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‘This is a compulsively disturbing shocker’

Sunday Times

‘Probably the most complete novel yet from a writer who deserves wider credit than he is usually accord. . . Arguably the UK’s best horror writer’

Ultrakill

‘A well-structured, tightly plotted thriller’

Eastern Daily Press

‘Hutson makes a canny move sideways with this relentless narrative that enters contemporary thriller territory. . . breathless action’

Publishing News

‘Here we have one of the successful literary careers of the day’ 

Private Eye

‘Shaun Hutson writes in a way that is both compelling and exciting and the energy of his storytelling is awesome’

City Lites 
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'We are satisfied too that there are no Triads operating in the UK, simply gangs using Triad nomenclature to inspire fear. Thus the shadow of the threat of retribution is disproportionately larger than its substance. The word Triad could be usefully dropped from the Police vocabulary.'

Excerpt from The House of Commons Home Affairs Committee investigation into the Chinese Community in Britain Report 1985.

'If you think you haven't got a problem, it's because you haven't found it yet...'
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Another novel of mine from the 90's and another that was accused of not being real horror.

I've been over my definitions of horror and my thoughts on that in other places many times, so I won't do it now but for me, White Ghost is still a horror novel in its own way.  It is chiefly known for being the novel that saw the return of Sean Doyle. He was a very popular character who I'd first introduced in Renegades a few years earlier and who I'd use again in Knife Edge, Hybrid and Testament.

People have said that they think Doyle is me or the character I'd like to be.  Long haired, leather jacket wearing, rock music listening, anti-social, occasionally belligerent and opinionated.  The only attribute of those I no longer share with Doyle is the long hair.  However, in the 80's and 90's I probably shared all those things!

No writer can avoid putting bits of himself into his main characters and even into his peripheral characters.  It's impossible to write without doing it in my humble opinion.  You take things from your life, from people you know, from yourself.  You don't always mean to do it, it just happens.

If Doyle is my alter-ego, then fair enough (I wish I'd had his success rate with women!). But he had enough about him that lots of readers also took to him.  When I finished Renegades, I honestly thought that Doyle was dead, but I had so much feedback from readers asking when he was re-appearing, I went back over the ending and realized that he could actually be alive.  Renegades was a huge hit commercially so a sequel using this character seemed logical. The only thing was, what would I do with him? I realized that there would have to be an IRA connection as there had been in the first book but I also added the Triads (the Chinese Mafia) to give it even more topicality at the time. I even had an idea of the IRA, the Triads, the Yardies and every other criminal organisation in London joining forces that would then be battled by Doyle and the rest of the Counter Terrorist Unit in a book to be called Empire but that never came off. Well, not yet anyway.

Because there was so much of him in me or vice versa, the books involving Doyle were relatively easy to write and I actually felt as if I wanted to use him again (hence his other appearances in three more books).  I wonder if it was his “don't give a shit” attitude that readers latched onto. But I was lucky, people seem to like him and as long as they do, I'll keep writing him. He was back again in Knife Edge, trying to save London from a series of bombs that had been planted in the capital by a British soldier who wanted the 'troubles' in Northern Ireland to continue and then again in Hybrid which began life as a novel called Fresh Skins.  

I submitted the opening few chapters to my publishers only to be told they wanted an out and out horror novel so I had to come up with a story to “wrap around” the one I was writing about Doyle because there was no way I was binning what I'd already written!  

The new story was about a writer who'd literally made a deal with the Devil without knowing it and the Doyle story was the novel he was writing that kept turning up every morning after he'd blacked out.

Doyle made his latest appearance in Testament which is a direct sequel to Renegades even though it takes place more than twenty five years later (in fact, because it takes place more than twenty five years later) and is more concerned with the dark and ancient evils that he encountered during his first ever appearance.

I've never found it difficult killing off characters in my books no matter how attached to them I might be, but Doyle is a slightly different case. He's so autobiographical I'd feel as if I was killing myself!

