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			( 1 )

			When Ava Lee woke up, the first thing she felt was a sharp pain shooting through her neck and shoulder. She stretched, causing the pain to become more intense, and then slowly relaxed her muscles. She knew from experience that the lashing she had endured wasn’t going to cause any long-term damage.

			She turned her head to look at the bedside clock. It was only 6 a.m. She had flown home to Toronto around midnight and had been in bed for less than five hours. She had thought that two melatonin capsules and a glass of Pinot Grigio would see her through the night, but the pain and a mind that was still a jumble of emotions were gnawing at her.

			She lay quietly, hoping she could drift off again. After ten minutes she gave up and pulled herself out of bed. She kneeled to say a short prayer of thanks to St. Jude for her safe return, and then headed for the bathroom. Pulling off her black Giordano T-shirt, Ava turned so she could see her back in the mirror. The belt had hit her on the side of the neck and across her right shoulder, and then again on the same shoulder and partway down her back. The marks were a deep black and blue, yellowed at the edges. They looked worse than they felt, and in a few days they would start to fade. 

			Ava went into the kitchen, made herself a Starbucks VIA Ready Brew, and sat down at the small round table set against the window overlooking Cumberland Street and Avenue Road. She lived in the heart of Yorkville, the ritziest neighbourhood in downtown Toronto. Despite the early hour, the traffic below was barely moving as the January weather tried to decide if it was raining or snowing. 

			Normally she would have the Globe and Mail spread across the table, but she had been away for more than a week — travelling to Hong Kong, Thailand, Guyana, and the British Virgin Islands, tracking down and retrieving more than five million dollars that had been stolen from a client — and had cancelled the paper until further notice. So she opened up her laptop and turned it on to read the news online. That was a mistake.

			After she signed on, Ava opened her email program, expecting to see messages from friends, a bit of spam, and not much else. She froze when she saw Uncle’s name in her inbox. Uncle was her Hong Kong–based partner, a man in his seventies whose idea of high-tech communication was a Chinese knockoff iPhone he had bought for less than forty dollars at the Kowloon nighttime street market and used strictly for making calls. He had sent her two messages in the past eight hours; she couldn’t remember receiving that many from him in the past year. She opened them. They were identical, simply stating that he needed her to call him. He didn’t say it was urgent. He didn’t have to — that he had sent two emails conveyed that fact well enough.

			Ava groaned, went over to her hot-water Thermos, and made another coffee. She knew what he wanted to talk about. While she was in Guyana they had been offered a job by a Filipino-Chinese businessman named Tommy Ordonez. Ordonez was the wealthiest man in the islands. They had put him off so they could finish the job they were on. Ava had hoped he could be put off longer, because that job had turned nasty, with unforeseen complications. What was supposed to have been a straightforward tracking and retrieval of misappropriated funds had turned into extortion. She had prevailed, but not without difficulty, as the bruises and welts demonstrated, and not without stress, some of which still lingered.

			Ava had turned off her cellphone the night before and thrown it into the bottom of her purse. She had intended to leave it there for a few days, or at least until she felt her head was in the right place. She went to retrieve it and saw that Uncle had called as well. She sighed. She had to call him back. She couldn’t ignore two emails and a phone message without insulting him. Insulting Uncle was something she had never done — and never wished to do. It was just past six in the evening in Hong Kong, and Ava knew she’d probably catch him at a massage, an early dinner, or his Kowloon apartment.

			“Wei,” Uncle said. Ava could hear his little dog yapping and his Filipina housekeeper, Lourdes, telling it to be quiet. He was still at the apartment. 

			“It’s Ava.”

			“You are in Toronto?”

			“Yes, I got in late last night.”

			“And you are okay?”

			“Yes, I’m fine.”

			“Good, I was worried about you...It is early there.”

			“I couldn’t sleep, and then I turned on my computer and saw your emails.”

			“We need to talk.”

			Ava wondered if he thought she was being critical of his persistence, and she felt a bit uneasy about being perceived as even mildly rude. “No problem, Uncle. Is it about Tommy Ordonez?”

			“Yes. He and his closest adviser, Chang Wang, each called me twice yesterday, after calling me twice the day before. I have been telling them they need to be patient.”

			“And how did they react?”

			“Impatiently.”

			“Uncle, you did tell them we never do two jobs at the same time, and that I was still working on one?”

			“Of course, but it only seemed to frustrate them more. Especially Ordonez. He is a man who does not think he should ever have to stand in a queue or have someone else’s interests take precedence over his.”

			“Did he say that?”

			“He didn’t need to. Ava, the last time I spoke to him he could barely contain himself. I could feel him eating his anger, and I know that if he had been talking to anyone but me he would have exploded.”

			Ava finished her second coffee and, holding the phone to her ear, went to the counter and emptied another sachet into her cup. “What do we know about the job, Uncle?”

			“Not that much. Just that it is a lot of money, that it involves a Canadian real estate transaction, and that one of Ordonez’s younger brothers, Philip Chew, is involved. They want to meet us face to face to provide the actual details.”

			“Is it a firm contract?”

			“If we want to accept it.”

			“You haven’t committed?”

			“I thought it would be best for us to hear the full story before signing on.”

			“What I don’t understand, Uncle, is why, with all the resources and power they have, they need us in the first place.”

			She had asked that question when the job offer was first made, and it had generated an awkward response from Uncle. Now he was just vague. “They will explain everything when we are in Manila.”

			“So you want us to go?”

			“I told Chang Wang that we would discuss it with them, and they are insisting on doing that in person...I am told the sum of money involved is more than fifty million dollars. I think that is worth a trip to Manila, don’t you?”

			“Yes, of course it is,” she said, and then realized that Uncle had twice referred to Ordonez’s right-hand man by both his family and given names. It was a form of respect he rarely used for clients, and she guessed there was some kind of bond between the two men. “This Chang, Uncle, do you know him well?”

			“He is from Wuhan, like me, and over the years we have done each other many favours. I would still have ten men rotting in Filipino prisons if it were not for him, and he would still be waiting for permits to build cigarette factories in Hubei province if it were not for me.”

			Ava was accustomed to Uncle’s Wuhan connections. He had been born and raised in a village on its outskirts, and he and the other men from there who had escaped the Communist regime had remained intensely loyal to each other. “And Chang hasn’t confided in you about the nature of Ordonez’s problem?”

