “You know you aren’t supposed to speak with her before the wedding.” She then realized that Inspector Gong must have come as a guest of Prince Kung, who was standing near the edge of the balcony with his wife. Lady Li approached them and bowed.

      “My prince,” she said. “My lady.”

      Lady Guwalgiya gave Lady Li a polite nod, but then turned away to speak to her own friends. Lady Li and Lady Guwalgiya had never gotten along. The prince had been married to Lady Guwalgiya when he was very young, only fifteen years old, as was common for imperial children. So the prince had already been married for nearly a decade by the time he and Lady Li met and fallen in love, carrying on an affair within the walls of the Forbidden City. Lady Li had no idea how much Lady Guwalgiya knew about the affair, but she clearly knew enough to treat Lady Li cordially—as was appropriate for their stations—but kept her at a cool distance.

      The prince took Lady Li’s hand in his and held it warmly. “It is a pleasure to see you.”

      “And you, dear friend,” Lady Li said, and she meant it. Even though she had at one time loved him and would have settled for being a concubine herself to be with him, it meant a lot to her to still be able to count him among her friends. He was one of the few people she knew she could still count on in a crisis.

      “Our mutual friend came to my home and made a rather unusual request today,” the prince said, eyeing Inspector Gong.

      “Oh?” she asked.

      “I have no reason to deny him other than I think it is a stupid idea,” he said. “But he said you had given him and Swan your full approval. Is this true? I would never do anything to make you unhappy.”

      “Is it possible I both approve this thing and it makes me unhappy?” she asked as she stepped over to the railing and looked down at the crowd below. She and the prince had a shared history so deep, there was no need to be coy.

      “Then why are you doing it?” the prince asked. “Just carry on as you have. Take him to your bed if you must, but don’t yolk Swan’s misfortunes to him. To his family.”

      “But I can’t,” Lady Li said. “It…it’s not so simple. I have to let him go.”

      “By the gods,” the prince said, somewhere between shock and amusement. “You love the bastard, don’t you? That’s why you can’t just sleep with him and go about your life.”

      Lady Li didn’t respond, but she gripped the railing so hard she thought it would shatter.

      “Well, I am sorry for it,” the prince said. “I have loved many women, but only been in love once. I know how hard it is to have to let that person go.”

      She looked up into his eyes and saw all of their stolen kisses and hidden trysts in the Forbidden City pass by.

      “But we became better people for it,” Lady Li said. “We both lived full lives, have beautiful families. We have been better friends than lovers.”

      “But it’s different with him, is it?” the prince asked. “With me, we were young and there were no consequences if we’d been caught. But with him, there’s a lot at stake. You’ve been willing to risk everything to be with him.”

      “And that’s why he has to go,” she said. “I can’t have him around. I need him safely married and out of my life.”

      “If you wanted him well and truly out of your life you’d have him marry anyone else but Swan,” he said.

      The orchestra started banging the drums and clashing the cymbals, starting the show.

      “Just sign the damn paper,” Lady Li snapped as she took a seat and pulled her daughters close to her.

      The prince sighed and went to the end of the row to sit with his wife.

      “Mama, what’s happening?” First Daughter asked as the opera performers appeared on stage, one wearing the head of a horse, and one wearing the head of a bull. They were both twirling long spears.

      “Horse Head and Ox Head are guardians of the gates of hell,” Lady Li said.

      Inspector Gong sat next to Lady Li and took Second Daughter into his lap. “As long as you are explaining what is going on,” he said, “I might as well sit here and listen as well or else I’ll be completely lost.”

      Lady Li frowned at him, but then felt the anger and annoyance melt away and she gave him a small smile. He slid closer to her, so close their arms were touching, and she did not move away.

      Several more actors came out and performed an acrobatic routine.

      “Those are demons,” Lady Li explained.

      The demons were supposed to be frightening, but First Daughter and Second Daughter found the flips and tricks hilarious.

      Then a man dressed all in red with a long beard came out. His face was painted in gold and white.

      “That’s the Laosheng,” Lady Li said. “The man of reason and decency. He is also the King of Hell.”

      The King of Hell sang a long solo and marched around the stage.

      “He is explaining that war has been raging for many years,” Lady Li said. “Sending many good men to hell.”

      The King of Hell and the demons then performed several songs and had many discussions about what to do about the never-ending war in the mortal realm. The songs were long, as it was common for opera performances to take a whole day, but this one had been cut down to last only a few hours.

      Finally, the King of Hell called his daughter forth, and everyone in the audience held their breath.

      In a long blue gown embroidered with silver thread and sparkling silver jewels and long white sleeves, Wangshu walked on stage with such small steps she seemed to float across the stage.

      The cymbals crashed and the audience broke out in cheers and jeers. Wangshu moved to the middle of the stage with practiced precision. Every movement of her head, every flick of her wrist was deliberate and held meaning. After a moment, it was clear the crowd was not going to quiet, so Wangshu opened her mouth and went on with the show.

      In a clear and high-pitched voice, Wangshu, playing the role of Xueyan, the immortal daughter of the King of Hell who would give up her eternal life to stop a great war by becoming the Red Concubine to one of the generals fighting the war, silenced the audience.

      Even Lady Li stopped narrating the show because she was so entranced by the performance and didn’t want to miss a beat.

      At the end of the play, everyone was on the edge of their seat as Xueyan realized that the only way to end the war is to kill the human general she had fallen in love with.

      Xueyan, now dressed in red as befitting the act she was about to perform, sang a song lamenting her tragic fate. She knew that by killing her lover, she would complete the task her father assigned to her, but she hopes that when she returns to hell, he tortures her forever instead of celebrating her victory because she knows she will not be able to live with herself after she completes the task.

      Lady Li was not the only person in the audience trying to discreetly wipe away tears. First Daughter had long fallen asleep despite the loudness of the show. But Second Daughter was riveted, watching every moment with rapt attention.

      The audience went completely silent as Xueyan hid a sword under her gown and the general entered the stage. Lady Li was surprised by the casting of the general. He was good-looking, even under layers of makeup, but he had a slight build, not the muscular body of someone who usually took on such a role. But he still played the role perfectly, convincingly playing both Xueyan’s tender lover and a merciless warmonger.

      Together, the general and Xueyan sang a song about how much they loved each other and would run away and live in peace if only the war would ever end. But then the general broke away from her and sang about how the war could never end, not until he wiped the barbarians off the face of the earth.

      Xueyan wept bitterly at the general’s words because she knew she had no choice but to kill him. She stepped behind the general and drew her sword. But she wouldn’t stab him in the back. He turned to her and embraced her, kissing her passionately.

      Then the general gasped. He stumbled back, looking down at the sword in his stomach in shock. He grabbed Xueyan’s shoulder, and she looked just as terrified as he did.

      “What…what have you done?” the general asked as he fell backward off the sword, which was still tightly gripped in Xueyan’s hand.

      Lady Li was surprised that the general did not sing his final words, but the power of the scene could not be denied. Xueyan’s sword and sleeves were drenched in blood, an effect Lady Li had not seen at an opera before.

      Everyone in the audience held their breath as they waited for Xueyan’s response to the act she just committed, but the song never came.

      Wangshu simply stared out at the crowd, her hand holding the bloody sword shaking. Then she ran off stage. The crowd started murmuring.

      Lady Li felt Inspector Gong grip her hand.

      “What…what is happening?” she asked.

      “I’m no expert on opera,” he said. “But I think Wangshu just killed her co-star.”
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      Like most people, Inspector Gong had seen operas before, but he was hardly a connoisseur. In fact, before the dramatic murder of the general, he had hardly been paying attention at all. All of his thoughts had been on Lady Li, who was sitting closely beside him.

      He was always pleasantly surprised by how naturally they seemed to fit together. As they watched the show, side by side, and the evening grew progressively darker, he slipped his hand into hers, and she did not pull away. In fact, she held his hand tightly and even moved closer to him until they were sitting shoulder to shoulder. Enjoying an opera under the stars, hand in hand, with her children and their friends, Inspector Gong couldn’t imagine a more perfect night out. Any thoughts of Swan had completely vanished as he once again dreamed of a life with Lady Li. A life they both knew could never happen, yet they couldn’t seem to completely let go of.

      Eventually, though, he found his attention drawn to the opera performance. Wangshu had a beautiful voice and was a gifted actress. The character of Xueyan was supposed to stop the war by any means necessary. Her original plan had been to merely seduce and distract the general and convince him to return home and stop the fighting. But she found herself falling in love with him instead. She also understood his reasons for the rebellion. The emperor had been dealing cruelly with his people. Xueyan was conflicted, caught between her heart and her honor.

      Inspector Gong knew all too well the emotions coursing through Xueyan as the opera progressed. He wondered if Lady Li saw the similarities between the play and their real life. Who was he kidding? Of course, she did. Lady Li was one of the most well-educated and clever women he knew. He looked forward to discussing the opera with her after it ended, if she would speak to him. But that was what he wanted from a wife. Not merely a bedmate, but a friend, a partner. Someone he could talk to at the end of a long day.

      He supposed Swan could provide that as well. Lord Yun would have only chosen the best quality woman to be his concubine. But it didn’t matter if Swan was Lady Li’s equal in every way. She still wasn’t Lady Li, the woman he was in love with and truly wanted.

      He was a fool for agreeing to marry Swan. He was only going to break her heart and be a disappointment to her. He knew it. But what could he do about it? He had already agreed and asked the prince for the dispensation. There was no going back.

      He was starting to panic, feeling trapped, when the opera came to its dramatic climax.

      Xueyan had come to the realization that she had to kill the general. There was no other way to stop the war. As the general kissed her one last time, Xueyan drew her sword and plunged it into his stomach. Everyone in the audience gasped at the scene, some people even crying.

      But as Inspector Gong saw the blood pooling under the dead general, he knew the man’s death had not been an act.

      He stood up and rushed from the booth.

      “Inspector!” he heard Lady Li call to him. “Where are you going?”

      But he did not have time to reply. Wangshu had fled from the stage; he couldn’t let her escape the theater.

      As he reached the first floor, the crowd seemed confused. Some were standing and clapping while others were still sitting and murmuring. People who were familiar with the show knew there were still several more scenes to come. And the fact that the general was still lying on the stage in an ever-growing puddle of his own blood was a hint that the show had not gone according to plan.

      The Lord of Hell appeared on stage and started his next song. Inspector Gong couldn’t understand all of the words, but the actor must have been trying to convince the audience that all was well and the show was continuing as normal. It wouldn’t work. They couldn’t leave the actor there for another hour. But it was better than letting on that something had happened. The last thing the inspector needed right now was a riot.

      He let the Lord of Hell provide the distraction for the audience while he made his way backstage. He was surprised that there were no guards to keep people from coming and going as they wished. He hoped that Wangshu had not already escaped.

      He grabbed the arm of the first actor he came across. “Where is Wangshu?” he demanded.

      He could feel the young man trembling. “Her…her dressing room,” he said, pointing down a long hallway with a shaky finger.

      “You need to come up with a convincing way to end this show,” the inspector said. “And get the audience out.”

      “B-b-but…” the man stuttered. “How? There is much story left to tell! The general is supposed to have his scene in hell and Xueyan’s own death and…”

      “I don’t care how you do it!” the inspector snapped, pushing the man out of his way. “Just end it before everyone learns they just witnessed a murder.”

      Inspector Gong heard the boy whimper before running off as he marched toward the dressing room. He turned the doorknob, but it was locked.

      “Wangshu!” he called. “Open this door.”

      He could hear someone rummaging around inside, but the door didn’t open.

      “Open this door or I will break it down!” the inspector yelled. He heard a yelp from inside and something shatter. He stood back and kicked at the door, which was quite flimsy and fell open with ease.

      As he stepped into the room, he saw that the room was a disaster. Clothes and other items were strewn about, most streaked with blood. There was a traveling case open on a table, filled with bloody clothes. A hand mirror lay shattered on the floor.

      Wangshu turned toward the inspector, still gripping the bloody sword in one hand.

      “Wangshu,” he said, holding his hand out. “Give me the sword.”

      She gasped and tears ran down her face. “I…I didn’t do it,” she cried, her makeup smearing down her face.

      “I know,” the inspector said, taking a step toward her, his hand still outstretched. Of course, she had done it. Hundreds of people had just seen her run her co-star through with the bloody sword in her hand. But he would say whatever it took to calm her down and get her to cooperate. “Just give me the sword.”

      She looked down at her hands and gasped, as if she hadn’t realized she was still holding the murder weapon.

      “Oh!” she cried as she reached up and rubbed her temple, smearing blood along her face. “Fanhua! It was just an act. All part of the show. He’s…he’s just fine, isn’t he?”

      Fanhua, that was the name of the actor playing the general, the man who was now dead on stage. Inspector Gong remembered seeing the name in the pamphlet.

      “Everything will be fine,” the inspector said, still inching toward her. “But you need to give me the sword.”

      “No,” she said firmly. “I can’t. It’s not my sword.”

      “Then whose sword is it?” the inspector asked, wondering just how much of what Wangshu was saying was lucid and how much was from shock.

      She shook her head and started to pace. “I don’t know,” she said. “But they will come for it. Someone will come for it. I can’t let it go.”

      This was interesting information, the inspector thought. Perhaps someone had hired her or forced her to kill Fanhua.

      “I am Inspector Gong,” he said. “The head of Prince Kung’s police force. I will find out who the sword belongs to, but I need you to give it to me.”

      Wangshu stared at him, squeezing the hilt of the sword she held in front of her. They stood silently, at an impasse.

      “Wangshu!” the young man the inspector had accosted in the hall earlier yelled as he burst into the room. “The crowd is growing restless. They refuse to believe the show is over or leave. We need you to come back and sing your last song.”

      “Are you kidding?” Inspector Gong hissed at the man. “She just killed someone. I have to arrest her.”

      “But…the audience…” the man stuttered.

      Inspector Gong stepped out of Wangshu’s room and peeked around the wall to the stage and the crowd beyond it. He had been so focused on catching Wangshu he hadn’t thought about the hundreds of patrons who were assembled only feet from the victim. He looked at the dead body of Fanhua and then at the people who were standing at the edge of the stage within arm’s length. How they hadn’t figured out that Fanhua was dead was beyond him. But he supposed that was the power of the man’s performance.

      He then realized the audience was rather a large problem. They could easily storm the stage, corrupt the murder scene, even steal the body if they wanted to. They could riot or turn on Wangshu. If the audience realized the truth, all of the actors could be in real danger.

      They needed to end the show and dismiss the crowd without incident before he could actually deal with the crime that had taken place. He couldn’t believe what he was about to say, but he didn’t think he had a choice.

      “Wangshu,” he said, stepping back into her room. “You need to go out and sing your last song. You need to end the show and send the patrons away. Do you think you can do that?”

      He didn’t think she could. She looked like a terrified leaf, trembling in the wind. But at the mention of going back on stage, a surreal calmness seemed to wash over her.

      “I can do it,” she said. She held up her head and walked toward the door.

      Inspector Gong stopped her, reaching for the sword. “I need you to give that to me.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t,” she said. “I need it for the final act.”

      Inspector Gong pressed his lip. Actors! “Fine,” he said. “But if you try to hurt anyone else with it, I will stop you myself.”

      She gave a small nod and moved toward the edge of the stage. Inspector Gong knew it was crazy to let her go back out there, back to the scene of the crime, holding the murder weapon, out of his grasp where she could try to flee, but he wasn’t sure he had another choice. He needed some way to clear the audience.

      As she stepped onto the stage, the Lord of Hell froze, and if not for the layer of makeup he was wearing, Inspector Gong would have sworn the man’s face blanched. He backed up and then fled from the stage. He probably thought that Wangshu had come to kill him as well.

      But instead, Wangshu slipped back into the role of Xueyan, the woman who had saved the world by killing her lover. She walked over to the body of the general and wept. Then she opened her mouth to sing her final song.

      She sang about how unfair the world was for women—both the mortal world and the underworld. How to be a filial daughter to the King of Hell she had to betray her heart and her lover. How she had to be subject to the emperor even though she knew he had acted wrongly. How she had to betray her own heart to fulfill the expectations placed on her. How the only way she could avoid having to live in the underworld with what she had done for all of eternity she would have to cut out her own heart.

      Inspector Gong gasped as he listened to her words. He hadn’t considered that she would hurt herself with the sword. Dammit! He shouldn’t have let her return to the stage. But what could he do now? If he ran out there and stopped her, the audience would know that something terrible had happened—or was about to happen—and he had no idea how they would react. They most certainly wouldn’t leave the theater quickly, easily, or orderly.

      He glanced up at the box where Lady Li and Prince Kung were. They were still in the box, but they were not sitting. They were both crowded in the front corner, watching intently, talking heatedly. They both knew that something terrible had happened, but they didn’t know what to do about it either. They probably thought that Inspector Gong had already captured Wangshu and were shocked when she came back on stage. He waved at them from the edge of the stage, trying to tell them that he had everything under control.

      But he had nothing under control. He had no idea what Wangshu was going to do or how to stop her. All he could do was watch.

      Wangshu continued singing about her plan to end her own life so she could be with the general for eternity. She raised the sword, which was still stained with the General’s blood.

      She then plunged the sword into her chest and fell backward onto the stage. Several people in the audience cried out in shock.

      Then they erupted into cheers.
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      Lady Li gasped as Wangshu plunged the sword into her own chest. Where was Inspector Gong? How could he have let Wangshu return to the stage? She had just killed the actor who had been playing the general. He was still there on the stage, the blood growing dark. This was no act. And now was Wangshu dead as well? She seemed to have been in shock after the general fell to the floor. How could she then do the same thing to herself? It didn’t make sense.

      Prince Kung turned to exit the box.

      “Where are you going?” Lady Li asked, gripping his arm.

      “To send for my guards so they can dismiss the audience quickly,” he said. “Something has gone wrong. We need these people out of here.”

      “But the guards could make it worse,” she said. “They could cause a panic. Right now, the audience seems oblivious to what they have just witnessed.”

      “But when the general doesn’t get up for his final bow,” the prince said, pulling away from her and stepping out of the room, “they will know it wasn’t an act.”

      “What can I do to help?” Lady Li called after him.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “Go backstage and see if Inspector Gong needs your assistance.”

      Lady Li nodded. She wasn’t sure how she could help, but she felt she needed to do something. She was glad the prince hadn’t simply dismissed her and ordered her to go home.

      She motioned Eunuch Bai to her side. His wide eyes told her that he had not missed any of her words to the prince and that he knew exactly what was going on. “Take the girls home right now,” she said.

      “But what about you, mistress?” he asked, alarmed. “Surely it would be safer if you came home as well.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but I can’t leave just yet. I need to find out what happened to Wangshu,” she reasoned. “Take the girls home and then send the sedan chair back for me. I’ll come home as soon as I can.”

      Eunuch Bai wrinkled his nose, as though they both knew she wouldn’t be returning home anytime soon, but he knew better than to say anything. He simply gave a bow and then picked up First Daughter, who had slumped over and was soundly sleeping on the hard bench. He then took Second Daughter by the hand and pulled her away.

      “But I want to stay,” Second Daughter begged, trying to pull her hand from Eunuch Bai’s grasp. “Can we go backstage and meet Wangshu?”

      “Not tonight, darling,” Lady Li said. “It’s too late.”

      Second Daughter groaned her unhappiness, but she let Eunuch Bai lead her away.

      Lady Li went down the stairs and started to work her way through the crowd. The people were still clapping, talking, milling about, waiting for something else to happen. No one seemed to be trying to leave.

      Finally, the crowd erupted into cheers again. Lady Li strained her neck to see what had everyone so excited and saw Wangshu stand up and bow to the crowd. She then waved to the sidelines and several of the other actors came out as well and they all bowed together. But the general still laid there dead.

      Wangshu stepped forward and addressed the crowd. “I’m afraid that Fanhua is committed to his role and will not stand up until after everyone leaves,” she said with a laugh. The audience laughed along with her. She shot a pointed look to The Lord of Hell.

      He tossed his head back and let out a jolly belly laugh. “Perhaps I should have Horse Head and Ox Head drag him to the underworld.”

      The audience cheered their agreement, but Wangshu playfully slapped his arm.

      “That would be so rude,” she said. “I’m sure he will come backstage with us as soon as everyone stops looking at him.”

      At that, all the doors to the theater were thrown open and Prince Kung’s guards started to usher everyone out.

      A few drunken patrons tried to be belligerent, but for the most part, everyone filed out in an orderly manner. Except for Lady Li. When the crowd had thinned enough, she made her way backstage.

      She found Inspector Gong just as the actors also made their way backstage.

      The Lord of Hell grabbed Wangshu’s arm and spun her to face him. “What have you done?” he yelled in her face, shaking her vigorously.

      Wangshu dropped her sword, and it clattered to the floor. She started to cry and moved to put her hands to her face, but she froze, as though seeing the blood on them for the first time and started screaming.

      The Lord of Hell slapped her so hard, her neck snapped to the side and she fell to the floor.

      Inspector Gong stepped forward and restrained the Lord of Hell. “That’s enough,” he said. “She’s in shock.”

      Lady Li ran to Wangshu’s side. “Are you all right?” she asked. “What happened?”

      Wangshu sat up and held her hand, the blood upon which was brown and dry, to her cheek and she continued to cry. “I don’t know. I don’t know,” she mumbled as she started to rock.

      Inspector Gong checked to make sure the audience had been cleared out.

      “Hey! Get away from there,” he yelled to two of the other actors who were hovering around the dead general’s body.

      Wangshu looked in his direction and then cried out when she saw the body. Lady Li took her by the arm and turned her so she didn’t have to face it.

      “Wangshu,” Lady Li said, looking into her eyes. “Do you remember me? I was a lady-in-waiting for the empress. I’m Lady Li.”

      Wangshu looked at Lady Li for a moment, her brow scrunched, then she nodded. She sniffed, but her wailing had stopped. Lady Li rubbed her shoulder.

      “Good,” she said. “Now can you tell me what happened?”

      Wangshu used one of her long, draping sleeves to rub her face, smearing her perfect makeup. “The sword…” she said, glancing to where it still lay on the floor. “It…it’s just a prop. The blade is supposed to fold into the handle…” She shook her head in disbelief. “But it didn’t. It just…it went in and…” She held her hand to her mouth as she started to gag.

      Lady Li shook her gently to get her attention. “Don’t do that,” she said. “I need you to stay strong for me, okay?”

      Inspector Gong walked over to the sword and picked it up by the hilt. He tested the blade against a wooden beam. It did not collapse as Wangshu had described.

      “It’s a real sword,” he said, and the other actors gasped. He turned to the Lord of Hell. “What do you say? Was it supposed to be a fake sword?”

      The Lord of Hell nodded. “All the weapons we use are merely imitation.” He went over and grabbed a lance. As he shook it, the blade quivered. “Real weapons would be too heavy or dangerous to use while on stage.”

      Inspector Gong handed the sword to the Lord of Hell. “Shouldn’t the girl have noticed if this sword was heavier than usual?”

      The Lord of Hell hesitated as he eyed the blood on the blade, but then he took it and bounced it in his hand. “This is a rather light sword, so it is similar in weight to the prop she should have used. The prop sword is more durable because it has to look like it is really entering the body, but as she said, it should have collapsed when pressed firmly against Fanhua’s body. But this looks nothing like the prop sword. The design on the hilt is completely different.”

      “We only rehearsed the play once,” Wangshu said. “I didn’t memorize what the stupid sword looked like.”

      “So this is your story?” the inspector asked Wangshu. “That the sword was switched so you killed him by accident?”

      “It’s not a story,” she said. “It’s the truth! I would never kill someone!”

      “But you did kill someone,” the inspector said. “Accident or not, you ran him through with your own hand. And there are hundreds of witnesses.”

      Wangshu stood up and backed away from the inspector. “But I didn’t do it!” she said. “I mean…I…I didn’t try to. I didn’t…”

      “I know what you mean,” the inspector said as he walked slowly toward her. “But you are still a murderess and I’m going to have to arrest you.”

      “No!” she gasped, turning away and trying to flee, but Lady Li stood in her path. “Lady Li,” Wangshu begged. “Don’t let him do this. It was an accident.”

      Lady Li sympathized with Wangshu. She did not think that the girl was a cold-hearted killer. But she didn’t think there was anything she could do. “I’m so sorry,” Lady Li said.

      Inspector Gong grabbed Wangshu by the arm.

      “No! Stop!” she screamed as she tried to pull away, her tears starting up again.

      “What’s going on?” Prince Kung demanded, walking up the aisle and hopping up onto the stage.

      “I’m arresting Wangshu for the murder of Fanhua,” the inspector declared. “There might be more to the case, and I’ll look into it, but there is no denying that she killed the man.”

      “What do you mean more to the case?” the prince asked, crossing his arms.

      Inspector Gong released Wangshu and took the sword from the Lord of Hell, handing it to the prince. “She says that the sword was switched. She thought she was using just a prop sword, a collapsible one, but she was actually holding this one. She says the death was an accident.”

      The prince tested the blade. “And do you believe her?” he asked the inspector.

      “I don’t know yet,” the inspector said. “And I’m not sure her intentions matter. Either way, the man ended up dead at her hand.”

      Wangshu grunted in frustration. “But I didn’t do it!” she said, stomping her foot. “Someone switched the sword! That person should be arrested, not me!”

      “Who do you think switched the sword?” the inspector asked.

      “I…I don’t know,” she said, holding up her hands, which were covered with her long sleeves, helplessly.

      “Why would someone switch them?” the inspector pressed. “Who would want Fanhua dead?”

      “You’re the inspector,” Wangshu spat. “You should be finding out instead of arresting me.”

      The inspector stepped forward, gripping her arm roughly. Lady Li placed her hand on his arm to still his anger.

      “That’s enough, both of you,” she said, using a tone typically reserved for her children. She then turned her attention to Inspector Gong. “There must be something you can do to help her.”

      “Help a murderer?” he asked. “You saw her kill the man just as I did.”

      “But these are extreme circumstances,” Lady Li said. “If you only arrest her, you could be letting the real killer, a very dangerous and brazen one, go free.”

      “I said I would look into the switching of the blade,” Inspector Gong said. “But I still need to arrest Wangshu.”

      “But if you arrest her, the Ministry of Justice might put her death in a matter of days!” Lady Li finally said bluntly. She didn’t want to scare Wangshu further, or give her cause to run, but Inspector Gong was ignoring the fact that once he took her in, what happened next was beyond his control.

      “What?” Wangshu yelled, her face going pale even under her smeared makeup. “But…but…I—”

      “I know,” Inspector Gong said, interrupting her and rolling his eyes. “You didn’t do it.”

      “Well, I didn’t,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Enough,” the prince said stepping forward. Everyone silenced. “This is a serious matter. But there is a lot more going on here. While Wangshu should be held accountable for her crime in some way—”

      Wangshu gasped but quickly shut her mouth when the prince looked at her.

      “There is most likely a far more sinister, and possibly more dangerous, killer on the loose,” the prince continued. “For now, Wangshu will not be arrested, but one of my guards will watch her to make sure she doesn’t escape. In the meantime, Inspector Gong will look for whoever switched the blade and find out what is really going on here.”

      “Yes, your highness,” Inspector Gong said as he dropped Wangshu’s arm, which she then rubbed dramatically.

      “All of you,” the prince said looking at the various actors. “Are to cooperate with the inspector’s investigation. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, your highness,” they all said with a bow.

      The prince then turned away and ordered someone to bring a sheet to cover Fanhua’s body. The inspector went over to talk to him.

      “That inspector has it out for me,” Wangshu whispered to Lady Li. “He won’t be satisfied until he sees my head roll.”

      “No,” Lady Li said, trying to comfort her. “I have known him for a long time, and I have only ever seen him try to get to the truth of the matter.”

      “But I’m telling the truth!” Wangshu said. “Why would he want me arrested when it was an accident?”

      Lady Li sighed. “I am sure he feels that he is in a difficult position,” she said. “After all, we did see the actual crime take place. I cannot think of another time when the person who committed a murder was not an actual murderer.”