See what you think of White Ghost. Those of you reading it for the second time will know what to expect and know what's coming but those of you greeting it for the first time hopefully will enjoy it and will also see why so many readers over the years have liked Sean Doyle. He might be a cold-blooded bastard sometimes but, you gotta love him.

Shaun Hutson 2019

This edition is dedicated to my agent, Meg Davis,

with thanks.
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'Pleasure is oft a visitant; but pain

Clings cruelly to us.'

John Keats

––––––––
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'When I'm walking a dark road, I am the man who walks alone.'

Iron Maiden
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The explosion blew him off his feet.

Sean Doyle hit the ground hard, rolling over, aware of the ringing in his ears from the incessant machine-gun fire. Deafened by the blasts, blinded by the clouds of smoke and choking on the stinging cordite fumes, he struggled upright.

The .44 calibre pistol which he held was hot in his hand from repeated use. Somewhere nearby he could hear shouting.

Screams of pain.

There was blood splattered across the floor, some even up the white walls of the hallway.

Doyle felt pain. Sudden excruciating pain.

He was flung backward by some savage impact to his shoulder. Blood burst from the bullet wound.

The staccato rattle of machine-gun fire filled his ears.

More smoke.

The only thing he could see was the bright muzzle flashes of the weapon that was trained on him. Everything else was a blur.

He ran through the smoke-enshrouded hallway and tripped headlong over a body. A uniformed man. Garda. Irish Police.

The man was dead, two bullets had ripped away most of his face. Doyle went sprawling, his hand sliding into the blood which had puddled around the man's pulverised head.

Fuck it.

To his right there was a staircase. He ducked that way,

taking the steps two at a time.

Bullets tore across the wall beside him, blasting great chunks of plaster away, showering him with a fine white powder.

He was hit again, his side punctured.

More pain.

The breath was torn from him as another of the high velocity shells snapped one of his ribs then punched through a lung.

He coughed bright red fluid down his chin.

Fuck.

Doyle fired twice into the heaving smoke.

The recoil of the .44 was massive, but he pumped the trigger.

More figures were dashing into the house now, spilling through the open doorway.

The roar of gunfire seemed to be building.

Doyle was shouting to make himself heard above the cacophony, but as he drew breath he felt it sear through the hole in his lung. Felt the pain enveloping his upper body.

Another explosion.

His head was spinning, he felt as if his legs would not obey him when he forced them to carry him further up the stairs towards the landing.

Deafened by the thunderous retorts, blinded by smoke and badly injured, he struggled on, aware that consciousness was beginning to slip away from him. He gripped the butt of the .44 as if to fight off the onset of unconsciousness. He felt as if he were standing on the edge of some huge dark pit, about to topple in.

Men were falling as they entered the house, brought down by the same weapon that had wounded Doyle. He took a couple more shots at the man who held that gun; one of Doyle's bullets struck him in the left arm.

Doyle grinned crookedly at his triumph, but then the gun was trained on him once more, bullets drilling into the wall and the stairs, a dotted line of death coming closer to him.

He squeezed the trigger of his pistol until the hammer slammed down on an empty chamber.

Fuck.

More pain.

You're going to die.

So what?

What was left to live for now?

She was dead.

He had touched her body only minutes earlier. Bullet riddled and broken. He had touched her face, felt the coldness of her skin.

You're going to die.

A fusillade of fire screamed across the wall above him ripping holes in brickwork.

Doyle reached into his jacket, struggled with shaking hands to push more shells into the empty chambers of his .44.

The pain was incredible.

So much pain.

He gritted his teeth against it, tried to will it away.

He wondered if she had felt pain before she died.

A bullet struck him in the leg, tore through his calf.

He bellowed in pain and rage and snapped the cylinder shut, squeezing the trigger almost immediately, feeling the pistol buck in his hand as the savage recoil slammed the butt back against the heel of his hand.