			“His first loyalty is to Ordonez. We need to understand and respect that.”

			“Earlier you mentioned that Ordonez was restraining himself when he was talking to you. I didn’t think you knew him.”

			“Chang introduced us once, years ago, when I was at the top of my heap and he was scaling his. It was a passing encounter that seems more important to him than it is to me. I did not even remember the meeting until he mentioned it.”

			Ava was now standing by the kitchen window. The falling rain was beginning to freeze onto it. She watched a car skid into the intersection below and slide into an SUV. She hated this kind of weather. At least Manila would be warm. “Can you buy us an extra day or two?” she asked.

			Uncle hesitated. She knew he didn’t want to push her too hard. “I would like to get there as soon as possible. But if you need to spend more time in Toronto, then I will deal with Chang Wang and Ordonez as best as I can.”

			“Will they walk away from the deal if we delay?”

			“I really don’t know.”

			“Well, I guess that’s something we shouldn’t risk,” Ava said.

			“No, we should not. Their impatience could get the better of them.”

			She did a quick calculation. “If I catch the Cathay Pacific flight late tonight, I can be in Hong Kong the day after tomorrow, early morning, your time. That at least will give me all of today to get caught up here, and I’ll have a sixteen-hour flight I can sleep through.”

			“Good. We can leave for Manila the morning you arrive. I will have those flights booked. We can meet in the Wing lounge,” Uncle said. “I will let Chang Wang know right away that we are coming. Ordonez’s office is near the Ayala Centre in Makati City. The Peninsula Hotel is nearby. I will have them book us rooms.”

			“Okay, I’ll call you when things are confirmed on this end.”

			“Fine. And Ava, I think this is the right thing for us to do.”

			She shrugged. “Ordonez is a big man and it’s a lot of money.”

			“That does not mean we cannot still say no,” Uncle said. “We will go and talk to them, and then you and I can discuss what we want to do. I have to tell you, I have a feeling that it will be worth it in the end.”

			“Yes, Uncle.”

			“Now I have to call Chang,” he said.

			As she hung up the phone, Ava tried to remember if she’d heard Uncle mention Chang’s name before, and came up blank. That wasn’t unusual. He had a network of friends and associates that spanned Asia, though his closest contacts were those who shared those long, deep Wuhan roots. 

			Is Ordonez from Wuhan as well? she wondered. She knew he was Chinese born, but nothing more specific than that. She’d find out soon enough, but her curiosity was far more aroused by the kind of problem a man as rich and powerful as Tommy Ordonez couldn’t handle himself.

		

	


	
		
			( 2 )

			The morning sun glistened on the South China Sea as the plane descended onto the man-made island that was Hong Kong’s airport. 

			She found Uncle at the rear of the Wing lounge, reclining in a Balzac armchair. He wasn’t any taller than Ava and was nearly as lean. From a distance he looked almost like a child swallowed up in the chair. He was more than seventy, she knew, but his skin was still smooth, with only the faintest traces of lines around his eyes and on his forehead. His close-cropped black hair was streaked with just a touch of grey. Uncle was dressed as usual in a simple black suit and a crisp white shirt buttoned to the collar. His monochromatic style was part convenience, part camouflage. It made him easy to overlook — just an elegantly dressed old man, except to those who knew. 

			Uncle had been Ava’s partner and mentor for more than ten years. They recovered bad debts for a living. Ava was a forensic accountant with degrees from York University, in Toronto, and Babson College, just outside of Boston. Before joining forces with Uncle, Ava had worked for a prestigious Toronto firm, but she had found the bureaucracy that came with working in a large corporation stifling. She had left and set up her own small business, catering mainly to her mother’s friends. When one of her clients was stiffed by a Chinese importer, Ava decided to collect the debt herself. In the process she met Uncle, who was chasing the same importer for a different customer. When their combined efforts proved successful, Uncle had suggested that Ava partner with him.

			Uncle’s reputation brought a wide range of clients to the table. What he lacked was Ava’s accounting skills and the softer touch she could bring to the recovery process. Their customers were typically Asian, normally desperate, and often irrational by the time they signed up with Ava and Uncle. Their businesses were at stake, their families were being threatened by economic ruin, and they had already exhausted all the conventional methods of retrieving stolen funds. Uncle’s mantra was “People always do the right thing for the wrong reason.” Ava had become particularly adept at finding the wrong reason that would convince her targets to do the right thing, which in their case was return the money to its rightful owner. Ava and Uncle took thirty percent of everything they recovered. 

			When she spotted Uncle in the lounge, she glanced around to see if Sonny was with him. There was no sign of Uncle’s driver-cum-bodyguard. He was as big as Ava and Uncle put together, and more vicious than anyone she had ever known. He had travelled with them in the past, most often to China, where a show of strength was never misplaced. Ava assumed that Uncle wasn’t expecting to need protection in the Philippines.

			She quietly approached his chair. His eyes were closed, and she thought he was sleeping until he said, “Ava, is that you?”

			“Yes, Uncle.”

			“I thought so. I could smell that Annick Goutal perfume you like so much,” he said, his eyes opening and a tiny smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You look beautiful, as always.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But the clothes —” he said, motioning to her black Giordano T-shirt and Adidas track pants. “You need to change. They are going to meet us at the airport and take us directly to Ordonez’s office.”

			“I figured as much. I have everything I need here,” she said, picking up her Shanghai Tang “Double Happiness” bag. “I’ll take a shower and put on something suitable.”

			Ava walked into the lounge’s private change rooms. She showered quickly, put on a fresh bra and panties and a pink Brooks Brothers shirt with a modified Italian collar, then debated whether to wear a skirt or slacks. She didn’t know anything about Ordonez or Chang other than what she had read online in Guyana. To be on the safe side she opted for the trousers. A conservative look would never be seriously misinterpreted by powerful men. 

			She brushed her hair back and fixed it with her favourite ivory chignon pin. Then she applied some mascara and a touch of red lipstick. The last thing she did was slip her Cartier Tank Française watch onto her wrist. It had cost a small fortune, but she’d never regretted purchasing it. She loved its look and thought it established the perfect balance between serious and successful. 

			As she walked from the ladies’ room back across the lounge, she could feel all eyes turn in her direction. Her pace was measured, never hurried, and she held herself erect, confident of her time and place. 

