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	The Home of Great 

	Action Fiction!

	 


Hong Kong: Where East meets West in a boom of skyscrapers and shanty towns, of luxury hotels and sleazy waterfront bars. Where anything can be had for a price, from a pretty girl to a shipment of raw heroin.

	When an American mob backed by Mafia money muscles in on the colony’s lucrative rackets, offering their own special brand of ‘protection’, they trespass on Crown’s patch.

	Big mistake.

	Chief Superintendent John Crown isn’t your usual policeman. Tough, bitter and ruthless, he believes that bullets speak louder than words. And he has a special dislike of trespassers.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE OLD MAN finished totalling the cash from the drawer beneath the counter and sighed deeply. The exercise had used up little time—how long does it take to count one-hundred-and-ninety-six Hong Kong Dollars, even if the largest bill is a five? Not so long as it takes to earn it: alternately sitting on a stool and shuffling forward to attend to the requirements of too few customers for a whole working day in a cramped and overheated tailor’s shop located in a narrow alley off Queen’s Road Central in Victoria City. Chang Tsong sighed again and replaced the money in the drawer, currency in one compartment and coins in another. Tomorrow might be better, he told himself. Tomorrow a cruise ship might arrive in the harbour filled with passengers unwilling to listen to the illegal touts: discerning people who would find their way to the best and most honest of the more than two thousand tailors in the Colony. Every night Chang told himself this after counting the day’s takings: in the full knowledge that his customers would inevitably be the same as they always were—Chinese with just the occasional European resident. With such a clientele, a man had little chance of becoming rich.

	But then, as he shuffled out from behind the counter on arthritic legs and moved along the narrow shop to the door, he smiled. It was an expression that sat well upon his ancient features, the loose skin crinkling at the corners of eyes and mouth in well-defined lines carved over many years. For the seventy-year-old Chinese was blessed with a natural good-humour and an incurable optimism that allowed him to smile when others might feel more like weeping.

	This smile, however, as he leaned his slight body out of the open doorway and peered through the murky twilight towards the bright splash of Queen’s Road at the end of the alley, was not simply a false facade to challenge adversity. It sprang from genuine joy as the old man anticipated the return of his grandson, Po. Soon, the giant jetliner would land at Kai Tak Airport and the boy would be back where he belonged.

	“There is much time yet, Tsong.”

	Chang turned away from the bright neon glare of the main street at the end of the alley and looked along the shop towards his wife. Sui Li was just a fragile silhouette against the dim electric light in the doorway behind her, but when a man has been married for fifty-two years he does not need to see his wife to refresh his memory about every plane and angle of her face and body. Sui Li matched her husband in age and temperament: and once their heights had been identical. But for many years pain had stooped her shoulders and bent her head so that her chin almost brushed her chest. She could walk only with the aid of two sticks but even this would not be for long. For although her near fleshless legs continued to retain their low degree of strength, the arthritis was spreading fast down her arms to attack the skeletal hands. And once she was unable to grip the sticks, she was destined to become a helpless invalid.

	Her face was as emaciated as her frail body, holding no trace of the beauty that had been hers as a young girl. Pain and hardship had drained her of such physical attributes. But, as Tsong shuffled towards her, he saw that her eyes were as bright as ever as they swivelled up to look at him from her enforced stooped, head-forward posture: and that the skin stretched taut over the prominent bone structure of her face was creased in the much used smile lines.

	“Not so much,” he replied. “After three months.”

	Sui Li nodded—an almost imperceptible movement of her grey-haired head. “You aren’t going to close the shop?”

	“Another hour,” he told her. “Perhaps a rich American…”

	“Or an even richer German,” his wife countered.

	Tsong shrugged. “Who knows?”

	“You know,” she said with a short laugh. “And I know. But you would not be who you are if you didn’t hope and I would be failing in my duty if I did not encourage you.”

	“Everything is ready for Po’s arrival?” he asked.

	“Only our grandson is missing,” she answered.

