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‘The silver needle springs blood from the finger

Do not reveal our secrets

If you disclose any secret

Blood will be shed from the five holes of your body.’
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It was night.

Despite layers of quilted clothing the young man shivered convulsively. The northeast monsoon had left behind a tendril of cold nights, a reminder that although giving way to the brief warm spring and hot wet summer, the chill of winter would inevitably return.

Towards dawn the cold settled heavy on the exposed rock that thrust itself up through the sullen choppy seas like a decaying tooth; nameless, one of the hundreds of islands making up the anachronistic British Colony of Hong Kong. It was less than half a mile in circumference with just one landing place, a narrow beach of tumbled stones in a bay which time had bitten from the south-western shoreline. Elsewhere, near-vertical cliffs plunged headlong into the sea.

The island had never been inhabited. There were no trees, no sources of fresh water, no grasses but the coarsest. There were lichens, a few stunted shrubs, and in the partial shelter of the bay, well above the spring tide mark, a fisherman’s store constructed from driftwood and flattened oil drums. There were gaping holes in the bleached and sagging roof and walls of the store, the sacking windows had disintegrated and the door lay a dozen paces away, partly submerged by stones and tidal debris. It had once been used by the Hoklo, the fishing people, but they had long gone, driven ever further afield as teeming humanity polluted the colony, plundering local fish stocks almost to extinction. The big fishing junks had given way to steel trawlers that ventured down to Hainan and the Gulf of Tongking, seeking the red snapper, the wave sea bream, the lizard fish and the formidable conger-pike.

The young man stood and stretched his legs in the open doorway of the derelict building, feeling the tingle of sensation returning to feet leaden with cold. The faint lingering odours of stale urine and decomposing fish, pungent ghosts of past use, had at first distressed him but now no longer impinged on his consciousness; other ghosts, longer dead, did haunt him, however. His mother had known the last war, and had told him of the thousands of Chinese ‘offenders’ dumped on uninhabited islands such as this during the occupation and left to die of thirst, starvation or exposure. At night, the superstition has it, you can still hear the whimpers of the dying out at sea.

He was tired and his muscles were almost seized with cold but his irrational unease was a minute fireball that kept his brain warmed for action. He returned to sit on the canvas covered iron frame of the radio transmitter and stare out into the night as duty demanded.

Dawn found Richard Yee sipping the last of a small flask of fortified coffee. With the coming of the dull cloud-diffused light, excitement rose in him like lust. It was time to move.

He slid the flask into an inner pocket of his peasant coat, stood and picked up the radio, slinging it across his shoulders by the carrying strap. He looked carefully round the store and its environs to see that no trace of his occupancy remained, then headed across the stone beach and up into the inhospitable interior of the island.

Wedged in a rock cavity some hundred yards above the beach, Detective Inspector Richard Yee huddled once more into his unaccustomed peasant clothes, his moon-face tight with cold and tension as he peered through heavy spectacles and police-issue binoculars into the lightening gloom. He could just make out Castle Peak to the north while to the southwest, his only other angle of view, he could sense, as much as see, the darkly brooding outline of the resort island of Lantao.

The inhospitable island the police launch had brought him to the previous afternoon was an outcrop of land on the outer western peninsula of the Hong Kong group, well away from the neon ant heap of Kowloon that Richard Yee knew best. Like most of his race he felt the cold, and being gregarious by nature, missed the society of others. He had not sought this lonely, exposed assignment.
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The junk was running on one of her two powerful diesel engines. She appeared suddenly round the island headland from the east, a wooden skiff bouncing along behind her like a lone baby duckling, moving into the anchorage in the bay against wind and tide. Some fifty yards from the shore she dropped anchor but the dull throb of her engine continued, as monotonously regular as a heartbeat.

From the prow of the junk Chan Yet-sen patrolled the shoreline with his eyes. He was taller than most Chinese, broad shouldered and slim hipped, a natural athlete. He had the quick eyes and sudden movements of the predator and his carefully clipped jet-black moustache gave him a raffish, almost European look.