			Uncle was standing near his chair, in conversation with a man who looked about his age but was six inches taller and at least a hundred pounds heavier. His head was completely bald and he had a large, round face with jowls that trembled when he spoke. He wore a Burberry plaid shirt and slacks that rode too high over his belly. She could see a diamond-encrusted Rolex on his wrist, an enormous jade and diamond ring on his wedding-band finger, and a ruby ring on his pinkie. The contrast between the two men couldn’t have been more striking. Yet as she watched them, she could see that the larger man was trying to make an impression on Uncle. She could read his desire to please in his body language, his rapid speech. Uncle was just listening, nodding every so often. 

			When he saw her, Uncle dismissed the man with a little wave of his hand and walked directly over to Ava. The man seemed startled to see her. Then he stared, his face impassive. 

			“I feel like some noodles,” Uncle said, touching her elbow to guide her towards the restaurant. 

			They both ordered noodles with har gow, traditional shrimp dumplings. There was a delicious aroma in the air that Ava couldn’t identify. “Snow pea tips fried in garlic,” Uncle said when she asked. “It is too early to eat them. They attack my bowels.”

			As usual, he ate far more quickly than she did. She always wondered if his table manners were an indication of his true internal state, a contrast to the calm, placid exterior he showed to the world. “Who was that man you were talking to?” she asked when he had finished eating.

			The question seemed to catch him off guard, and he closed his eyes briefly before answering. “He worked for me in Fanling years ago. Now he runs Mong Kok,” he said. Before she could ask more, the boarding call came for the flight and Uncle slid out of his chair. 

			They walked to the gate and found long, disorganized lines of diminutive Filipino women carrying as much baggage as airline rules would allow. “It is that time of year,” Uncle said. “Flights to Asia and to Manila are cheap, so all the domestics and nannies travel home now.”

			Ava knew the ritual. She and Marian had had a Filipina yaya, or nanny, until they went to Havergal College for high school. Every two or three years Yaya would buy a couple of balikbayans — boxes the size of small coffins — and load them with T-shirts, running shoes, and canned goods to carry back with her to the Philippines.

			“How many are there in Hong Kong these days?” she asked.

			“More than a hundred thousand, I think. On Sundays they go to Central or Victoria Park or to the Hong Kong Cultural Centre to socialize. I do not think Lourdes has missed a Sunday in ten years.”

			“Amazing women.”

			Uncle stared at the knot of people crowding around the boarding gate. “The Philippines would collapse economically without them. I read that there are about eight million overseas workers, and they remit money every month. If that is not the country’s largest source of income, I do not know what is.”

			Uncle and Ava strolled past the lineup of people waiting impatiently to board the plane and showed their passports and first-class tickets to the Cathay Pacific attendant. When they boarded the plane, they were greeted by two attractive young flight attendants in cherry-red uniforms, who directed them to their seats. As Uncle settled into his, Ava noted that his feet just skimmed the floor.

			As soon as the plane reached its flying altitude, Uncle eased his seat back. But before he could close his eyes, Ava asked, “Uncle, is Tommy Ordonez from Wuhan?”

			“Not everyone we do business with is from Wuhan,” he said with a small smile. “He is from Qingdao.”

			“And Ordonez is not his family name.”

			“No, his real name is Chew Guang. He took the Filipino name after he started doing serious business in the islands. He is what they call a Chinoy, a Chinese using a Filipino name.”

			Ava wasn’t surprised by the name change. All across Asia, in countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines, economies were often controlled by resident Chinese. It created resentment among the indigenous populations, and in times of turbulence the Chinese were often targets of physical violence and looting. Changing their names was one way of trying to blend in, to disguise themselves from the xenophobes.

			“Was he born in Qingdao?” Ava asked. She knew that Chinese people say they are from a particular city or province even if three generations removed.

			“Yes, the eldest child in a family that includes two brothers and a sister. His father was an assistant brewmaster at the Tsing Tao brewery, and Chew apprenticed there when he was a young teenager. He was obviously smart and a very hard worker, because by the time he turned twenty-two he had been dispatched to the Philippines as an assistant brewmaster in his own right.”

			“How long before he went out on his own?”

			“About three years. He started at a small brewery with a brand he called Philippine Gold. The beer was not of the best quality but it was cheap, and cheap worked. Within five years Chew Guang had the number-one beer in the islands. It was around this time that he changed his name to Tommy Ordonez and began — with help from the local Chinese, most of whom also had Filipino names — to expand and diversify. Chang Wang joined him then.”

			“And why did Chang keep his name?”

			“He has no public visibility. He is the man behind the scenes, an operator, the key advisor, the one who helps Ordonez plot his business strategies and follow through on execution. He is a good man to have as a friend, and a monster when he is an enemy.”

			“Apparently Ordonez’s brothers kept their family name as well.”

			“There was no reason for them not to. They live in places where it does not matter. Philip, the one in Canada — the one who has the problems — is the youngest. The other one, David, lives in Hong Kong and is the point man for the Chinese market. He finds homes for their cheap booze and cigarettes.”

			“From what I’ve read, the business isn’t just beer and cigarettes.”

			“Not anymore. They own banks, trucking and cold storage operations, and the largest ocean freight business in the Philippines. But it is the beer and cigarettes that underpin it all. In China they have moved from exports to manufacturing, and that is where I helped — getting them the approvals to build cigarette factories and distilleries.”

			“There is no home for those products in Canada.”

			“Of course not. Canada, from what Chang told me, is a source of goods and raw materials that they can sell into Asian markets. They own two jade mines, a host of ginseng farms, and a quasi-legal abalone fishing operation, and they have bought thousands of acres of timber rights. They also own a trading operation that ships scrap metal, chicken feet, cheap cellphones, and a variety of chemicals to China. The Chews are not fussy about what they buy and sell.”

			“But the problem they have involves real estate.”

			“It does. They have been building up a real estate portfolio, mostly in and around Vancouver, where Philip lives. Mainly apartment buildings, shopping centres, that kind of thing.”

			“It sounds like a very big business,” Ava said.

			Uncle shrugged. “Ordonez is worth at least five billion U.S. dollars, but he and Chang still run the company as if it were a two-man show. They do not trust anyone other than themselves. Even Ordonez’s two brothers have limited authority, and now with their problems in Canada, that is not likely to change anytime soon. I asked Chang how they manage to keep on top of everything, and he laughed and said, ‘Fear.’ Ordonez is known inside the business as the Knife. Chang is the Sledgehammer.”