	“Then we will wait together,” Tsong told his wife, and took her arm to lead her behind the counter and helped her on to a lower stool than the one he used.

	They talked little as the empty minutes dragged by and full night swooped down over Hong Kong, entering into regular battle with the millions of coloured neon tubes and electric light bulbs spread thickly over the island city of Victoria and mainland Kowloon. Chang’s Tailor’s Store had its own neon sign above the doorway, regularly spilling blood-red light across the width of the alley and over the threshold into the front of the shop, the name alternately emblazoned in English and Cantonese. When, at seven o’clock, Chang closed and locked the door and switched off the sign, the alley became a shadowy and faintly ominous backwater and the shop with its shelves lined by bolt6 of cloth and racks of ready-made suits and dresses took on a somewhat sombre aspect.

	Then it was plunged into complete darkness as Chang switched off the pale yellow overhead lights and followed his slow-moving wife through the rear doorway into the living quarters. A shopkeeper who had a turnover of less than two hundred dollars on a good day could not afford the luxury of an establishment dripping with bright lights during the closed hours. And such an expensive indulgence was pointless in Black Dog Street which was out of the tourist area and therefore unlikely to be visited by night-time strollers. The only other shop on the street was a butcher’s catering exclusively to the local trade. The rest of the buildings were given over to cheap apartments and the offices of obscure trading companies and agencies. After dark the only strangers to step off Queen’s Road Central into Black Dog Street would be either drunks who had lost their way or adventurous clients of the many streetwalkers who rented several of the apartments flanking the narrow alley. Such people would not be inclined to be attracted by a bright window display or in a proper state of mind to think about returning the next day to make a purchase.

	The two Chinese in badly tailored western-style suits who climbed out of a green Volvo station wagon on Morrison Street and started to walk slowly back towards Queen’s Road were in a blank state of mind. They knew what they had to do and they would do it: there was nothing to think about.

	In the cramped living room behind the tiny shop, Chang regarded his wife’s handiwork and gave her a nod of approval. Somehow—he knew only that it must have caused her a great deal of pain—in the period since they shared their midday meal together, Sui Li had transformed the room from its usual clean but nonetheless Spartan drabness into a semblance of bright cheerfulness. The centrepiece was the table pushed against one wall, filled to near overflowing with numerous dishes of food resting on warmers. Above this was the coloured photograph of Po, his handsome face caught in a moment of severity beneath the jutting peak of the uniform cap. Strung out below the framed picture and above the heavily loaded table was a paper banner lettered in Chinese characters that proclaimed WELCOME HOME AND HAPPY BIRTHDAY PO. The other walls were decked out with brightly coloured bunting, beneath which the ancient but well cared for furniture gleamed with the sheen of recent polishing. Every shelf, the television set, bureau and the two low occasional tables were lined with framed pictures of Po, from the age of a few weeks to full manhood. And the whole scene was lit by many strategically placed coloured candles which flickered and danced in stray draughts to give an impression of warmth in addition to their gentle light.

	To will be most impressed,” Chang said as he helped his wife to lower herself among the cushions on one of the two easy chairs in the room. “You should have allowed me to help.”

	The mixed aromas of the food reminded him how hungry he was.

	“It is woman’s work,” Sui Li replied.

	Chang waved a gnarled hand to indicate the paper decorations. “Even this?”

	She rested the sticks across the arms of the chair and leaned back, presenting her face to full view in the soft, warm light. She was smiling again. “A labour of love for a grandmother,” she said. “For a grandfather, too. I was selfish.”

	Chang shook his head. “For you, that is not possible.”

	Again, a comfortable silence settled upon the old couple. The wife content that one of the infrequent exciting moments of her life was approaching: the husband’s quiet enjoyment of anticipation marred only by the fact that he was very hungry and the food—such as they would take a whole week to eat under normal circumstances—must not be touched before Po arrived.