There were two other men on board. Like their leader both were Hong Kong Cantonese, but they lacked Chan’s fiery personality. They had the look of those born to follow, not to lead; to execute, not to reason. Ng was short and squat, blunt-featured with high cheekbones suggesting a Mongol ancestry. His barrel chest matched heavily muscled arms and hands that were broad and iron-hard. Kam was taller but of slighter build. His bland features were more regular but his teeth were heavily discoloured and a slashing blow from the knife of a more experienced rival in a slum fight had cut a motorway of scar tissue across his face from his left temple to his chin, leaving him with a deformity of the lip and an unstable temper. At a movement of Chan Yat-sen's finger Ng climbed overboard into the skiff and rowed to the shore. He casually searched the fisherman’s shack and the beach in the immediate area, then returned to the junk.

‘Nothing,’ he reported.

Chan nodded and the Washerman went below while he turned his attention to the sea. It was full dawn now, but the day was dull and overcast, visibility being restricted to something less than a mile. That would be no hindrance to the vessel with which he had been ordered to rendezvous; she could travel that far in not much more than ninety seconds, seeing better with her radar eyes than any mariner.

The Amigo-San was an ocean-going hydrofoil yacht, sleek as a hunting cat, with classical sharp lines and gleaming new paintwork. For good reason she had been specifically designed and built to be the fastest long-range boat in that part of the world. And she was. Figures could be seen now on her flying bridge, staring towards the junk, and on the foredeck other figures scurried about as the sleek craft eased her beautiful body down into the water in a strict mathematical relationship with her reducing speed.

Chan Yet-sen shouted to Ng and Kam to haul up the anchor, then set the junk out to sea, taking a course to pass the yacht’s starboard side. As the two boats passed, a package wrapped in orange waterproofing, and about the size of a suitcase, was thrown overboard from the yacht. No word was spoken. The yacht’s huge diesels snarled into life. She heeled over as the helmsman applied full rudder, then leapt out of the water up onto her foils and sped away in the direction from which she had come, the wind and tide at her tail.

The Washermen recovered the floating package from the water with boathooks and carried it below deck into the bare and malodorous cabin. Chan Yet-sen brought the junk round into the wind and opened the throttle to half speed, setting a north-easterly course.
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Once more alone on the island, Detective Inspector Richard Yee spoke rapidly into the mouthpiece of the radio transmitter, all personal discomfort forgotten in the excitement of the moment.

‘This is Lone Star,’ he said in his carefully accented Oxford English, ‘this is Lone Star calling Longstop...’
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A mile outside Aberdeen harbour two police launches appeared with unfair suddenness from the lee of a wallowing old junk that had seemed to be easing its innocent way out to sea with the wind.

Chan Yet-sen reacted with commendable speed. Preparations had been made for just such an emergency. While on board the junk the package had been fitted with weights and a sonar location device. He cut the engine, abandoned the wheel and ran forward into the cabin with the police sirens blaring across the water at him. Ng and Kam stared at him, stupefied, waiting for instructions. He pushed them aside with an oath and grabbed for the package with both hands.

‘Help me you idiots! Get this overboard on the lee side before they board us!’

If Detective Inspector Richard Yee had been allocated a bleak hiding place, it nonetheless compared well to that which one of his colleagues had occupied for the past twelve hours. The bilge of an Aberdeen junk offers few amenities and numerous disadvantages for the stowaway. The officer’s clothing was mired, his face yellow-white with nausea, and he stank like an outraged skunk. But his mouth was rigid with determination and the .38 Webley revolver he pointed at Chan Yet-sen’s head on entering the cabin was rock-steady.

The Inspector spoke to the shocked Washermen in colloquial Cantonese, savouring his advantage.

‘Police,’ he said. ‘And we don’t pay for our own bullets.’ 

The Washermen froze.
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The venerable Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow eased its way elegantly through the narrow twisting lanes of rural Kent. Sturdy truncated wipers brushed smears of fine rain from the windscreen and the incessant tittle-tattle whispering of the broad tyres against the wet road drowned the murmur of the engine.

Inside she smelt of polished wood and real leather, tasted of cigar smoke and champagne cocktails. She was the essence of matriarchal regal elegance, evoking a long-dead age of casual but superior opulence when grace and favour were still in evidence and gentlemen were born not made. In such an age, however, Firth would not have been driving the car, except, were he very fortunate, as chauffeur.