			“Nice.”

			“There is nothing nice about either of them,” Uncle said, closing his eyes. “But most businesses are not built by nice people. You need a combination of greed, drive, brains, and paranoia. Between them, Chang and Ordonez have those bases covered.”
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			A tall Filipino man in a grey suit was standing just past the gangway at Manila’s Ninoy Aquino International Airport, holding a sign that read mr. chow. Standing next to him was a senior Customs official. 

			Uncle identified himself. The man in the grey suit nodded and introduced himself as Joseph Moreno.

			“We’ll take you through Customs,” Moreno said. “Do you have checked bags?”

			“Yes,” Uncle said.

			“We’ll have them cleared and brought to the hotel. Mr. Ordonez wants you to come directly to the office.”

			They skirted the long, ragged Customs lines. Ava noticed the airport’s shiny tile floors, paint peeling off the walls, and a row of flowers in pots, a few of which had cracked and were spilling dirt from their bases. The Filipinos stood quietly, waiting patiently in line, while the Western tourists and businesspeople were sweating, red-faced, and visibly agitated by the almost casual disorganization. 

			The senior official who had met them at the gate led them to an empty Customs booth. He climbed in, turned on the computer, and held out his hand for their passports. Ava heard murmurs of angry disapproval from the Westerners waiting in line. It had probably taken them an hour to get where they were, and she knew it was making them crazy to see her and Uncle short-circuit the system so casually. Welcome to the Philippines, she thought. There were few countries in the world where connections mattered so much. 

			When they walked out of the airport, they were led to a parking garage on the other side of the roadway, where a black Bentley was purring right beside the exit door. The air was hot and heavy and smelled of diesel fumes. Ava was glad they wouldn’t have to linger outside for any length of time. 

			Moreno opened the back door for Ava and Uncle. “We’re only about fifteen minutes from the office, if traffic cooperates,” he said. Ava’s experiences with Manila traffic told her that fifteen minutes would more likely be thirty — and that was if they were lucky.

			As they pulled out of the parking garage they merged with a chaotic crush of cars, buses, motorbikes, bicycles, jeepneys, and pedestrians, all jockeying for space with little regard for rules of the road. Manila’s sixteen million people needed to get from point A to point B, and the jeepneys — bright, garishly painted old American military Jeeps converted into small buses that could carry more than thirty people at once — just made it worse. They wove haphazardly from one side of the road to the other, often stopping in the middle of traffic as passengers struggled to get in and out.

			The Bentley’s driver was being understandably cautious. He was handling $300,000 worth of car — more money than he could expect to make in a lifetime.

			“It’s not too bad right now,” Moreno said. “The rush hour — well, we call it crash hour — has been over for a while.”

			As they travelled towards Makati, the financial capital of the Philippines, the city landscape changed. Ava watched low-rise apartment buildings, small storefronts, and sidewalks jammed with vendor stalls and pedestrians give way to the city centre’s bank towers, office buildings, Western-style shopping centres, and upscale hotels. The only street vendors there had spread their goods on the pavement and were selling their wares with one eye out for the police. 

			They passed the Ayala Centre, a massive commercial complex in the very heart of Metro Manila. Ava was remembering wandering its fifty or so hectares on previous visits when they pulled up in front of the Ayala Tower, an impressive V-shaped skyscraper sheathed almost entirely in glass. Moreno leapt out of the front seat and opened the back door for Uncle and Ava.

			Outside the soundproofed Bentley they were confronted by the jarring sounds of traffic and a miasma of smoke that smelled of gasoline and ozone pollution. “Let’s hurry inside,” Moreno said.

			There were two guards at the tower entrance, and each held an Uzi across his chest. Ava wasn’t surprised. Manila was an armed camp. Every bank branch, every major commercial retailer, every office tower had security stationed at the door. Moreno led them past the guards and into the lobby. Ava veered towards the bank of elevators, only to be redirected. “Mr. Ordonez has a private entrance,” he said. 

			They were led to a small alcove with a single elevator manned by another guard with another Uzi. They rode the elevator to the top floor, where the door opened onto a semicircular reception area with oak floors covered by a scattering of old and expensive Persian rugs. To Ava’s left were two maroon leather couches flanked by easy chairs and anchored by a long rosewood coffee table covered with magazines. To the right was a matching rosewood dining table that held a set of crystal glasses and a crystal decanter filled with water. Groups of eclectic original paintings hung on every wall. 

			Straight ahead was a young Filipino woman sitting behind a desk. She had a long, lean face and jet-black hair pulled back in a ponytail; she was wearing a sleeveless white blouse with a plunging neckline. There were two doors on her right and one on her left, guarded by a giant of a man in a black suit. He stood quietly, his eyes never leaving them. His weapon wasn’t visible but Ava had no doubt he was carrying one. 

			“Welcome,” the young woman said. “I hope the trip from the airport wasn’t too difficult.”

			“It was fine,” Moreno responded.

			“Please, have a seat. I’ll let Mr. Ordonez know you’ve arrived.” She stood and walked to the door to the left. The guard opened it for her and she disappeared inside. Ava and Uncle had barely settled onto one of the couches when she re-emerged alone. “You’ll be meeting in the boardroom,” she said, motioning to the double doors on the right, and then opened them for Ava and Uncle.

			The boardroom had the same oak floors as the reception area, but the soft, rich carpets and rosewood tables were replaced by ultra-modern leather and stainless steel chairs and a sleek glass-topped table. On the walls, a series of Chinese paintings depicting fountains, forests, and dragons made for a strange contrast to the slick, minimalist feel of the furnishings.

			A distinguished-looking Chinese man, not much taller than Uncle, walked through a narrow side door almost as soon as they had sat down. He was wearing a red Polo golf shirt and a pair of black Hugo Boss jeans. He was small but sturdy, and his bald head shone in the light. “My friend,” the man said, holding out his arms in Uncle’s direction.

			Uncle and Ava both stood to greet him. The two men hugged, whispering words in each other’s ears. As they separated, the man nodded at Ava.

			“Ava, this is Mr. Chang Wang,” Uncle said.

			Chang stared at her, his eyes moving up and down as if doing an appraisal. “Mr. Chang,” she said.