      “So, I’m the first woman to perform opera in public,” Wangshu said, holding her head high. “And I’m the first innocent murderer.”

      Lady Li had been so focused on saving Wangshu, she hadn’t given much thought to the actual crime yet, but Wangshu’s words resonated with her.

      “Do you think that your performance might have something to do with the murder?” she asked.

      “Of course, it does,” Wangshu said. “You should see the stacks of angry letters in my dressing room.”

      “Wait here,” Lady Li said and then walked over to the prince and Inspector Gong.

      “…she’s going to be furious,” the prince was saying as she approached.

      “Who is?” she interrupted.

      “The empress,” the prince said in annoyance. “Surely you know how important this was to her.”

      Lady Li shook her head. “I know she loves opera and was very proud of Wangshu, but she didn’t speak to me about this.”

      “This was supposed to be her first big act to improve social attitudes toward women and people of lower classes,” he explained. “You must understand how radical this whole experiment was.”

      “I do,” Lady Li said. “In fact, I think that might have something to do with why Fanhua was killed. Wangshu said she has received many threatening letters. Whoever did this was probably furious about a woman taking the stage.”

      “I’ll look into it,” Inspector Gong said. “But I’m shocked that neither of you will let me arrest her. She’s still a murderer.”

      “How can you be so rigid?” Lady Li asked, exasperated. “If you were riding a horse and…and…” She looked around for inspiration, her eyes falling on the bright red beard one of the actors was still wearing. “And the King of Hell jumped out from behind a tree, intentionally spooking the horse, and the wild horse trampled a person to death, who would be responsible? You for riding it or the King of Hell for causing the horse to run? Would it be fair for you to be put to death when the accident was not your fault?”

      Inspector Gong pressed his lips and breathed out his nose, unwilling to admit that Lady Li had made a good point.

      “If we wait to arrest her until we know the whole story,” the prince said, “I might be able to persuade the ministry to act leniently with Wangshu. But if we arrest her now, the only evidence they will have is that she killed the man. I won’t be able to protect her.”

      “Exactly,” Lady Li said. She turned to the inspector and gently touched his arm, giving him a small smile for good measure. “I appreciate your dedication to justice. But arresting her now will only result in the death of another innocent person. It would be better to wait until you have the full story before presenting the case to the Ministry of Justice.”

      Inspector Gong threw up his arms. “Fine, you both win,” he said, and Lady Li did her best to suppress her face from glowing in victory.

      Some of the prince’s guards returned with a sheet and laid it over the dead body.

      “The audience was shockingly oblivious to what they witnessed tonight,” the prince mused. “Perhaps keeping the death quiet for a while will help with tracking down the killer.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. “It won’t stay a secret for long,” he said. “These things never do.”

      “Then work quickly, inspector,” the prince said, slapping his friend on the shoulder. “I’m going home. Keep me updated.”

      “Yes, your highness,” the inspector grumbled.

      “Is there any way I can assist you?” Lady Li asked the inspector sweetly.

      “No,” he said. “You should go home as well. I will be here all night interviewing the rest of the actors and the backstage crew.”

      “If you do need anything,” she said, reaching out and squeezing his hand, “do let me know.”

      “Anything?” he asked quietly.

      “Almost anything,” she whispered back.
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      Inspector Gong watched as Lady Li walked away, swaying on her pot-bottom shoes. He didn’t recall Swan having such desirable curves, but he had never really looked at her that closely before. He shook his head to clear his thoughts of both women so he could focus on finding out who would want an opera performer dead.

      He walked over and pulled back the sheet from Fanhua’s body to get a closer look. It was hard to see his face clearly through all the makeup, but he seemed to be fairly young. The costume was bulky, but he thought the man had a rather lithe build from what he remembered of the show. He motioned to one of the guards who had been ordered to stay behind to help him turn the body over. Fanhua’s eyes were shut, but his jaw was clenched tightly. He’d been in considerable pain when he died, which was to be expected for being run through with a sword. Inspector Gong had, of course, never been mortally wounded in battle himself, but he had his share of scars from his years in the military and had seen firsthand the damage a blade could do to the human body.

      He examined the wound as best as he could without actually removing the clothes. The costume was designed to look like military armor, but it was little more than several layers of fabric. Still, it would take some effort to make sure the sword went through the clothes and then deep enough into the body to kill the man. He found it hard to believe that Wangshu had no idea that something was wrong before it was too late.

      He covered the body back up and then explained to one of the guards how to deliver the body to Dr. Xue, the only doctor Inspector Gong trusted with bodies in his cases. He didn’t think Dr. Xue would be able to tell him anything he didn’t already know, but the man often surprised him.

      He looked up and noticed that Wangshu—and her guard—was gone. His heart sped up for a moment. He wouldn’t blame her for running. Even though the prince had put a guard on her, it wouldn’t be impossible for her to slip away. He had threatened to arrest her more than once. Her life was on the line. She would certainly run if she had the chance.

      Several men and women who were not actors but worked with the troop and for the theater were clearing the stage and cleaning up.

      “Where did Wangshu go?” the inspector asked no one in particular.

      “She is in her dressing room,” one of the women replied, pointing down a hallway.

      Inspector Gong nodded his appreciation and went that way. He wasn’t sure which room would be hers, but about halfway down he saw the prince’s guard standing by an open door. The inspector nodded to him as he entered the room without knocking.

      Wangshu had removed most of her costume and her large headdress. She was sitting in front of a mirror at a dressing table removing more of her makeup with some moist towels. It was late, so the room was dim except for two candles on the dressing table and a few more scattered around the room. The room was small and crowded with costumes, props, and stacks of trunks with items spilling out of them. An uneaten bowl of noodles that had long gone cold sat on one end of a small, uncomfortable-looking couch.

      Wangshu looked up at the inspector’s reflection in her mirror but didn’t respond as she went back to cleaning her face.

      “This room is rather a disaster,” he said as he ran his finger over the silk of one of the gowns hanging by the door.

      “I haven’t had time to unpack properly,” Wangshu said. “I only arrived a few days ago and have no idea how long I’m staying.”

      “Why was that?” the inspector asked as he casually watched Wangshu for any clues in her demeanor.

      “Fanhua was the troop’s dan before I came along,” Wangshu said. “And he was quite popular. I’m sure the troupe would like to see me gone as soon as possible so their lives can get back to normal. I wouldn’t mind getting out of this hellhole myself.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. Fanhua had traditionally played the role of the young woman. That would explain why he didn’t seem to have the build of a typical wusheng, a male character of military power.

      “And how did Fanhua feel about being replaced?” he asked.

      Wangshu froze, except for her eyes, which raised and stared at the inspector pointedly. Finally, she sighed, put her washcloth down, and turned in her chair to face him. “Anything I say is going to make me look more guilty in your eyes.”

      The inspector looked around the room and spotted a stool under a pile of clothes. He pushed the clothes off and moved the stool closer to Wangshu so he could sit near her.

      “Then you might as well tell me everything,” he said. “It would be better for me to hear of any troubles between you and Fanhua from you than someone else.”

      Wangshu pressed her lips and looked away for a moment. She knew he was right; he only had to wait for her to come to terms with that face.

      “Fanhua hated playing the wusheng,” she said. “You saw how poorly he performed tonight. He wasn’t mean to be a sheng, of any rank. He was born to play the dan.”

      “So how did you come to join this troop?” the inspector asked. “Aren’t most troops families?”

      “The Dashu Opera Troupe is the most popular in all of Peking,” Wangshu said. “When the empress decided to make an example of me, she had to put me in the group that would have the largest audience. She couldn’t have me perform with any back-alley group.”

      “So the empress ordered the troupe to take you on as a member,” the inspector said. “How did the rest of the troupe feel about it?”

      “You’d have to ask them,” Wangshu said. “But the empress paid them handsomely for the honor, so I don’t think the rest of them minded much.”

      “Who is the head of the troupe?” the inspector asked.

      “Changpu,” Wangshu said. “He played the Lord of Hell. His dressing room is at the end of the hall.”

      The inspector nodded, taking a mental note. “I’ll speak to him later. So what was supposed to happen now? If Fanhua hadn’t died, would you be going back to the Forbidden City now that you’ve opened the door for other women?”

      “That is what the empress told me,” Wangshu said. “Well, she wanted me to perform here for a few weeks. Long enough for people to grow comfortable with the idea of a female dan. Then I could return to my own troop at the Forbidden City.”

      “So this was only a temporary arrangement?” the inspector asked. Wangshu nodded. It made no sense, then, for Wangshu to kill her rival when she wasn’t planning to stay.

      “At least, I hoped it was,” Wangshu finally added. “But you know the empress. Her mind is changeable. If she liked the public’s response toward me, she might have ordered me to stay longer.”

      “Do you think she would have ordered you to join the troop permanently?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Wangshu said. “I am the best dan the opera world has ever seen. And the empress always collects the best of everything for herself. She wouldn’t want to let me go forever. But after I cleared the path, she might have ordered another woman to take my place.”

      Inspector Gong couldn’t suppress a smile from the side of his mouth. While the character of Xueyan was a model of humility, Wangshu clearly had none. He had to admit, she was good, but he hadn’t seen enough operas in his life to know if she was really the best.

      “I’m going to ask you a hard question,” the inspector said, leaning forward with his arms on his knees. “And it would be best if you answer truthfully. Will anyone else tell me that you had a reason to kill Fanhua?”

      Wangshu cocked her head and blinked slowly. She leaned back in her seat. In truth, Inspector Gong couldn’t yet see a reason why Wangshu would kill Fanhua. He was hoping that her reaction to this question would tell him something new. Most people would simply blurt out no, whether they were guilty or not. Some people would hesitate, as though really considering the question from other perspectives, but they would be anxious to say no. Wangshu’s long, easy deliberation confused him. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. Though the more he considered her, the less sure he was of her answers. After all, she—by her own account—was an incredible actress. Could he believe anything she said?

      “No,” she finally said. “I had no reason to kill Fanhua. If anything, he had reason to kill me. I was the one who took his place, after all.”

      “Do you think he hated you enough to want you dead?” the inspector asked. “Did you kill him preemptively? A form of self-defense?”

      Wangshu laughed. “You are really grasping at straws now, inspector.”

      He reached a hand behind his neck and stretched. Perhaps he was. But it was late, or possibly early. He wasn’t sure at this point. And he still had more interviews to do before people started forgetting what they saw.

      He stood up to take his leave. “Where are you staying?” he asked.

      Wangshu motioned toward the small, had couch. “Many of the actors live here at the theater, including me, for the time being.”

      “Then don’t go anywhere,” the inspector ordered. “I need to be able to locate you at all times.”

      Wangshu sighed with annoyance and turned away to finish cleaning up.

      As the inspector left the room, he noticed that the prince’s guard’s head was drooping. He slapped the guard on the arm to get his attention.

      “Hey!” he said. “Don’t let her out of your sight, do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir!” the man said, standing to attention. “Of course, sir.”

      “I’d hate to see your head roll if she escapes,” the inspector said as he walked down the hall toward the dressing room for the Lord of Hell.

      The door was closed, but he could hear someone inside, so he knocked. “Changpu?” he said, recalling what Wangshu had said his name was.

      A man he didn’t recognize opened the door. “Yes?” the man asked.

      “Changpu?” the inspector asked, confused.

      “Yes,” the man, who was now shorter, bald, and of average build, said. Stage makeup was truly magic. “Can I help you?”

      Inspector Gong pushed his way into the room. “I need to ask you a few questions before I leave tonight.”

      The man sighed. “Very well. I was afraid this was coming but had hoped it could wait until tomorrow. I’m exhausted.”

      “I know the feeling,” the inspector said. “I’ll make this visit brief, but I’m sure we will be speaking a lot over the next few days.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” Changpu said as he motioned to a plush chair in the western style. Changpu took a seat for himself on a long couch. Wangshu’s room was merely a closet compared to this. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything to offer you in the way of refreshments.”

      “No need,” the inspector said. “Wangshu said you are the leader of the troupe?”

      “Yes,” Changpu said with a smile, giving off an air of pride. “The Dashu troupe was founded over a hundred years ago by my great-grandfather down in Anhui. My grandfather moved us here before I was born.”

      “What prompted the move?” the inspector asked, not really caring about the history of the troupe, but he had found that getting people to talk about themselves was a good way to loosen them up for more probing questions later.

      “The Manchu have always been great supporters of opera,” Changpu said. “We were one of four troupes brought to Peking for the eightieth birthday of the great Qianlong Emperor. The current empress is also a great patron. She has elevated us from merely an entertainment for the masses to a respected art form.”

      The inspector nodded. Even he had noticed opera’s growing popularity over the last few years.

      “Most opera troupes are families,” the Inspector said. “Was Fanhua related to you?”

      “He was,” Changpu said with a solemn nod. “My sister’s son. But she died several years ago, and his father abandoned us to seek his fortune on Gold Mountain.”

      “Did he find it?” the inspector asked.

      “We never heard from him again,” Changpu said. “Whether he died on the journey over or is now a fat, rich lord, we have no idea.”

      “You don’t seem particularly distraught over the death of your nephew,” the inspector observed.

      “What can I say to that?” Changpu asked, holding up his palms. “I have three children of my own and a business to run. I cared for the boy, of course, but I’m more concerned about what this will mean for ticket sales. He was quite popular with the ladies.”

      “But didn’t he usually play the role of a woman?” the inspector asked.

      Changpu laughed. “Who can understand the mind of a woman? Especially young, flighty girls like the ones he usually portrayed.”

      Inspector Gong filed that information away in the back of his mind to ponder over later. “So how did you feel about Wangshu being forced into the troupe and acting on stage?” he asked. “Some might take offense at having to replace a male actor with a lowly woman.”

      “Oh, I didn’t care overmuch,” Changpu said, and Inspector Gong couldn’t help but raise a skeptic eyebrow. “It’s true!” Changpu insisted. “You must understand, Peking Opera is a relatively new form of opera. Remember, we are from Anhui. We used to perform Huiju-style opera. And my wife, she is from a troupe from Hubei. They practically speak a different language. Peking Opera is always growing and changing. We constantly write new plays and new melodies. We are never afraid of trying something new and taking risks. Women are involved in every aspect of the opera already. My eldest daughter is a brilliant choreographer while my youngest daughter can write the sweetest love songs. She wrote the duet between the general and Xueyan you heard tonight. Were you not moved to tears by it?”

      The inspector hadn’t been, but he had noticed that several other people were.

      “Letting a woman perform on stage was…inevitable,” Changpu went on. “I know some smaller family troupes who don’t have enough men sometimes allow their daughters to perform. They don’t advertise it and most people can’t tell under the makeup and costumes. And the fat price the empress paid to give Wangshu the chance to perform? Well, that was a welcome incentive.”

      Inspector Gong felt a twitch behind his eye. This wasn’t getting him anywhere. No one seemed to have a reason to kill anyone.

      “Why would Wangshu kill Fanhua?” the inspector asked.

      “No idea,” Changpu said, flabbergasted. “If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it. Fanhua was the person who had been wronged, not Wangshu. Fanhua hated playing the wusheng, and he wasn’t right for it. But I didn’t have any other roles for him to play.”

      “But the situation was only temporary,” the inspector said. “Wangshu wouldn’t be here forever.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” Changpu said. “Depending on how things went, I might have tried to persuade her to stay, or I could have hired a new woman if she left if the patrons grew to prefer a female dan. Opera is nothing if not adaptable. It would depend on the audience and whether they preferred a man or woman in the role.”

      The inspector nodded and added Changpu to his list of suspects. The man had no love of his nephew and was probably going to replace him on a permanent basis. If he had no role for him to play, he would just bring the whole production down. He could have killed him to get rid of him. Though it seemed like a rather dramatic solution to the problem.

      Inspector Gong stood and felt a little lightheaded. “I think that is enough for tonight,” he said. “It has been a long evening.”

      “Too long,” Changpu said as he motioned toward the door.

      “Do you live here at the theater?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Changpu laughed. “Certainly not. I have a house in the Xiyuan District.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. He knew the area. It was where many wealthy Han Chinese lived. His troupe certainly had prospered if he lived there.

      “Wangshu said many of the troupe members are living here at the theater,” the inspector said.

      “Some do, if they have nowhere else to go,” Changpu said as he followed the inspector out of the room and locked the door behind him with a key from a large ring.

      “Do you have a key to Fanhua’s room?” the inspector asked. “I need to have a look at it and make sure no one goes in there until the investigation is over.”

      “Of course,” Changpu said, removing a key from the ring.

      “Which one was his?” the inspector asked.

      “First room,” Changpu said, pointing back down the hallway past Wangshu’s room.

      “Thanks,” the inspector said. “I hope you have a restful night.”

      “I doubt it,” Changpu said. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

      The inspector walked down the hall toward Fanhua’s room, but he watched Changpu leave. He wasn’t sure how seriously he should consider Changpu a suspect, but it was a possibility. He had a motive, however small and unreasonable it seemed to the inspector. After all, he had seen people kill for much less. He would have one of his own men follow Changpu and keep an eye on his residence to make sure he didn’t flee in the night.

      When he got to Fanhua’s room, he was surprised to find the door unlocked. He cursed himself. He should have made sure the room was secure immediately. He gasped when he entered the room.

      It looked as though it had been ransacked. The clothing racks had been toppled, trunks knocked over, and furniture upturned. He had no idea if anything had been stolen, but the room was so crowded with expensive costumes, he rather thought not. As he stepped through the room to the dressing table, the smashed mirror confirmed his suspicions.

      This was an act of rage.
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      The theater had long been empty by the time Lady Li left, so she was surprised to see so many people still milling about outside. As she exited, many excited young women rushed toward the open door, nearly pushing Lady Li back inside. When they saw it was Lady Li who was exiting, they all seemed to groan with disappointment in unison.

      Lady Li chuckled in confusion as she made her way through the crowd. “What is going on?” she asked a young woman at random. All of the women appeared to be rather young, only in their teens. And most of them appeared to be upper-class, judging by their clothes. The women were both Manchu and Han, which Lady Li could tell by whether or not they had bound feet.

      “We were hoping you were Fanhua,” the girl replied.

      “The actor who played the wusheng?” Lady Li asked.

      “Humph,” the girl scoffed. “For tonight. He’s usually the dan.”

      “The best dan,” another young girl piped up. “The most beautiful, elegant dan in the world!”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Lady Li said. “I never saw him before tonight.” These young women were apparently very fond of Fanhua. Lady Li thought it best they didn’t know just yet that their idol was dead since they didn’t seem to know already. If these women spent a lot of time with Fanhua, or even just talking about him amongst each other, they might know something important about him or his lifestyle that could have led to his death. Lady Li decided to keep engaging them.

      “Oh, you poor thing,” another girl said. “Then you’ve never truly seen an opera!”

      Lady Li couldn’t help but laugh. “Surely I have.”

      “It’s no matter,” a haughty young woman with her arms crossed replied. “I’m sure that dreadful Wangshu won’t last long. She can’t hold a lantern to Fanhua!”

      “But isn’t it more authentic for a woman to play a woman?” Lady Li asked, hoping to get a strong reaction from the women. And she was not disappointed. They all seemed to gasp in horror at once.

      “It’s improper!” one woman said.

      “Immoral!” cried another.

      “It’s obscene!” said another. “She should be ashamed to flaunt herself in public like that!”

      “Women should not take part in public affairs,” another said, quoting the familiar admonition from Confucius that made Lady Li grimace.

      “What made Fanhua better?” Lady Li asked.

      “He’s so beautiful,” one girl said wistfully, and several others murmured their agreements.

      “He’s so gentle,” said another. “When I met him after a show last week, he reached out and touched my face so softly, I almost didn’t feel it.” She sighed at the memory.

      “You have all met him?” Lady Li asked. “Are you his friends?”

      The women giggled.

      “Some of us are friends,” the haughty young woman said. “Some of us are more than that.”

      Lady Li turned to her with a raised eyebrow of doubt. She couldn’t believe a proper young lady like this girl would claim to be “more than friends” with an actor.

      “And what’s your name?” Lady Li asked her, though she almost didn’t expect her to answer.

      “Liu Baoah,” the girl said, holding her chin high.

      “And you were…are very close to Fanhua?” Lady Li asked.

      “You could say that,” Baoah said, trying to act nonchalant about it.

      “Baoah thinks she’s Fanhua’s favorite,” another girl said playfully. “But really I am!”

      “Shut up, Liling!” Baoah said with a push.

      “No, it’s me!” another girl said, then all the girls devolved into a fit of laughter.

      Lady Li smiled at them but turned her attention back to Baoah.

      “He is a frequent guest in my home,” Baoah said. “My baba is a patron.”

      That made some sense. If her parents were fond of the opera, and even supported it financially, the girl would have more opportunities to associate with such a person. Still, she doubted her parents knew about or approved of her standing around outside a theater at three in the morning.

      “I’m thinking of becoming a patron myself,” Lady Li said. “I’d love to talk to you and your parents about it.”

      “Mama and Baba love to talk about the opera,” Baoah said. “We live on Chundu Road, the Liu family compound.”

      “I’ll make it a point to call on you soon,” Lady Li said. She then turned to the girl Baoah called Liling. “And who are your parents?”

      “The Chan family,” she said, hiding her mouth behind her sleeve. “Also on Chundu.”

      “Perhaps we will meet again as well,” Lady Li said. She then nodded to both of the girls, who gave her a small bow in return. She found her sedan chair waiting for her and climbed inside.

      As soon as she sat down, all the excitement from the evening seemed to rush out of her. The night was turning into early morning, and Lady Li knew she would have very little time to sleep before the next day began. Even though she didn’t have to be up before breakfast, she was a light sleeper and was usually awake as soon as the servants started their chores around the house with the first cock crow.

      When she arrived home, all she wanted to do was slink into her room and fall into bed, but she was dismayed to find many of the lanterns still lit and the servants rushing about nervously.

      As she crossed the courtyard, Eunuch Bai approached her with his head down.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “Are the girls all right?”

      “They are fine, my lady,” he said. “They went right to bed. But there is another matter…”

      “What is it?” she asked. “Out with it. I’m exhausted.”

      “It’s Lady Swan,” he was all he said. He didn’t need to say more. Lady Li felt the fury rush to her cheeks. She kicked off her pot-bottom shoes as hard as she could into a wall to get some of her anger out before she confronted Swan.

      “You should breathe, my lady,” Eunuch Bai said. Normally, it would be out of place for a servant to counsel his mistress, but he knew that she had been ashamed of her anger toward Swan’s opium addiction in the past and would not want a repeat of such actions.

      She took a deep breath and counted to five before going to Swan’s room. The scene was as she suspected it would be. Swan was slumped in a chair while two maids were holding her upright and trying to get her to drink some weak tea. Two other maids who had been watching quickly vanished when Lady Li entered the room.

      “What happened?” Lady Li demanded. “How did she get it?”

      “I found one of the floorboards disturbed,” Eunuch Bai said. “There was a substantial amount of opium hidden there. She must have been stockpiling it for weeks knowing you would contain her to the house eventually.”

      Lady Li rubbed her forehead. “I don’t understand,” she mumbled. “She said she wanted to marry Inspector Gong. Doesn’t she know that this could ruin everything? If his mother finds out she eats opium before the wedding, she will call it off, no matter the shame it might bring to the family. Calling off a betrothal would be better than having an opium-eating daughter-in-law.”

      “When it comes to the allure of the clouds,” Eunuch Bai said, “I don’t think an addict pays heed to such reason.”

      Lady Li watched Swan’s bobbing head, her eyes closed, her skin clammy. She was completely unresponsive to the maids trying to help her wake up.

      “How much did she have?” Lady Li asked.

      “A lot,” Eunuch Bai said. “She apparently dismissed her maids early for the night, saying she was tired. I went to check on her after I put the girls to bed. She had most likely been smoking for hours. I found her on the floor. I think she slid off the bed at some point and didn’t notice. Thankfully the pipe had long gone out.”

      Lady Li squeezed her eyes shut at the thought of Swan burning their house down in an opium stupor.

      “She’s not going to wake up anytime soon,” Lady Li told the maids. “Put her in one of the guest bedrooms. Who knows how much more opium she might have hidden within her own walls. Or within her kang or in her closet. And she must have a maid watcher her at all times. She is no longer allowed to dismiss them on her own.”

      One of the maids bowed and then scurried off to prepare one of the other rooms.

      “All the opium you found,” Lady Li said to Eunuch Bai, “take it out of the house and burn it. Then pull up all the floorboards in here, rip open her kang, pull down every wall hanging. If she has hidden any more opium in here, I want it found.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Eunuch Bai said. He then opened his mouth to say more, but then he stopped.

      “What?” Lady Li asked, exasperated. “Just out with it.”

      “I have heard that when an opium addict is suddenly cut off from the drug,” he said, “the addiction can get worse. The person can get very ill, possibly die.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lady Li said. “Can’t the drug kill her?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I am not an expert on this, but it is as if her body has learned to live with it. It thinks it is a necessary part of life. If the body suddenly doesn’t have it, it simply cannot function.”

      “That’s mad,” Lady Li said, unable to believe what she was hearing. “Are you saying we should keep giving her opium? Look at her!”

      “I’m not saying we ignore her addiction,” Eunuch Bai said with a clarity and calm Lady Li wished she could emulate. “But that we need help. We cannot cure her on our own. She needs a doctor.”

      “What can a doctor do?” Lady Li asked. “She’s not sick, just stupid.”

      “But she has made her body sick,” Eunuch Bai explained. “Acupuncture, medicines, there are things a doctor could do to help her recover safely.”

      “I can’t send for my doctor,” Lady Li said. “Then he’d…know. He could tell someone. He could warn Gong Furen.” Her personal physician was considered one of the best in the city, but she wasn’t sure she could trust him with such a sensitive subject.

      “We need to find someone discreet,” Eunuch Bai said. “Someone we can trust.”

      Lady Li rubbed her forehead again as she paced. She was so exhausted she couldn’t think straight.

      “I don’t know anyone like that,” she said. “I don’t deal with those kinds of people.”

      “But you know someone who does,” Eunuch Bai said. Lady Li cocked her head at him and frowned. He chuckled. “Unfortunately, I’m not speaking of myself this time.”

      “You mean Inspector Gong?” Lady Li asked.

      “He already knows about Lady Swan’s addiction and has agreed to marry her anyway,” he reasoned. “He surely knows someone who could treat her and be discreet about it.”

      “I suppose,” Lady Li said. “She will be his responsibility soon enough anyway.”

      “Exactly,” Eunuch Bai said.

      “The room is ready, my lady,” one of the maids said upon her return.

      Lady Li nodded. “Thank you.” She then went to Swan’s side and motioned for Eunuch Bai to help her. They each draped one of Swan’s arms over their shoulders and slowly moved her to the other room. She wasn’t heavy. Gong Furen had noted how thin Swan was, and Lady Li had to admit that she wasn’t just a skinny woman—she was barely more than bones. Hopefully she would eat more food once she was completely cut off from her opium supply.

      When they got to the other room, they laid Swan in the bed. It wasn’t cold, but Swan’s skin felt cool and clammy to the touch. Lady Li put a blanket over her and ordered a brazier to be brought in and lit.

      “You should go to bed now, my lady,” Eunuch Bai said. “One of the maids can stay up with her.”

      Lady Li ran her hand over Swan’s brow and could almost feel the pain the girl was in. She felt a sudden pang of guilt over leaving her at home this evening. She hadn’t really left her behind out of decency to protect Swan’s reputation. She’d done it out of spite. And look what happened. She could have died from ingesting so much opium.

      “No,” Lady Li said. “I’ll stay with her. She needs someone who won’t fall asleep and not be there for her if she needs anything.”

      “Then I will stay as well,” Eunuch Bai said as he pulled over a chair and sat in it.

      “There is no need for such gallantry,” Lady Li chided. “Go to bed, you old fool.”

      Eunuch Bai laughed. “I’m younger than you.”