	The two Chinese men from the green Volvo—both in their late twenties, both tall in the northern China manner and both coldly deadpan—jay-walked across Queen’s Road Central and on the opposite pavement headed eastwards. It was the quiet time of the evening when the Colony seemed to be pausing for breath. The working day was over for most and nightlife had not yet begun. But the pavement was not entirely deserted, although the men treated it as if it were so: maintaining an unwavering line which forced others to angle clear of their path. It so happened they were in step so that, when they reached the corner of Black Dog Street, there was something vaguely military about the way they turned—a casual right wheel.

	There was no hesitancy; no searching for street numbers or shop signs. Like regular visitors on familiar ground they marched along the centre of the uneven, narrow street until they came to an abrupt halt beneath the darkened sign above the doorway of Chang’s shop.

	“He closes early,” the slightly thinner man said in English, his voice having a faint drawl that suggested his tutor had been American.

	The other man shrugged. The movement caused the lapels of his jacket to gape. The butt of the Snub Magnum in a shoulder holster looked black and evil against his very white shirt. “Now his overheads are going up, he’ll have to work longer hours.” He might have been taught by the same language teacher.

	He turned to put his back to the door and swung his leg. The heel of his black, patent-leather shoe crashed hard against the foot of the door.

	In the living room, Chang and his wife were jerked out of their private thoughts and their eyes locked. Each stare held a tacit question.

	“Would Po have lost his key?” Chang said.

	“It is too early,” his wife replied. “And he would not use his feet.”

	Again the heel of the caller’s shoe crashed into the bottom of the door: even more forcefully this time so that the long pane of translucent glass bearing the name of the establishment in gold-leaf lettering rattled ominously in the beading. Fear leapt into the eyes of the old couple as Chang struggled to his feet. Sui Li pushed her sticks against the floor, but Chang shook his head and thrust out his palm to tell her to remain where she was.

	“Come on, we know you’re in there!”

	The harshly spoken English, heavy with a threat, urged Chang into unaccustomed and painful haste. But his aching joints refused to respond quickly enough to the dictates of his frightened mind. He had reached the door to the shop and was opening it when the patience of his callers was exhausted. The man with the potbelly of over-indulgence jabbed backwards with the point of his elbow then leaned forward as shards of shattered glass exploded under the blow. He whirled, pushed his hand through the large hole, released the catch of the Yale lock and followed the inward swing of the opening door. His partner was immediately behind him, hand resting easily in the vee of his jacket lapels. They halted, side-by-side, and blinked in the sudden brightness from the overhead lights which the shocked Chang had switched on. The old man felt himself rooted to the spot by fear, unable to advance against the intruders: helpless even to beckon Sui Li back into her chair as he heard the thud of her sticks and shuffling of her slippers.

	“You’re the owner?” This from the one with the big belly.

	“We know he’s the owner, Ma,” the thin one said.

	“We gotta be sure, Wang.” He grinned cruelly. “All these damn southern Chinks look alike to me.”

	“What do you want here?” Chang managed to force around the lump in his throat, speaking Cantonese. “Why you break in?”

	Sui Li reached the doorway and peered around the thin frame of her husband.

	“That must be his wife,” Wang said.

	“Trying the sympathy bit,” Ma replied. “It ain’t gonna work. We all got our problems.”

	Both the Chang’s knew English. Every Chinese in any kind of business in Hong Kong had to be at least bi-lingual.

	“Please, tell me what you want here?” the old man pleaded.

	Ma nodded. “Gonna be a pleasure to do business with you, Mr. Chang. Appreciate a man who don’t wanna waste time. Me and my partner gotta lot of calls to make tonight. Nice if all our clients wanna hurry things along.”

	“Clients?” Chang said, puzzled. “I do not…”

	“Tell him, Wang.”

	Wang nodded. “Like we’re in the insurance business, Mr. Chang. Insurance and commission agency, really. You’re with another company now, but we think we can persuade you to change.”

	Sui Li emitted a low groan and her husband moved back a pace and put a supporting arm around her shoulder. The fear in his expression deepened as the unknown retreated before established fact.