The vehicle represented a substantial outlay, even for a man of Firth’s solid financial standing. He considered it money well spent. The car was a patent advertisement of his substance. He was, the car announced, a man of some account. And he dressed the part of the country gentleman, wearing a discreet tweed jacket with a check shirt and brown tie, cavalry twill trousers, flat tweed cap and brown leather shoes. The clothes were new but somehow gave the impression of being handmade for someone of larger build, someone more fitted in rank than Firth to wear them. There was no refinement evident in Firth’s face; his features were blunt and coarse, his wiry red-brown hair thinning above a heavily freckled forehead that was also marked with old scars of chicken pox. His lips were thick and his mouth small but his teeth were good—broad, straight and white. Roger Firth was thirty-nine years old and perhaps a stone overweight. In repose his features gave him a somewhat sullen look. A look of permanent resentment. He was a man who would never taste real fulfilment, one of those people destined always to drink from a leaking glass. He was also a senior member of SIS, in charge of the Covert Action Group.

Roger Firth and his passenger, who was lounging against seat and door half facing the driver, were an ill-assorted pair. Jack Coleman was a big man, very black and deceptively slow of movement. His manner of dress was aggressively colourful and nonconformist, his present attire being a faded, collarless ex-Royal Air Force shirt, purple corduroy slacks, a dark blue donkey jacket with ‘Wimpey’ stencilled on the back, and green and white baseball boots. He favoured heavy gold jewellery and pungent aftershave. His broad, clean-shaven negroid face carried a scar of some kind for every cup, plaque, and citation collected in his years in college football, which trophies now adorned his office at the American Embassy in Grosvenor Square. His short, wiry, tightly curled black hair was cropped tight to his head and he wore oddly austere steel-rimmed glasses to correct an impairment of vision, the product of a near-fatal brush with a would-be assassin in Venezuela. Since he could never merge with the crowd Coleman had long ago elected for eccentricity, calculating that bright plumage was, for him, safer than orthodox appearance. After all, who would expect the head of the CIA station in Britain to display himself publicly in such an arrogantly tasteless fashion? It was a ploy that worked for most of the time.

The two men spoke little during the journey from the West End of London to rural Kent. The silences were companionable, however. They knew each other well and despite appearance had much in common. Firth liked Coleman. The big black American was his kind of man: ruthless, devious, totally without moral scruple. Jack Coleman was the nearest thing to a friend Roger Firth had ever had. For his part Coleman felt unusually at ease in the ugly Englishman’s company. He understood Roger Firth. Roger was utterly professional, highly intelligent, devoted to his own advancement but totally loyal so long as your interests were also his, greedy for power but prudent, a man with a pathological hatred of his social superiors, incorruptible for money because he was already wealthy from barely legal property transactions over the years, and one who had many times eliminated members of the opposition with no evidence of remorse. In a business fraught with personal risk, in which weakness and indecision were both prevalent and highly dangerous, Roger Firth was a good man to have on your side. You knew exactly where you stood with him. The CIA file on Firth resounded with approval of his qualities and recommended that any necessary assistance be rendered him to advance him in the British Secret Service. A friend in a foreign service, especially a friend about whom you knew so much, was always very useful.

As the stately saloon whispered along the A20 dual carriageway heading south, the drizzle turned abruptly into a downpour.

‘Bloody rain,’ Coleman complained. ‘Always bloody rain.’ 

Three years in London had dulled the edge of his Midwest accent.

‘Doesn’t rain in the States, then?’ Firth said, grinning. 

Coleman did not look at him, simply raised two fingers in an internationally understood gesture of derision.
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Palliston Manor stood in ten acres of the gently rolling countryside typical of rural Kent. The house itself looked more impressive from a distance than from close to, being built with a Georgian facade hiding tasteless Victorian extravagance. It had been extensively rebuilt in the 1920S and much more recently had undergone some secretive refurbishing and extension.

The entrance gates were of solid wrought iron set between massive granite blocks topped by a lintel of sandstone carved with some long-forgotten family crest. The old gatekeeper’s cottage now had a scrubbed-clean military look and on the grass verge beside the gates was a colourful sign announcing: ‘Palliston Manor. U.S.A.F. (Europe) Rest and Recuperation Centre (Medical)’.

Firth stopped the Silver Shadow with its nose inches from the gate. An insufferably smart Marine advanced on them, watched by a top sergeant who hovered near the telephone in the doorway of the gatehouse.