			“I have heard very good things about you from Chow Tung,” Chang said, motioning for them to sit. Ava was surprised by his use of Uncle’s given name. She hadn’t met many people who were familiar enough with him to address him that way. “But it wasn’t nice of you to keep us waiting so long,” he said, in a playful tone that still conveyed some displeasure.

			Before she could reply, the double doors swung open and Tommy Ordonez strode into the boardroom. He was close to six feet tall but slouched as he walked, his head down as if there were loose change to be found on the floor. She took in the rest of him, and her disappointment grew. He was wearing a casual yellow shirt and blue jeans and a Patek Philippe watch, and his fingernails were cracked and chewed down to nubs. He wore his black hair unfashionably long, flopping over his ears and hanging down well past his shirt collar. It was a huge contrast to the image he projected to the public. In the photos she had seen online, he was always wearing a three-piece suit and had a refined, distant look about him. 

			Everyone stood and Chang made the introductions. Ordonez gazed fondly at Uncle and then swung his attention to Ava, examining her from head to toe. “I wasn’t told you were such a pretty young woman. I expected someone more like a bookkeeper.” Ava was startled by Ordonez’s voice. The words seemed forced from his mouth, as if an iron vise were gripping his larynx. 

			She glanced quickly at Uncle. His expression betrayed no reaction. Then she looked back at Ordonez, studying his face. It was certainly Chinese, the eyes smaller than the photos portrayed, the irises pitch-black and intense, but the whites were shot through with crimson patches of broken blood vessels. His face was round, his nose bulbous, his lips thick. High on his left cheek and partially covered by his unruly mop was a large black mole from which sprouted a single long, curly hair. It was a Chinese superstition to let such hairs grow — they were thought to bring good luck. 

			“I’m not sure what a bookkeeper should look like,” Ava said.

			Ordonez seemed surprised and shot a look at Chang.

			“Let’s sit,” Chang said. 

			They took opposite sides of the boardroom table, Ordonez and Chang sitting with their backs to the window so the light shone directly on Uncle and Ava. 

			“This is a terrible mess,” Ordonez said to Uncle. “I’m grateful that you’re going to help us get to the bottom of things.”

			“Until we know exactly what happened, we cannot be sure how much help we can be,” Uncle said.

			“I have faith in you. When we met all those years ago, I never thought I would actually need to engage your services — or be able to.” 

			Uncle dipped his head to acknowledge the compliment. “And I am honoured to meet you again. This is a remarkable enterprise you have built.” 

			Ordonez took a deep breath. “Thank you. We have worked hard, my brothers and I and Wang, to bring it this far. There haven’t been many setbacks, although, as you can imagine, there are always challenges in the Philippines, always some politician who wants to nationalize us, always another who wants us investigated for bribing his colleagues — though that kind usually disappears as soon as we add him to the payroll. All in all, it has been good.”

			Ordonez’s attention was focused entirely on Uncle. Ava was used to that. Chinese men of Ordonez and Chang’s background and position treated most women as window dressing. It irritated her, but she would never embarrass Uncle by overreacting. She waited until they had finished their little dance of compliments before inserting herself into the conversation. 

			“Excuse me, but is Philip Chew going to be with us?”

			Ordonez gave her another sharp glance and then turned to stare at Chang.

			“I’m sorry for asking, but since your problem seems to stem from the Canadian operation that Mr. Chew runs, I just assumed he would be here.” 

			“Philip is ill. He can’t travel,” Chang said. 

			“He’s in Vancouver?”

			Ordonez glared at Chang. 

			“This isn’t the time to talk about Philip,” Chang said. “The records and the files are here, not in Vancouver. That should be a good enough place to start. Louis Marx, who is the comptroller for our Canadian business, is one floor below, in the boardroom there. He’s been briefed and will give you all the assistance you need.”

			“How much money are we discussing?” Ava asked.

			“Just over fifty million dollars,” Chang said.

			“Can you explain to me how you found out about the missing funds?”

			“Marx can tell you,” Ordonez snapped.

			Ava glanced quickly at Uncle, whose steady gaze was on Ordonez. “I don’t mean to be rude,” Ava said quietly, “but I would like to get an overview from you before I meet with Mr. Marx. He may have a vested interest.”

			“Ava makes a good point,” Uncle said. 

			Chang looked pained. “It’s a swindle, plain and simple. Our Vancouver office thought it was investing in a golf course and residential complex in Kelowna — you do know where Kelowna is?”

			“I do,” Ava said.

			“They worked through a supposed local developer named Jim Cousins. The plan was for him to purchase various tracts of land and to start clearing it and putting infrastructure into place. He fronted the first two million. Our Vancouver office sent him the balance on a purchase-by-purchase basis,” Chang said.

			“He bought the land first?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then sold it to you?”

			“Yes. Marx has all the paperwork downstairs.”

			“So what happened?”

			“There is no land.”

			“And no fucking Jim Cousins,” Ordonez hissed. He was sitting stiffly upright and his eyes were still on Uncle. She could feel him bristling under her gaze. 

			“How did you find out?” she asked.

			“Deloitte is our outside accounting firm,” Chang said. “They do an annual audit. This time they were particularly thorough.”

			“In what way?”

			“They sent someone from their Kelowna office to the local land registry to confirm that we had title to the property.”

			“And you didn’t?”

			“No. Deloitte informed us that the land that we were supposed to be developing was actually owned by a whole bunch of people who had never heard of us or Jim Cousins.”

			“But didn’t you have copies of the bills of sale, title transfers? Weren’t the purchases papered from your end?”

			“Forgeries.”

			“Wonderful,” she said.

			“That’s a poor choice of word,” Ordonez said, his eyes finally meeting hers.

			“I’m sorry,” she said.

			“This man Marx,” Uncle cut in, “he is completely knowledgeable?” 

			“As much as can be expected,” Chang said. “Philip was the primary contact for Cousins. Everything flowed through Philip.”

			“And I can’t speak with him?” Ava said.

			“Ms. Lee,” Chang said, “please, no more discussion about Philip. He is ill.”

			“We can talk by phone, email.”

			Ordonez interrupted. “My brother has had what my sister-in-law insists is something like a nervous breakdown. She says he isn’t up to talking to anyone about anything.”

			She heard scorn, verging on disgust, in his tone. Ava guessed that Ordonez was someone for whom mental illness either betrayed a character flaw or was merely an excuse for failure. “That is regrettable,” she said. “Have you spoken to him at all?”

			“No,” Ordonez snapped.