      With a sigh and roll of her eyes, she knew that there was nothing she could do to get Eunuch Bai to leave, so she simply accepted that she was going to have a visitor for the night. She took Swan’s hand in her own and sat back to wait for the sunrise.
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      “Wake up, Anguo!” his mother shrieked as she threw open the curtain covering the window to his room, letting the sun in and shine directly on his face.

      Inspector Gong groaned and turned away. If the sun was shining that brightly, he knew he had overslept, but he had no idea how much sleep he had actually gotten that night. By the time he stumbled into bed, he heard the servants starting their morning tasks. He needed to get up, but he also needed to rest his mind if he was to be at his best.

      “Go away, Ma,” he moaned as he pulled a blanket over his face.

      “Get up,” she said as she pulled the covering back. “We need to talk about that girl.”

      He rolled onto his back and rubbed his eyes. “I can’t talk about this,” he said. “There was a murder at the opera last night…”

      “There was a murder at the opera?” his mother exclaimed. Then he remembered that they were trying to keep that a secret for the time being while he tried to flush out the killer.

      “Dammit,” he said, sitting up and stretching. “You weren’t supposed to know that. Don’t tell anyone with your big mouth, understand?”

      “I don’t care anyway,” his mother said as she walked around the room picking dirty clothes up off the floor and tossing them out the door for a maid to collect. “Bunch of low-class people, performing for money. Practically riverbed beggars is all they are. And now letting a woman perform? What is this world coming to?”

      “Forget it,” he said as he went to his washstand and poured some water into a bowl to splash his face with. “The point was that I can’t worry about whatever you’re in a huff about this time. I have to focus on this new case.”

      “Bah,” his mother said with a wave of her arms. “There is always a new case. Someone dying. Someone stealing. Someone starting a fight. You can’t keep putting off your life just because someone else made a bad decision.”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes in the mirror of his washing table. He needed to shave his chin. He was looking a bit scruffy. His queue was becoming a bit unkempt as well. He needed to brush his hair out, have it oiled and waxed and re-plaited. He was due for a head shave as well. He should ask one of the maids to do it for him, but he didn’t know when he would have time. Even on a normal day he usually didn’t get home until after most of the servants were asleep. And he rarely had normal days.

      He cleared his throat and headed for the door. “Well, now that you’ve gotten me up, I might as well get to work.”

      “Don’t you dare, Gong Anguo!” his mother called after him as they went to the large shared dining room where several of his siblings were having breakfast.

      He sat at the table and a maid served him a steaming bowl of congee with pickled vegetables on top and some steamed buns.

      “We have to talk about Lady Swan,” his mother said, pushing her older son out of the way so she could sit right next to Inspector Gong.

      He ripped open a bun so the meat inside could cool. “What about her?” he asked, not really wanting to know. “Didn’t you meet with Lady Li about her? Isn’t this settled yet?”

      “I met with Lady Li,” his mother confirmed. “But nothing is settled yet. I wish you would reconsider.”

      “Why?” the inspector asked, dipping the bun into his congee. “What can you possibly have against her?”

      His mother blew out her cheeks. “What don’t I have against her? She’s too old. She’s used up. She’s not one of us. Did you even ask the prince? What is the point in continuing until you have his permission?”

      “I did speak with the prince,” he said, not wanting to address his mother’s other baseless concerns. “But we got distracted by the thing at the opera. I’ll have to talk to him again later.”

      “What thing at the opera?” his sister Daiyu asked.

      “Someone went and got murdered,” his mother growled. “What else is new? We need to deal with Swan now.”

      “Who was murdered?” his brother Zhuang asked, bouncing his little girl on his lap.

      “Dammit, Ma!” Inspector Gong snapped. “What did I say about your big mouth?”

      “Oh, this must be good,” his other sister Biyu said. “What happened?”

      “Shut up, you yapping dogs,” his mother yelled, slapping her hand on the table. “Look at me, Anguo. It makes no sense to marry this girl. Take her for a concubine, yes, but not a wife.”

      “I’m not married, Ma,” Inspector Gong said. “If I don’t take her as a wife, it will be a grave insult to her, and to Lady Li.”

      “But what about the insult to me?” his mother cried. “Have you no thought for the woman who carried you in her own body for months on end? Who nursed you for five long years?”

      His siblings sputtered in laughter at that, and his face grew red. “Ma…” he warned.

      “What have I ever done to deserve such treatment by my own son?” she lamented.

      “You should have been an opera singer,” Inspector Gong said. “You would put those supposed actors I saw last night to shame.”

      “Stop making such jokes!” his mother said, slapping his arm. “Please, consider your mother before you make this mistake.”

      “When I didn’t want to marry, you said I was punishing you,” he said, fed up. “Now, when I want to marry, you say she isn’t good enough, even though she was good enough for a Manchu lord not long ago.”

      “You really want some Manchu—” She spit at the floor for good measure. “—bastard’s castaway?”

      “She’s not a castaway,” he said. “She’s a widow. A woman worthy of respect. If anything, she is granting you a great honor in willing to humble herself as your daughter-in-law. If she remained a widow, her name would be carved on the temple gates and young wives would be forced to make offerings to her day and night. I’ll not dishonor her by making her a concubine. And you will treat her kindly when she comes here. Am I clear?”

      “Fine!” his mother said, standing up quickly. Too quickly on her bound feet. She squinted but showed no other sign of pain all the children knew she felt but were too polite to comment on. Daiyu and Biyu grimaced in sympathy. “But bring me the approval for marriage from Prince Kung. I’ll scrape and bow to Lady Li no further until I know this marriage is even going to happen.” She turned and walked with her back straight. She would have stomped had it been possible, but she slammed the sliding door shut behind her instead.

      “That was poorly done, brother,” Zhuang said as soon as their mother was gone but probably still within earshot. They all knew that her hearing her other children defend her would go a long way toward soothing her bruised ego. “She’s not entirely wrong about this marriage raising eyebrows in the community.”

      “What would it even be like having a Manchu in the family?” Biyu wondered. “Will you have to bow to her every morning, brother? Will she let you bind your daughters’ feet?”

      He didn’t respond because he hadn’t actually thought about what it would be like marrying a woman from a different ethnic group.

      “Mothers bind their daughters’ feet,” Daiyu said. “If Swan’s feet aren’t bound, she obviously won’t bind her daughters’ feet, even if her daughters are Han. She won’t know how. She won’t see the value in it.”

      “I hadn’t even considered that,” Biyu said, shaking her head. “No wonder Ma is so against this marriage.”

      “Can we talk about something else?” Inspector Gong asked, even though at this point he was only picking at his food, having lost his appetite. Why did everything have to be so complicated? He just wanted to wed and bed Swan so he could stop thinking about Lady Li all the time.

      “Like murder?” Daiyu asked, leaning forward conspiratorially.

      “Shit,” Inspector Gong sighed, at this point simply dropping his spoon into his bowl. He had hoped she had forgotten about that. “No, I am not talking to you about the murder at the opera last night.”

      “Come on!” she begged, pulling on his sleeve. “Tell me! I was so sad I had to miss the show last night.”

      “What are you doing going to the opera?” Inspector Gong asked, raising his eyebrow. “Does Ma know about this?”

      “She just looks the other way,” Daiyu said. “It’s harmless fun. And all the girls go. Fanhua is just so gorgeous. If our parents forbade us from going, we’d just sneak out.”

      “What are you talking about?” the inspector asked, confused. “What girls? And you think Fanhua is good looking? He looks like a girl.”

      “That’s the appeal, apparently,” Zhuang said as he helped his own little daughter hold her chopsticks. “According to my wife, young unmarried girls are drawn to effeminate men.”

      The inspector turned to Daiyu. “Is this true? Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Daiyu said. “I’m not allowed to talk to any real boys, so Fanhua is just…safe, I guess.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. Unmarried girls were carefully guarded, rarely let out of the house for any reason other than attending temple or visiting the daughters of other noble families. Daiyu was only sixteen, and Biyu fifteen. They were of marriageable age, yet probably still too young to know what they would actually like in a man. Not that it mattered. If they wanted tall burley men or thin, scholarly ones, they wouldn’t have a choice in who they married. He wondered if their mother had been making arrangements for them. It was strange he hadn’t heard anything about a marriage for Daiyu at least.

      “So who died?” Biyu asked. “Was it Wangshu? I heard that lots of Fanhua’s admirers hate her.”

      “No, it wasn’t Wangshu, surprisingly,” the inspector said.

      “So who was it?” Daiyu asked. “Tell me. Was it someone in the audience?”

      The inspector paused for a moment. He hadn’t planned on telling anyone, but Daiyu knew a surprising amount about the theater and Fanhua, more than he ever would have. Maybe she could tell him something about Fanhua’s admirers that would be useful.

      “It was Fanhua,” he finally said. “Fanhua is dead.”

      Daiyu blinked. Then she sat back. “You…you’re lying,” she said. “You’re teasing me because you know I like him. You’re such a jerk!”

      “I’m not lying, Daiyu,” he said seriously. “Fanhua was killed last night.”

      He watched as all the color drained from her face and tears welled up in her eyes and then spilled down her cheeks. “No! No! This can’t be true!”

      Biyu patted her sister’s back to comfort her. “Oh, Daiyu, I’m so sorry!”

      “Good job, Anguo,” Zhuang said as his daughter started fussing and he stood to take her from the room.

      “What?” Inspector Gong asked. “What is happening here? Why are you so upset, Daiyu? He’s just an actor.”

      “Just an actor?” Daiyu asked as she rubbed her eyes with her sleeves. “He’s just the most beautiful actor. The sweetest, kindest, most gentle person.”

      “What the hell do you know about what kind of person he is?” the inspector asked. “You shouldn’t be getting so close to him. He might play a woman, but he’s still a man. You should think about your reputation!”

      “You’re one to talk, Manchu lover!” she yelled as she stood and tottered out of the room on her bound feet, Biyu stumbling away behind her.

      Inspector Gong ran his hands down his face. “What did I do to deserve this?” he asked the kitchen god over the doorway.

      While his sister’s reaction irked him—there was no way she should have had such an emotional reaction to a man she wasn’t betrothed to—it did give him some insight into just how popular Fanhua was with young women. Would Daiyu’s reaction ripple throughout the theater community? What was the relationship between Fanhua and the women? Did they think they were in love with him? Or that he was in love with them? Was he the sort of person who would lead a woman along?

      He needed to look into this deeper. He also needed to return to the theater to learn more about the rest of the opera troupe.

      He gathered his things and was about to leave the house when a servant approached with a note.

      It was a summons from Lady Li, asking him to come to her mansion immediately. He cursed again. If Lady Li was sending for him, it could only be bad news.
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      Lady Li gasped when she opened her eyes. She didn’t mean to fall asleep. She couldn’t have been out long. She turned to find Swan sleeping soundly, so she sighed in relief. She stood up and rubbed her neck and back. The chair had been a terrible place to try and rest.

      Eunuch Bai walked in and handed her a cup of pu’er tea.

      “You didn’t bother trying to sleep at all, did you?” Lady Li asked as she took the cup and breathed in the earthy aroma as she walked to the door and looked out over the garden.

      He stood next to her. “I don’t think anyone did except for your daughters and mother-in-law.”

      “I am glad that Swan did not disturb Popo,” Lady Li said, blowing on her tea. “She needs her rest.”

      “Popo’s health has greatly improved since coming to live here,” Eunuch Bai said. “Loneliness can be its own illness.”

      “At least I’ve been able to do right by one person,” Lady Li said. She watched as the servants went about their business now that their mistress was awake. One person swept the walkways while another skimmed debris from the koi pond. Another servant entered the front gate with a brace of live ducks over his shoulder.

      “You have done right by all your people,” Eunuch Bai comforted. “You cannot blame yourself for Swan’s misery and her poor way of coping. You did not make her a widow or introduce her to opium. Who could have known that things would turn out like this?”

      Lady Li nodded. She knew he was right and there was no point in arguing. But as lady of the manor everything that happened within its walls was her responsibility, so she couldn’t shake the feelings of guilt that settled upon her whenever she thought of Swan.

      She sat on the edge of Swan’s bed and wetted a cloth, which she wiped over Swan’s brow.

      “I want you to send for Inspector Gong,” Lady Li said. “He will be preoccupied with the murder at the opera, but he must see to his domestic responsibilities as well.”

      Eunuch Bai tried not to laugh. “I am sure the thought of him suddenly having domestic responsibilities will come as a shock to him.”

      “Good,” Lady Li said. “Let him learn what he is really getting into.”

      “I’ll send him a note at once,” he said.

      “Wait a little while,” Lady Li said. “It is still early. Let him rest a bit longer.”

      “And what about you, my lady?” Eunuch Bai asked. “As you can see, Swan is fine, for now. Why don’t you lay down? I can fetch you if there is any change.”

      Lady Li was tired, exhausted actually, but her mind was alert. Now that she didn’t need to worry about Swan, her thoughts returned to the murder of Fanhua and the strange girls she met outside the theater.

      “No,” she said. “There is something I need to do.”
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      Even though it was early, it was not too early to make a social call. Women were often expected to wake with the first light and begin the business of running their household, though Lady Li doubted much was required of Baoah if she was able to sneak off in the evenings to attend opera performances.

      She rode in her sedan chair to the Liu family compound. Lady Li’s home was a mansion, but it was still rather on the small side compared to the home she now stood in front of.

      In Chinese families, first sons were not the only beneficiaries of an inheritance. All sons usually divided a family’s assets upon the death of a patriarch—and that included the family home. But since a home could not be cut up and moved, most sons never left their family home, but instead stayed there along with their wives and children, and eventually their grandsons and their families. If a family had land, the home could be expanded to accommodate the growing family, with more buildings and rooms added on as needed, but they would still get crowded. Usually it would take a break in the family relationship—a sibling rivalry between brothers or a competition between sisters-in-law too great to overcome—that would result in some members of the family finally moving out and establishing their own residences. From the looks of things, the Liu family had not had any disruptions for a very long time. The main wall was a whole block long, and the many layers of roofs could be seen even from the street level as the house encroached on and then took over the hill behind it.

      As Lady Li knocked on the door and waited for someone to answer, she thought about just how small her family was in comparison—and how it would be even smaller as soon as Swan left her. While she treasured her solitude most of the time, she did often miss the loud, happy home she grew up in, with many brothers, mothers, and aunts surrounding her. She wondered if her own daughters were missing something in their life by growing up so isolated.

      A male servant answered the door, and Lady Li explained that she was a friend of Baoah. He let her inside, and she followed him down long passageways, up a stone incline, and past several large doors before finally knocking on one.

      “Baobao,” the man called. “You have a guest.”

      Lady Li heard some rather unladylike cursing from inside the room as Baoah stumbled toward the door. The door squeaked open, and Baoah squinted in the daylight that dared to shine upon her unwashed face. 

      “What?” Baoah mumbled. “Who is it?”

      “We met last night,” Lady Li said. “At the opera. Do you remember?”

      “Huh? Oh, right,” Baoah said, backing up and opening the door a little wider. “Sure, come in. What do you want?”

      Lady Li cocked an eyebrow at the servant, who shook his head in shame as he walked away, and entered the room. 

      “I hope you will forgive the early call,” she said.

      Baoah went over to the other side of the room and pulled some drapes back from a large latticed window to let some more light in. She then moved a kettle over a fireplace. 

      “It’s nothing,” Baoah said. 

      “I just couldn’t sleep after the performance last night,” Lady Li said. “It was just so exciting. Especially Fanhua. I was hoping you could tell me more about him. Maybe tell me how I could meet him.”

      “Meet him?” Baoah said, her eyes wide as if she were suddenly wide awake. 

      “Yes,” Lady Li said innocently. “You said you were his friend. I thought you might be able to arrange something.”

      “Oh, right,” Baoah said. “Well, everything is up in the air right now, you know. I’m not sure what’s going on.”

      “What do you mean?” Lady Li asked, playing dumb. She took a seat on a bench near the fireplace.

      “With Wangshu playing his role,” Baoah said. “I have his schedule here.” She rummaged through a stack of papers on a nearby table that looked like performance programs.

      Lady Li stepped over to have a look and found the program from the performance last night along with several other programs, some dating from years ago.

      “Careful with those,” Baoah said, taking them from Lady Li and carefully putting them back in a pile. “Some of those are nearly falling apart.”

      “You see a lot of operas,” Lady Li remarked. “You must have such an appreciation for the art.”

      Baoah handed a paper with performance names and times on it. “Not really,” she said. “I just love Fanhua. I’ve seen every show he’s ever been in. That was his schedule for the month when he was still playing the dan, but now, who knows when he’ll be performing, or what part he’ll even be playing.” She removed the kettle from the fireplace and poured the hot water into two cups that were sitting nearby. She then sprinkled some tea leaves into the cups and handed one to Lady Li. 

      Lady Li took the cup and had a small sip even though she wondered how long it had been since the cup had been cleaned. She turned around, taking in the messy room. She saw an opera mask hanging on the wall.

      “That’s an interesting piece,” Lady Li said. 

      “Yeah,” Baoah said. “Most opera performers don’t wear masks anymore. They just paint their faces. But Fanhua wore that in Peach Tree Dreams. He was brilliant in it. But he always is.”

      “And he gave you the mask?” Lady Li asked. “That was quite generous of him.”

      “He might not have seen me slip it into my sleeve,” Baoah said with a naughty smile. 

      Lady Li made a face like she was shocked—which she was—then she laughed, hoping to make Baoah think she approved of her petty theft, which might not have been so petty considering how expensive opera costume pieces could be.

      “I have quite a few pieces I’ve pinched from him over the years,” Baoah said. She opened a drawer and pulled out a few treasures. “This is a handkerchief he used when he played Madam Butterfly. This is a fan he carried as one of the daughters in Blue Eyes, Blue Sorrow. And this is my pride and joy.” She walked over and pulled a long lance out from behind her kang. “He used this in The Generals of the Yang Family.”

      Lady Li felt a lump in her throat at seeing the weapon in the girl’s hand, even though she knew the murder weapon had been a sword. “How...how did you steal that without Fanhua knowing,” Lady Li finally managed to ask. 

      “That’s my little secret,” Baoah said before putting it back in its hiding place. 

      “Well, how about telling me why you would steal his things at all?” Lady Li asked. 

      Baoah cocked her head to the side like it was no big deal. “I don’t know. All of us, his admirers, we all collect little things he’s used and touched. Helps feel close to him I guess.”

      “I see,” Lady Li said. “Like a lock of hair from a lover.”

      “Exactly,” Baoah said. “You wouldn’t happen to have a lock of his hair, would you?”

      “Thankfully no,” Lady Li said. “You don’t think anyone would hurt poor Fanhua trying to get a piece of him, do you?”

      “What?” Baoah asked with an awkward giggle. “Hurt him? We love him and only want to protect him.”

      “Of course,” Lady Li said. “Do you follow any other opera performers? The Lord of Hell, perhaps?”

      “That old goat?” Baoah sputtered a laugh. “That whole troupe only has an audience because of Fanhua. There is no one else at that theater worth seeing.”

      “There must be other performers out there worthy of admiration,” Lady Li prodded. “Since we don’t know Fanhua’s schedule, who else should I go see?”

      “The only other person with nearly as large a following would be Huangjian,” Baoah said. “He is with the Xishan Szechuan group. He’s a face changer.”

      Lady Li nodded. She had seen face changing opera before, but it had been a while. It was quite fascinating to watch. 

      “Do you have some of his stolen items around here too?” Lady Li asked conspiratorially.

      “No, I don’t follow him myself,” Baoah said. “He plays a man. What’s beautiful about that?”

      “What’s wrong with him playing a man?” Lady Li asked. “He is one, just like Fanhua.”

      “But he doesn’t understand us,” Baoah said. “He doesn’t know what we go through, how we are treated. How our feet hurt and the pain we feel at being ripped from our families.”

      Lady Li nodded as she began to understand. Baoah wasn’t in love with Fanhua because he dressed like a woman, but because she believed he was the only man who could understand what it was like to be a woman. That was just another illusion, though.

      Lady Li wondered if Fanhua was just as good of an actor off stage as on it. After all, he didn’t really know what it was to be a woman. He only played a part, and at the end of the day he could take off his shoes and remove his face paint and return to the world of men. But he had been able to convince his admirers that he truly understood them. That he practically was one of them. They trusted him because of that. They loved him.

      Had he betrayed that trust, that love? Had one of his admirers killed him because of it? 

      Lady Li had no idea, and she wouldn’t know where to start finding out. Who knew how many followers like Baoah Fanhua had. 

      Lady Li stood to leave. “Well, I’m sure I have taken up enough of your morning. I should be going. But if you find out when Fanhua is performing again, do let me know.” She wondered if it was cruel of her to continue letting the girl think the object of her obsession was still alive, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell her that Fanhua was really dead. 

      Lady Li decided to take her leave. “Thank you for receiving me this morning,” she said with a polite nod of her head. “I hope to see you at another performance again soon.”

      As she climbed back into her sedan chair, exhaustion once again climbed over her. The excitement of calling on Baoah wore off, and she was beginning to regret that she had sent for Inspector Gong. She only wanted to return home and rest.
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      “What have you done?” she yelled at her girls as soon as she entered the gate.

      The girls had both gotten into her closet and pulled out some of her nicest robes. They had put on batou headdresses and seemed to have attached every piece of jewelry she owned to them. They had also painted each other’s faces with bright red lips and blue eyes and white cheeks with makeup from Lady Li’s dressing table. They were running around, chasing each other with sticks and singing the songs from the opera they had heard the night before.

      “I’m an opera singer!” Second Daughter triumphantly yelled, waving her stick in the air.

      “But you are running my clothes and losing my jewels!” Lady Li snapped as she gripped both her daughters by the arms and led them back toward the living quarters. “Where is your nursemaid? Or Eunuch Bai? Or Popo?” she asked.

      But she soon found out. Swan had awoken and was hunched over a chamber pot dry heaving since she had nothing in her stomach to evacuate. She was also feverish yet freezing, trying to pull a blanket over her shoulders as she leaned over the bowl. The whole of the household staff appeared to be trying either to comfort Swan or fighting over the best course of treatment for her. Popo thought Swan should be given a warm bath while a maid thought she needed some medicinal tea. The cook was trying to figure out who needed breakfast while Eunuch Bai was trying to clean up the mess Swan must have made when she had woken up.

      “Quiet!” Lady Li yelled over the cacophony, and everyone silenced save Swan’s simpering. “Popo, please take the girls. Clean them up and serve them breakfast. Lingling, go to the yard and find any jewels the girls may have lost before the chickens eat them, then see if you can salvage my robes the girls are wearing. Xiaoting, clean this room. I will see to Swan. Eunuch Bai, please see to anything else I have missed.”

      “Yes, mistress,” everyone said in unison with a bow.

      It didn’t matter how tired she was, her job was never done. She grabbed a basin of warm water and a cloth and kneeled by Swan’s side. She brushed Swan’s hair aside and washed her face with the cloth.

      “What…what is happening to me?” Swan cried.

      “Don’t you remember?” Lady Li asked.

      “I never remember,” Swan said. “That’s the whole point. I know I shouldn’t keep taking the opium, but for some reason, I do. And when I wake up, I don’t remember why I did it. How did I talk myself into it? How can I stop myself next time?” She coughed and leaned back over the bowl.

      Lady Li rubbed her back and soothed her.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But we are going to find a doctor who can help you.”

      “I don’t know if I can be helped,” Swan said, shaking her head. “I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

      Lady Li wasn’t sure how to respond. She knew nothing of what Swan was going through. But she would do whatever it took to help her get well. She went to Swan’s closet and found her some fresh clothes to wear. She helped her change and put her back into bed.

      “I’ll have cook bring you some hot broth,” Lady Li said, tucking her in as she continued to shudder.

      “Hello?” a voice called into the room.

      Lady Li shot up and turned around, shocked to see Inspector Gong standing there.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, rushing to the door to keep him from seeing Swan in her current state.

      He backed out of the room to the courtyard. “I received your summons,” he said. “But no one answered when I knocked at the gate, but it wasn’t locked. Is something wrong?”

      Lady Li sighed and motioned for him to follow her to the study. She must not have closed the gate properly when she came home, she was so shocked by the scene of her daughters running wild like monkeys.

      “It has been…an eventful few hours,” Lady Li said. “I have no idea where my servants even are right now. Forgive me for not having any hot water for tea right now.”

      “It’s no bother,” he said and turned her to face him. He placed both of his hands on her shoulders, and she felt a calming warmth rush through her body. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It is Swan,” she said. “She is in desperate need of a doctor to help her with her opium addiction.”

      He frowned, but the nodded slowly. “What happened?”

      “She had a large stash of opium hidden in her room,” Lady Li explained. “But she doesn’t remember taking it. She doesn’t know how to stop even though she wants to. Eunuch Bai said there are doctors who can treat her, but we must proceed with discretion. Should your mother find out…”

      “I know,” he interrupted, releasing her and rubbing his chin. “I know someone I can trust. I’ll send him over immediately.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Swan says that she—”

      “You don’t need to worry,” Inspector Gong interrupted, stepping close to her and touching the side of her face. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      She felt a shiver run from his fingers all the way down her spine. She remembered that only a few days before, they had made love like animals in this very room. Was he remembering that as well? As she looked up into his eyes and saw a hunger there, she thought that he must be. But that was before they had agreed he needed to marry Swan. Before he became a betrothed man. Before she had met with Swan's future in-laws.

      Swan had been a dear friend to her for years. Someone she loved like a sister. Her face went hot with shame for the desire she felt for Swan’s future husband.

      She pulled her eyes away from his and stepped back.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled again. “Forgive me, but I am exhausted.”

      He did not pursue her but respected her excuse to put distance between them.

      “Of course,” he said. “I’ll send for the doctor soon. Was there anything else?”

      “No,” she said, but then remembered her visit with Baoah. “Wait, yes. I met someone, a woman who was obsessed with Fanhua.”

      “Where?” he asked.

      “Outside the theater as I was leaving last night,” she said. “There must have been a dozen young ladies there hoping to catch a glimpse of him.”

      “I have heard that he was quite popular with the female patrons,” he said. “Do you think one of these women might have had cause to harm him?”

      “The young lady I met, Baoah,” Lady Li said, “seemed to think not. She said they loved him. But I don’t know. Many people kill those they love. If he betrayed one of the girls, or acted dishonorably in some way, it’s possible.”

      “Indeed,” the inspector said. “But who are these girls, and how would I contact them?”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Li said, shaking her head, which now felt foggy. “You are right. It is too vague of an idea for now. I need more information. But she did mention another actor. She called him Hungjian. He is with the Xishan Szechuan Opera Troupe. She said he was also popular with women. Maybe they had a professional rivalry or something.”

      “I’ll look into it,” he said. He then made a move like he was going to step closer to her again, but then he stopped himself. “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of right now,” she said.

      They both stood there in an awkward silence for several moments before he finally gave a small bow and took his leave.

      Lady Li sunk into a chair and felt faint. She didn’t think it was because she was tired or hungry, but because a single look from Inspector Gong had the ability to render her completely powerless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After Inspector Gong left Lady Li, he lingered outside her mansion gate for a moment. He wasn’t sure why. He had things to do and there was nothing left to say to Lady Li, yet he couldn’t seem to pull himself away. She drove him to distraction, where nothing else seemed to matter.

      He finally remembered that he needed to go see Dr. Xue, both about Fanhua and Swan’s opium addiction. He admitted that her addiction was a problem, but he wasn’t sure if it would be worse for him if his mother found out before or after he married the girl. If his mother found out before, she would never approve the union. But if she found out after, she would never forgive him and would make Swan’s life a living hell.

      She would be right to do so, though, he had to admit. After all, what kind of a wife would Swan be if she was always in the clouds? She couldn’t be a good mother in that state. But if Dr. Xue could cure her, everything would be fine, right?