This was for her.

For himself. For all those who had died.

He saw two bullets strike their target. Saw a blinding white flash as the machine gun was fired for the last time. Bullets drilled into wood and stone as they raked the area around him.

Coming closer.

He was deafened, blinded. The only sound he could hear now was his own roar of rage and pain.

Then the bullets began to hit him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two


[image: ]




Sean Doyle sat bolt upright, dragged from the nightmare as if by unseen hands.

He was still shouting as he came out of it.

Both his hands were clapped to his bare chest as if to hold the blood in. Blood which, he slowly realised, had been flowing only within the darkened recess of that nightmare. He slumped back against the headboard, his breath coming in great racking gasps.

'Shit,' he hissed, bowing his head, trying to slow his breathing. He tried to swallow, but it felt as if someone had filled his throat with chalk. He raised both hands to his face feeling the perspiration as he drew fingers across his skin. His whole body was sheathed in sweat and Doyle flung back the sheets angrily, glancing down at his own nakedness. He sat motionless for what seemed like an eternity then swung himself onto the edge of the bed, his breath still rasping in his lungs.

'What's wrong?'

The voice came from behind him. Soft, heavy with sleep.

'Sean?'

Doyle merely shook his head almost imperceptibly and got to his feet, padding through from the bedroom to the bathroom.

He spun the cold tap and scooped a couple of handfuls of water into his mouth, then splashed more on his face already feeling his body cooling. The last vestiges of the nightmare were fading and he screwed up his eyes hard, as if to hasten that process. As he stood before the bathroom mirror he looked at his torso. At the scars which criss-crossed it. Reminders of his pain.

He looked directly into the eyes of the reflection which gazed back at him, wiping his mouth with one hand.

He was grateful he didn't feel as rough as he looked.

Doyle sucked in a deep breath and held it for a second.

Water was dripping from the ends of his long hair, some of it sweat, some of it from the tap when he'd splashed his face. He released the breath and ran a hand through his hair, sweeping it back from his forehead. The lines which creased his flesh there were not scars. They had been forged in the skin by years of frowning. He touched a particularly deep one between his eyebrows then glanced down at his body once more.

At the scars.

So many of them.

As he ran fingertips gently over one on his shoulder the hazy dream images seemed to resurface momentarily with renewed clarity.

How long ago had it been?

Four years? Five? Longer?

A lifetime.

He thought of the blonde girl in the nightmare. Dead. Bleeding.

Doyle gripped the edge of the washbasin as if to steady himself.

He exhaled wearily.

How long since he'd touched her bullet-shredded form?

How many years had passed since that night when his world had been shattered?

A lifetime.

Time didn't heal. It merely formed scabs over pain.

'Sean, are you all right?'

The voice was behind him now and he glanced into the mirror to see its source.

Karen Moss stood naked in the doorway.

'You scared me when you shouted out,' she told him.

He lowered his head.

'Go back to bed,' he told her. 'I had a bad dream, that's all.'

She hesitated.

'I'm okay,' he said, a little forcibly, and she retreated.

Doyle swallowed more water from the still-running tap then rubbed his face with both hands. Looking in the mirror he could see beyond and behind him into the bedroom where Karen was sitting up, the sheet around her breasts, her long blonde hair cascading over her shoulders.

The girl in his nightmare was blonde.

He closed his eyes tightly and spoke her name softly.

'Georgie.'

He turned off the tap and headed back into the bedroom.

Karen smiled as she saw him approach, trying to prevent herself from staring at the scars that covered him, but unable to control her curiosity.

Doyle slid into bed beside her and she rolled over, touching his chest.

'How did you say you got those scars?' she said, tracing the outline of one with her index finger.

'I didn't,' Doyle reminded her.

'Were you in an accident?'

'It's a long story.'

'I've got time,' she told him, smiling.

Doyle rolled over to face her, his body now pressed close to hers.

'Well I haven't,' he insisted and kissed her.