			“Mr. Chang, have you?”

			Chang shifted in his seat. “Louis Marx was the last person in the business to talk to him. You can ask him about what Philip had to say.”

			Uncle’s eyes were still on Ordonez as he said to Chang, “Where is this man Cousins?” 

			“We have no idea. His office in Kelowna turned out to be a vacant apartment; he moved out about two weeks ago. None of his phone numbers work. His bank says he cleaned out his accounts. We hired a private detective agency to track him through family and friends, credit cards — anything and everything. They came up empty. Cousins has vanished.”

			“Did Marx meet him?” Ava asked.

			“Twice, both times at our Vancouver office when he was dropping off papers.”

			“So he can describe him for me?”

			“I imagine,” Chang said.

			She heard Uncle shift in his chair. She knew she was trying the men’s patience and that he was sensitive to it. 

			“I think that maybe Ms. Lee’s time would be best spent with Marx,” Ordonez said, his breathing rapid and heavy. “There is nothing more we can tell her.”

			“I agree,” Uncle said, reaching over to touch her hand. 

			“I’ll have my girl take her down,” Ordonez said to Uncle, turning slightly away from Ava.

			“We’ll spend some time getting caught up, and we still need to finalize your fee,” Chang said. “Then I’ll have you taken to the Peninsula. Ms. Lee can join you there later.”
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			Louis Marx looked up from his chair. He was in the boardroom one floor below Ordonez’s office, surrounded by boxes and files strewn across the table. 

			“Hello,” Ava said from the doorway.

			Marx looked confused. “And what do you want?” 

			Ava took a few steps forward and stood across the table from Marx. “I’ve been brought in to help find the money. I thought they’d told you about me. My name is Ava Lee.”

			“They said they were bringing in an accountant. They didn’t give me a name. They also didn’t tell me you were a woman — a young woman.”

			“What did you expect?”

			“Someone more like Dog the Bounty Hunter.”

			She smiled and extended her hand. “Well, I’m Ava Lee.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” Marx said. He stood and reached across the table to shake her hand. His palms were sweaty. He was a large, flabby man, the kind who spent his life indoors behind a desk and had no appetite for exercise. His wrinkled grey slacks were half covered by the tail of his white dress shirt, and his stained blue tie hung loosely around his neck. 

			“Are you all right?” she asked.

			“Not really,” Marx said, his eyes darting manically around the room.

			“Anything I can do?”

			“Yeah, let’s get this over with so I can get on a plane and get back to Vancouver.”

			“What’s been going on?”

			He waved a hand over the boardroom table. “They’ve been using me as a punching bag,” he said. “I think they’re trying to pin this entire fiasco on me. That’s what’s been going on.”

			“How so?”

			“For the past three days I’ve been stashed away in this room getting grilled by Mr. Chang and one or another of the other senior financial people here. They come in together, ask questions, and then talk to each other in Chinese or Filipino or whatever language they’re speaking, as if I’m not even in the room. Then they start up again. I’ve answered the same questions ten times.”

			“That must be unpleasant,” Ava said.

			“Really? Let me tell you how it started when I got here. They stuck the most incredibly detailed and one-sided non-disclosure agreement in my face and told me to sign it. I said I was an employee and that I’d already signed one in Vancouver. They told me I needed to sign that one too, and if I didn’t they’d fire me and then sue me for the missing money. So I signed, of course, but things didn’t get any easier.” 

			“Well, it isn’t my style to make threats, so why don’t we sit and chat. Unless I’m completely misinformed, this is now my project, so you only have to concern yourself about dealing with me.”

			He seemed to relax as he looked down at the files. “There’s a lot of information here, but truthfully, I’m not sure how relevant it is.”

			She sat at the table, removed a new Moleskine notebook from her Chanel purse, and wrote Ordonez across the top of the first page. Ava always used a new notebook for each case, and when the job was completed — successful or not — it was stored away in a safety deposit box at the Toronto-Dominion Bank a few blocks from her condo. “Let’s forget about the files for now,” she said. “Upstairs they told me a little about this land transaction. Why don’t you tell me about this deal from your side. How did it start?”

			His right hand ran through his thin sandy hair. “I’m the comptroller for the Canadian operation and the only non-Chinese member of the management board. We meet every Monday morning to review ongoing investments and discuss any proposals that come our way. It’s a very static enterprise. We’re not in sales or manufacturing, so the business is stable and more or less predictable.

			“Well, about six months ago Philip — Mr. Chew, Tommy Ordonez’s brother — brought a proposal to the table that was a bit unusual. In the ten years I’ve been with the company, he’s never brought any business to the table. Most of the new initiatives originate from below or come as a directive from Manila. So it was a surprise when Philip informed us he had entered into an agreement to develop a residential community with a golf course in the Kelowna area. You know Kelowna?”

			“I do. It’s a prime vacation destination,” Ava said.

			“Lots of money, summer cottages, retirement homes, celebrities. It’s tough to think how you could go wrong putting money into a development there. Anyway, Philip described it as a sweetheart deal. We were going to partner with a company called Kelowna Valley Developments, run by a man named Jim Cousins.”

			“Why ‘sweetheart’?”

			“KVD was fronting the first two million to secure the deal. We didn’t have to put in a dollar until KVD had spent that money, and any money we put in would be to buy the land. The way Philip described it, Cousins would acquire various tracts and handle all that financing until the property was registered. We didn’t have to put our money in until we had title. In terms of security, it doesn’t get much better.”

			“How much land was involved?”

			“About 1,600 acres that we acquired in dribs and drabs. There were fifteen separate land transactions. Normally we would have expected to get that large a tract in two or three buys, but Philip was happy with the way it was structured. He said it lessened our exposure to any fallout.”

			“Did the management committee approve the project?”

			“It was strictly a formality. Philip was just being polite in keeping us informed. He made all the decisions for the company in Canada — at least, all the decisions up to an individual expenditure of five million dollars. Anything above that amount had to be approved at the head office in Manila.”

			“So Manila approved it?”

			“No. They had never heard of KVD until Deloitte got involved.”

			“How is that possible? There was close to fifty million dollars invested. I thought you said Philip Chew had signing authority only up to five million.”

			“Philip told me to treat each land purchase as a stand-alone deal until we had purchased all 1,600 acres. At that point he was going to go to Manila to get approval to roll them up into one package.”

			“What if they had said no?”