      He knew it wouldn’t be. He was making a huge mistake. But he couldn’t back out now. Lady Li expected him to marry Swan. He couldn’t disappoint her. Though, he doubted Lady Li truly wanted him to marry Swan. She wanted him. And it wasn’t simply his overinflated opinion of himself that told him so. He could tell, even now, even after she refused to let him kiss or touch her, it was just as painful for her to push him away as it was for him to leave her. But what could they do? There was no way they could be together. It just wasn’t possible…

      Somehow, Inspector Gong found himself at Dr. Xue’s shop, the scents of herbal medicines and dried sea creatures snapping him out of his thoughts before he was even standing in front of it. He stepped into the shop to find Dr. Xue talking to a male customer.

      “What you need is ginko,” Dr. Xue was telling the man. “These leaves here, they are already dried, so I’ll grind them up for you, are from a tree in the north. An old, strong tree. Four thousand years old! You want your branch to be as thick and strong as that tree?” Dr. Xue and the man laughed as Dr. Xue put the leaves into a mortar and ground them up into a fine powder, which he then poured into a paper sachet.

      “Just add it to a cup of tea one hour before bed,” Dr. Xue instructed the man. “And take these peppers. You need more spicy food! Get the blood flowing. Have a hot dinner and then prepare for a hot night.” They laughed again and the man gave Dr. Xue a few coins before slipping out of the shop.

      “Will it work?” Inspector Gong asked as Dr. Xue cleaned off the counter.

      “I’ll give you some for your wedding night with Lady Yun and then you can tell me,” Dr. Xue said tartly.

      “How do you know about that?” Inspector Gong asked. “It’s not official yet.”

      “You know your mother is a patient of mine,” Dr. Xue said. “She was here looking for something she could slip into your tea to make you come to your senses.”

      “What did you give her?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Just some ground up lizard tails,” he said, and Inspector Gong made a face. “Don’t worry about it. Will just make your eyelids hairy.”

      “What?” Inspector Gong asked, grabbing a mirror off a nearby table and checking his face but not seeing any extra hairs. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I happen to be in agreement with her,” Dr. Xue said. “This girl is not the one for you.”

      “I can never please anyone,” Inspector Gong said with an annoyed sigh. “Both of you wanted me to get married, but the one I want is not good enough. She’s a Manchu lady! I should be so lucky.”

      “But she’s not the one that will be good for you,” Dr. Xue said. “She’s not the one that you stopped drinking and whoring for. She’s not the one who opened your mind to the very idea of marriage. She’s not the one who made you a better man. It’s the other one.”

      “But I can’t marry Lady Li,” Inspector Gong said. “Besides, what does it matter? Who marries for love? I just need a woman who will give me sons, right?”

      “For some men, that is enough,” Dr. Xue said. “It was good enough for me. Be quiet, cook dinner, be big with child. What more would I need in a wife? But for you, you are not like me. You are a…What do they say? A romantic.”

      Inspector Gong shook his head. “I didn’t come here to be insulted. And there’s no point in arguing about this. It’s out of my hands. I can’t marry the woman I want, so any other woman will just have to do.”

      “When this all goes badly, you come back to me, you understand,” Dr. Xue said. “You are like a son to me. I’ll always help you.”

      “That’s actually why I’m here,” Inspector Gong said. “There is a problem with Swan. But don’t you dare tell my mother. She can never know about this.”

      Dr. Xue raised an eyebrow. “Is she already with child?” he asked.

      “No,” Inspector Gong said. “She’s addicted to opium.”

      He had expected Dr. Xue to rail at him, yell and throw things, tell him how stupid he was. But it was so quiet in that shop, he thought the whole neighborhood had frozen. Finally, Dr. Xue puckered his mouth tightly and tapped his long nails on the countertop.

      “How much does she take?” he asked. “It is common for ladies, especially high-born ones, to imbibe once in a while, or to help them sleep. Is it more serious than that?”

      “It is very serious,” Inspector Gong said. “She sneaks out to go to opium houses. She had a large amount hidden in her room. She spends so much time in the clouds, she doesn’t remember how she got there. And when she wakes up, she is sick.”

      Dr. Xue put his hand to his mouth, as though he was about to be sick over this knowledge. “You know this, yet you will marry her anyway?” he asked. Inspector Gong didn’t reply. He had already said all he needed to on the matter. “I always took you for a fool, Anguo. I never thought you were stupid.”

      “Can you help her or not?” Inspector Gong asked.

      Dr. Xue sighed and began rummaging around among the glass bottles under the counter. “Of course, I can help her,” he mumbled. “I will have to take a very complicated three-prong approach. I have to balance her qi, help her manage her pain, and then flush the toxins from her body.” He put several glass jars into a basket. “Hmm…snake venom, the good stuff…” He then went over to several baskets of herbs and put a few different items into paper sachets. “Ginseng…camellia…”

      “Then what is the problem?” Inspector Gong asked. “If you can cure her, then everything will be fine, right?”

      “I never said I could cure her,” Dr. Xue huffed. “I can only treat her. I can help her survive today. I can heal her body from the damage the drug has already done. But the problem is her mind. She will always want to go back to the dreams. She will always find her way back there. You can never leave her alone. You can never trust her.” He went back to collecting the items he needed such as milkwort leaves and pumpkin seeds.

      “Maybe she is stronger than that,” Inspector Gong said. “I’ll give her a reason to fight.”

      “When your heart and mind are on another woman,” Dr. Xue said, “how can you ever give Swan what she needs?”

      “I promise to do my best by her,” Inspector Gong said. “That’s all I can do.”

      Dr. Xue sighed and finished putting items into the basket. “These treatments are expensive,” he said. “And it will take a lot of my time.”

      “Don’t worry about the cost,” Inspector Gong said. “Whatever it takes. Just be discreet. We can’t risk news about Swan’s addiction getting back to my mother, or even circulating among the Manchu. It could hurt Lady Li’s reputation as well.”

      “Fine, fine,” Dr. Xue said. “I’ll be sure to wear a hat. Anything else?”

      “Have you had time to examine the body of the opera singer? Fanhua?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “Yes, yes,” Dr. Xue said. “Death was caused by a sword to the gut. Pierced the liver. Very painful but fast death.”

      “That explains why the blood darkened so quickly,” Inspector Gong said. “How much force would it take to run someone through that way? She claims the murder was an accident.”

      “If the sword was very sharp, it could have happened very quickly,” Dr. Xue said. “He was a thin boy. The bulk was in the costume, but it’s just fabric and stuffing. Very easy to pierce. Still, very difficult to accidentally kill someone when you intentionally run them through with a sword.”

      “That is my viewpoint,” Inspector Gong said. “But Prince Kung and Lady Li think the killer is not responsible for her actions. The singer said the prop sword was replaced with a real one, so she didn’t realize until it was too late that she actually had injured him.”

      Dr. Xue nodded. “Very difficult case. But until you find out who switched the sword, I do not think you will find an answer.”

      “Yes, which is why I need to go. I have some leads to follow,” the inspector said, heading for the door. “Let me know how things go with Swan.”

      The doctor only grunted as he locked the door to the shop behind him.
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      After some asking around, Inspector Gong easily found where Hungjian was currently performing. The Xishun troupe had rented the Green Willow Theater not far from the White Lotus Theater where Fanhua had been killed.

      As he approached the theater, even though it was the middle of the day, he could hear loud music playing inside. At the door, there was a large man standing guard, and several women were anxiously trying to get inside. Inspector Gong elbowed his way through the crowd.

      “No one is admitted during rehearsals,” the guard growled, causing the girls to moan sadly.

      “I’m here on the prince’s business,” Inspector Gong said, not needing to even give the name of the prince before being admitted. Inspector Gong’s reputation preceded him.

      Inspector Gong had never seen Szechuan opera before, so he was surprised by how different it was from Peking opera.

      There was only one performer on stage, and he wasn’t singing. There was a large orchestra off to one side, playing loud, upbeat music. The performer wore an ornate costume of black with gold and red embroidery. He wore a long black cape with a red silk lining and held a large red fan in one hand. He had a large black hat with shimmering baubles on it. His face looked as though it was painted red, black, and white.

      With a flick of his wrist, the performer flashed the fan across his face, and his face was now green and white! Painted in a completely different pattern.

      “What the…” Inspector Gong started to ask, but before he could form a full question, the performer turned his head to the left. Then back to the right. Now his face was red! In a split second, the man was able to completely change his face.

      So, this was face changing, Inspector Gong realized with a laugh and clap of his hands. As the man moved commandingly around the stage, waving his fan or swinging his cape, he changed his face again and again before finally ending the act by revealing his real face. It was like a form a magic. Inspector Gong watched closely, trying to see how the man was able to change his face, but his movements were so quick, so seamless, he couldn’t even begin to guess how it was done.

      The man then took a bow and went to speak with the musicians on the side of the stage.

      Inspector Gong clapped his hands as he approached the stage. “That was well done,” he said as Hungjian looked at him. “I’ve never seen the like.”

      “The guard wasn’t supposed to let anyone in,” Hungjian said, hopping down off the stage and approaching the inspector. “I’m rehearsing a new act. No one was supposed to see it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Inspector Gong said. “I have no idea what I even just saw. I wouldn’t begin to know how to explain it to someone.”

      “And you are?” the man asked, crossing his arms.

      “Inspector Gong,” he said.

      Hungjian nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of you,” he said. “But as we have had no crimes committed among our troupe, I assume you have come to talk about an acquaintance of mine. Tell me, what fool has run out and gotten himself killed?”

      Inspector Gong hesitated. He hadn’t planned on announcing the murder to anyone just yet. But this man was a competitor for attention—from women and opera patrons—with Fanhua. If anyone were the main suspect in Fanhua’s murder, it would be Hungjian. His response to the news of Fanhua’s death could tell the inspector everything he needed to know about him.

      “Fanhua,” was all Inspector Gong said.

      Confusion crossed Hungjian’s face. “What?” he asked, and then smiled, letting out a strangled laugh, as though Inspector Gong was playing a cruel joke. But then the truth of the matter dawned on him and the smile fled his face. “No,” he gasped. He put his hand to his mouth as though he was going to be sick. He stumbled a bit. Then he turned his face away, and when he looked back, all emotion was gone. “That is unfortunate news,” he said as though the inspector had only told him that it might rain.

      Then the inspector realized that Hungjian was not merely an actor, but one skilled at changing his face and personality from one second to another. He wondered, which face was the real one? The one that had nearly gone to pieces a moment before, or the stoic and impassive one he was looking at now? He had no way of knowing. He began to doubt he’d be able to believe anything Hungjian had to say.

      “How did it happen?” Hungjian asked.

      Inspector Gong glanced around and noticed that the other troupe members were watching them, interested in whatever they were discussing.

      “Perhaps we can talk somewhere more private?” the inspector asked.

      “Of course,” Hungjian said, and he led the inspector backstage to his dressing room, which, like the others the inspector had seen, was crowded with costumes and props.

      “So, how do you do it?” the inspector asked, wanting to distract Hungjian and get him comfortable talking. “The face changing. It’s an impressive trick.”

      Hungjian chuckled as he took off his cape and hung it on a rack. “Do you think you are the first person to ask me that? It’s a family secret, passed down through generations.”

      Inspector Gong nodded. Of course, Hungjian wasn’t going to reveal his tricks. “I’m finding there are many secrets to the opera world,” he said. “Perhaps you will reveal to me your rivalry with Fanhua.”

      The inspector couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw a hint of sadness cross Hungjian’s face again before he once again masked his feelings.

      “There was no rivalry, not really,” he said. “It was just for show. It made the admirers more enthralled if they thought there was some sort of competition going on between us. It made both of us more popular. But as I am sure you have seen, our styles are completely different. There could never be a real rivalry.”

      “It might not have been real to you,” the inspector said. “But it was very real to the women who loved him. Could one of your admirers have killed him to help you?”

      “What?” Hungjian asked. “That’s crazy.”

      “From what I have heard, Fanhua made the girls crazy,” the inspector said. “Who knows what a woman might do if she thought Fanhua loved her.”

      “If anything, those girls would have killed Wangshu,” Hungjian said. “She made them crazy.”

      “In what way?” the inspector asked.

      “Those women are obsessed with Fanhua because he played a woman,” Hungjian explained. “When he had to play a man, their world was shattered. It was as if they were all forced to suddenly awaken from a dream.”

      “But if Fanhua had been leading a girl on,” the inspector said. “Teasing her. It would make sense for a girl to turn on him and—”

      “It wasn’t Fanhua!” Hungjian suddenly snapped.

      The inspector stopped talking and waited for Hungjian to continue.

      Hungjian hesitated, shaking his head in disgust at himself for breaking character.

      “Fanhua went along with the rivalry, but he didn’t get close to the girls,” he said. “He…he was a cut sleeve. And he was a good actor, but he couldn’t pretend to love the girls. He wanted to be one of them. He only loved men.”

      A cut sleeve referred to a story about male love from hundreds of years ago. It was a term often used to talk about men who only loved men. Having spent years in the military, Inspector Gong was no stranger to men who occasionally had relations with men. But most men who had relations with men were not cut sleeves. Most would go on to marry women and do their duty by their families by siring sons. A cut sleeve was someone who would not do this but could only sate their passions with other men.

      Inspector Gong wasn’t sure at first how to respond to this information. The idea that Fanhua was not just a cut sleeve but wanted to be a woman was something he couldn’t quite wrap his head around.

      “About these men he loved,” the inspector said slowly. “Would any of them have cause to hurt Fanhua?”

      Hungjian cleared his throat and shook his head. “I don’t think so. Many of his patrons would simply loose interest in him if he didn’t play the part of the dan.”

      “Why are you so sure of this?” Inspector Gong asked. “How do you know so much about Fanhua’s…private life?”

      Hungjian smiled and was back to the careless actor he so wanted to portray. “Oh, there are few secrets backstage in the opera world. And we were friends. There is little about Fanhua that I don’t know.”

      “Except who would have killed him?” Inspector Gong needled, trying to goad Hungjian into another reaction, but Hungjian held onto his role for dear life.

      “Except that,” Hungjian conceded. “A true tragedy. He was the most exquisite dan. Quite a loss to the opera world.”

      “And to you?” Inspector Gong pressed.

      “Of course,” Hungjian said innocently. “He was a dear friend, and I shall mourn him for years to come.”

      Inspector Gong inwardly groaned in annoyance. Apparently, Hungjian had completely gained control over this face he wanted to present and was not going to let go. He wasn’t going to get any more useful information out of this face changer for now.

      “If you can think of anything else that will be useful,” the inspector said, “send for me.”

      “Of course, inspector,” Hungjian said with a smile.

      The inspector left in annoyance. He couldn’t trust anything Hungjian said. The part about Fanhua being a cut sleeve was probably true, but it was a strange thing for Hungjian to be upset about if he didn’t have some sort of relationship beyond friendship with Fanhua himself. But the cold way he was able to hide his true feelings on the matter unnerved Inspector Gong.

      Which made him think of Wangshu and how he couldn’t trust anything she said either. He realized that trying to wrangle information out of such skilled actors was becoming his least favorite way to try to find a killer.

      But he had the killer. And her name was Wangshu. Lady Li and Prince Kung might want him to lay the blame on someone else, but if he couldn’t cut through the lies and find someone else, it was Wangshu’s head that would roll.

      He decided to go back to the White Lotus Theater and confront Wangshu with the true perils of her situation. One way or another, he would scare the truth out of her. If she wanted to keep her head, she needed to tell him the truth.

      Inspector Gong entered the theater and went right to Wangshu’s dressing room. He tried to open the door without even knocking, but the room was locked.

      “Wangshu!” he demanded as he shook the door handle. “Open up. We need to talk.” He looked around, wondering where the guard the prince had assigned to Wangshu had gone.

      Some of the other troupe members peeked down the hall at the inspector.

      “Does anyone have a key?” he asked. The onlookers all shook their heads. The inspector groaned and assessed the door. It looked rather flimsy. He stood back and kicked at the handle. Once, twice, and the handle gave way and the door swung open.

      Wangshu was not in the room, and many of the costumes he had seen strewn about before were also gone.

      Just as he knew would happen the moment Lady Li and the prince asked him not to take Wangshu into custody, the murderess had fled.
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      Lady Li sat by Swan’s side and tried to coax her into drinking some broth.

      “It tastes like sawdust,” Swan said through her dry, cracking throat.

      “That’s because you’ve been filling your mouth with so much smoke,” Lady Li replied as he held up another spoonful.

      Swan pushed the spoon away and retched into the bowl by her bed again. She leaned back on her pillow, panting.

      Lady Li placed her hand on Swan’s forehead, which was burning up. “Your future husband is sending for a doctor,” Lady Li said. “I’m sure he will be here soon.”

      “My future husband,” Swan repeated dreamily. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “It will only happen if you get well,” Lady Li said, putting the broth and spoon aside.

      “Does it hurt you?” Swan asked. “To know that I will marry Inspector Gong and not you?”

      Lady Li pressed her lips and her brow furrowed. She wasn’t sure why Swan was trying to get a rise out of her, but she wouldn’t lower herself by losing her temper with a sick woman. She tucked the covers in around Swan’s frail body and took some satisfaction in knowing that Inspector Gong wouldn’t take nearly as much pleasure in Swan’s bony frame as he did in her own more shapely one.

      “It was my decision,” Lady Li said.

      Swan smirked. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Lady Li sighed and shook her head. “What does it matter?” she asked.

      “How can I be happy in a new marriage knowing that it causes you pain?” Swan asked.

      A flood of guilt washed over Lady Li. Swan hadn’t asked the question to hurt her, but to alleviate her own guilt over having the chance at a new family, a new life, and leaving Lady Li behind. Lady Li was so jealous and had been acting so petty, she thought that Swan must be envious and vindictive as well.

      Lady Li sat on the bed and took Swan’s hand in her own. “Meimei,” she said, emphasizing that she saw Swan as not just her late husband’s concubine, but her own sister, “you and I have both been wronged. We should never have been widowed so young. But our similarities end there. As a first wife, I must stay as I am. I must protect my daughters. But you have another chance. You can escape this life. Don’t think about me. Escape while you can.”

      Swan started to cry and put her hand to her eyes. “The only escape for me has been in the clouds,” she said. “I cannot imagine ever being happy in this world.”

      “Yes, you can!” Lady Li insisted. “Once you are married to Inspector Gong, everything will change for you! You will be an honored first wife in a large family with many sisters-in-law and nieces and nephews. Your husband will take his pleasure with you and you will have children of your own.”

      “But what if I can’t?” Swan asked, sitting up. “I lost my baby. My son! If Inspector Gong knew—”

      “Shut your mouth, you idiot!” Lady Li said harshly, looking around as if Inspector Gong or his mother might suddenly manifest. “When a woman has twenty years to birth a dozen children, it is very common to lose one or two. It doesn’t mean you can’t still have many healthy children.”

      “Then why are we keeping it a secret,” Swan asked. “If Inspector Gong knew the truth, he wouldn’t marry me, would he?”

      “What do you want me to do?” Lady Li asked. “You are right. He wouldn’t. But I want you married. I want you happy. Keeping this thing a secret is the only way. If you want, after you have a healthy son, then you can tell him about the one you lost. He is a reasonable man. He will understand why you didn’t tell him. But then it won’t matter.”

      “But what if I never have a son?” Swan asked. “What if I can’t?”

      “Then he will take a concubine,” Lady Li said. “And she can birth children for you. You’ll still be a first wife, which will be a much better life than you are living now.”

      Swan leaned back again and sighed, her eyelids droopy. “I hope you are right,” she said. The conversation seemed to have drained her of whatever energy she had, and she was quickly asleep once again.

      Lady Li turned toward the door and was not at all surprised to see Eunuch Bai standing there. He lowered his head and backed away as she left the room and closed the door.

      “Do you need something?” she asked softly so as not to disturb Swan.

      He handed her a folded piece of paper with the empress’s seal on it. “You’ve been summoned.”
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      Lady Li hadn’t seen the empress in several months. Not since they found out who had murdered her sister-in-law, who had been serving as one of the empress’s ladies-in-waiting, though they had sent each other letters many times.

      When she arrived at the Forbidden City, she was shown directly into the empress’s sitting room. The empress was seated in her chair, smoking her water pipe, several of her ladies seated around her on lower stools working on their embroidery.

      Te-hai, the empress’s chief eunuch—and Lady Li suspected much more—announced her arrival. The empress and the ladies all stood, but only the ladies bowed to Lady Li, acknowledging her superior status. Lady Li nodded to the girls, and then did a lady’s kowtow to the empress, one in which she kneeled on one knee as opposed to knocking her forehead to the floor.

      “Leave us,” the empress ordered the ladies and eunuchs. They all did, except for Te-hai, who lingered near the door. The empress could never be completely alone.

      Lady Li squeezed the empress’s hand as they sat close together. “How are you, dear friend?”

      “I’m quite well,” the empress said. “Prince Kung told me that you were at Wangshu’s debut performance. You must tell me all about it.”

      “Wh-what did the prince tell you?” Lady Li stammered. She did not want to be the person to have to tell the empress that Wangshu killed someone her first night on stage.

      The empress pouted. “Oh, you know him. Always too busy for me.” Lady Li doubted that. If Prince Kung had time for anyone, it was the empress, but she nodded in commiseration. “He told me to ask you since you saw it as well. What happened?”

      “She was wonderful,” Lady Li said honestly. “It is so inspiring to see a woman on stage. Male dans are talented, to be sure, but there was something so…believable about Wangshu’s performance.”

      The empress leaned back and draped her arm over her head dramatically. “I so wish I could have seen it for myself.”

      “But you’ve seen her many times,” Lady Li said. “She’s part of your private troupe.”

      “It’s not the same as seeing her perform in a real theater, in front of hundreds of patrons,” the empress said. “What about the crowd? Did they love her?”

      “Eventually,” Lady Li said. “They heckled her at first. Booing and hissing. But she was so professional. She continued her performance perfectly and eventually, no one could resist being enraptured by her.”

      The empress sighed. “Incredible. You think people will be more accepting of female performers in the future?”

      “One can hope,” Lady Li hedged, but the empress must have sensed her reticence.

      “What?” the empress asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Lady Li said, but she knew the empress was on to something, like a tiger who smelled blood.

      The empress stared Lady Li down with dark eyes that had broken men with just a glance, but Lady Li continued playing dumb. Finally, the empress slapped Lady Li’s leg.

      “Meimei!” she yelled. “Tell me!”

      “You’re only going to be angry,” Lady Li said, shaking her head.

      “I have simpering toadies around me all day only telling me what they think I want to hear,” the empress said. “You are the only person I can trust to tell me the truth, so out with it! Did she miss her cues? Did she fall off the stage? Did she lose her voice? Was she terrible?”

      “No,” Lady Li said with a sigh, shaking her head. “She was wonderful, I promise you.”

      “Then what is the problem?” the empress asked.

      “You know the opera? The story of it, I mean,” Lady Li said.

      “Of course,” the empress replied.

      “There is a scene where Xueyan kills the general,” she said. “Where she runs him through with a sword.”

      “Yes, I know,” the empress said anxiously, waiting for Lady Li to get to the point.

      “To make the scene look real, the troupe used a fake sword, one that would collapse when Wangshu stabbed Fanhua,” Lady Li said. The empress nodded. “Well, someone switched the swords. Wangshu used a real sword in that scene.”

      She paused, and the two women looked at each other for a moment.

      “And…” the empress pushed, not understanding what Lady Li was trying to tell her.

      “So…Wangshu really killed Fanhua,” Lady Li finally said, squinting in expectation of the empress’s wrath. But the wrath didn’t come. It took far too long for the empress to finally comprehend what Lady Li had said.

      “How…what?” the empress finally asked. “On stage? During the actual performance? Wangshu…killed Fanhua?”

      Lady Li nodded. “I’m afraid it’s true. I saw it and spoke to her after the show.”

      “Then why isn’t it in all the papers?” the empress asked. “Where is Wangshu? Has she been arrested?”

      “No one other than myself, Prince Kung, and Inspector Gong seemed to realize that the general was really dead,” Lady Li said. “The audience all thought it was just part of the show.”

      “It must have been an incredible show, if people thought the death was only part of it,” the empress said. “So what happened? Where is Wangshu now?”

      “She’s still staying in her room at the theater while Inspector Gong investigates,” Lady Li said.

      “Investigates what?” the empress asked. “If you saw Wangshu kill the poor boy, what is the inspector looking for?”

      “He is looking for the real killer,” Lady Li said. “Wangshu said she had no reason to kill Fanhua. Someone else switched the swords. Someone else wanted Wangshu to kill Fanhua and frame her for the murder.”

      “Are you sure?” the empress asked. “Seems very complicated to me.”

      “I…hmm,” Lady Li said. Actually, she couldn’t be sure that Wangshu didn’t kill Fanhua on purpose and then made up the story about the sword being switched. She wanted to believe Wangshu, but she supposed that Inspector Gong’s investigation would only lead him back to Wangshu. “It is possible that Wangshu killed Fanhua on purpose,” Lady Li admitted. “But we need to be sure. We can’t let the Ministry of Justice execute an innocent woman.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t that just please every man in this city if the first female opera singer was executed,” the empress said, squeezing her clawed fingers into fists. “This is a direct attack on me, you know.”

      It was typical of the empress to turn the murder of a young man by an innocent woman into a personal attack on her. But the more Lady Li thought about it, she supposed it was possible. The empress was making a political statement by sanctioning the first public opera performance by a woman. Having that woman then publicly executed would, in turn, also be a political statement. One saying that women were to be neither seen nor heard. And that women were certainly not meant to rule.

      “That isn’t the angle the inspector is pursuing at this time,” Lady Li said, “but I will bring the possibility to his attention.”

      “That poor girl,” the empress said. “She must be terrified. I should never have let her leave the palace.”

      “You can’t keep her locked up forever,” Lady Li said, using the same voice she did when counseling her children. “When this all blows over, the city will thank you for sharing her. Who knows, maybe the entire opera world will change after this. Can you imagine if all women’s parts were played by women?”

      “I imagine it all the time,” the empress said. She stood up and rushed over to her desk, pulling out a stack of papers. “Look at what I have written,” she said.

      Lady Li walked over to see what the empress was so excited about. “The Manchu Daughters of the Lord of the Manor,” the title read. She skimmed the rest of the page. “This is an opera, but one I haven’t seen before.”

      “Because I wrote it!” the empress said. “And every character is a woman. From the daughters to the mothers to the servants. Men, like the manor lord, are referenced but never seen on stage. What do you think?”

      Lady Li was intrigued by the idea of an all-female opera. There were some plays that had largely female casts, such as The Generals of the Yang Family, but, of course, the female characters had always been played by men. An opera about women, written by a woman, and performed by women? The mere thought made Lady Li’s heart beat fast in her chest.

      “This is very exciting,” Lady Li said. “One day I hope you will be known as a great empress and a great playwright.”

      “But first your Inspector Gong will have to find the real killer,” the empress said.

      Lady Li blushed at the empress calling him her Inspector Gong, but she quickly calmed herself and nodded.

      “I will do my best to help him,” she said.
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      Even though the room looked less cluttered with the elaborate costumes gone, the room seemed even more out of order. The dressing table was askew and the stool knocked over. The sleeping couch had been moved as well. It almost appeared to the inspector that there had been a struggle, yet there was something off about it. Could Wangshu have been kidnapped? Would a kidnapper have taken the costumes as well? He wasn’t sure.

      It made more sense to Inspector Gong that Wangshu would take the costumes. They had to be quite expensive. If she hoped to survive somewhere else as an opera singer, she would need the costumes. Or she could sell them and have money to survive until she found some other way to earn money. The problem was he had no idea where she might have gone. She could be holed up in an inn somewhere or she might have just fled the city completely. It was possible she could have returned to the empress at the Forbidden City. That might be the smartest thing for her to do. As head of the Inner Court, the empress could simply take Wangshu in as one of her ladies and no one could say anything about it, not even the prince or the Ministry of Justice.

      He never did finish interviewing the other members of the opera troupe, so he thought now might as well be the best time. He might even learn something about Wangshu that would tell him where she might have gone.

      “This is a disgrace!”

      The voice of the Lord of Hell boomed through the opera hall, even backstage where the inspector was.