Karen responded fiercely, allowing one hand to slide down towards his groin. She felt him stiffening as she touched his penis and this seemed to increase her own excitement. He rolled her over onto her back so that he was above her, one of his hands now kneading her left breast, coaxing the nipple to hardness.

Doyle kept his eyes closed as he kissed her, their tongues meeting avidly.

He stroked her blonde hair but, in his mind, it was hair which belonged to the girl in his nightmare.

The girl he had known as Georgina Willis. The girl whose death he had relived a thousand times in his nightmares.

Perhaps he should have died with her.

Plenty of time for that.

For now, he abandoned himself to physical pleasure.

It would keep those particular demons at bay, at least until the next time.

And he knew only too well that there would be a next time. It was just a matter of time.

Time heals?

Bullshit.
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Aberdeen Street, Central District, Hong Kong 

The taxi slammed on its brakes, the driver blasting on his horn simultaneously. The man who had walked in front of the vehicle ignored the stream of abuse the driver shouted at him and ambled on. As the taxi pulled away the smell of exhaust fumes seemed to thicken, mingling with the already impenetrable curtain of odours that seemed to permeate the busy street like an invisible shroud.

The man stood on the pavement and reached into his jacket pocket for a Marlboro, which he lit with a disposable lighter. He sucked in a lungful of the smoke then walked on, past a tea vendor. The man stopped and dug in his pockets for some small change, scraping up enough for a drink. The vendor looked at him as he sipped at the tea, perhaps put off by the smell the man was giving off, and wrinkled his nose.

The man was in his early forties, shabbily dressed in a light blue nylon jacket which obviously hadn't been washed for months. Dark rings of sweat stained beneath both arms and down the back. It was this stale perspiration that gave off the most distasteful of the odours. The man wore a striped shirt that was similarly filthy, with food stains down the front. His trousers were too short, ending almost an inch above his grubby trainers. There was another dark stain on the front of the trousers and one knee was badly worn.

"Blue Jacket" took another drag on his Marlboro, his head bowed as if he was searching for something in the gutter. He  finished his tea and handed the small cup back to the vendor who nodded cursorily and dropped it into a small tub of hot water that he kept warm by means of a Calor gas burner. He watched as Blue Jacket walked away up the hill, pushing through the people who crowded the pavement. There was a handful of tourists wandering about but, the vendor had found, they rarely frequented these streets. Some of the Japanese did but never the gweilos.

By the time he looked again, Blue Jacket had disappeared.

Still sucking on his Marlboro he wiped his face with the back of one hand. There had been a rain shower less than fifteen minutes earlier, and it had raised the level of humidity. He could feel the sweat soaking into his shirt and jacket but ignored it, aware of the rumbling in his stomach.

Further up the street was a restaurant; he could smell the food from where he stood now. The delicious aromas only served to remind him how hungry he was. He'd used the last of his money on the tea. He couldn't afford to eat too. He sucked on the cigarette instead.

He headed off up the street glancing at the sky which was cloudy, promising more rain. The signs that stood out proudly above every shop looked strangely muted during the daylight hours; only when night drew in and they flared with neon did they look spectacular. When darkness came the entire street would be awash with the multi-hued glows. Blue Jacket loved the city at night. He loved the multi-coloured signs but he loved the darkness too because it made him feel more comfortable. He could blend in more easily, move with more assurance. The daylight made him feel too exposed. And it hurt his eyes.

He passed the restaurant, his stomach rumbling protestingly. There was a clothes shop next door and he could see two women parading back and forth in dresses they had just put on. He stopped and watched until the shop assistant noticed his gaping and gestured angrily at him. Like so many others she didn't like his unkempt appearance. He moved on past a fresh-fish stall where an older woman, hunched over as if folded at the waist, was chattering in Cantonese about the quality of the carp. She was prodding the fish on the slabs, sniffing her fingers after each such action as if smelling her fingertips would tell her which of the fish to buy.