			“Not a problem, really. No one’s ever gone wrong buying land in and around Kelowna. We could have sold it in a heartbeat.”

			“Assuming you actually owned the land.”

			“Yeah, assuming.”

			“And you never suspected that something strange was going on?”

			Marx shook his head, and Ava could see how tired he was. She could imagine what Chang and the others had put him through. 

			“There wasn’t really the opportunity. Philip told us about the deal on a Monday and a week later I was getting the paperwork to support the first purchases. It just kept rolling in. It wasn’t until Deloitte started asking questions that I realized it was a bit off-centre.”

			“Who signed the cheques?”

			“Philip and me.”

			“All under five million?”

			“Yeah. Like I said, that was the threshold.”

			“Mr. Chang told me you met Cousins.”

			“Twice, both times in Vancouver. I offered to go to Kelowna but he put me off.”

			“He came to your office?”

			“I met him in Philip’s office, and they acted like the best of friends. Looking back, that was also kind of strange, because Philip isn’t the most sociable character.”

			“Describe Cousins.”

			“Big, bluff guy in jeans and an L.L. Bean chamois shirt. I know about the shirt because I asked. He looked as if he had spent his life in construction or lumber. He had that outdoors look.”

			“Tall?”

			“Over six feet.”

			“Any physical characteristics that would make him stand out in a crowd?”

			Marx shuffled the files in front of him, then opened one and leafed through it. “Here, these are photos from the security cameras at the office. They’ll give you some idea.”

			The photographs were grainy and the angles disjointed, but they were good enough for her to see that Cousins was rangy, rugged, and dressed like a cowboy. His face was blurred but she got a general sense that he was a handsome man with a thick black moustache and a full head of hair, combed straight back. “You never ran a credit check on him?”

			“Philip gave him the green light.”

			“How did you discover you had a problem?”

			Marx sighed and rolled his eyes skywards. “Deloitte was doing their audit and they came across the land transactions. They started off questioning whether or not we had violated the threshold limits. Philip argued with them, saying that we had been technically within our rights to do what we did. I know the lead auditor wasn’t convinced, but he wasn’t about to take on Philip head-on. So they did what auditors do: they burrowed deeper to make sure their asses would be covered in case this became an issue. Sending someone to the registry office in Kelowna was a bit extreme, even for them, but I think they had legitimate concerns about the way the deal was structured.”

			“Then what happened?”

			“Deloitte called me first, then I called Philip. He freaked out and told me to hold off advising Manila until we were completely sure of the facts. I couldn’t do that. I knew that Deloitte would report directly to Manila, and I didn’t want it to look as if I was withholding information. So I called my counterpart here.”

			“Mr. Chang?”

			“No way — he’s the right hand of God. I called the CFO.”

			“So what happened?”

			“I was told to go to Kelowna and meet the people from Deloitte there. We went to the registry office together and confirmed that the land we thought we had bought was owned by people we had never heard of. We went to Cousins’ office, which turned out to be a vacant apartment. Then we went to the bank that had supposedly handled the transactions. They wouldn’t tell us anything other than that KVD had an account there.”

			“Who set up the bank account?”

			“Cousins.”

			“Who had signing authority?”

			“Cousins.”

			“You didn’t think to have at least two signatures on it?”

			“Ava, we had the titles already. We were transferring money for property we had already purchased.”

			“Okay, so now Manila is involved.”

			“The CFO flies over to Vancouver, hires a private detective agency to chase down Cousins and the money, and spends two days going through the files with me.”

			“Where is Philip?”

			“At home — devastated, depressed, and not much good for anything.”

			“You saw him?”

			“I did.”

			“Was he really that distraught?”

			“I thought so, and truthfully I didn’t fault him. You know that bad cop/good cop cliché? Well, Chang and Ordonez are more like very bad cop and worse cop. Chang has almost reduced me to tears several times on his own. I’m not sure what I would do if I had both of them hammering at me. I’m sure Philip knew what was in store for him.”

			“And the detectives — they came up empty?”

			“Can’t find Cousins, can’t find the money. All they can tell us is that the KVD bank account is empty and Cousins cleaned out his personal account too.”

			“How much was in his account?”

			“We’re told about two million.”

			“That’s a lot of money.”

			“He fronted the two million to start the project, so he had to have some money,” Marx said, and then caught himself. “Of course, he really didn’t front anything, did he?”

			“No,” Ava said softly.

			The room went quiet. She had been making notes as Marx spoke. She circled the words two million and personal bank account. 

			“Now what?” Marx asked.

			“I’d like to spend some time alone with the files. I’m sure I’m not going to find anything other than what you’ve told me, but you never know — I could get lucky.”

			“Be my guest. I’ll be glad to get out of this room.”

			“Do we need to call anyone?”

			“To get permission for me to leave, you mean?”

			“Yes.”

			“They told me to do whatever you asked.”

			“Good. Then why don’t you go back to your hotel, have a drink, get a massage, get whatever. Just relax. Louis, we’re colleagues now. I’m not the inquisitor. I’m here to figure out what happened and to try to fix it.” She shook her head. “I think you should get back to Vancouver as soon as you can. You’re like a red flag to these guys. Every time they look at you they’re reminded of what went wrong, and they need to lash out. Go home. I’ll tell them I need you in Vancouver.”

			She watched him leave the boardroom, his suit jacket slung over his shoulder, his shirttail hanging out the back of his trousers. She didn’t give him another month with the company. If he didn’t quit they’d fire him. Someone was going to have to take the blame for this fiasco. And Louis Marx wasn’t Chinese and his brother didn’t own the company.
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			Her phone rang at seven in the evening. It was the wake-up call she had booked after leaving Ordonez’s offices and before crawling into bed with a glass of Pinot Grigio. Ava showered herself into relative consciousness before calling Uncle, who had left a note for her at the front desk, asking her to call him when she checked in. 

			“Wei,” he said.

			“Uncle, it’s Ava.”

			“I’m in suite 1040. Come and see me.” 

			His door was open when she arrived. The room was beautiful, with gleaming teak floors, elegant bamboo furniture of a quality she knew you couldn’t buy anymore, and a king-size four-poster bed with a snow-white down comforter. Uncle was sitting on a bamboo chair, his feet barely touching the ground, a bottle of Tsing Tao beer in his hand. “I have some white wine on ice for you,” he said, pointing to a credenza. 