      “The people deserve better,” the Lord of Hell lamented. “The death and destruction have gone on too long…”

      Inspector Gong made his way to the side of the stage and watched as the head of the troupe, Changpu, raised himself up to his full height and held his arm out in front of him. He took a deep breath and then belted out the first long note of the solo he was practicing. The other players cowered before the Lord of Hell as the musicians pounded on drums. Even without the makeup and costumes, the practice performance was powerful. The inspector decided to watch the rehearsal for a few minutes.

      “No, no, no,” Changpu said, interrupting his own performance, his face scowling as he stomped over to the musicians and started explaining to them how they were playing the song wrong.

      Inspector Gong clapped as he made his way onto the stage. “I thought it was a fantastic performance.”

      Changpu waved him off. “Only because you don’t know any better.”

      The inspector chuckled as he stepped up to the other players. “Why didn’t you have Wangshu join you.”

      “She wasn’t needed for this scene,” one of the men replied.

      “Good thing,” the inspector said. “Because she’s gone.”

      “What?” Changpu demanded as the other actors looked at each other confused. “What do you mean she’s gone? Where has she gone?”

      “I don’t know,” the inspector said coolly. “I rather hoped you could tell me. All of her costumes are missing as well.”

      “Why that little…” Changpu’s voice trailed off as he stomped backstage.

      “First our wusheng, now our dan,” one of the other actors said.

      “I always said having her here was a curse,” said one of the others as the other concurred with a nod of their heads.

      “Hold on,” the inspector said. “Let me have your names first, then you can tell me about Wangshu’s…curse.”

      “I’m Kangjun,” the first man said, who was tall and skinny. “This is Laquan,” he said pointing to the man next to him who actually looked no older than a teenager. “And that’s Pingru.” Pingru looked to be the oldest of the three, but not by much. Inspector Gong suspected the boy only looked a little older because he had a bit more roundness to him.

      “Okay, Kangjun,” the inspector said. “Tell me about Wangshu.”

      Kangjun scoffed and shook his head. “It was wrong to take her on,” he said firmly. “It’s a perversion, letting a woman strut around, displaying herself in front of all manner of men. Disgusting. I’d never marry a girl like that.”

      “But the troupe was ordered by the empress to take her on,” the inspector said. “Changpu didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Anyone’s morals are for sale for the right price,” he said. “If we hadn’t taken her on, some other troupe would have, but at least we would have had the moral high ground.”

      “So why would someone kill Fanhua and not Wangshu if Wangshu was the one acting improperly?” the inspector asked.

      The three shrugged their shoulders and looked down at their feet. The inspector thought they must know something they weren’t telling him.

      “We can talk about this at the Ministry of Justice instead, if you like,” he said.

      “No!” Laquan said. “Wangshu is the killer. We were all watching when she did it.”

      “How do you know that?” the inspector said. “You weren’t on stage at the time.”

      “But we were all watching her,” he said. “Ask anyone. Her performance…it was incredible! You heard her. Voice of a fairy. It was like…she bewitched anyone who listened to her.”

      “She had you under her spell, did she?” the inspector asked with a chuckle in his voice.

      “Well, maybe not me,” the boy said shyly. “She never looked at me for more than two seconds. But everyone else, they loved her and hated her. You can’t deny her singing ability, the way she commanded the stage. She was a natural performer. But it wasn’t right! Women shouldn’t be in the public eye. ‘When the hen announces the dawn, it signals the demise of the family,’” he quoted.

      Inspector Gong had always scoffed at that particular admonition. He knew from experience that it was always a woman who awoke first in the morning to light the fires while the men waited until the room was warm before rising. It was the same in most families, he was sure. But he understood the boy’s meaning. Many people would have been offended by the idea of a woman speaking, not to mention singing and performing, in public. But none of that explained why Fanhua was dead and not Wangshu. He kept coming back to this central problem.

      “Everyone loved her?” the inspector asked. “What about Fanhua?”

      Pingru let out what could almost be described as a belly laugh. “Certainly not Fanhua.”

      “Why not?” the inspector asked. “Because she stole his role as the dan?”

      “Sure, that was part of it,” Pingru said. “Fanhua was born to play a dan. It’s the only role he’s good at. You saw it. He was a terrible wusheng.”

      The inspector didn’t know why everyone kept saying that. He thought Fanhua was just fine as a wusheng, but what did he know about opera, really?

      “What was the other part?” he asked. “Why else did Fanhua not like Wangshu?”

      The three players shuffled their feet again.

      “Was it because he preferred men?” the inspector offered.

      “So you know?” Pingru said and then nodded. “Good.”

      “Did it offend Wangshu that Fanhua was a cut sleeve?” the inspector asked.

      “I don’t think she was here long enough to realize,” Pingru said. “She knew he was mad at her for taking his role, so she was always flirting with him, giving him food and silks as gifts to placate him. He was upset over losing the role, but always having her close to him, touching him, it just made things worse between them.”

      “Did he insult her? Hurt her in some way?” the inspector asked. “Could there have been strain between them enough for Wangshu to want him dead?”

      The three looked at each other and then laughed.

      “On opening night?” Kangjun asked. “In front of hundreds of people? What was her plan then? If she wanted to be the only dan there are easier ways than ending up with your head chopped off.”

      The inspector began to feel a fire in his belly as his irritation grew. This case was simply impossible.

      “What about anyone else in the troupe?” he asked through gritted teeth. “Would anyone else want Fanhua dead? Did anyone find his relationship with men offensive?”

      The three shook their heads.

      “Women love the men who play the dan,” Kangjun said. “That is always the case for every troupe. But also, in most troupes, the dan only loves men. It is…almost natural.”

      “Natural?” the inspector asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I believe that men who are drawn to play the role of a woman,” Laquan said, “were born in the wrong body. They have the spirit of a woman. It is why they play them so convincingly.”

      “And why women are drawn to them,” Pingru added. “Even if the women don’t understand it.”

      “What about the female admirers?” the inspector asked, trying one last line of questioning. “They hated Wangshu as well, correct? Could any of them be behind this?”

      “Many of Fanhua’s followers were upset that he was no longer playing the dan,” Kangjun said. “And they blamed Wangshu for that. Wangshu was scared to leave the theater without a disguise because she thought the other women might attack her. They loved Fanhua. I can’t imagine any of them hurting him.”

      Neither could Inspector Gong. He was feeling near the end of his rope. He saw Changpu return to the stage, so he dismissed the three younger actors and approached the troupe leader.

      “What do you think?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “That little bitch,” Changpu spat. “I’m going to have to cancel the upcoming shows. Even if I could find a new wusheng and dan, she took some of the best costumes. It will cost a fortune to replace what was stolen.”

      “Don’t cancel anything yet,” the inspector said. “If you do, people will know something happened to Wangshu, if not Fanhua.”

      “What am I supposed to do with no performers or costumes?” Changpu asked.

      “You were going to have to find a new wusheng anyway,” the inspector said. “Keep auditioning new players. Let me look for Wangshu. If I find her, hopefully I will find the missing costumes as well. Where do you think she might have gone?”

      “Back to the empress, I suppose,” Changpu said. “I’m going to send her a letter right now. It is her fault the little dog was sent here, and it has brought me nothing but grief. The loss of my wusheng, the low ticket sales, now the loss of costumes and canceled shows. The empress should pay dearly for this.”

      The inspector couldn’t help but somewhat agree. If the empress hadn’t been so intent getting seeing a woman on stage, none of this would have happened. The empress had upset the social order, and now countless people would pay the price. She should have left well enough alone.

      “Now that you have had more time to think about it,” the inspector asked, hoping to get an honest answer while Changpu was ruffled, “who do you think killed your nephew?”

      “I wish I knew,” Changpu said. “It has been the constant question in my mind. The only answer I have is Wangshu. She and Fanhua were at odds and she did the deed. Though, that she should be so angry with Fanhua as to kill him is simply beyond me. I never would have suspected…” He seemed to be at a loss for words and simply shook his head.

      The inspector didn’t blame him. There seemed to be no clear motive for the crime. Though this would not be the first murder he had come across where the motive was less than clear. Sometimes people just killed each other. Whether they snapped, felt a sense of power from it, or were simply insane—the truth of the matter was that humans sometimes acted in a way that defied all logic or understanding.

      “If you do think of anything else,” the inspector said, “let me know.”

      Changpu nodded and then headed to his office, most likely to write his scathing letter to the empress.

      Inspector Gong headed backstage, back to Wangshu’s dressing room. He wanted to take a look at it one more time in case she had left behind a clue as to where she might have gone. But as he entered the hallway, he saw a cloaked figure crouched before Fanhua’s door. The person laid a bouquet of flowers on the ground and placed a hand on the door.

      The inspector wondered who it was. A fan who found out that Fanhua had died? A heartbroken lover? He couldn’t be sure. He took a step forward, hoping to get a better look, but he accidentally nudged a box of props, making a scraping sound.

      The cloaked figure looked up at the inspector, but the face was dark, so the inspector couldn’t see who it was.

      “You there,” the inspector called out with a commanding voice, taking a large step toward the person, hoping to intimidate him—or her—into staying put.

      But it didn’t work. The person turned away and bolted down the hallway.

      The inspector cursed under his breath as he chased after the person. But he wasn’t quick enough. But the time he reached the end of the hallway and rounded the corner, the cloaked figure was gone.
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      “Tell me about your eldest daughter,” the empress said to Lady Li as she was about to take her leave.

      “She is well,” Lady Li said, unable to hide a hint of pride in her voice. “She is excelling at her studies and growing taller every day I believe.”

      “The next time you come see me,” the empress said, “you must bring her with you. After all, I could be her mother-in-law one day.”

      Lady Li’s heart nearly fell into her stomach at the empress’s words. For First Daughter to one day be an imperial consort had long been her life’s ambition, but to hear the empress speak so plainly of the possibility for the first time, she was surprised that she didn’t feel excitement in her chest, but fear.

      “Of…of course, my lady,” Lady Li said with a bow. “I am sure she would love to visit the palace.”

      “Perhaps my son could be present as well,” the empress said, leaning in and whispering conspiratorially. It was not common for young men and women—even imperial ones—to meet one another before their wedding day, unless they happened to grow up together.

      “It would be interesting to see how they get along,” Lady Li said.

      “Quite right,” the empress said. “Gods forbid they actually know one another and find each other pleasing before they are forced to marry.”

      “And if they can’t stand each other?” Lady Li asked jokingly but was genuinely concerned.

      “Who wouldn’t instantly love your charming child?” the empress asked. “And who wouldn’t love the emperor? No, it will be a match ordained by Heaven!”

      Lady Li tried to smile but felt her lips quiver at the thought. She remembered the last time she was here in the Forbidden City, when she was helping Inspector Gong find out who killed her sister-in-law, Suyi. She had learned that the palace was full of sorrow for the women trapped within the walls, walls that held terrible secrets.

      Even though she had always dreamed that one day her daughter might be the next empress of China, she knew that such a life was truly only one of misery. Could she really sentence her daughter to that life?

      Did she have a choice?

      Lady Li kneeled before the empress. “My lady, my dear friend, thank you for summoning me, but I am afraid I have many pressing matters to attend at home.”

      “Of course,” the empress said sadly.

      Lady Li knew that the empress had few confidants, few real friends in the palace, but she couldn’t linger. She needed to see to Swan, and she felt a pressing urge to rush home and hold her daughters close to her chest.

      “I will alert you to any updates on Wangshu,” Lady Li said.

      “Please do,” the empress said. “And let me know if there is anything I can do to help her.”

      Lady Li nodded and then took her leave. She wasn’t sure what the empress could do to help, but such an offer was not one to take lightly.

      As she rode home in her sedan chair, she knew she should be thinking about the murder and how to help Wangshu, but she found herself more worried about First Daughter’s future. But if the empress and the grand councilors selected First Daughter to be a consort, there wasn’t anything she could do about it. It wasn’t an offer she would be able to refuse. And why should she want to? Was it not what every Manchu woman dreamed of? One day being the most powerful woman in the country? Yet she couldn’t shake the gnawing dread growing in the put of her stomach.

      When she arrived home, it was early evening, and her daughters were already having their dinner. She walked up behind them and kissed them both on the tops of their heads.

      “What’s wrong with Auntie Swan?” First Daughter asked, not even noticing her mother being near to tears.

      “What do you mean?” Lady Li asked.

      “There is a doctor in her room,” Second Daughter explained. “Is she sick?”

      “Perhaps a bit,” Lady Li said, not wanting to alarm them. “But I am sure it is nothing serious.”

      The girls nodded, unconcerned, and went back to eating. Lady Li tried to convince herself she was just being overly emotional with regards to her daughters and forced her concerns deep inside as she went to check on Swan.

      The door to Swan’s room was open and Eunuch Bai was standing watch. Lady Li gasped when she looked into the room. Swan was lying face down on a couch completely naked save for a silk sheet covering the lower half of her body. She had acupuncture needles sticking out from her neck, shoulders, arms, and along her spine. A pungent incense was burning and some tea was brewing in a small pot.

      “This is highly inappropriate!” Lady Li snapped, but the old man who was hovering over Swan administering the acupuncture shushed her.

      “Do you want her to be cured or not?” he asked in a low voice.

      “Of course, I do!” Lady Li said. “But Inspector Gong can’t have known that this is what you meant, for you to be seeing so much of his bride.”

      “He told me to heal her by any means necessary,” the doctor said. “And believe me, this is necessary. The opium has infected every part of her body.”

      “But—” Lady Li started to protest again.

      “I have been supervising the entire time to make sure nothing…untoward happened,” Eunuch Bai interrupted.

      Lady Li sighed but said no more for the moment. She would have to let the doctor do his work. Thankfully, he had been nearly done when she arrived. He removed the acupuncture needles and covered Swan completely with the sheet, but she didn’t move.

      The doctor then poured a cup of the tea and set it on a small table by the couch. “When she wakes, make sure she drinks this,” he said. He then handed several small sachets to Eunuch Bai. “The instructions are on each one. Make sure the directions are followed exactly. I will return tomorrow and every day this week to perform more acupuncture.”

      Eunuch Bai took the sachets and motioned for a maid to help dress Swan and move her back to her bed. Lady Li walked the doctor to the gate.

      “Thank you for coming, and for your assistance,” Lady Li said. “It was simply a shock to find you here, and to see Swan in such a state.”

      The doctor nodded. “I understand. I know you have been helping Inspector Gong with the strange murder at the theater.”

      “Do you?” Lady Li asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I examined the body of the young man,” the doctor explained. “But there was nothing unusual about it.”

      “I suppose you are the person who examined Yun Suyi’s body as well,” Lady Li said. “Thank you for taking such care with her.”

      The doctor nodded. “I am Dr. Xue, Lady Li. I think you and I have been working together for some time without realizing it thanks to our mutual friend.”

      “I guess so,” Lady Li said with a small smile.

      “I have known the inspector for many years,” the doctor said as they approached the gate. “I was quite glad to know he had finally heeded my advice and was looking for a wife.”

      Lady Li didn’t respond, she was so surprised by the turn the conversation had taken.

      “But I was quite dismayed when I discovered who he would be marrying,” he continued.

      “Dr. Xue,” Lady Li said with an exhausted sigh. “I appreciate your concern—”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Dr. Xue interrupted. “But if he won’t listen to me, perhaps you will. This marriage cannot go forward.”

      “If it were up to Inspector Gong,” Lady Li corrected, “he wouldn’t marry her either. He has made his…affection for me clear. I am the one who insists he look for a companion elsewhere. There is simply no future for us together, so he needs to move on with his life.”

      “Lady Li—” the doctor started to say but was interrupted by a pounding on the gate.

      Since she was there, Lady Li opened the door herself and was shocked to see Wangshu there, along with several large bags.

      “I…I didn’t know where else to go,” Wangshu said.

      “Of course,” Lady Li said ushering her inside and helping her with her bags. “I’m sorry, doctor. Perhaps we could not finish this conversation another time.”

      The doctor chuckled and showed himself out. “Until tomorrow, my lady.”

      “I’m sorry to intrude if someone is ill,” Wangshu said.

      Lady Li waved her off and motioned for a maid to assist with the bags. “It is nothing,” she said. “I’ll have the servants prepare a room for you. Let’s have some hot tea while we wait.” She pulled Wangshu by the arm toward the dining room where her daughters were finishing up their evening meal.

      When Wangshu entered the room, Second Daughter’s eyes lit up and she ran over to her with her mouth hanging open.

      “You are the beautiful opera singer I saw the other night,” Second Daughter exclaimed.

      Wangshu kneeled down to Second Daughter’s level. “I am,” she said. “Did you enjoy the show?”

      “Oh yes!” Second Daughter said. She waved her fingers left and right and did a little spin. Lady Li couldn’t help but laugh at how poised her daughter was. “I’ve been practicing. I want to be an opera singer just like you!”

      “Well, that makes it almost worthwhile, doesn’t it?” Wangshu asked with a hint of sadness in her voice.

      “Come, come,” Lady Li said, moving her daughter out of the way so Wangshu could sit in one of the chairs. “Have some tea. Are you hungry?”

      “Famished,” Wangshu said. “I’ve been walking, dragging those bags for hours. I wasn’t sure where to go.”

      “Why are you here at all?” Lady Li asked. “Why didn’t you stay at the theater?”

      One of the servants brought Wangshu a bowl of rice and a pair of chopsticks, along with a cup of hot tea. The dishes of food were still on the table from when the girls had been eating. They also brought a bowl for Lady Li, who had quite forgotten the last time she had eaten as well.

      “The theater isn’t safe for me anymore,” Wangshu said, shaking her head. “I have received so many hateful letters, telling me that I am a whore, an abomination for being on the stage.” She gasped and looked at the two little girls. “I’m sorry to say such things. I’m not in my right mind.”

      “No, don’t concern yourself,” Lady Li said, motioning with her chopsticks for Wangshu to eat. “I know this has been a difficult time for you.”

      “Today was the worst of it,” Wangshu said, tears welling in her eyes. “A man broke into my room. He was waiting for me after rehearsal. He said he was going to punish me for not knowing my place. I screamed, but no one came! The rest of the troupe, they despise me, I know it!”

      Lady Li was beginning to regret not sending her daughters away as Wangshu told her story.

      “He pushed me backward and I tripped over a stool,” Wangshu continued. “But I stood and ran behind my couch to get away from him. He grabbed me and tossed me against the wall by my dresser. I reached down, grabbed a hairpin, and stabbed him in the shoulder with it!”

      Lady Li and both of her daughters winced as Wangshu imitated the stabbing action, her eyes wild.

      “He yelled, calling me dirty names,” Wangshu said. “And then he stumbled out of my room and down the hallway. I was so scared. I was out of my mind and didn’t know where to go. I threw everything into my bags and left. But you were so kind to me, Lady Li. Defending me against that cruel inspector. I knew you would help me. So I asked around if anyone knew where you lived, and thankfully it wasn’t far. I don’t know that I could have carried those bags much further.”

      “I am so sorry that happened to you,” Lady Li said, reaching over and gripping Wangshu’s hand. “What happened to the guard the prince left for you?”

      Wangshu’s mouth opened, but she did not immediately reply. “He…he must have left,” she finally said. “I don’t know. Maybe the attacker bribed him or something.”

      Lady Li doubted someone could have offered a bribe big enough to be worth the man’s life. If the prince discovered the guard had abandoned his post, he would certainly be put to death. She didn’t know if Wangshu was lying or really didn’t know what happened to the guard. She supposed it didn’t really matter at the moment.

      “You can stay here for as long as you need,” Lady Li said. “And don’t worry, the inspector hasn’t given up on finding the real killer yet.”

      “I am glad of it,” Wangshu said, returning to her bowl of food. “I couldn’t go back to the empress with this cloud of suspicion hanging over me. She has risked so much in putting me forward. What would people say if they found out she was harboring a suspected murderess?”

      Lady Li nodded. She initially thought that Wangshu would be safer if she returned to the empress, but she made a good point. It could be dangerous for the empress’s reputation and standing if she took Wangshu in and then the rumors of her being a killer got out.

      “Can I go to the theater and watch you perform again?” Second Daughter asked. Her chin was in her hands and she was staring dreamily at Wangshu.

      First Daughter elbowed her sister in the side. “Don’t interrupt when the adults are speaking.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Wangshu said. “But I don’t know if I can bring myself to go back there. There is supposed to be another performance in three days, but just the thought of going back there again…” She shuddered.

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” Lady Li said. “Three days is a long time from now. Who knows. Inspector Gong might even—” She cut herself off, remembering that her daughters had no idea they had witnessed a murder. She wanted to keep them innocent for as long as possible, and even hearing about Wangshu being attacked was more than she wanted them to hear. “Just…never you mind,” she finally said. “Girls, go with nanny and get ready for bed. I’ll be there to kiss you shortly.”

      “Yes, Mama,” they said in unison, but Second Daughter lingered, never taking her eyes off of Wangshu as she dragged her feet out the door.

      “Your younger daughter has the spirit of a performer,” Wangshu said. “I can see it in her eyes.”

      “She is the more outgoing of the two,” Lady Li said. “She is never afraid to speak loudly or be the center of attention.”

      “If the empress has her way, your daughter could be a great actress when she is old enough,” Wangshu said.

      Lady Li shook her head. “You know that is not in the sticks for women like us. I’ll have to start thinking about her marriage soon. Marriages for both of them, actually.” She sighed and picked at her rice, her appetite suddenly gone.

      “The empress is changing not just opera, but the world,” Wangshu said. “Between the empress and the British queen, has there ever been a better time to be a woman?”

      Lady Li scoffed. “You think just because women are sitting on thrones that life is any easier for us behind closed doors? That we have any opportunities outside of them?”

      “You don’t answer to a man,” Wangshu said. “Why should your daughters? You have money. Status. Things could be different for them if you wanted it to be.”

      Lady Li was shocked into silence. She hadn’t considered that there could be another path for her daughters in life. But what would that path even look like? She wouldn’t have any idea where to find it. If her daughters didn’t marry, what would they do? They couldn’t go to school. Couldn’t learn a trade or be apprentices. They would just stay home, embroidering and reading books. What kind of life was that?

      She gave Wangshu a smile but did not engage in the discussion further. “I will go see if your room is ready,” she said.

      “Thank you, again,” Wangshu said. “I did not return to the Forbidden City for fear of bringing dishonor upon the empress, but I may have brought it here instead.”

      “Of course not,” Lady Li said. “I am happy to help you. And by helping you, I am helping the empress. Even if you don’t return to the palace, if you are arrested for the crime it would bring the empress great shame. I cannot allow that.”

      “And you think you lack the ability to change your daughters’ fortunes?” Wangshu asked. “If you believed in yourself as much as you believed in me, I think you could move mountains.”

      Lady Li felt her face go hot at the compliment. She rushed from the room before tears fell from her eyes.
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      The next morning, Inspector Gong woke up and slipped out as soon as he heard the servants shuffling about so he could avoid his family. He also thought he would have a long day ahead of searching for Wangshu.

      He couldn’t simply ask Prince Kung if she had returned to the Forbidden City because then the prince would know he didn’t know where she was. Even though it had been the prince and Lady Li who didn’t let him arrest her in the first place. He should have at least locked her up somewhere, in an abandoned house or chicken coop or something. If he searched all day and still didn’t find her, he would have to tell the prince.

      He had told his men, men who helped him search for things or people or assisted him when he needed some extra muscle, to keep an eye out for her. Surprisingly, one of the men had news for him.

      “A girl carrying some large bags was seen asking where Lady Li lived,” the man told him.

      He felt like a huge boulder had been lifted from his shoulders and he let out a loud exhale.

      “Of course, she’d look for Lady Li,” he said to himself. It seemed so obvious now. Lady Li had defended her, kept her from being arrested, and the two somewhat knew each other from Lady Li’s years as a lady-in-waiting to the empress. He headed straight there.

      A servant at Lady Li’s mansion admitted him without having to ask for permission from Eunuch Bai or Lady Li. He was becoming a well-known visitor.

      “Gong Shuhu!” First Daughter and Second Daughter cried, running toward him as soon as he entered the courtyard.

      He smiled and picked up the girls, one in each arm, and spun them around before gently placing them back on their feet. He kneeled down to their level to talk to them.

      “And what have you naughty monkeys been up to?”

      “I’m going to be a great opera singer!” Second Daughter belted out dramatically. First Daughter only rolled her eyes.

      Inspector Gong laughed. “And what made you decide this?”

      “Wangshu has been telling me all about her life as an opera singer at the empress’s court,” Second Daughter explained, looking back to the table where she had been sitting with Wangshu and her mother, both of whom were now standing anxiously.

      Inspector Gong stood and walked over to the two women. “So, this is where you decided to hide out until all this is over? Must be a great deal more comfortable than your little room at the theater.”

      “And safer,” Lady Li added, her face expressionless and her hands folded in front of her.

      “Oh?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I was attacked,” Wangshu said.

      He nodded and stepped closer to them. “I think I need to hear more about this.”

      “Girls,” Lady Li said, probably not wanting them to hear the troubling details. “It is time to visit with Popo.”

      “Yes, Mama,” they said as they slinked away.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, inspector,” Lady Li said.

      He nodded, but before he could, Swan entered the courtyard.

      “Oh!” she gasped, putting her hand to her mouth.

      Inspector Gong stood and gave her a small bow, but then he locked eyes with her. She was…beautiful. More lovely than he had ever seen her before. Her face had color and her eyes appeared rested. She wore a simple gown and her hair was merely plaited down the back, but she seemed healthy. Youthful. Innocent.

      “My Lady Swan,” he said. “I am glad to see you are looking well.”

      She gave him a bow, as befitting a woman to her husband. “I am sorry to interrupt. I’ll take my leave.”

      “No,” the inspector said abruptly, surprising even himself. “Stay, please. We were about to discuss Wangshu’s…unfortunate situation. You have helped me in the past. Perhaps you can offer some insight.”

      Her eyes sparkled and she kept her sleeve to her mouth as she smiled. “Yes, I’d love to.”

      He motioned for her to take a seat at the table, but as he did so, his eyes fell on Lady Li, and his own smile quavered. She was not looking at him, and she was neither smiling nor frowning. She wore only the impenetrable façade she had spent years practicing.

      “Tea and cold dishes,” Lady Li told a nearby servant, who bobbed her head and disappeared.

      Inspector Gong, Wangshu, Lady Li, and Swan sat on their knees around the low table, enjoying the comfortable breeze in the shade of Lady Li’s courtyard.

      “I take it that Dr. Xue had been to see you, Lady Swan,” Inspector Gong said.

      “Yes,” Swan said, keeping her eyes demurely downcast. “I can’t remember the last time my mind felt so clear. And my appetite has returned. Thank you.”

      “I am glad to hear it,” he said with a smile, but making a point not to look in Lady Li’s direction. He was truly impressed with the progress Swan had made in such a short amount of time. Surely everyone was wrong about her not being a good choice as a wife. She only needed time to come out of the opium cloud. Of course, he would still prefer Lady Li, but Swan would be an acceptable alternative.

      Two servants brought out a tray with a teapot, teacups, chopsticks, and several small plates of cold dishes such as pickled cucumbers in sauce, spicy lotus root, sautéed wood ear mushrooms, and almond cookies.

      Inspector Gong used his chopsticks to grab a piece of cucumber while Swan, being the youngest person at the table, prepared the cups of tea.

      “So, Wangshu, tell me about this attack in your dressing room,” he said.

      “It was terrible,” she said, accepting a teacup from Swan. “He burst into the room, called me horrible names. He said I needed to be punished for daring to show myself publicly. I believe he was going to rape me.” She shuddered.

      Inspector Gong nodded slowly as he listened. “Go on,” he said, and she did. The room did appear to be in disarray, but he couldn’t say that an assault as she described had happened there. In fact, she mentioned every askew piece of furniture in her retelling of the events, which was oddly specific. He didn’t want to voice his doubts, especially if she was telling the truth, but he had a feeling she wasn’t being completely honest about what happened in her room.