	“I already pay,” the old man blurted out.

	Ma dropped his false grin and his expression and voice became a snarl. “Listen to my partner, you stupid old bastard! He said that we’re with a better company. One hundred dollars a week and we don’t only cover this crumby joint. Our men at Ocean Terminal at Kai Tak and on the streets add the name of your store to their sheets. You get advertising as well. It’s an investment. You’ll make a lot of money with new business.”

	“That’s right, Mr. Chang. Our service can’t be beat,”

	Chang shook his head emphatically. “I already pay. Can’t afford more.”

	“Not more, Mr. Chang,” Wang corrected, slipping into Cantonese. “You pay us instead of the others. The premiums you pay us will cover protection from the others.”

	“Please, we are poor people,” Sui Li implored. “My husband pay other men only yesterday. We have nothing to pay. All our money spent on homecoming and birthday celebration for grandson.”

	“Makes you wanna cry, don’t it, Wang?” Ma drawled. “Check the cash drawer.”

	“If I can,” Wang replied solemnly. “Hard to see anything, my eyes are so misted up.”

	A laugh burst from his lips.

	Chang released his wife and started forward, grimacing at the pain which the sudden movement triggered in his limbs. He reached the end of the counter a moment before Wang, and grasped its top corner gratefully. “Please, the money is to pay bills,” he said breathlessly. “We can spare nothing.”

	The humour drained from Wang’s features. His narrow eyes became like strips of ice and a soft whistling sound escaped his compressed lips. “Step aside, old man,” he whispered. “You wouldn’t want any personal injury before you were covered, uh?”

	“Tsong!” Sui Li exclaimed fearfully.

	Chang started to turn to look at his wife. Wang began to whistle again. He brought up his right leg. The kneecap smashed into Chang’s groin. The old man screamed for a part of a second, until his voice cracked. He was lifted bodily from the floor by the power of the blow and when he thudded down again the agony of his injury swamped his strength. His legs buckled and he crumpled. He stretched out full length, his back arching. Then he rolled on to his side, clutching at his injury and folding himself into the foetal position. The sound of his pain had become a croaked groaning.

	“I did all right, uh?” Wang asked as he stepped over the writhing form and went behind the counter.

	“You were right on the ball,” Ma complimented wryly, watching impassively as Sui Li struggled across to where her husband lay and flopped down beside him. Her sticks fell with a clatter that masked her cry of pain. She fell sideways and pressed her sparse cheek against his.

	“Looks about a couple of hundred,” Wang announced after he had pulled out the cash drawer and prodded among the bills and loose change.

	Ma crossed to where the old couple lay and looked coldly down at them. Both found what was necessary within them to inject hatred into their anguish as they stared up at him.

	“All right we take a hundred bucks?” Ma asked.

	Chang opened his mouth, but could not force out the words. Sui Li had greater experience of pain and had learned how to conquer it.

	“How can we stop you?” she spat strongly.

	Ma shook his head. “We can’t just take it, old lady. That’d be stealing, which is against the law. Best if you give it to us. But, seem” as how you’re both kinda indisposed, you just give us your permission to take the premium from the loot in the till. That’d be pretty legal.”

	The old woman dragged her gaze away from the impassive face of the protection enforcer and urged softness into her eyes as she looked at her husband. There were tears of pain on his cheeks. His voice, when he finally managed to force out the words, sounded as if his throat was lined with sandpaper.

	“I give you not even the droppings of the rats who are your brothers!”

	“Crap from you I don’t want!” Ma rasped, and launched a kick.

	Sui Li screamed and tried to jerk her husband’s head clear. But she had no chance. The toe of Ma’s highly polished shoe caught Chang under the right ear. The welt went in hard enough to tear the lobe of the ear away from the flesh and as the old man was plunged into unconsciousness a great gush of blood sprayed over the floor. His wife tried to stem the flow with her hands as she hugged him to her.