			“You’re spoiling me,” she said.

			“It is by way of an apology.” 

			“I’m sorry, Uncle, I don’t understand.” Ava couldn’t think of anything he’d done that required an apology. Even if there had been a slight, their relationship was such that he would have made amends in a more subtle and less direct way.

			He waited until she had poured herself a glass and seated herself next to him before leaning towards her. He caught her eye, and she flinched when she saw the anger in his face. “I was very unhappy with the manner in which Chang Wang and Tommy Ordonez treated you today,” Uncle said. “I had words with Chang after you left the room. I told him I was not certain we wanted to take the job and that I would leave it up to you.”

			Ava was surprised by his reaction. She hadn’t found Ordonez and Chang more offensive than some of their other rich Chinese clients. There’s something else at play here, she thought. “Is there a problem with our fee?”

			He smiled. “You are so practical.”

			“Is there?”

			“No, just the opposite. After the way they behaved, I insisted on our usual rate. They agreed.”

			“So what’s the issue?”

			“Their behaviour,” he said. “Chang Wang is waiting downstairs to have dinner with us. I told him that if we are not there by eight o’clock it means we are going back to Hong Kong tomorrow.”

			“You and Chang Wang — how far back do you go?” she asked, realizing that this had nothing to do with her. 

			“We are both from Wuhan, and we grew up together as boys in the same village.”

			“And you’ve kept in touch all these years?”

			Uncle stalled by taking a sip of beer. “We have done favours for each other,” he said slowly. “Chang helped me get to Hong Kong. After I was established, I helped him get to the Philippines, where he had a brother. From time to time our businesses — my old one — needed help, and we were there for each other. In China today, Tommy Ordonez would be nothing but an ink blot if it were not for my connections. And Chang helped me make a lot of money in these islands.”

			“Such old friends, and close friends. There can’t be too many men from that village who made it out, let alone became so successful.”

			“Only a few of us, and that makes it worse.”

			Now she understood. By being rude to her, Uncle thought they had been disrespectful to him. He was at times overly sensitive to slights, and as he got older she noticed he was more easily irked. She also knew he didn’t care about Ordonez’s behaviour; it was Chang’s attitude that bothered him. “Uncle, Chang Wang was in a difficult position today. Tommy Ordonez is obviously in a rage over this Canadian business. His own brother, whom he obviously trusted, has failed him. You wouldn’t expect Chang to openly chastise or oppose Ordonez. Maybe by being a little rude to me himself, he managed to moderate Ordonez. I’m sure that his actions towards me meant no disrespect to you.”

			Uncle leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. “Ava, if you want to go back to Hong Kong we will leave Ordonez to sort out his own mess,” he said quietly.

			“Uncle, that would be the wrong reason to go back to Hong Kong.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“From what I’ve read and heard, Philip Chew is up to his neck in this thing. That’s obvious to me, to you, and I’m sure to them. So why do they want to use us at all?”

			He took another sip of beer. “You are probably right, of course. They do suspect Philip, Chang more than Ordonez. Ordonez is still willing to give his younger brother the benefit of the doubt. They want us to eradicate that doubt.”

			“And then what, push us aside?”

			“No, I was firm about that and they agree. Even if we discover that Philip was responsible for the loss, there is the matter of determining what he did and why he did it. And then there is still fifty million dollars — or part of fifty million dollars — that we need to find and recover.”

			“Why hasn’t Ordonez confronted his brother?”

			“He wants to be one hundred percent sure of the facts.”

			“I’m not sure I believe that,” she said.

			“Neither do I, but Chang did say that when they sent their CFO in Manila to Vancouver, Philip Chew would not meet with him or talk to him on the phone. The CFO even went to his house but was not allowed through the front door. Chew seems to have barricaded himself inside. So maybe Ordonez has not talked to him because he cannot,” Uncle said. He paused and looked down at his beer. “Ava, Ordonez is a very proud man, and I know that is another reason why we are involved. He wants to keep this whole affair as private as possible. Inside the company they are blaming this Jim Cousins for concocting the scheme and they are saying that Louis Marx did not do his job properly. That is the official line, and I am not sure anything we find will change that, internally at least. You need to understand that, in Manila, Ordonez is a superstar in the business community. He has hardly put a wrong foot forward. If it comes out that he was swindled by his own brother, he will become a cheap headline in the Manila Star and every other newspaper in the country. And in the Philippines image is important. The idea of people laughing behind his back makes Ordonez crazy.” 

			“Chang told you all this?”

			“Most of it.”

			She sat quietly for a moment, calculating costs. “Uncle, what if we prove Chew’s culpability? What if I find out where the money went and there is no money to be retrieved?”

			“We have a standby fee of one million dollars.”

			“How much time do they expect us to devote to this?”

			“I told them that if we could not find answers within a week, then we would part ways.”

			“There isn’t much downside to that,” she said.

			“I think not.”

			“Then let’s take the job.”

			He smiled. “As I said, a practical girl.”

			“And a greedy one. I want that fee.”

			She started to rise, assuming their conversation was over, but Uncle remained in his chair. “There’s something else I don’t know?” she asked.

			Uncle sipped his beer. “The fat man you saw me with at the airport in Hong Kong.”

			“Yes?”

			“His name is Lop Liu.”

			“You implied he ran the Triad in Mong Kok.”

			“He does.”

			“What does that have to do with me?”

			“Do you remember Jackie Leung?”

			“The toy manufacturer just outside Guangzhou? The one who tried to move the business to Vietnam without telling his partner? I caught up with him in Ho Chi Minh City.”

			“You beat him, yes?”

			“He came at me with a crowbar.”

			“All he remembers is that you beat him and took his money. Lop told me that Jackie has become very successful, and he has guanxi — connections and influence — with some of my old adversaries. The fat man told me that Jackie wants repayment for the misery we put him through.”

			Ava was accustomed to threats and wondered why Uncle was taking this one to heart. “You’re not nervous, are you?”

			He waved his hand. “Me, they would never think about harming. It is you that pig Leung has targeted.”

			“Uncle, why are you telling me this?” she asked.

			“I want you to be careful.”

			“I always am.”

			“Ava, these are serious and competent people who have been well paid, with promises of more if they can kill you. You need to be alert until I can resolve this.”

			“And how will you do that?”

			“I am going to have Leung taken care of.”

			“Then what do I have to worry about?”

			“I have to find him first.”
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