      “Can I trust you to stay here?” the inspector asked when she finished her story. “I need to know where you are at all times. I can’t have you running away again.”

      “Yes, I’ll stay here,” Wangshu said. “Lady Li has been the most gracious host. I could not repay her by fleeing into the night.”

      “Of course, if someone would attack you in the theater, they could come for you here as well,” the inspector said, and Wangshu blanched.

      “What do you mean?” Lady Li asked.

      “Wangshu is a subject of scorn,” Inspector Gong asked. “Many people are not happy with her taking the place of a man, even if it is just on the stage. You know how people can work themselves up into a frenzy. What if they came here looking for her? I think I should station one of my men outside your gate at all times.”

      “How…kind of you,” Wangshu said, but the inspector thought she meant anything but kind. Had she been planning on escaping again?

      “Do you really think we could be in danger?” Swan asked.

      “One can never be too careful,” he said.

      “Forget about that,” Lady Li said, some irritation bubbling in her voice. “We need to find out who really killed Fanhua. Wangshu needs to get back to her life. There is supposed to be another opera performance in two days.”

      “I doubt that will happen,” Inspector Gong said. “Changpu is furious that Wangshu left and took all the costumes with her.”

      “Most of those were my costumes,” Wangshu said. “I brought them with me because the Dashu troupe was little more than a group of riverbed beggars.”

      “Changpu said the troupe dated back over a hundred years,” the inspector said. “They performed for the Qianlong Emperor.”

      “That didn’t keep his father or his grandfather from pilfering away their profits over the years,” Wangshu said. “They had their name only. If the empress hadn’t offered them such a substantial sum to take me on, they’d still be performing on the street.”

      The inspector wasn’t sure what to make of this information just yet. Changpu had said he lived in a large house in an upscale district. He was hardly a riverbed beggar. Though he supposed it was possible Changpu had kept most of the money the troupe earned for himself while the other actors and theater employees starved. He had thought it was odd that so many people were living in the dressing rooms. Still, private squabbles between actors were not his concern. He only wondered if this had anything to do with Fanhua’s murder.

      “Changpu will probably make you prove you didn’t steal them,” the inspector said.

      “My family will vouch for me,” Wangshu said. “They never wanted me to do this. But…well, who can say no the empress?”

      Everyone else nodded in commiseration. Even if they didn’t know the empress personally, everyone knew her reputation—and she was not a woman you could easily deny when she set her mind to something.

      “And what about you?” Lady Li asked Wangshu. “Did you want this assignment? This responsibility of being the first woman to perform opera in public?”

      “Well, surely, Lady Li, you know I’m not the first woman to perform opera on stage,” Wangshu said. “Only the first to do so with a woman’s name.”

      “Wangshu?” the inspector asked. “That’s not a very feminine name, is it? Is it your real name?”

      Wangshu chuckled from behind her closed lips. “You are astute, Inspector Gong. No, Wangshu is not a traditional name for a woman, but it just…fit. It is a name I chose when I started performing for the empress.”

      “Wangshu is the god who drives the moon across the sky each night,” Swan said in her soft voice. Inspector Gong gave her an appreciative smile.

      “Quite,” Wangshu said, nodding at Swan. “But in answer to your question, no, I didn’t really want the responsibility. Like the empress, I thought that women who were already involved in opera outside the palace would be happy to start performing in their own right, but no one was willing. Someone had to do it, but I didn’t want to leave my home, my family, all for what? Public scorn and humiliation?”

      “For the future of opera,” Lady Li said. “Thanks to you, more women will be able to perform now. It will just take time.”

      “Not if I lose my head over it!” Wangshu said. “It will be another hundred years before a woman tries a public performance if I’m executed for killing Fanhua.”

      “That won’t happen,” Inspector Gong said with more conviction than he possessed. “Just keep telling me what you know about Fanhua, Changpu, the theater, that night. Everything. I will find the person behind this.” Whether he would find the real killer before or after Wangshu was held responsible for Fanhua’s death was another matter.

      “I’m doing my best, inspector,” Wangshu said.

      Inspector Gong doubted that, but he pressed ahead anyway.

      “Tell me about your relationship with Fanhua,” the inspector said as he sipped his tea, not taking his eyes off of Wangshu.

      “I’m not sure what there is to tell,” she said looking pensively at her teacup. “We were…friendly, but he was greatly distraught over the loss of his role as the dan. But we were making the best of it.”

      “In what way?” the inspector asked.

      “We spent time together,” Wangshu said. “He showed me how he played the role of Xueyan and we worked together to help me improve on it. He supported me being on the stage, even if it meant he lost the role. It wasn’t as though he had to leave the theater. He was still able to play the wusheng. And if he really had his heart set on playing the dan, he could have gone to another troupe, or just started his own.”

      “Would it be that easy?” Inspector Gong asked. “To just move to a new troupe?”

      “Not always,” Wangshu said. “But for someone as talented and popular as Fanhua, other troupes would be climbing the gates to have him.”

      There was something in her tone that he couldn’t quite identify. Something she was hinting at or leading him toward.

      “Were you and Fanhua…” Swan started, but then hesitated. She looked to Inspector Gong, and he nodded, urging her on. She smiled and sat up a little straighter. “Were you having an affair?”

      Wangshu’s smile quavered, just a bit, so slightly it was hardly noticeable. She looked down and her head swayed from side to side. She held her hand to her mouth and let out a giggle. Her movements were so practiced, so precise, it was as though she was performing an opera right in front of them, and Inspector Gong knew she was going to lie to them.

      “Well, not yet,” Wangshu said. “But it was certainly headed in that direction.”

      Inspector Gong suppressed the urge to call her out for her lie right there. He had too many sources telling him that Fanhua was only interested in men to discount them. The question was why Wangshu would lie about her relationship with Fanhua. The only thing he knew for certain was that Wangshu, for whatever reason, couldn’t be trusted.

      “If it wasn’t you,” the inspector said, doing his best to mask his annoyance, but he was far from a skilled opera performer, “who wanted Fanhua dead, then who? I haven’t found a single person with a motive to take the poor boy out.”

      “I think the problem,” Lady Li said, leaning over to refill Inspector Gong’s teacup, “is that your investigation isn’t focused. You are dividing your attention on both who wanted Fanhua dead and who would want to frame Wangshu. Am I correct?”

      Inspector Gong thought about his interviews so far and realized she was right. While he would start talking to people about Wangshu, the conversation would eventually drift to Fanhua.

      “That might be a fair assumption,” he said.

      “The question is, who is the real victim?” Lady Li said. “Was someone trying to kill Fanhua and used Wangshu as the weapon? Or was that person trying to frame Wangshu and Fanhua was merely collateral damage?”

      “If someone wanted to kill Fanhua,” Swan interjected, “they could have done it any other time or place. They could have done it more…secretly. Not on stage for everyone to see.”

      “It was no coincidence the murder happened my first night on stage,” Wangshu added.

      “And we cannot forget that the murder weapon was the sword, the prop that was switched,” Lady Li said.

      “So the killer must be someone at the theater,” Swan said, excitement causing her cheeks to flush.

      Inspector Gong chuckled as he watched the three ladies discuss the crime. They were clever enough that if left to their own devices, they would probably solve the murder on their own. He couldn’t let that happen.

      “I agree,” he interjected. “I believe that Wangshu was the intended victim of this crime, so that is where I need to focus my investigation. I should be going. I have many more people to speak to.”

      He stood, as did all three of the ladies. He bowed to each of them, but he let his eyes linger for a moment on Swan, which was completely inappropriate since she was to be his betrothed. But he was impressed with her contributions to his questioning of Wangshu. She was a very clever girl, someone he could talk to, if they ever had a moment alone. Everything else about their courtship had been unconventional. Perhaps Lady Li would let him call on Swan…

      He shook his head and looked away. He couldn’t do that to Lady Li, ask for permission to call on Swan in her home. He and Lady Li had already been together intimately in that same home. Did Swan know about that?

      Suddenly he felt uncomfortable with all of the women’s eyes on him. He offered one last bow and then excused himself, but Lady Li escorted him out.

      “Are you all right?” she asked him at the gate.

      He wasn’t. He felt confused. Conflicted. And as he looked at Lady Li, the feelings only got worse.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “But keep an eye on Wangshu. She wasn’t telling the whole truth back there. I don’t know why she’s lying to me, to you, but she is.”

      Lady Li pressed her lips and nodded. “I will. And I’ll let you know if I learn anything else.”

      They looked at each other, unsure of what else to say. He wanted to hold her, tell her he was sorry for looking at Swan. The guilt was washing over him, burying him. He couldn’t take it. He needed to focus.

      Without a goodbye, he opened the gate and stormed out into the street.
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      Inspector Gong went back to the White Lotus Theater. The line of thinking that the killer was someone associated with the theater was a good one. Someone must have been familiar with the play and the prop sword and be familiar enough to the members of the troupe that no one would have found the killer suspicious.

      As he entered the theater, he noticed that there was no guard to keep people out. As he thought about it, he realized that didn’t remember ever seeing a guard. It had been the prince’s men who ushered the crowd out and kept them outside on the night of Fanhua’s murder. On the night of the show, after Wangshu killed Fanhua, he had been able to simply walk backstage with no one trying to stop him. No one kept Lady Li or Prince Kung from going backstage either. At the time, he had chalked it up to the fact that he and Prince Kung were well-known, so no one would stop them from going wherever they wanted to go. But now, he wondered if the theater ever had a guard at all, someone to keep the crowds and the admirers at bay. If not, then anyone could have snuck in and changed the sword. Still, it would have to have been someone who wouldn’t have drawn attention and would know where the prop sword had been kept.

      On the stage, five women were performing one of Xueyan’s dances from The Concubine’s Lover under Changpu’s watchful eye. None of them were as graceful as Wangshu had been, though. Inspector Gong marveled at the fact that he knew that. One night at the theater and suddenly he was an opera expert. Changpu must have been holding auditions for new actresses to join the troupe. It wasn’t until he got right up to the edge of the stage and looked at the performers more closely that he realized they were actually men. Young, thin, effeminate men like Fanhua had been.

      “No! No! No!” Changpu exclaimed, throwing up his hands. “Slower. With more grace. Have any of you ever actually seen a woman?”

      The men tried to follow Changpu’s direction but were now clearly flustered as they missed their cues or faltered on their tall pot-bottom shoes.

      That’s enough,” Changpu finally said. “Leave. I’ll let you know if I decide to settle for any of you.”

      The actors grumbled as they left the stage in a huff.

      “Holding auditions for a new dan?” Inspector Gong asked as he ascended the stage.

      “Torturing myself is more like it,” Changpu said, shaking his head. “These boys think they can just put on a dress and be a dan. They don’t seem to understand how to embody the essence of a woman.”

      “Why are you not auditioning women for the role?” the inspector asked. “You said you were comfortable with Wangshu being a member of the troupe.”

      Changpu grimaced and then nodded. “Well, given the outcome of that little experiment, surely you can understand my hesitance to take on another woman so soon. Maybe someday…” He let his voice trail off, apparently not seeing the need to further justify his decision.

      Inspector Gong couldn’t blame him. What Changpu undoubtedly thought would be a quick way to earn some money and the good graces of the empress had cost him his dan, his wusheng, and had brought him untold negative attention. And most people didn’t even know about the murder yet.

      “I don’t know how we are going to be ready for the performance in only two days,” Changpu lamented. “Even if I do find a new dan, I’m not sure how he will learn the role so quickly.”

      “Can you hire someone who already knows the role?” the inspector asked. “How popular is The Concubine’s Lover?”

      “It is a rather well-known opera,” Changpu said. “Many of our regular patrons saw Fanhua perform in it dozens of times. It is a show that should be in any troupe’s repertoire.”

      “So it would be common knowledge that a sword is used to kill the general toward the end of the show,” the inspector said, more to himself than to Changpu, but Changpu nodded.

      “Tell me,” the inspector went on as he surveyed the stage and saw a crate of props sitting off to one side. “I noticed you didn’t have a guard to protect the actors or keep people from going backstage. How do you protect yourselves or keep things orderly?”

      Changpu stuck out his chin. “We never needed any sort of protection before Wangshu joined the troupe. People who attend the theater know the rules. They respect tradition and the…the mystery of it all. If they were to see Fanhua out of costume, the magic of it all would be lost.”

      “I understand that,” the inspector said. “But that means anyone could go backstage or simply be here in the theater at any time without reason. On the night of the murder, did you see anyone messing with the props who shouldn’t have?”

      Changpu laughed. “So you believe her little story about some phantom switching out the swords?”

      “I’m pursuing several angles,” the inspector replied. “And it makes no sense for her to murder someone in cold blood in front of an audience. But I take it you believe differently?”

      “What I believe,” Changpu said, “is that Wangshu is the most gifted actress I have ever seen. I don’t know why she would want to kill Fanhua, but I would not be so quick to assume she didn’t have her reasons.”

      “Well, if you discover her reason, do let me know,” Inspector Gong said. “But until then, I’ll be looking for whoever switched that sword.”

      Changpu sighed. “I don’t remember seeing anyone, but Fanhua frequently let his little admirers visit him backstage. There was always some simpering female mooning about.”

      Inspector Gong thought about what Hungjian had insisted. That since Fanhua was a cut sleeve, he didn’t entertain female lovers. What Changpu said seemed to contradict that.

      “I hope you find the killer soon,” Changpu went on. “It’s too late to cancel the next show, and tickets have sold out. I might be able to find a new wusheng, but I need Wangshu to play the dan one more time. After that, I can close the theater until I find someone new or stage a play without a female role.”

      “Who will you get to play the role of the wusheng?” the inspector asked.

      “Hungjian, the face-changer,” Changpu said.

      “Isn’t he popular enough already?” the inspector asked. “And Szechuan opera is a completely different style. How can he just step into the role of the wusheng?”

      “Assuming a new role in an instant is what Hungjian does,” Changpu said. “Though you are right about him being popular. I assume he wants to amass Fanhua’s admirers for himself. By combining Fanhua’s following with his own, why any troupe in the city would be clamoring for Hungjian to join them. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Inspector Gong let Changpu leave the stage. He wondered if Hungjian could be the killer after all. Maybe he always planned to take Fanhua’s place, garner his followers for himself.

      Inspector Gong then realized that he once again had faltered in his original line of inquisition. Instead of focusing on who was framing Wangshu, he had ended up trying to figure out who would want to eliminate Fanhua. The women had made it sound like following one line of questioning was so easy, but it was all connected somehow, he was sure of it. Fanhua was simply too popular to be “collateral damage,” as Lady Li had called him. Fanhua was too high of a cost to get rid of Wangshu. No one would have simply killed the boy without cause. It was too risky. Too conspicuous. Besides, with the backstage completely accessible, anyone could have killed Wangshu at any time. Or Fanhua for that matter.

      Someone must have been sending a message. Inspector Gong simply needed to decipher it. Was the killer sending a message to Wangshu? A threat? A warning? A message that she should not try to take the place of a man. Possibly.

      Was the message for Changpu? Telling him he should not allow a woman to perform in his troupe? Again, possibly, but he felt that was unlikely. Changpu had only been doing as ordered by the empress.

      Was the message for the empress? That was certainly a possibility. A warning to her to not upset the status quo.

      He supposed the message could have been for Fanhua, who certainly got the point of it. But why make a public display of it? Why attract the attention? If the message had been for Fanhua, it must not have been only for Fanhua, but for the theater community at large.

      But what was the message? What was the killer trying to say by killing the opera scene’s most popular actor?

      Unfortunately, Inspector Gong didn’t know the theater world well enough to understand the message on his own. He would have to keep looking, keep inquiring, keep digging.
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      Lady Li felt energized after her conversation about the case with Inspector Gong, Swan, and Wangshu. She was irritated by the way Inspector Gong had deferred to Swan and gave her so much attention, but that was overshadowed by the fact that there might be some progress on finding Fanhua’s killer. Mostly. She wavered back and forth between feeling slighted by Inspector Gong and accepting that things were progressing the way they should. If Inspector Gong was going to marry Swan, then he should show her the most attention. In truth, he shouldn’t be showing Lady Li any attention at all. He shouldn’t be in her home and he shouldn’t be relying on her to help him solve his latest case.

      Actually, he wasn’t relying on her. He hadn’t asked for her assistance at all this time like he had in the past. He was only investigating because she and the prince had asked him to. Any information she had gleaned about the case had come from her own investigating, and she wasn’t sure she had learned anything useful.

      “I’m going out,” she declared to Wangshu and Swan, who looked at her with surprise.

      “Where are you going?” Wangshu asked.

      “To speak with one of Fanhua’s admirers,” Lady Li admitted. “They knew Fanhua better than anyone perhaps, so they might know something no one else would know. One of them might even have killed him.”

      “Killed someone they profess to love?” Swan asked, aghast.

      “Love is a powerful force,” Wangshu said knowingly. “Many operas use love as a driving force behind murder as the plot.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Swan said. “Same with novels. But I suppose I never thought of people actually killing those they loved in real life. It’s too awful to imagine.”

      “I agree it is a very wicked thing to happen,” Lady Li said. “But it is an all too real possibility. And Inspector Gong can’t talk to the young women who followed Fanhua on his own, so I must call on them.”

      “Did he ask you for your help?” Swan asked, standing up.

      “Of course, he did,” Lady Li lied. “I wouldn’t do something so reckless on my own.”

      Swan sighed dreamily. “I hope to be as useful to him one day as you are.”

      “You just focus on getting well,” Lady Li said. “Have a rest. Drink the tea Dr. Xue left for you.”

      Swan gave Lady Li a small bow. “Yes, my lady,” she said and solemnly headed to her room.

      “The inspector didn’t really ask for your help, did he?” Wangshu asked the moment Swan was out of earshot.

      Lady Li felt her ears go hot. “What do you mean?” she asked innocently, but knew she’d been caught.

      “Don’t try to lie to me,” Wangshu said. “I lie…I mean, act for a living.”

      “I suppose acting is a form of deceit, isn’t it?” Lady Li said. “Perhaps that is why so many people think it is a rather unsuitable job for a woman—”

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” Wangshu interrupted. “Why are you doing this if the inspector didn’t ask you to? Do you know something he doesn’t?”

      Lady Li chuckled. “Oh, I know a great deal he doesn’t.”

      Wangshu cocked her eyebrow suggestively.

      “I didn’t mean…” Lady Li started to say but let her words wonder off. Of course, she had meant it in the way Wangshu understood it, she had never had anyone around who understood her double entendres before. “I just mean that Inspector Gong often needs more assistance with his cases than he realizes. He prefers to work alone, but he doesn’t know everything.”

      “You seem to know this man who isn’t related to you quite well,” Wangshu said. Lady Li opened her mouth as though scandalized, but then Wangshu said, “Well done.”

      “W-w-why?” Lady Li couldn’t help but ask in surprise.

      “I live in a world that would make most people blush,” Wangshu said. “A world where women work as writers and poets and men have scandalous affairs with other men. Humans are complicated creatures who find happiness in many ways in life, not only the ways our grandparents wish we should stick to.”

      Lady Li finally resigned herself to the fact that this girl, this opera performer, understood her far better than anyone else. While she still couldn’t admit to her relationship with Inspector Gong, she could perhaps unburden herself a tiny bit.

      “I’m only twenty-five years old,” Lady Li said. “The world would have me spend the rest of my life as a widow. The very thought makes me miserable. Yet I can’t seem to bring myself to rebel. I don’t know another way to live, and I can’t imagine what such action would do to my daughters and their future.

      “The same is true of Swan,” she went on. “She should remain a widow as well even though she is only twenty, barely older than a girl. But I have found a way for her to escape this life and I think she needs to take it.”

      “Even at your own cost?” Wangshu asked. Lady Li did not look at her or respond. “The desire that pours off of you when you look at the inspector is infectious. And the lust in his eyes for you…” She sighed and fanned herself with her hand. “We should all hope to find a man who looks at us like that. But you are willing to give him up for her? Why?”

      “I can’t stand in the way of her happiness, of her freedom,” Lady Li said. “I’m frustrated. Jealous. Sad, even. But I love her as a sister. At least, I think I do. I didn’t have one growing up. Sisters fight, don’t they? If I can help her escape this life, I will do it.”

      Wangshu shook her head in disbelief and amazement. “You are a goddess among women, Lady Li,” she said. “Daughters and widows will be forced to write poems about your piety and light incense in your name for generations to come.”

      Lady Li paused at that. Where had she heard it before? Was that really all her future held for her? Misery in this life and forced misery upon girls who had yet to be born? She certainly wasn’t doing this to be honored. She was not an example to be imitated.

      Finding neither comfort nor reassurance in Wangshu’s words, Lady Li stood to leave. “I should go make my call before it is too late.”

      “Let me know what you discover,” Wangshu said.
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      Lady Li arrived at Liling’s house to find it in a tizzy. The maid who admitted her seemed frazzled, as though unsure of what to do, while the other household staff moved about quickly and quietly. There was shouting and crying from the back of the house, so Lady Li headed in that direction.

      “Liling!” a woman was yelling. “You must calm yourself.”

      “He’s dead!” Liling cried. “What am I going to do?”

      “He’s just an opera singer,” the woman whom Lady Li assumed was Liling’s mother said. “There are others.”

      “No!” Liling yelled. “There will never be another.”

      “Who died?” Lady Li asked, though she had a feeling she knew exactly who had Liling upset.

      Lining’s mother looked at Lady Li in shock. “Who are you? Who admitted you?”

      “I’m…a friend of Liling’s,” Lady Li said with a smile. “We met at the opera and I was calling to talk to her about Wangshu’s performance—”

      “Don’t speak to me of that bitch!” Liling railed at Lady Li.

      “Liling!” her mother gasped. “What has gotten into you?”

      “Could you just give us a moment,” Lady Li said to Liling’s mother. “I’m sure I can help if I talk to her.”

      “Good luck,” her mother scoffed. “She’s been like this all morning!” She shook her head and tottered away.

      “Now, Liling,” Lady Li said, entering the girl’s room and closing the door. “What happened? Why are you so upset?”

      “It’s Fanhua!” she wailed, plopping down on her bed. “He’s dead!”

      “What?” Lady Li gasped in surprise, sitting down beside her. “How? Who told you?”

      “Everyone is talking about it,” Liling said, wiping her nose on her sleeve and handing Lady Li a small two-page newspaper. “A friend sent this over.”

      On the front page of the paper was a story announcing the death of Fanhua. It didn’t have the details, but it did mention that Wangshu was missing and made it sound like she was somehow involved in Fanhua’s death. Other than that, the report had no information about the death but talked about Fanhua’s short but illustrious career. At first, Lady Li wondered why she hadn’t heard this since she read the papers, but she quickly realized that she didn’t subscribe to this one. It seemed to be dedicated to entertainment news around the city, including not only opera performances, but British and Japanese theater news as well. It wasn’t something most respectable ladies would subscribe to, but Lady Li was sure it had a large underground support network. She had no idea who would have leaked the news about Fanhua’s death, but it didn’t seem to matter now. Surely by now all the opera patrons in town would know about it.

      “Oh, Liling,” Lady Li said, patting her on the back. “I am so sorry. I know how important he was to you.”

      “This is the worst thing to ever happen in my life,” Liling said, standing up and pacing, and Lady Li thought the poor girl—as sheltered as she was—probably wasn’t exaggerating. “How could this happen?”

      “Tragedies happen, my dear,” Lady Li said. “Sometimes for no reason at all.”

      “This is all Wangshu’s fault,” Liling spat. “How could she do this?”

      “What do you mean?” Lady Li prodded. Did Liling somehow know something about Fanhua’s death?

      “She stole his role,” Liling said. “Forced him to play a man. You think it is a coincidence that he died after suffering such humiliation? I saw him before the show, in his general costume. He was so distraught! He smashed the mirror on his dresser. He hated what he saw.”

      “But…he was a man,” Lady Li said. “How could it be a humiliation to play one on stage?”

      Liling scoffed. “You really are new to the opera world, aren’t you?”

      Lady Li held out her hands helplessly.

      “He wasn’t supposed to play a man,” Liling said. “He…how can I explain this? My own mother doesn’t even understand me when I talk about it.”

      “Do try,” Lady Li said. “I want to know what made him so appealing. I was never fortunate enough to see him in the role of the dan.”

      Liling seemed to seize upon the opportunity to share her love of Fanhua and the opera with someone new. She sat back down next to Lady Li and squeezed her hand. “Have you ever wanted to be a man?” she asked. “Maybe not…physically. But wished to have their freedom? To go where you want and do what you want with no barriers?”

      Lady Li chuckled. “Who hasn’t?”

      Liling nodded. “Fanhua was what we all wanted to be. A woman with the freedom of a man. But for him to…to no longer be one of us—to be a wusheng—what’s the point of that? A man playing a man. How novel,” she said sarcastically.

      “But what about Wangshu?” Lady Li asked. “Isn’t having a woman play a woman—going where women have never been allowed before—isn’t that better than a man pretending to be a woman. A man acting like he understands our struggles when in truth the world is an open door to him?”

      “Wangshu isn’t free,” Liling said. “She’s just a slave to the empress. She still must answer to a man—her troupe leader, her father, eventually her husband.”

      Lady Li wanted to argue more, but she didn’t think that would be a good way to get Liling to open up to her. So she bit her tongue and smiled.

      “I see,” Lady Li said, even though she was still confused.

      “To think my dear Fanhua died after his final role was that of a man,” Liling said sadly. “How his soul must have ached to meet his ancestors dressed like that. Wangshu stole his last performance from him. She should forever be punished for that.”

      “Do you think that one of Fanhua’s admirers could have hurt him?” Lady Li dared to ask. She was tiring of dealing with such an emotional child. Would her own daughters be this dramatic when they got older? She certainly hoped not.

      “Is that what you think?” Liling asked, her eyes wide. “That someone might have killed Fanhua?”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Li said, looking back at the thin newspaper. “The article didn’t say. But he was young and healthy, wasn’t he? What do you think happened to him?”

      “But…we love him,” Liling said. “No one would dare hurt Fanhua. We would do anything to protect him.”

      “And Wangshu?” Lady Li asked. “What about her?”

      Liling’s eyes went dark and she pinched her lips together before speaking. “I’m glad she’s gone. Maybe she is dead too.”

      Lady Li nodded and then stood to leave. “Again, I am so sorry for your loss.” She left Liling’s room without any other pleasantries and didn’t bother excusing herself to Liling’s mother. She had no plans on seeing these people ever again anyway.

      As she rode back home, she wasn’t sure she learned anything new that would help the case, but more than ever, she doubted any of Fanhua’s admirers would have done anything to cause him harm. But they seemed to hate Wangshu with as much passion as they loved Fanhua. If love was a motivator to commit murder, hate certainly was as well. Could someone have been so blinded by their hate of Wangshu that Fanhua simply got in the way of someone trying to take her out? Lady Li supposed it was possible, if not terribly realistic.

      She hated the idea of not having anything to offer Inspector Gong with relation to the case when she saw him again. Even though she shouldn’t be trying to get his attention, she already missed feeling useful to him. There had to be something she could do to help.

      She ordered her chair-bearers to take her to the theater. Perhaps she would find a clue there that he had overlooked.
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      Inspector Gong doubted it was a coincidence that Hungjian was going to be taking Fanhua’s place in the troupe, so he went back to the Green Willow Theater to speak with him some more.

      When he walked into the theater, he saw a man comforting two crying women. He didn’t recognize the man, so he skirted around them as he headed backstage.

      “But what if something happens to you?” he heard one of the women ask.

      “I can’t live without you,” the other one said.

      They must have learned about Fanhua’s death. He wasn’t surprised. Someone from the audience could have realized what happened. Fanhua also now hadn’t been seen for days. There were also many people who worked at the White Lotus Theater who could have let the news slip. The news of the boy’s death undoubtedly had spread through the opera community like wildfire once it was out.

      Inspector Gong tried to slip past the actor and his admirers when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Don’t worry, my pets,” the man said. “No one could dare hurt me. They’d have to find me first.” The girls giggled.