‘May I help you sir?’ the Marine enquired, eyeing the Englishman with obvious distrust.

Coleman leaned across Firth and handed over a small black leather wallet. The Marine opened it and his expression changed. He returned the wallet, stood back, saluted and hefted the gates open, stepping back and saluting again. As they passed the gatehouse Firth saw the top sergeant speaking earnestly into the telephone.

Coleman was returning the wallet to his pocket.

‘Magic wand,’ Firth said laconically.

Coleman yawned and stretched.

‘A forgery,’ he said, ‘it’s actually the index plate off my grandmother’s false teeth.’

Firth leant his right elbow on the car windowsill and steered with his left hand, taking in the rhododendrons that bordered the twisting tarmac drive up to the house, the heavy-waisted oaks behind, the dusting of daffodils between the trees, the distant lake and the glimpse of formal flower gardens to the right of the facade.

He eased the Rolls to a gentle halt in front of the entrance portico, five stone steps leading to massive iron-studded hardwood doors guarded by an equally massive Marine who jerked to attention and opened the doors for them.

Firth joined Coleman on the entrance steps. His gaze took in the glass eye poorly hidden among the petrified heraldic animals above the door.

‘I hope they took my best side,’ Firth said, pointing. 

Coleman grinned. ‘You’ve been star of stage, screen and radio ever since we drove up to the gates,’ he said.

Coleman led the way across a vast echoing hall paved with polished stone tiles and up a sweeping ornately carved staircase to a first-floor gallery.

‘I don’t see many ill or injured members of Uncle Sam’s militia,’ Firth commented.

Coleman led the way through a side door into a long corridor leading towards the back of the house.

‘They’re all...resting,’ Coleman said. ‘Either that or...’

‘Recuperating?’ Firth offered.

‘Yeah, could be. Relax, will ya? We’ve got a few guys get bandaged up and do some local good works, show the flag. You think we’re dumb?’

‘I do apologise,’ Firth said contritely.

Coleman stopped at a door near the end of the corridor. There was an armed guard outside and three locks. The guard unlocked one, Coleman the other two.

Firth sighed. ‘Whatever happened to trust?’

‘It went for a shit after Watergate,’ Coleman said, stepping into the room.

Firth entered and Coleman locked the door behind him. The room was plushly decorated and equipped. One wall was draped ceiling to floor with heavy red velvet curtains. Against another wall was a bank of television monitor sets, a control panel and a computer console.

‘Take a seat. I’ll see what’s on TV,’ Coleman suggested.

Firth stuffed his flat cap into his jacket pocket and relaxed in a voluminous leather armchair. The American flicked switches and pressed buttons on the control panel; the curtains slid back revealing a blank white-painted wall. Coleman unlocked a security drawer and took out and looked through a file.

Firth looked about him with interest. Only the necessity for him to observe and comment on the Americans’ choice of candidate for the prime role in Operation Redlight had led to this invitation to the CIA European base. Naturally, when Palliston Manor had been refurbished for the Americans the British Directorate of Security had authorized the implantation of monitoring devices, but it had been necessary to guess at where they could be planted with most advantage as nobody could predict which offices would be used for what purpose. Only three proved to be in advantageous positions, and now only that in the toilet adjoining the de-briefing room remained in operation and undiscovered.

The room they were in was a disappointment for Firth. It was clearly no more than a duplicate monitoring facility and of limited interest. Coleman put down the file, unlocked the computer console and played the keys. Then he dimmed the lights, picked up the file and dropped into a chair beside Firth as the opposing wall came alive with light from a projector behind them.

‘One of the initiation ceremonies,’ Coleman announced, draping one long leg over the arm of his chair.

‘What’s on the other side?’ Firth asked.

‘A re-make of "The Third Man".’

‘Some option.’

On the screen they were looking at a room some three times the size of the one they were in. It had no windows but four doors, one at each point of the compass. The walls and floor were bare of decoration or furniture, except for fourteen upright chairs arranged in two facing rows of seven. On each chair was a sandbag. At the head of the two rows of chairs was a table decorated with cloths and papers bearing Chinese characters. Behind the table was a similarly adorned screen and on either side of the table, which resembled an altar, two chairs. On the altar were a number of flat bowls containing ashes, cinnabar, sugar, fruit and water, a white towel, a sword and other items covered with a white cloth. Beside each bowl was a white card with the contents indicated in English in capital letters.