Across the street a lorry was being unloaded by men wearing only shorts, their bodies sheathed in sweat as they lifted boxes and crates from the truck and carried them into the shop. Music was blaring from the radio inside, competing with the racket pumping from the stereo within the cab of the truck.

Blue Jacket took one final drag on his cigarette and dropped the butt, grinding it out with his foot.

He moved on a few paces and leant in the doorway of a shop with a red and white sign that bore the legend, 'Super Fine Jewellery Store'. There was a door next to the shop. Just a glass door. It led through to a wooden staircase which disappeared upwards into a gloomy landing. Blue Jacket lit another cigarette and peered towards the door, trying to see past the frosted glass to what lay beyond.

He was still looking when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

Turning, he saw a young man dressed in a suit staring at him. The youth was in his early twenties, thin faced, almost anorexic in appearance, his bones pressing against his flesh as if threatening to burst through. He jerked his head at Blue Jacket, gesturing for him to move away from the door. Blue Jacket obeyed, watching as the youth pushed open the door and disappeared up the stairs.

Seconds later two more youths joined him, both disappearing through that doorway.

Blue Jacket rubbed his rumbling stomach as he watched them. They too were smartly dressed, one had his hair in a long ponytail.

They looked as if they had money.

Blue Jacket needed money.

He sucked on his cigarette and watched as a Mercedes pulled up to the kerb and disgorged two more men, older this time. Mid-thirties. Well-dressed.

Blue Jacket stepped forward, one hand outstretched towards the leading man.

In an almost apologetic tone he asked if the man had a couple of dollars he could spare.

The first man merely brushed past him, the second dug a hand in his pocket and produced a five dollar bill, shoving it into Blue Jacket's hand before breezing past through the doorway. Blue Jacket smiled appreciatively and stuffed the note into his pocket.

He had seen these men enter this same building every day around this time. The same five men always came here, sometimes with others. He had known they had money, but he hadn't dared ask any of them for some before today.

The driver of the Mercedes switched off the engine and pulled a magazine from the glove compartment. He eyed Blue Jacket disinterestedly for a second then began reading.

There may already have been other men inside the building, but the five Blue Jacket always saw were now there. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the two-way radio and flicked it on.

'They're inside,' snapped George Lee. 'All units move in. Let's go.'
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The cars appeared as if from thin air. Marked and unmarked vehicles belonging to the Royal Hong Kong Police sped into the street from both ends, some pulling across it, sealing the thoroughfare. At either end there were transit vans and, from inside each of these, uniformed officers spilled out and ran towards the doorway next to the Super Fine Jewellery Store.

Sergeant George Lee smiled as he saw them coming, pausing a moment before shoving open the frosted-glass door. He pounded up the stairs followed by a dozen officers.

At the top of the steps were two doors, both closed. Lee moved towards the nearest one, his right hand snaking inside his jacket, closing over the Smith & Wesson .38 that he had tucked there in a shoulder holster. Gun in hand, he drove a foot against the door. It slammed back on its hinges and he moved forward.

The room beyond was large and as well as the five men he'd already seen enter there were a dozen more, most of them seated on the floor around low tables. Cards were strewn across the tables and Lee saw piles of money there too. The room was thick with cigarette smoke.

Faces turned in surprise as the law officers crashed in and Lee swung the .38 up, drawing a bead on one of the suited men he'd seen earlier.

'Nobody move,' he shouted as the other officers filed in.

Shouts could be heard from the room next door as a similar scene was interrupted and Lee could hear footsteps on the stairs as the occupants of the room were hurried out. He heard shouting and swearing in two or three different dialects.

'On your feet,' he said to those men still sitting dumbfounded on the bare boards. They rose almost as one, standing bewildered until they were shepherded out by the uniformed officers.

The man who had given Lee the money moved slightly, his hand brushing his jacket.

'Don't move,' said Lee.