      Inspector Gong turned back and realized that the man was Hungjian, but his face looked completely different even though he wasn’t wearing a mask.

      “Hungjian,” the inspector said. “We need to talk.”

      The women huddled more closely to Hungjian.

      “Now?” Hungjian asked. “Can’t you see I’m a little busy.”

      “Now,” the inspector said, motioning backstage.

      Hungjian sighed. “Forgive me, my dears,” he said. “But I cannot keep the inspector waiting.”

      “Inspector?” one of the girls asked in between hiccups. “Are you going to find out who killed Fanhua?”

      “I am sure I will,” the inspector said.

      “It was probably that dreadful woman,” the other girl said without having to say Wangshu’s name.

      The inspector rolled his eyes. “So I’ve heard.”

      “Who else could it be?” the first girl asked, not really wanting an answer. “A woman with no morals, displaying herself like that in front of men. There is no telling how far her depravity goes.”

      “Do your mothers know you are out in public?” the inspector asked.

      The girls’ mouths gaped in shock, but they knew they didn’t have a retort. It was rather cheeky for women who snuck out of their homes to meet an actor would criticize another woman for acting improperly.

      “Head home, girls,” Hungjian said. “I’ll see you for the performance tonight.”

      The girls nodded as their eyes welled up again, but they turned away to exit the theater.

      Inspector Gong examined Hungjian’s face as they walked back to Hungjian’s dressing room, trying to figure out why he looked so different. His cheekbones were more pronounced and his nose appeared longer. His eyebrows were more arched and his lips looked thinner. He finally realized that Hungjian had used a bit of makeup to adjust his features.

      Hungjian noticed the inspector staring at him and gave a wink. “See something you like?”

      “I’m just wondering which face is the real Hungjian,” the inspector said as they entered the dressing room.

      Hungjian sat at his dressing table and checked his appearance. He chuckled. “Oh, many people have tried to find the answer to that. But I am afraid they are still looking.”

      “You don’t want to play games with me, Hungjian,” the inspector said. “If I tell the Ministry of Justice you killed Fanhua, they will believe me.”

      Hungjian froze, his perfectly painted lips pursed tightly. He gave a hard look at the inspector. “You would point the finger at an innocent man?”

      “I don’t know if you are innocent,” the inspector said as he glanced around the room at the various costumes and masks. “But I don’t think you’ve been honest with me, so you must be hiding something.”

      “We all have secrets, inspector,” Hungjian said. “Even you. That doesn’t mean I would kill my…my friend.”

      “Even to get his spot in his opera troupe,” the inspector asked. “For a chance to gain his admirers for yourself?”

      “That’s…” Hungjian started to yell, jumping up from the table, but then he paused to collect himself. “That’s just business. What happened to Fanhua is a tragedy, but…what can I do about it? Changpu needs a new wusheng and it’s a good opportunity for me. Should I just not take the role?”

      For the opportunity to be pure business, Hungjian sure took the implications personally, the inspector thought.

      “I can’t tell you what to do,” the inspector said, “only what I observe.”

      “And what are you observing right now?” Hungjian asked, crossing his arms, as though daring the inspector to make some sort of formal accusation.

      Inspector Gong let out a long exhale, as though the accusation of murder meant nothing to him as he continued to look around the room. Finally, his eyes fell on a familiar bit of cloth, a cloak that appeared hastily hidden under several other costumes but the scalloped edge of which was still visible.

      The inspector walked over to the pile of costumes and pulled the cloak free. “I observe that Fanhua may have been more than just a friend to you,” he said.

      Hungjian’s face fell. Then his shoulders slumped a bit. He knew he had been caught. He stepped over and shut the door, even though the room was sweltering without any other ventilation.

      “Fine,” Hungjian said, facing the inspector. “I admit it. Fanhua…we were lovers.”

      “Why not tell me when you first told me that Fanhua was attracted to men? Inspector Gong asked. “You said it was common for theater actors to be that way.”

      “I said it was common for dan actors to be cut sleeves,” Hungjian said. “Not a face changer like me. Not for men who play more masculine roles.”

      “So it was an open secret that Fanhua was attracted to men,” the inspector said. “But a closed one for you?”

      “Something like that,” Hungjian said as he took the cloak from the inspector and ran the silk through his fingers.

      “Something like what?” the inspector insisted. “I told you, this is no time to keep hiding from me. If you want Fanhua’s killer found, I need the truth.”

      “I don’t know who killed him,” Hungjian said. “But it wasn’t me. I loved him. We loved each other. But we couldn’t live openly. We both had our admirers for different reasons. His loved him for his femininity, but they still expected him to be a man in the ways that count. Mine love me as a full man in every way. We couldn’t…” He sighed and shook his head in exasperation. “If we wanted to remain popular with the patrons, we had to fulfill our roles—on stage and off.”

      “Sounds exhausting,” Inspector Gong said.

      “You have no idea,” Hungjian said. “But a career in the theater doesn’t last long. It’s physically very demanding. And as you get older, well, the young women won’t want to waste their affection or their money on someone fat with gray hair. We hoped to earn as much money as possible over the years and one day retire somewhere private.”

      Inspector Gong had some idea of what it was like to love someone secretly while having no hope of being together, but he kept his face expressionless.

      “You said that the women expected Fanhua to be a man ‘in the ways that count.’ What did you mean exactly?” Inspector Gong asked. “Was he having affairs with some of his admirers? How did that make you feel?”

      Hungjian looked away as though ashamed. “We both would spend time outside the theater with certain patrons…for a price.”

      “You were both prostituting yourselves?” the inspector asked.

      “You don’t have to make it sounds so dirty,” Hungjian said. “It’s an easy way to make a lot of money.”

      “Don’t you make enough money from your performances?” the inspector asked.

      “Please,” Hungjian scoffed. “Our troupe leaders pay us only a pittance. A fraction of what we bring in for the troupe as a whole.”

      “Maybe one of Fanhua’s patrons arranged his death,” the inspector said. “A jilted lover? Someone who found out he preferred men?”

      “We were very careful about keeping the truth secret,” Hungjian said.

      “I doubt that,” the inspector said. “The other members of Fanhua’s troupe knew he preferred men.”

      “Well, when you live and work so closely with other people, it can be hard to keep anything a secret for long,” Hungjian said. “But the girls know what they are paying for. Just a night. Just a performance. A fantasy.”

      “Still, I think it is an avenue worth pursuing,” Inspector Gong said. “Did Fanhua have any regular patrons? And I mean patrons who paid for sex, not just for the opera performance.”

      “There were a few,” Hungjian said. “A girl named Jingzhu was one. Baoah was another. Liling. Hualing—”

      “Any family names for these girls?” Inspector Gong interrupted. “Or where they lived?”

      “I wasn’t involved in that aspect of Fanhua’s life,” Hungjian said quickly.

      Inspector Gong understood that, if Hungjian was as in love with Fanhua as he said. Though he couldn’t help but have his doubts. It was a good story. One that made sense. Yet Hungjian lied and told stories for a living. Hungjian could just be putting on another mask. But he would take Hungjian at his word for now and see if any of his leads panned out.

      “I suppose Fanhua must have kept some sort of record of his liaisons,” Inspector Gong said. “Do you know where he would have kept the money he was saving?”

      “I do, actually,” Hungjian said. “In his dressing room, in the back west corner is a loose board. There’s a tin box under it. The money should be there.”

      “You know where it is but haven’t taken it for yourself?” the inspector asked, surprised.

      “It honestly hadn’t occurred to me until just now,” Hungjian replied with a defeated sigh.

      “I suppose you think I should give the money to you if it is still there,” Inspector Gong said.

      Hungjian scoffed. “If I say yes, I look like a money grubbing whore. If I say no, I’m a fool. What answer should I give you?”

      Inspector Gong moved to open the door. “Just tell me the truth,” the inspector said. “And when this is over, maybe I’ll deem you worthy of the money.”

      The side of Hunjian’s mouth cocked in a half-smile. “Life is cruel, isn’t it?” he said. “But I think you might know a little something about that.”

      “We all have our demons,” the inspector admitted as he showed himself out.

      He went back to the White Lotus Theater to check Fanhua’s dressing room for the money and any records of who his other lovers might have been.

      The crowd of mourners—mostly young women—outside the theater had grown exponentially. They were all wailing and hugging each other. The other actors in the troupe, Kangjun, Laquan, and Pingru, were acting as guards to the front gate to keep the women from getting inside.

      “I see Changpu finally decided to hire some security,” Inspector Gong said after forcing his way through the crowd.

      “Hire?” Kangju asked. “We were just told to keep the yowling cats out. They were trying to get backstage to his room and steal whatever they could. Bits of costumes and jewelry.”

      “They all want a piece of him, even now,” Laquan said, an air of disgust on his tongue.

      “I’ll send for my own men to come and relieve you once I’m done looking through Fanhua’s room myself,” the inspector said as he went through the gate. He hoped the women hadn’t stolen anything of importance.

      When he opened the door to Fanhua’s dressing room, he was surprised to hear someone gasp. Lady Li was already there.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I’m investigating a murder,” he said, closing the door behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh,” she said, as though she just realized that she shouldn’t be here. “I just thought another perspective might help. That I might see something here you missed before.”

      He ran his hand over his mouth to hide a smile. In the past, she had only helped with his investigations because she didn’t have much of a choice. He needed her. But now that he hadn’t asked for her assistance, she couldn’t stand being left out. The question was whether she was here because she was invested in the case or if she just wanted to spend time with him. He hoped it was the latter but knew it was probably the former. She was truly concerned for Wangshu’s welfare after all.

      “And have you?” he asked, taking a step closer toward her in the small room.

      “H-have I what?” she asked.

      “Found anything?” he asked, moving over toward the dressing table and wiped some of the glass shards from the smashed mirror away from some papers.

      “Oh,” she said with a gulp. “No. I haven’t been here long.”

      “I wonder what happened in here,” he said. “Who broke the mirror.”

      “One of Fanhua’s admirers, a girl named Liling,” Lady Li said, “told me that Fanhua smashed the mirror when he saw himself in the general costume. That he hated the masculine face looking back at him.”

      Inspector Gong remembered that Liling was one of the names Hungjian had mentioned as being one of Fanhua’s patrons. “Liling was backstage the night of the murder?” Inspector Gong asked. “She told you this?”

      “Yes,” Lady Li said, and then her eyes widened. “She could have switched the swords!”

      “Exactly,” Inspector Gong said, moving toward the door to go question the girl himself. “Where does she live?”

      “No, wait,” Lady Li said. “She only just found out about Fanhua’s death today. I was there not long after she learned the news. She was devastated. Out of her mind with grief.”

      “She could have just been pretending,” Inspector Gong said. “Putting on a show of sorrow for you.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lady Li said. “I didn’t make an appointment to call on her. And she was already railing at her mother before she knew I was there. I don’t think it was an act.”

      “I’ll take your word at it for now,” he said. “But if we find more evidence…” His voice trailed off. He didn’t like postponing questioning the girl, but if she were from a wealthy family, he would need strong evidence in order to even speak with her, much less arrest her.

      He started pulling papers out of the drawers of the dressing table. They looked like pages from scripts. “What do you make of all this?” he asked Lady Li as she went over to the costumes and started going through the pockets. “Of these young ladies being obsessed with a man who appears as a woman?”

      “I can’t hardly credit it,” Lady Li replied. “I find no appeal in such a man.”

      Inspector Gong couldn’t help but smile to himself. “What sort of man appeals to you?”

      Lady Li didn’t reply, but he could almost feel the heat of her blush from across the room. Finally, she cleared her throat.

      “Actually, while I was in the Forbidden City, I know there were women who…found solace in the arms of other women,” she said. “The emperor could not spend enough time with all his wives and concubines. And there were many maids who also live in near captivity in the palace. But those relationships were women with other women. I don’t understand the appeal of a man who appears as a woman. But to each their own I suppose. I can’t understand how the empress—” She cut herself off.

      “How the empress…?” Inspector Gong prompted.

      “Never mind,” Lady Li said. “We shouldn’t speak of such things.”

      Now the inspector was intrigued. What did she know about the empress she couldn’t tell him? He knew she would give her all to protect her friend, so if she didn’t want to tell him there was no point in pressuring her.

      “Are you looking for anything specific?” she asked him.

      “Letters from patrons. Admirers,” the inspector said. “The women who were his lovers. According to Hungjian, Fanhua had regular clients who paid for his affections.”

      “He was prostituting himself?” Lady Li asked, her eyes wide.

      “To put it bluntly,” Inspector Gong said. “Why? Do you know something about it?”

      “I’ve spoken to some of the young ladies who regularly attended his performances,” she said. “Liling, Baoah. But I didn’t think…”

      “Didn’t think what?” he pushed.

      “The girls are from good families,” Lady Li said. “They are a bit neglected, just being daughters in large families. It’s how they are able to get away with sneaking away to operas. But that they would…pay for a man to…I just can’t imagine. If anyone found out, they would be ruined!”

      Inspector Gong knew what she meant. If it were revealed that a young lady was having an affair with a man—opera singer or not—her reputation would be tarnished beyond repair. She could never make a favorable marriage match. Not to mention the damage to her family. It could ruin marriage prospects for her siblings as well. It could cost her father important connections. It was a ridiculous risk the young girls were taking in associating with Fanhua, much less with actually sleeping with him.

      “If one of the women thought that Fanhua might reveal their affair…” said Inspector Gong.

      “It could be enough reason for any one of them to kill him,” Lady Li finished.

      Inspector Gong went to the door, opening it to make sure no one was around. He then shut the door firmly and went to the west corner of the room. He tapped the floor with his foot, looking for the loose board.

      “What are you doing?” Lady Li asked.

      “Hungjian said that Fanhua kept his savings in a tin under the floor,” he explained. “Maybe he kept records of his liaisons there too.”

      One of the boards creaked. He kneeled down and lifted it up. Just where Hungjian had said it would be, he found a tin can. But he also found a small leather notebook. He handed the tin to Lady Li while he flipped through the notebook. The notebook contained the family names and given names of young women, including the ones that Hungjian had mentioned. There were also dates and amounts of money. It didn’t say what the money was for, but any man would know. It was similar to the ledgers madams often kept for their flower houses.

      Lady Li gasped when she saw how much money was in the tin. “This…this is a small fortune,” she said. “Do prostitutes usually earn this much money?”

      Inspector Gong looked at the money and back at the book. “There is a significant amount of money here not accounted for in the ledger.”

      “So where did it come from?” Lady Li asked.

      “Maybe he was blackmailing some of the girls and was smart enough not to record it in his ledger,” he said.

      Lady Li shook her head and closed the tin, handing it back to Inspector Gong. “How did Hungjian know where the money was?” she asked. “Seems like something he wouldn’t tell anyone about.”

      “Fanhua and Hungjian were lovers,” he told her, taking the tin.

      Lady Li froze, her eyes wide once again. Inspector Gong chuckled. “I guess I hadn’t told you that yet.”

      She slapped his arm. “No. How long have you known?”

      “I learned that Fanhua was a cut sleeve a few days ago,” he said. “But I only found out about his relationship with Hungjian before I came here.”

      “But Fanhua was also having affairs with all the women in the ledger,” Lady Li said. “And Hungjian, isn’t he also very popular with the young female patrons?”

      “Very,” Inspector Gong said. “He was sleeping with some of the women as well. He said that he and Fanhua were saving for their future.”

      “What a mess,” Lady Li said, pacing and shaking her head. “It is terrible what these young people have been through, have put themselves through, in order to survive. To find happiness. And now Fanhua is dead. And how does Wangshu figure into all this?”

      “We should ask Wangshu,” the inspector said. “She claimed to be having some sort of relationship with Fanhua as well. But I think she was lying about that.”

      “I think she lied about being attacked as well,” Lady Li said. “She knows I want to help her. Why is she not being truthful with me?”

      “Hopefully she will tell us,” he said.

      “We should head back to the house,” Lady Li said. “If she is lying about her role in all this, who knows what she is capable of.”

      She tried to walk past him, toward the door, but he reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Wait,” he said.

      She looked back at her wrist, then up at him. He didn’t need to say more before she flew into his arms and he held her tight as they kissed. He dropped the notebook and tin to the floor with a clatter, but neither of them cared. He opened his mouth, taking all of her into him. Her taste. Her scent. She reached up behind his neck, rocking forward on her pot-bottom shoes to meet his every move. His hands groped her breasts and then moved down her body, pulling her up to him.

      He held her as he moved her back toward a small couch. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it would do. He placed her down and laid on top of her, pulling her gown up to her hips. He kissed down her neck, and her back arched as she moaned. He moved his hand up her gown to touch her.

      “No! Stop!” she cried grabbing his wrist.

      “What?” he asked, looking up at her.

      “We can’t,” she said, shaking her head and panting. “We…we can’t.”

      He looked around, wondering if someone had caught them. “Why?” he asked when he didn’t see anyone.

      “Swan!” she said. “She’s to be your wife.”

      He grunted and moved back to suckling on her neck. “Forget her,” he said. “I love you. I want you. Right now, I need you.”

      She let out a whimpering cry and held him tight. For a moment, he thought everything was fine. That they would be able to once again make love as he had imagined. As he couldn’t stop thinking about. But then she pushed him away again.

      “I can’t,” she said scooting away and sitting up. She dropped her forehead to her head and sniffed back a cry. “I can’t do it to her.”

      “But what about us?” he asked, grabbing her wrist. She looked up at him with wet eyes. “We need each other. We love each other.”

      “I guess Fanhua and Hungjian weren’t the only people who wanted something they couldn’t have,” she said sadly.

      He kissed the back of her fingertips. “Life is cruel, isn’t it?” he asked.

      She stood up and tugged at his hand for him to follow her. “Let’s go talk to Wangshu and put this case to bed.”

      He gathered up the notebook and tin. “Go ahead without me,” he said. “I’ll walk.”

      She nodded and left the room first.

      He knew that she would have arrived at the theater in her sedan chair. It would be improper for him to be seen riding back with her. Besides, the walk would help him cool down, even in this heat.
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      Lady Li berated herself during the ride back to her house. She was angry with herself for giving into Inspector Gong. Angry at herself for pushing him away. Angry at not being free to do what she wanted with her life. She could be completely content with every other aspect of her life if she could only have him. The one thing she wanted most in the world was the one thing she couldn’t have.

      She was a fool for torturing herself over him. She had to stop thinking about him. Stop fantasizing about him at night. Stop helping him with his cases. She had to let him go. After his marriage to Swan, she couldn’t see him ever again.

      When she arrived home, Dr. Xue was just leaving. She rudely crossed the courtyard so she wouldn’t have to speak to him, but their eyes crossed paths anyway. He stared at her and pressed his lips in a thin frown. It was as though he knew what she had done. What she and Inspector Gong almost did in that dressing room. She tore her eyes away and went to her office where she could be alone for a few moments and collect herself before Inspector Gong arrived.

      “Lady Li!” Wangshu exclaimed as Lady Li opened the door to her office.

      “What are you doing in here?” Lady Li asked. Her eyes scanned the room quickly, trying to make sense of the scene before Wangshu tried to cover her tracks.

      Wangshu was holding a brush in her hand and there was a paper with writing on it on the desk. Wangshu grabbed the paper and started to crumple it up.

      “I was just leaving you a note, thanking you for your kind hospitality,” Wangshu said. “But now you are here, so I can just tell you in person.”

      Lady Li stepped toward her with her hand outstretched. “Then let me see the note.”

      Wangshu crumpled paper behind her back. “Oh, it’s nothing, really—”

      “Give it to me,” Lady Li ordered, her face hard. “Now.”

      Wangshu gulped and handed Lady Li the paper.

      “‘By the time you read this,’” Lady Li quoted. “‘I will be long gone.’ Well, we can’t add fortune teller to your list of talents.” Lady Li angrily crumpled up the paper and tossed it across the room. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Please, Lady Li,” Wangshu begged. “It’s too dangerous for me here. I don’t want to lose my head!”

      Lady Li sighed, feeling sorry for the girl. “I understand that you are scared. But running away only makes you look guilty. You are safe here. Just give the inspector more time.”

      “More time?” Wangshu asked. “How much more? How long do I have to live in this state of limbo?”

      “Stop being so dramatic,” Lady Li chided. “I think being under house arrest in a fine mansion with plenty of food and servants to wait on you for a few days is worth saving your life.”

      Wangshu gasped and crossed her arms. Lady Li suspected that Wangshu was far more pampered than she realized. Unlike most opera performers who lived at the whims of the people and often scrapped by for a living, Wangshu was patroned by the empress and normally lived in the palace. She never had to worry about where her next meal was going to come from or if she would have a job the next day.

      “Mama! Mama!” Second Daughter yelled, skipping into the room. “Watch me! Watch me!”

      “What is it, darling?” Lady Li asked, slipping onto a chair and forcing a smile to her mouth.

      Second Daughter held out one hand and placed the other on her hip as she walked in a circle. Then she smiled and cocked her head. She opened her mouth and recited,

      “Surrounded by green hills, lush from summer rains,

      There is a lake that shimmers, and hides a precious secret.

      Visitors from near and far, stroll the water’s edge.

      They all hope to catch a glimpse, of the woman from their dreams.”

      She couldn’t quite sing the words. Opera was a very specific type of signing that took years of practice. But she spoke in a defined, rhythmic fashion as she moved her hands and held her head just so as she spoke the opening lines of The Legend of the White Snake Lady.

      Lady Li clapped. “Looks like someone has been getting secret opera lessons.”

      “There hasn’t been much else to do around here,” Wangshu said. “And your daughter is an apt student.”

      “What did you think, Mama?” Second Daughter asked. “Can Wangshu keep teaching me?”

      Lady Li leaned over and kissed her little girl on the head. The child was talented, there was no question about that. But was it right to get her hopes up? She should be tending to her lessons—learning to read and write and quote poetry—and improving her embroidery skills, all things that her future in-laws would be looking for in a wife for their son.

      But as she looked down into the beaming face of her youngest child, her baby, she couldn’t bear to stop her from doing something that brought her so much joy.

      “Of course, darling,” Lady Li said. “That is, if Wangshu is going to be around to teach you.” She raised her eyebrow and looked pointedly at Wangshu.

      Wangshu grunted. “That’s a fine way to get me to stay,” she mumbled.

      “Yay!” Second Daughter said as she ran around the room a few times and then out the door, undoubtedly to brag to her elder sister.

      “You know,” Wangshu said, “it’s past time for your girls to drop their milk names and choose names that reflect their personality.”

      “They are my only children,” Lady Li said. “I hate any reminders that they are growing up. It’s happening far too quickly.”

      “You can’t stop the future from coming,” Wangshu said. “All you can do is prepare for it.”

      “How did you get to be so wise?” Lady Li asked, playfully slapping Wangshu’s arm.

      Wangshu laughed. “No one ever accused me of being wise before.”

      “Well, running away right now would be quite stupid,” Lady Li said. “You must stay. You must trust me. If for some reason the inspector doesn’t find the real killer, you still needn’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

      Wangshu sighed, and they squeezed each other’s hands. “So what do we do next?”

      “The inspector is on his way here,” Lady Li said. “Hopefully he will have an idea. But he will have some hard questions for you.”

      “Like what?” Wangshu asked, wringing her hands like she was a little nervous.

      “Like why you’ve been lying about your relationship with Fanhua,” the inspector said as he entered the room.

      Lady Li stood up and walked to the door. “Where is Eunuch Bai?” she asked. “Why didn’t he announce you?”

      “He doesn’t know I’m here,” he said. “The good doctor let me in on his way out. He said Swan is resting. Maybe Eunuch Bai is tending to her.”

      Lady Li hmphed in annoyance. “You still shouldn’t admit yourself,” she mumbled.

      Wangshu had turned away, standing there silently, perhaps hoping Inspector Gong would forget the question he had asked her. But she was out of luck.

      “Well?” the inspector said, crossing his arms and waiting for an answer.

      “What makes you think I was lying?” she asked. “We were friendly. I wouldn’t kill him.”

      “You weren’t that friendly,” he said. “Fanhua resenting you for taking his place, for forcing him to act like a man. And if you weren’t one of his paying admirers, he wouldn’t have taken you for a lover.”

      “Paying admirers?” Wangshu asked. “What are you saying?”

      “Fanhua was prostituting himself,” Lady Li said. “He preferred men but would show affection to the female patrons for a fee.”

      “That’s terrible,” Wangshu said, slipping into a nearby chair. “I had no idea…”

      “No idea that Fanhua was a cut sleeve?” the inspector asked. “Or that he was charging his admirers for his affections?”

      “None of it,” Wangshu admitted. “He hated me from the moment I entered the theater. But I was afraid you would think I killed him if you knew that. I didn’t really know anything about his life.”

      Inspector Gong walked over and handed the ledger to Wangshu. “Do you know any of these women?”

      Wangshu opened the book and looked the pages over. “Is this…what he was charging…goodness me.”

      “Do you see something odd?” Lady Li asked.

      “No,” Wangshu said. “I just should have known. This type of lifestyle is common among actors. Many people would pay good money to live out a fantasy. I’m just surprised he was charging so little. He was so popular.”

      “I think he may have been blackmailing some of those girls to get more money out of them,” the inspector said. “What do you think?”

      “It’s possible,” she said, handing the book back. “But I don’t know for certain. Those women hated me even more than Fanhua did.”

      “Hated you enough to frame you for Fanhua’s murder?” the inspector asked.

      Wangshu shook her head in disbelief. “But they loved him, didn’t they? Why would they use me to kill him?”

      “Maybe one of these girls hated him enough to want him dead,” Lady Li said, “but loved him too much to do the job herself.”

      “It’s just so crazy,” Wangshu said.

      “I’ve never known a murderer to be completely sane,” the inspector said.

      “So what do we do now?” Lady Li asked. “How do we find out which woman was the killer?”

      “Changpu wants the next performance go on as planned,” the inspector said. “He hired Hungjian to take the role of the wusheng. And he wants Wangshu to return to play the dan one more time.”

      Wangshu stood up and paced. “Oh no,” she said, shaking her head and wringing her hands. “I…I can’t go back there. That…that’s the real reason I left. Every time I looked at that stage, I felt so sick. I can still feel…feel the way the sword went into Fanhua’s stomach…” She collapsed back into her chair, her face blanched. Lady Li ran to her side, afraid she was going to faint. She could feel Wangshu trembling.

      “Inspector,” Lady Li said. “We can’t make her go back.”

      “But the killer could return,” he said. “When she finds out that Wangshu wasn’t arrested for the crime, she could come back and finish the job.”

      “You want to use me as bait?” Wangshu asked. “What if the crazy girl kills me?”

      “That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” the inspector said.

      Wangshu let out a despondent wail. “How could you?” she cried. “Am I not a person? Don’t I matter just as much as Fanhua?”

      “Of course, you do,” Lady Li said, patting Wangshu’s hand and shooting a look at Inspector Gong. “I’m sure we can think of another plan.”

      “I suppose we could just say Wangshu is going to be there,” he said. “And hope the killer makes her appearance.”

      “But if Wangshu isn’t there, why would the killer come out of hiding?” Lady Li asked. “No, your plan to use someone as bait is a good one. But we can’t use Wangshu.”

      “Well, who do you—” the inspector started to ask, but then he cut himself off when he saw the determined look on Lady Li’s face. “No. No, you are not going to try to lure a murderer to kill you.”

      “Why not?” Lady Li asked. “If it was a good enough plan for Wangshu it’s a good enough plan for me. And you’ll be there to protect me, won’t you?”

      “But you don’t look anything like me,” Wangshu said. “And you can’t sing.”

      “I won’t really be singing. If the murderer appears, the farce won’t need to continue. And if she doesn’t appear, I’ll just have Changpu announce that Wangshu took ill or something. As for what I look like, don’t opera performers wear masks?” Lady Li asked. “I can wear a mask.”

      “Ugh,” Wangshu groaned. “I thought you knew a thing or two about opera. I’m not a face-changer or eighty years old. I paint my face. Only older performers used masks.”

      “Still,” Lady Li said. “I can just wear a mask to enter the enter the theater. It will be good enough to convince the crowd outside that Wangshu is there.”