There were three men in the room, all Chinese. One stood on either side of the altar in front of the chairs, the candidate for initiation stood bowed before them. The man to the left of the altar wore white floor-length robes tied at the waist with red sashes which were then knotted and tied round his forehead and hung down across his chest. He held his hands in front of him in an attitude of prayer, clasping three burning joss sticks. On his left foot was a paper shoe. The Chinese standing to the right of the altar was similarly attired but in more dramatic colours, the headband of red knotted but restricted to the head, the robe of red belted in white with characters at either shoulder. The candidate wore only a simple white robe and his feet were bare. There was a red sash on his head adorned with a gold-coloured paper flower and a red sash over his right shoulder and under his left arm. He was standing in an attitude of submission.

‘You want sound?’ Coleman asked.

‘Why not?’

Coleman got up and flicked a switch. A gabble of Cantonese flooded the room, clearly question and answer. Coleman turned down the volume.

‘Is all this authentic?’ Firth asked.

‘Bet your ass.’

‘To the letter?’

‘Yeah. Had to be. We’re dealing with bad people, Roger.’ 

‘You don’t have to convince me,’ Firth said.

On the screen the Chinese acting the part of a Triad Society Incense Master leant under the altar and pulled out a live white cockerel, holding it by the feet, fluttering wildly. The questions were still going on. Coleman pointed.

‘Hell of a job getting white cockerels. Other colours, no trouble. White ones...’

Firth did not reply. His eyes were fixed intently on the candidate. The man stepped forward and held out his left hand. The Chinese playing the part of Master of the Lodge pricked his third finger with a small needle until the blood flowed. Still the questions went on.

The candidate hesitated over a question. There was a moment’s silence, then the Incense Master prompted him. Firth stirred uneasily in his chair. The candidate picked up the thread and the continuous pattern of question and answer went on as before.

‘He’s still learning, Roger,’ Coleman said defensively. ‘And this film was taken a week ago.’

‘Yes.’

‘I tell you, the kid’s good.’

‘The Incense Master grasped the cockerel by the legs. The Master of the Lodge held its head down over the altar and picked up a knife. The questions and answers continued.

‘He’d better be...’ Firth said, watching intently.

The knife flicked in the Lodge Master’s hand and the cockerel’s flutterings became suddenly frantic as blood pumped out of its severed neck into the bowl on the altar, mingling with that of the candidate.

The candidate tipped up the bowl and drank.

‘Where did you find him?’ Firth asked.

‘We already had him. He was on contract to the Mexico City station running an observation post near the Chinese Embassy and translating for them. Useful but a waste of his talents. He wasn’t a member of our company at the time but we’ve signed him up now and put him through a shortened course at Camp Peary.’

Firth had no reason to suppose that the course the candidate had undergone at the CIA Training Centre at Camp Peary, Virginia was anything but ruthlessly efficient.

‘I thought you said he came from San Francisco?’ he commented idly, still watching the screen.

‘Right. Father an opium addict, Ma died in childbirth, elder brother and one sister killed in the Tong wars in the sixties. The Head of Station at Mexico City was home on leave, came across this kid. He was in police custody charged with illegal possession of six sticks of dynamite and two hand grenades. Said he was gonna blast hell out of the headquarters of the local Tong, had them marked down as responsible for his family problems.’

‘He was being a trifle ambitious, I should have thought,’ Firth said.

‘Plenty of spunk, this kid. He was given the option: stay here and get charged by the police and probably blown away by the Triad, or come to sunny Mexico and work for the company until you are better equipped to take them on. He came.’

‘Young but wise. A rare combination.’

Something in Firth’s voice stung Coleman slightly.

‘I tell you, he’s one hell of an operative, made for us. You wanna know something else?’

‘Thrill me,’ Firth invited.

‘We checked him out but good. He’s got a better security rating than Mother Theresa. I tell you, Roger, he’s one all-American boy. He’s good...this kid’s good.’

On screen the candidate returned the bloody bowl to the Lodge Master.

‘So, Dracula lives,’ Firth said.

‘Want to meet him?’ Coleman asked.

‘Why not?’