'Officer,' said the man, smiling. 'If there's a problem. . .'

'Shut up,' snapped Lee.

The youth with the ponytail eyed him malevolently, his gaze flicking around the room every so often.

'We'll be back on the streets in twenty-four hours,' said one of his companions. 'There's no way you can hold us.'

The thin man was smiling.

'Not this time,' Lee told him.

'Want to bet?' the thin man chuckled.

'Yes,' hissed Lee stepping towards him. He kicked over one of the boxes that had been used as a gambling table, the money spilling onto the floor. 'Cover that bet.'

'You've tried before, you and dozens like you. When are you going to learn your lesson?' the thin man chided, that sickly grin still hovering on his bloodless lips.

'You're finished,' Lee told him. 'And you know it. Not just you, but the rest of the gangs too. We're chasing you out. After all these years. For so long you've been like a fucking disease in this country. Well now we've finally found the cure.' He stepped closer to the thin man, pulling a pair of handcuffs from his jacket, snapping them on to the other's emaciated wrists with a grunt of satisfaction. The thin man's smile faded.

"Ponytail" took his chance.

Lee turned in time to see him take a pace towards the door, his hand snaking inside his jacket. He pulled the Taurus PT-92 from its holster and fired off two rounds at the policeman standing nearest the doorway.

The first blasted a lump from the frame of the door, the second struck the officer in the arm.

Lee spun round and fired.

The retort of the pistols in such an enclosed space was massive, the sound throbbing in the ears of the men in the room.

The .38 calibre shell struck Ponytail in the chest, staving in two ribs before bursting the lung. He dropped like a stone, blood blossoming on his shirt front and already spilling from his mouth.

His companions looked on silently as the roar of the shot gradually died away.

Lee walked across to the man and kicked at his hand, knocking the pistol from his grip, noting as he leaned closer that Ponytail's chest was rising and falling slowly.

'He's still alive,' Lee said. 'Get an ambulance.' He looked across to the wounded policeman who was clutching his injured arm. 'But make sure this man is attended to first.' One of the uniformed officers helped his colleague out, another completed the job of handcuffing the men remaining in the room. Lee holstered the pistol. 'Get the rest of this shit out of here.'
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Sergeant George Lee took a swig from the plastic coffee cup, wincing when he found the contents to be cold. He dropped the cup into a nearby bin and reached for his cigarettes, which were lying on the table in the interrogation room.

'Those things will kill you,' said John Ching without looking up. 'I know, I used to smoke forty a day.'

'And you've never stopped telling me,' Lee reminded him. 'If there's one thing in the world I hate it's a reformed smoker.' He blew a stream of smoke towards Ching who smiled. The two men glanced at each other for a moment then Lee nodded towards the pile of manilla files that lay before his partner. 'Do they all check out?'

'All five of them, including the one you shot,' Ching told him. 'Arrest sheets longer than your arm and all five admitted to membership of the Tai Hung Chai Triad.'

Lee nodded slowly.

Outside the sun was still shining, the bright light reflecting off the glass front of the police station in Gloucester Road. From the roof of the building there were clear views of Wanchai Stadium, the harbour and beyond to Kowloon. Lee himself had often stood up there looking out over the city, watching the boats that littered the dark waters of the harbour. By the Star ferry, Kowloon was less than ten minutes away. Lee had grown up there amongst the poverty and degradation. Now he saw that same poverty from a different side.

'The one you shot, you might be interested to know, will live,' Ching told him.

Lee merely shrugged.

'Next time I'll aim higher,' he muttered.

'He was big time,' Ching continued, flicking through the file. 'He'd been Hung Kwan for the last six months - an ambitious boy.'

Lee ground out his cigarette and reached for another.

'What's wrong, George? You don't look very happy,' Ching told him.

'Why should I be?'

'Jesus, we've busted more Triad operations in the last ten months than the Royal Hong Kong Police have in the past ten years. They're moving out of Hong Kong and Kowloon in droves. We've got them on the run. At last, after all this time, they're losing power.'