      “But I don’t have a mask,” Wangshu said. “Most opera performers would have sold them or traded them away years ago.”

      “What about one of Hungjian’s masks?” the inspector asked. “We could borrow one of those.”

      “They don’t look anything like Peking opera faces,” Wangshu explained. “And they are made of fabric, not wood. Anyone watching would immediately know something was going on. No, you’d have to wear a Peking opera mask, but I don’t have any.”

      Lady Li smiled. “You said many of the masks have been sold. In that case, I think I know where I might find one.”
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      “This is surely one of the most beautiful homes I have seen here in the city,” the American said in his distinct southern drawl as he walked through the courtyard.

      “Mr. Big,” Lady Li said as she walked over to him and shook his hand. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Well, of course, darlin’,” he said. “I could not resist an invitation from the mysterious Lady Li. I had a suspicion that you were better than you let on when you tried to pass as a maid in the legation, but I had no idea you were this well off.”

      Lady Li smiled. She spoke fairly good English but still found some of Mr. Big’s colloquialisms confusing. Inspector Gong stood nearby, but since he didn’t speak English at all he stayed quiet.

      “Did you bring the items I asked for?” Lady Li asked.

      “Oh yes,” he said opening his case. “You are lucky I had a few in stock. These normally sell like hotcakes to the foreign traders.” He pulled out several masks, all painted in blue, green, and yellow, but they were all masculine characters.

      “Oh dear,” Lady Li said, looking them over. “Do you have any of female characters?”

      “Those are quite rare,” Mr. Big said. “Peking Opera simply doesn’t have many female characters, which is a shame. Their faces and costumes are so exquisite. But you are in luck that I do happen to have one.”

      He pulled out a mask painted white with pink eyelids and long thin eyebrows. It was combined with an elaborate headdress designed like a blue peacock. It had most likely been designed for an empress or princess character.

      “It’s incredible,” Lady Li said. “And exactly what I need.”

      “I am glad to hear it,” Mr. Big said. “Anything you need, you just let me know. I am your humble servant.”

      Lady Li waved Eunuch Bai over. “Eunuch Bai is the head of my household,” Lady Li explained. “He doesn’t speak much English, but he handles my accounts. He will make sure you are paid.”

      Eunuch Bai started to give Mr. Big a bow, but Mr. Big reached out and took one of Eunuch’s Bai’s hands and shook it.

      “Such an honor to meet you, sir,” Mr. Big said while Lady Li translated. “I have never met a real eunuch before. I heard they only serve in the Forbidden City, a place I am certainly forbidden to ever enter.” He laughed at his own joke even though it didn’t exactly translate to Chinese.

      “The empress was kind enough to allow me to take Eunuch Bai with me when I left the palace,” Lady Li told Mr. Big.

      “You actually know the empress?” Mr. Big asked, his mouth agape. Lady Li gave a small smile and nod. “Oh honey, you and I need a have a long chat at some point. My sisters would just die if they found out I know a real Chinese princess!”

      “I’m not a princess—” Lady Li tried to say, but Mr. Big cut her off with a wave of his hand.

      “The details don’t really matter.” He returned to Eunuch Bai. “And the stories I bet you could tell me. We must find a way to communicate…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Li ran her fingers over the sequins of her elaborate opera costume. She had never worn anything so heavy before, not even her wedding gown. Her headdress jingled as her chair-bearers carried her through town and toward the White Lotus Theater. She breathed slowly in and out to calm her nerves. Even though Inspector Gong and his men would be at the theater, she couldn’t help but be nervous. She was planning on meeting a murderer tonight.

      As they got closer to the theater, the sound of raised voices grew louder. When the chair-bearers stopped and placed the sedan chair on the ground, the voices exploded into a torrent of anger.

      “Kill the whore!” a man yelled.

      “Justice for Fanhua!” a woman cried.

      The chair rocked as though someone had pushed it, and Lady Li yelped. What was happening out there? She was about to tell her men to take her back home when someone opened the door flap.

      Inspector Gong stuck his head inside. “We better get inside before things get out of control,” he said, holding his hand out to her.

      “Before they get out of control?” she asked, but she took a gulp and grabbed his hand.

      He helped pull her from her seat and out onto the street. She was shocked to see dozens of people outside yelling and shaking their fists at her. Inspector Gong wrapped his arm around her and helped usher her toward the door where one of his men was standing guard.

      Someone threw something that hit Lady Li in the back of the head. She ducked as she cried out. She glanced down at her feet and saw an apple rolling across the ground. Several people laughed at her while others continued with their angry jeers.

      It was a good thing Wangshu did not return to the theater. It was terrifying. The people were either angry at her for performing on stage or for killing Fanhua. The fact that what she was doing was completely legal or that she had not been charged for Fanhua’s death didn’t matter to these people. They were simply out for blood.

      When they were finally inside the theater, Lady Li was surprised she didn’t feel more relief. Theater-goers who had purchased tickets were already inside, and they immediately started staring at her and murmuring.

      “I need to go back outside and help get the crowd under control,” Inspector Gong said.

      Lady Li gripped his arm. “Wait,” she said, her voice muffled behind the mask. “You can’t leave me. What about the…you know…”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be back soon. Some of my men are here inside the theater as well. As is Prince Kung.” He looked up at the balcony and waved. Her eyes followed and she saw the prince sitting next to his wife waving back at her. She raised her hand back at him. Did he know she was Lady Li? Or did he think she was really Wangshu? For some reason, having the prince there almost made her more nervous.

      “You’ll be safe in your dressing room,” the inspector said before she could ask what the prince knew. “I’ll join you there soon.” With that, he quickly slipped back outside.

      Lady Li turned back around. Her stomach a bundle of nerves. She couldn’t move.

      Then, she heard clapping from the balcony. She looked up and saw that the prince—along with his wife and the rest of the guests in his box—was clapping for her. The rest of the theater-goers followed suit, clapping and smiling at her.

      She wasn’t sure why. Just to be encouraging? Proud that she had dared to return for a second performance? She had no idea, and she didn’t have time to think about it. The play would be starting soon. She gave everyone a small bow and then walked down the aisle toward her dressing room.

      Once in the dressing room, she closed the door and paced. Wangshu’s character of Xueyan did not appear for the first few scenes, so the patrons would get to see at least some of the opera before Lady Li would have to feint illness and Changpu would have to cancel the rest of the show. If he canceled it. It was not unheard of for actors to simply work around surprises to their show in order to keep a performance going.

      The plan was for Lady Li to stay in the dressing room, and whoever tried to break in must be the killer. Inspector Gong would then rush over and grab whoever it was and get a confession out of her. Or possibly him. They still didn’t really know who they were looking for, or if the villain would even appear, but they didn’t have a better plan at this point.

      Lady Li closed the door, but she wasn’t able to lock it because she didn’t have a key. Her heart beat fast in her chest. She willed herself to calm down as she searched the room for some way to bolt the door. As she rifled through a crate of props, she heard the door squeak open behind her.

      “Baoah?” Lady Li said as she turned and faced the girl who entered the room.

      “Wangshu,” Baoah replied, stepping into the room.

      Lady Li realized that Baoah did not recognize her voice from behind the mask. Was Baoah the killer? She never would have imagined…But her name had been in the ledger they found. It was possible…

      “I’m surprised you returned after what happened,” Baoah said.

      Changpu’s powerful voice rang out and drifted into the room as the show began.

      “The theater is my life,” Lady Li said in her best imitation of Wangshu’s voice.

      “It’s my life,” Baoah growled. “It was Fanhua’s life. You ruined everything!”

      “I…I don’t know what you mean…” Lady Li said, growing worried. Where was Inspector Gong?

      “Fanhua loved me,” Baoah said.

      “But…you were paying for that love,” Lady Li foolishly said. She should have just let Baoah say and think whatever she wanted.

      “Everyone has to earn a living,” Baoah said. “And one day he would earn enough to run away from this place.”

      But not with you, Lady Li thought to herself. So Fanhua had let Baoah think that he was saving money to leave the theater for her, not Hungjian. But what went wrong?

      “Then why kill him?” Lady Li asked.

      “Because you ruined his life,” Baoah said. “He couldn’t live with himself playing a man. He hated what he saw when he looked in the mirror. Didn’t you see how despondent he was? How miserable? That’s why he played the general so badly. He hated the role. He hated himself. I saw his face, the tears, when he looked at himself in the mirror during rehearsal.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lady Li said. So Baoah had also been backstage on the day of the murder. That must have been when she switched the sword. “I was only doing what I was ordered to do—”

      “Liar!” Baoah said, stepping closer.

      Lady Li shrunk back. She looked around, trying to find a way past Baoah and into the hallway, but in the small room her options were limited.

      “You love performing,” Baoah said. “Being on the stage. Parading yourself like a whore. You didn’t give a damn about Fanhua!”

      Lady Li didn’t reply. There was no point in trying to correct Baoah’s beliefs. She had concocted a story in her head and there was no changing it.

      “He had to get out of here,” Baoah continued. “He had to leave the theater. But he needed money.”

      “So that’s why he started blackmailing you,” Lady Li said. “Instead of planning to leave in the distant future, he wanted to escape now, so he blackmailed you for money.”

      “You figured it out,” Baoah said. “How?”

      “I found his ledger,” Lady Li said. “He kept a record of all the women he was sleeping with and the money they were paying him.”

      “What?” Baoah screeched. “Where is it? Give it to me!”

      “I can’t,” Lady Li said. “That inspector has it.”

      Baoah gasped. “I’ll be ruined!” she cried. “How could you do this to me?”

      “Me?” Lady Li asked. “You did this to yourself! You gave away your virtue, your reputation. This is all on you.”

      “What do you know about it?” Baoah cried, tears streaming down her face. “You’re just some worthless opera singer. No one cares about locking you away your whole life. Keeping you in a box like a precious pearl. You have no idea what it is like to live your life in a prison.”

      Lady Li knew exactly what life as a young aristocrat was like, but she couldn’t admit to that, not when she was supposed to be playing Wangshu.

      “But why involve me in this?” Lady Li asked. “If Fanhua was blackmailing you, why not just kill him?”

      “Because if you had never come here, never stole the role of the dan, none of this would have happened,” Baoah said. “Women shouldn’t be on the stage. It’s an abomination. If you killed Fanhua, your head would roll and women would never be able to act on stage again.”

      “So you were trying to meet both ends,” Lady Li said. “You wanted to both kill Fanhua and frame Wan…me. Quite clever. You almost got away with it.”

      “Almost,” Baoah said. “But that stupid investigator never arrested you. Why? Did you sleep with him?”

      “I’m not like you,” Lady Li said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Baoah said, pulling a short sword out of her sleeve. “No one will be surprised to find you dead.”

      “Baoah,” Lady Li gasped. “Stop! Don’t do this!”

      Baoah lunged toward Lady Li, who screamed but realized that the audience must not be able to hear her over the orchestra and Changpu’s booming voice.

      Lady Li grabbed a clothing rack and pulled it in front of her. Baoah fell into the clothes, getting tangled up in them. Lady Li pushed the clothes and Baoah away from her, creating a small gap she could escape through, but she had forgotten how heavy the costume was. She wasn’t able to move very quickly, and by the time she reached the door, Baoah was right behind her.

      Lady Li flung the door open just as Baoah lunged at her again. The two of them stumbled into the hallway. Lady Li grabbed Baoah’s wrists and did her best to hold her back, but she lost her balance on her pot-bottom shoes and felt herself fall backward. They both crashed into—and then through—the wall of the hallway and onto the stage.

      Changpu yelped as he jumped out the way. The audience let out a collective gasp. The three other actors playing demons from hell all jumped around like crazed monkeys.

      Lady Li stood up, a little dazed, and straightened her mask and headdress. The audience laughed.

      Baoah stood up and raised her sword. Her eyes bored into Lady Li.

      “Stop this,” Lady Li hissed. “It’s over, you stupid girl!”

      Baoah yelled and charged at Lady Li. With more room to move, Lady Li was no longer so intimidated by Baoah. Lady Li grabbed a lance one of the other actors had been carrying and used it to guard herself from Baoah’s attack. The audience cheered as the two fought.

      Baoah then used all her strength, bringing the sword down as hard as she could, breaking Lady Li’s lance in two. Lady Li stepped back, unsure of what to do. But then someone tapped Baoah on the shoulder. Baoah looked behind her and saw Inspector Gong. The inspector backhanded her hard across the face, sending her to the ground.

      Lady Li was so relieved to see the inspector, she ran across the stage into his arms. The audience clapped. The inspector lifted Lady Li’s mask but held her face in his hands so no one could see who it really was as he kissed her.

      The audience cheered once again as Changpu burst out into a love ballad. Inspector Gong’s men dragged Baoah off the stage. Lady Li and Inspector Gong left the stage through the hole she had created when she fell through the wall.

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” Lady Li said once they were backstage.

      “They will think it was Wangshu,” Inspector Gong said. “It will make a good story for the newspapers tomorrow.”

      “Wait!” Lady Li called out as she saw the inspector’s men taking Baoah away through a back door.

      Baoah still seemed a bit stunned from the blow to her face. She had to blink a few times before she realized who was speaking to her.

      “Lady…Li?” she asked. “What are you doing here? What is happening?”

      “I was only pretending to be Wangshu as we tried to draw out the killer,” Lady Li said. “And you fell right into our trap.”

      “No!” Baoah said. “I…Fanhua…Wangshu…” She flailed as she tried to come up with an excuse. If she revealed that Fanhua had been blackmailing her, her reputation would still be ruined. And everyone in the theater had seen her try to kill “Wangshu.” There was no way for her to save herself.

      “Take her to the Ministry of Justice,” Inspector Gong ordered.

      “I can’t help but feel somewhat sorry for her,” Lady Li said. “Fanhua only used her for her money, even before he started blackmailing her.”

      “Actions have consequences,” the inspector said. “If we try to protect her, Wangshu will pay the price. Someone will have to answer for Fanhua’s death.”

      Lady Li sighed. Had she acted any better? The only difference between Baoah’s affair with Fanhua and Lady Li’s affair with Inspector Gong was that Fanhua kept a record. If anyone learned of Lady Li’s indiscretions, she would have to face the consequences as well.

      Inspector Gong wrapped his arm around Lady Li’s shoulders, but she moved away from him.

      “I should go home,” she said. “Tell Wangshu what happened. She will be anxious to know I am safe.”

      “Of course,” he said, though clearly a bit disappointed.

      “Tomorrow,” she continued, “let us know what will happen to Baoah.”

      He nodded. “Tomorrow, then.”
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      Inspector Gong slept soundly for the first time in weeks, and he didn’t feel the need to get up early and rush out of the house. He awoke to the normal sounds of people in his house starting their day and the smell of the servants making breakfast. He looked over and ran his hand over the side of the bed where his wife should be sleeping…whoever she was.

      He knew it would be Swan.

      No matter how much he wished it could be Lady Li he woke up to, he knew it could never happen.

      He could hear his mother barking orders to one of his sisters-in-law and chuckled. As if Lady Li would ever allow a woman—even a mother-in-law—to speak to her like that. For the very fact that Lady Li didn’t have to answer to any other woman was enough for her to never leave her situation. Here, not only would she have to answer to his mother, but his brothers’ wives and even his sisters, until they married out. Lady Li would be at the bottom of the hierarchy in this family. She could never live her life like that.

      Swan, on the other hand, would adjust. She was used to having no rank, no real place in the family. She would thrive in a large family with lots of children and a never-ending list of things to do. And eventually, she would have her own children to care for…he hoped.

      Yes, a wife and children. It was time.

      He sat up and was looking for his slippers when he suddenly heard his sister Daiyu crying. He couldn’t make out what she was saying, but his mother was berating her instead of comforting her.

      Then he remembered that Daiyu was one of the young women who would sneak out to see Fanhua’s performances. A knot formed in his belly as he pulled out Fanhua’s journal and furiously scanned the pages looking for her name. He hadn’t seen it when he looked through the journal before, but he hadn’t considered that he might find it.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when he didn’t see her name.

      After a moment, he couldn’t hear Daiyu anymore, but there was a small tapping on his door.

      “Enter,” he said, expecting a maid, but was surprised to see his mother poke her head in. “Oh, sorry, Ma,” he said, standing up and offering her a chair.

      “Your room is a disaster,” she said. “I think I raised a pig.”

      He smirked and then took a seat back on the bed. “What’s wrong with Daiyu?”

      His mother grimaced. “That opera singer, the man who dressed like a woman, he is dead. Murdered.”

      He nodded. “She knew about that a few days ago.”

      “Her friend, the Liu girl, was arrested for the crime!” his mother said, concern etched across her brow.

      “I had no idea she knew Baoah,” he said. “But I should have assumed it was possible when I found out that Daiyu enjoyed the opera. I will apologize to her.”

      “She doesn’t need an apology,” his mother said. “She needs a husband. This family has grown too big for me to manage. Biyu told me that Daiyu has been sneaking out to see the opera performances.”

      Inspector Gong didn’t say anything, but that told his mother all she needed to know.

      “You knew,” she said, shaking her head in disappointment.

      “I didn’t want to worry you—” he started to say, but she raised her hand, cutting him off.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” she said. “But we are lucky her reputation is safe. This could have gone very badly for her, for all of us.”

      He nodded. He should have considered his own sister in all of this…

      “It is time she was married,” his mother continued. “But I need to know your plan first. If you marry Lady Swan, it could…alter Daiyu’s marriage prospects.”

      “In a good or bad way?” Inspector Gong asked.

      “I don’t know,” his mother said, wringing her hands. “I don’t know anyone with a Manchu girl in their family. Some people might only see her as an idle curiosity; others might view mingling with the invaders as a great betrayal to our inheritance.”

      “But most people know our family to be Qing loyalists,” Inspector Gong said. “Baba has worked in the Ministry of Letters for decades. Yeye even—”

      “I know,” his mother said, interrupting. “But this is different. You can’t deny it. Working with the Manchu for money or position is not the same as taking their women to bed. To giving the Manchu more sons.”

      He stood and paced. While he knew that some people outside the family might be offended by his marriage to Swan, he never considered it could cost Daiyu a good match.

      “Would it be better if I don’t wed?” he asked. “Because my position on this has not changed. If I cannot marry Swan, I don’t wish to marry.”

      “An unmarried son is an insult to me and your father,” his mother said. “But it is not an insult to the Han people. Remaining as you are will not change things for Daiyu.”

      “Is that what you want?” he asked. “You would rather I remain single for Daiyu’s sake?”

      His mother held her breath as she stared at her son. What did he think would happen? That he would change his mind and agree to marry a Han girl to keep her from passing out?

      Finally, she blew out her cheeks. “No,” she grumbled. “It doesn’t matter. A daughter is like water on the floor.”

      He was all too familiar with the common belief that investing in daughters—money, education, even affection—was often viewed as a waste since after they were married out, they rarely returned to the home of the birth. But he could see tears pool on the edge of his mother’s eyes and knew that she didn’t really believe this. In fact, Daiyu and Biyu both should already be married. His mother had been delaying in order to keep them with her for as long as possible. They were her last daughters, her last pearls.

      “I could wait to marry Swan until after Daiyu’s marriage, if that would help,” he offered.

      His mother stood up, shaking her head. “No. I just needed to know how set you were on the marriage. If there was any chance of preventing it.”

      “I am sorry to have failed your final test,” he said with a half-cocked smile.

      “My children will be the death of me,” she said, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “As yours will be of you. You will understand. You’ll see!”

      “I’ll tell Lady Li to expect your visit to finalize arrangements,” he said as she left the room.

      But after the humor of torturing his mother wore off, he realized he would need to speak to Lady Li about his marriage to Swan one more time. When they had been alone together in the dressing room, she wanted him. He could feel it in the touch of her hand, the taste of her kiss, in the breaths from her lips. She pushed him away, yes, but only so she wouldn’t insult Swan because she thought he was still going to marry her. Lady Li had called Swan his betrothed. She thought the marriage was a foregone conclusion. But there was still a chance to call it off. His mother had hoped he would choose bachelorhood over marriage. She would still let him walk away.

      He had to give Lady Li one more chance to call off his marriage to Swan.
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      As Inspector Gong crossed Lady Li’s garden, he saw Lady Li, Wangshu, and Swan all sitting together, chatting and laughing over a pot of tea. At first, he thought he might be intruding, but they all smiled when they saw him.

      “Ladies,” he said, offering them an exaggerated bow.

      “Inspector Gong,” they all said in unison as they rose and gave him a bow in return. Well, Wangshu and Swan bowed; Lady Li only nodded her head.

      “Have a seat,” Lady Li said, motioning toward a pillow next to Wangshu.

      “You all seem to be having an enjoyable morning,” he said as Swan served him tea. He tried to meet her eyes, but she kept them downcast, as was proper.

      “I feel like I can breathe for the first time in days,” Wangshu said. “I can’t wait to go home.”

      “You mean back to the palace?” Inspector Gong asked. “You won’t be returning to the theater?”

      “Never!” Wangshu said. “I have had enough of the opera scene outside the safety of the walls of the Forbidden City.”

      “But what about paving the way for future female opera singers?” he asked. “Isn’t that what this whole exercise was about? What the empress wanted?”

      “I’m not sure the world is ready for female opera singers,” Wangshu said.

      Just then, Lady Li’s daughters ran across the garden, yelling and swinging wooden swords. Second Daughter, though, was much more calculated in her movements, swinging her sword over her head, leaping through the air. First Daughter rushed over and pushed her sister to the ground playfully and then stood over her in triumph. The adults all laughed.

      “Though, maybe I can still focus on training the next generation of female opera performers,” Wangshu said. “Who knows what the future will hold.”

      “You will have to come back and keep giving Second Daughter lessons,” Lady Li said. “She would be devastated if you stopped.”

      “I will,” Wangshu said.

      “What will happen to the young woman you arrested?” Swan asked, and a morose feeling settled over all of them.

      “I remanded her to the Ministry of Justice last night,” the inspector said. “The chief minister said a conviction and sentence would be swift in coming.”

      No one said anything after that. They all knew that the only outcome for Baoah would be death.

      Wangshu stood up. “I am going to go finish packing,” she said. “I am sure my mother is anxious to see me again.”

      They all said their goodbyes and silence fell over them for a moment.

      “I spoke to Dr. Xue on his way out yesterday,” Inspector Gong said to Swan. “He said you had made much improvement.”

      She smiled and dared to look up at him for a quick second before returning her eyes to her teacup. “Yes,” she said. “I am feeling much better. I am not fully healed yet. I am very tired and sometimes…I still have cravings. But I am sure I will be well in time.”

      “I am glad to hear it,” he said.

      She nearly dropped her cup on the table as she fell to her knees before him.

      “I promise I will be a good wife to you,” she blurted out in tears. “I will honor and submit to you and to your honorable mother. I will make sure you never regret marrying me. I will…I will give you sons!”

      “Swan!” Lady Li snapped.

      “O…kay,” he said, gripping her thin forearms in his hands and pulling her to her feet. “Please, calm yourself. I am sure you will be an excellent wife.”

      “Forgive me,” she said, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “I just never thought I would get another chance…”

      “I understand,” he said as he released her arms, hoping she had the strength to hold herself up.

      “Swan,” Lady Li said firmly. “You should return to your room and wash your face.”

      “Of course,” Swan said. She bowed to them both as she walked away backward, as though she was leaving the presence of the emperor.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Lady Li said. “She has made progress under Dr. Xue’s care, but she has been very emotional lately. I’m not sure—”

      “There is no need to apologize,” Inspector Gong said. “She is both excited and possibly scared. She has met my mother, after all.”

      Lady Li chuckled. “Speaking of your mother, I am surprised she has not requested another meeting. We haven’t finalized arrangements.”

      “I think she was waiting on me,” he said. “I have been so busy with this case, we hadn’t spoken in days.”

      “Waiting on you?” Lady Li asked. “But you had already consented. Why would she need to speak with you again except to inform you about the wedding date?”

      “She…wanted to give me another chance to turn the match down,” he said.

      “Oh…” Lady Li said softly. “And what did you say?”

      The fact that she thought he might have changed his mind about marrying told him that at least a very small part of her hoped he did. Why? Did she think they had any chance of a future together? Perhaps not as husband and wife, but as lovers?

      “I told her I would let her know this afternoon,” he lied. “I…I wanted to check in with you one last time. I will not marry Swan if you tell me not to.”

      “Why must I make the decision?” Lady Li said. “Why is it on my shoulders what you do with your life?”

      “You know why,” he said. “I love you, and I would do whatever you tell me to. I would live as a beggar outside your door if you ordered it of me.”

      “You are a fool,” Lady Li scoffed.

      “Have you ever known a man to be otherwise?” he asked with a grin.

      She shook her head and did her best not to smile back. They stood side by side and looked out over the garden and the children playing.

      “I shall miss this,” she finally said.

      “Miss what?” he asked.

      “The easy comfort we have,” she said. “Your visits to my home. The way you look at me when you think I can’t see you from the corner of my eye.”

      He blushed, not even realizing he had been staring at her.

      “Just because I am marrying Swan doesn’t mean that I won’t ever see you again,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “But everything will change.”

      He wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He knew she was right, but he was certain that his life would change in ways he hadn’t even considered yet.

      “My mother will call on you soon to finish the marriage arrangements,” he said.

      “I will be here waiting,” she said.

      He gave her a bow and then crossed the garden and walked out the gate.
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        Lady Li and Inspector Gong will return! Subscribe to my mailing list so you will be the first to find out when it is released!

        http://www.twoamericansinchina.com/subscribe
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        https://amzn.to/2DpurMk

        The Emperor’s Seal – the divine symbol of the Emperor on earth – is missing. The Empress will do whatever it takes to get it back. 

        Jiayi has a gift – she can travel through time just by touching historical artifacts. More than anything, she wants to escape the clutches of the Empress and run away to a foreign land. Finding the Emperor’s Seal could be her only chance at freedom, but is she willing to risk the wrath of the Empress? 

        Historian and wannabe archaeologist Zhihao has no love for the Empress or the Qing Dynasty, but when the Empress orders him to find the Emperor’s Seal in exchange for funding China’s first history museum, he cannot refuse. It is only after he accepts the assignment that he realizes the key to finding the seal lies in the hands of a palace slave. 

        Civil unrest and encroaching foreign powers threaten Jiayi and Zhihao's mission and lives as they hunt for The Emperor's Seal.
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        https://amzn.to/2QkLUrW

        When I was a child, I thought my destiny was to live and die on the banks of the Xiangjiang River as my family had done for generations. I never imagined that my life would lead me to the Forbidden City and the court of China’s last Empress.

        Born in the middle of nowhere, Yaqian, a little embroidery girl from Hunan Province, finds her way to the imperial court, a place of intrigue, desire, and treachery. From the bed of an Emperor, the heart of a Prince, and the right side of an Empress, Yaqian weaves her way through the most turbulent decades of China’s history and witnesses the fall of the Qing Dynasty.

        Fans of Amy Tan, Lisa See, Anchee Min, and Pearl S. Buck are sure to love this debut novel by Amanda Roberts. This richly descriptive and painstakingly researched novel brings the opulence of the Qing Court to life as Yaqian and Empress Cixi's lives intertwine over six decades.
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      Amanda Roberts is a writer and editor who has been living in China since 2010. Amanda has an MA in English from the University of Central Missouri. She has been published in magazines, newspapers, and anthologies around the world and she regularly contributes to numerous blogs.
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        Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/Amanda_Roberts
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        Quality trade paperbacks, downloads, audio books, and books in foreign languages in genres such as historical, romance, mystery, and fantasy.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
AMANDA
ROBERTS

».,57757&,,
ROBERTS |
=1 -

) ,
= e






images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg
S i = =)
SEnIEE

AMANDA R
-~





images/00013.jpeg
A TOUCHING TIME NOVEL

AMANDA ROBERTS





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg
AL/

W\

AMANDAROBERISE o





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
aor[ndc[en City





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
(Brmsh Quartcr





images/00009.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