	Ma swung around and strode purposefully towards the doorway into the living room as Wang slid from behind the counter and grinned down into the anguished face of Sui Li.

	“Different people get their kicks in different ways,” he said.

	Sui Li stared after him hatefully as he followed Ma into the back room, not understanding him. Then she looked back into the wan face of her unconscious husband, concerned at the amount of blood he was losing and at the raggedness of his breathing.

	Wang stood in the doorway and watched as Ma shovelled the contents of a dish of sweet and sour pork into his mouth. “Good?” he called.

	“They oughta be in the restaurant business,” Ma replied, dropping the empty dish to the polished wood floor. The fragile china shattered into myriad fragments.

	“Guess tailoring suited ’em better,” Wang said with a grin, catching the aroma of the food and starting forward to sample Sui Li’s cooking for himself.

	But Ma didn’t give him the opportunity. He leaned forward, hooked his hands under the edge of the table and heaved. The table canted. Dishes slid from warmers and then the warmers slithered in their wake. They all collided against the wall, then smashed to the floor in a mess of spilled food and shattered china when Ma stepped back, dragging the table with him. Many of the stubby candles which fell from the warmers were extinguished by the steaming food. A few remained alight.

	“What a waste,” Wang muttered irritably.

	“Accidents happen,” Ma replied, and sidestepped, crashing a jutting hip against the television set. The TV toppled from its stand and smashed to the floor. The tube exploded with a loud crack.

	“You’re really a clumsy bastard,” Wang accused, then stooped, lifted one end of the bureau and sent it spinning to land upside down in the centre of the room.

	Photographs of Chang Po were scattered across the floor among overturned, guttering candles.

	“You and me both,” Ma said, and stared around the room. His eyes suddenly narrowed and his lips cracked open in a thin grin. He reached up and wrenched one end of a string of bunting away from the wall. When he released it, the multi-coloured tissue paper decorations trailed across one of the dislodged candles. Ignition was immediate.

	“Ma!” Wang yelled, suddenly apprehensive. “Make an example, he said. He didn’t say to get this rough.”

	Ma stared excitedly at the flames eating rapaciously along the length of decorations. “You getting cold feet, man?” he snarled, lunging forward to tear down the sign which draped the picture. He dropped it on to the candles still burning amid the smashed china and spilled food. Flames took hold and exploded black smoke. “Stick around and warm them.”

	He turned and bore down upon Wang, who quickly sprang out of his path. Wang took a final look around at the wreckage and leaping flames, mere nervousness expanding into fear in his eyes as he saw the fire capture a deep pile rug and lick at the wooden leg of an easy chair. Then he whirled and lunged through the doorway into the shop. Acrid-smelling tendrils of black smoke reached out after him.

	Ma had already reached the smashed front door. He had halted, but it was obvious he didn’t intend to wait for long. The smell of smoke reached Sui Li and she swung her head around, groaning at the pain it caused. The orange and yellow glow darkened by drifting smoke expanded her fear to the very edge of panic. As Wang ran along the shop in front of her towards Ma, she lunged to grasp at his ankles but he easily evaded her.

	“Fire!” she screamed, and coughed as the first wave of smoke curled into her gaping mouth and was sucked down her throat.

	Ma stepped out into the empty alley and Wang leapt after him. For some reason, which he could not himself understand, he halted and closed the shattered door. Through the opaque glass still held in the wood, the fire had a comforting glow. Through the large, jagged hole the naked flames glared ominously.

	“Hell, that was a hot one!” Wang exclaimed as the two enforcers fell into step, heading for the more crowded pavement of Queen’s Road Central.

	“You notice the badge on the cap the guy in the picture was wearing?” Ma asked easily as they waited for a double-decker bus to trundle by and then started across the street.

	“No?” Wang was intrigued.

	“Cop.”

	“Christ!”

	Ma grinned as they turned the corner into Morrison Street and hooked the car keys from his pocket. “He’s sure gonna get a warm welcome.”