Coleman secured the room, reversing the procedure he had gone through when they entered, then led the way back to the grand hall and down into the cellars. The corridors were heavily guarded, the rooms lined with concrete to combat long-range electronic surveillance, and each room was sound-proofed and fitted with double doors, the outer ones of steel.

The candidate was apparently asleep when they entered the spartan cell-like room, lying motionless on his back on the narrow cot. He was in his late thirties, dressed in T-shirt and jeans, his features unremarkable, body slim and wiry.

‘Gene...’ Coleman said.

The man opened his eyes but otherwise did not move. 

‘Someone you gotta meet, Gene.’

Gene Fong swung his legs over the side of the cot and rose slowly, moving with the grace of an uncoiling serpent. He nodded to Coleman and fixed his eyes on the Englishman.

‘This my contact?’ he asked, the American accent momentarily disconcerting coming from someone so evidently Oriental.

‘Yeah. This is Roger Firth. Roger, meet Gene Fong.’

The two men shook hands but exchanged no other formal greeting, each too busy studying the other, aware how mutually important this meeting was.

Firth’s polite smile reached no further than his lips.

‘If they catch you they will interrogate you to breaking point, suck you dry of information, then kill you,’ he said.

‘Which is why I’m under training now, right?’

The reply was casual but delivered with confidence. Firth approved.

‘The man whose place you are to take will not only be a Triad office bearer but also an experienced intelligence agent. A trouble shooter, a top counter-intelligence operative of proven ability...a killer. Think you can play all those parts, Gene?’

‘I can produce. My only worry is, can you?’

Coleman cleared his throat, leant against the wall and looked away.

That fleeting smile that was no smile was on Firth’s lips again.

‘Meaning?’ he asked.

‘You eliminate a top Chinese intelligence officer here in London, fine. Peking sends in a replacement. You eliminate him and substitute me, fine. But how do you know who they’ll send?’

‘We don’t.’

‘Then suppose someone at the Chinese Embassy here in London knows the replacement personally, knows exactly what he looks like?’

‘Ah. That’s all that worries you?’

‘Hell! It’s enough.’

‘We have experts available to make you look physically right. As to the face...communications on personal matters are not permitted by Chinese Embassy staff. They will not have heard of the sad accident to the replacement.’

‘Accident! What accident?’

‘While on a weapons refresher course at the People’s Army Camp in Kweichow Province recently, a plastic training grenade exploded prematurely...it affected the larynx and caused extensive superficial face wounds...’

Firth shrugged slightly and left the remainder unsaid.

Gene Fong turned to look at Coleman, who studied his fingernails intently.

‘How exactly do you make me up to look like a blast victim?’ Fong demanded. ‘I can’t have anything that’ll peel off in the bath or change colour when I sweat...’

‘No,’ Firth agreed. ‘But don’t worry about it, Gene. You leave that little problem with us.’
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The Washermen were mightily confused after three days in the custody of the Hong Kong police at their heavily guarded high-rise HQ overlooking the waterfront. There had been no beatings, no interrogation, no threats, no demands for ‘charitable contributions’, no deprivation.

The three were kept together in a small cell with four bunks. There were armed guards at the cell door but neither they nor the officers who brought food and emptied the slop buckets would utter one word to them. Questions and insults were alike ignored.

Chan Yet-sen ordered his two fighters to speak only of mundane matters in case the cell was bugged. He worked hard to keep up the morale of the other two, certain in his own mind that delicate financial arrangements were being made at high level to secure their release. But by the third day doubt had affected him also.

At 10 am two police inspectors entered the cell. The prisoners were ordered to strip naked and were given blankets to cover themselves. Chan Yet-sen felt more comfortable. This was treatment he could understand. He steeled himself for what was to come.

They were taken to an interrogation room on the floor above. The room was a white-painted concrete box, windowless, furnished with a plain wood table and four hardback chairs. They were told to sit and wait. An armed policeman remained in the room.

They waited for four hours.

Chan Yet-sen knew both the men who entered the interrogation room in the early afternoon. The tall, distinguished-looking policeman was Senior Superintendent Hsieh Yueh-shang, head of the Triad Society Bureaux. Hsieh had a rarity value. He was said to be unbribable. For this reason, and his ferocious application to duty, he was much feared. He indicated for the guard to leave.
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