	They climbed into the Volvo and Ma drove, making a turn on to Wing Lok East then filtered into the traffic of Queens. The Volvo did not pass the mouth of the alleyway called Black Dog Street. It did pass two fire engines which may or may not have been heading for Chang’s Tailor’s Store.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	“HEY, WE’RE HOME,” Shu McLeod said, jabbing a sharp elbow into the ribs of the passenger seated beside her, who had been snoring gently for more than an hour.

	There were several pretty women aboard the Pan-Am Jumbo flight from San Francisco to Singapore via Hawaii, Tokyo and Hong Kong. But if a vote had been taken among the male passengers it was highly likely that the twenty-three-year-old Eurasian girl would have been elected the one with the most sex appeal. Tall—fractionally over five feet nine—and with a slim 34-19-35 figure her body was strikingly attractive in the model-girl manner. But she did not have a fashion-plate face. From a Scottish father and a Malayan mother she had drawn the best of Oriental and Occidental features, and a kind fate had ensured that the mix was achieved without violent contrasts.

	Thus, bright, intelligent, blue eyes lodged well between narrow lids, a delicately shaped nose and wide mouth did not appear misplaced between high cheekbones; and honey-coloured, naturally waved hair falling to her slim shoulders toned perfectly with the faintly sepia hue of the blemish-free skin. A high, broad forehead and a firm jaw line completed a natural jigsaw that could have been a disaster but which had turned out brilliantly.

	Chang Po flicked open his eyes and shook his head as he saw the girl, dressed modestly in a white two-piece suit buttoned high to her long throat with a skirt hem reaching to a midway point at her knees, the cut hinting at, rather than emphasizing, her gently curved figure. The motion of his head was partly to shake free the last remnants of sleep: mostly to dismiss into his subconscious the fragments of a highly erotic dream about Shu which had followed him into awareness.

	When she smiled at him, it was precisely the kind of expression she had worn during the most heated sequence in the dream fantasy and Chang flushed.

	“Look,” she said, pressing herself back against the seat, inviting him to lean across her and peer out of the cabin window.

	He accepted the offer with a grunt and stared through the distorting curve of the double-glazing at the millions of multi-coloured pinpricks of light that showed Hong Kong Island and the tip of the Kowloon Peninsula in relief against the inky blackness of the sea. Throughout the giant airliner, shuddering as the captain reduced speed and swooped on to the approach glide path, other passengers with access to ports craned forward to catch a glimpse of the jagged-edged splashes of colour beneath the descending “plane.

	Gasps of awe mingled with the chatter of first impressions and knowledgeable comments from those who had flown into Kai Tak before. But Chang heard only the gentle breathing of the girl who had invited him into such close proximity: and his ability to appreciate the fascinating sight of land and sea was hampered by the nearness of the twin cones of her breasts as they rose and fell within a fraction of brushing his cheek. The subtle aroma of her perfume provided a further distraction.

	“Quite something, isn’t it?” Shu asked as he drew back and fastened his seat harness in compliance with the illuminated sign and instructions of a remote stewardess.

	“Quite something,” he agreed, his breathlessness having nothing to do with the view from the port.

	Shu’s smile became knowing, for a woman as beautiful as she—who had packed a great deal of experience into her life from mid-teens to early twenties—had inevitably learned of the effect she had on man: and to recognize the signs which told her of the degree of that effect.

	Chang stared directly ahead at the backrest of the seat in front of him and Shu studied him in profile—the latest of many such surveys during the flight. She saw a purebred Chinese with southern ancestry, a heritage which gave him a slim, shortish stature—he matched her own height of five-nine and probably weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds. He had a round face held back from manly handsomeness by a certain bland innocence about the narrow eyes and short mouth. The close cropping of his slick, black hair added to this impression and Shu guessed that women of a certain type would find him attractive through an appeal to their maternal instincts. She was not of that certain type. She admired the compactness of his body which hinted at
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