'Do you honestly believe that, John?'

'It's a fact.'

'So we drive them out of Hong Kong or they move out of their own free will, what then? They turn up in Macau, Burma, Malaya and Singapore. You've been working undercover with me for eight years now, we've run up against Triads from every part of Asia. Pushing them out of Hong Kong isn't going to stop them.'

'It gets them out of our hair,' Ching said, defiantly.

'It moves the problem elsewhere.'

'Fine. If it moves elsewhere, it's not our problem any more. Let somebody else deal with it for a change. But I tell you, George, we're pushing them out.'

'The Triads have run criminal activity here for thousands of years, do you think that smashing up a few of their drug rings, raiding some of their gambling houses or closing down a handful of their brothels is going to beat them?'

'The point is, up until the last ten months we haven't even been able to do that. The odd arrest here and there, and the bastards we pulled in were out on the streets again in a matter of hours or they got off with fines or small prison sentences. All the ones we've arrested during the past ten months, the charges have stuck, they've gone down for long stretches. I'm telling you, George, we'll beat them.'

'When I first joined the force an older officer told me that the Triads would always be around. "Along with the rising of the sun," he said, it was the only certain thing in life.'

'He was wrong,' Ching insisted.

Lee raised an eyebrow.

'I hope you're right,' he murmured. 'I hope to Christ you're right.'
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London

They'd been following him for the last ten minutes, he was sure of it.

He'd first spotted them when he'd stopped for a coffee.

Standing in McDonald's in Shaftesbury Avenue he'd seen them outside, one tall and one slightly shorter, more stockily built. The taller of the two kept glancing in at him. Certainly there was no attempt to hide their pursuit.

The shorter one had come inside, ordered a couple of Cokes, then wandered back out to his companion and the vigil had continued.

Billy Kwan had sipped his coffee and glanced at them, trying to recognise them in the gloom outside but not able to put names to the faces.

He finished his coffee, dropped the cup into a waste bin and left.

They waited ten or fifteen seconds then followed him.

Kwan sprinted across the street, scuttling between cars as he did so.

The two men followed, moving more quickly now.

Kwan headed down Macclesfield Street and into Gerrard Street. He wondered if he should increase his pace, just to see if the other two did likewise.

He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that they were keeping up.

Now he did move more quickly, occasionally jogging a few yards at a time, anxious to put more distance between himself and the two men, not even sure why he was feeling so compelled to get away from them.

Maybe he should just stand still, wait for them and ask them why the hell they were following him.

Then again.

The taller of the two men suddenly broke into a run.

Kwan did likewise, bumping into a middle-aged couple as they emerged from a restaurant. The man gestured angrily at Kwan who ignored the motions and ran on, affording himself another look back to where his pursuers were now sprinting along the street.

Both of them were dressed in jeans and sweatshirts like him. Both were in their early twenties like him. Chinese too.

Kwan considered these niceties as he hurried round a

corner into Wardour Street. The bright lights all around were curiously forbidding now. The neon signs glowed like luminous spotlights intended to remove any enveloping darkness that may have hidden him.

He slowed down slightly and tried to blend into a large group of people crossing the street, moving towards Leicester Square.

Kwan jostled with them, pushing through them, irritating a blonde girl who muttered irritably as he stepped on her foot.

He stepped around two men seated at a metal table outside the Swiss Centre. Close by there was a man dressed in full Scottish attire playing the bagpipes. People were throwing coins into a small box at his feet and Kwan noticed that there was a dog lying motionless beside the man.

Odd that he should notice something so insignificant when the only thing that should have mattered was the progress of his pursuers.

He saw them hurrying along, eyes darting right and left as they sought him amongst the throng of people.

Kwan hurried through into Leicester Square, past a couple who were kissing passionately, leaning against one of the posts there. He passed a queue of people waiting to enter the Empire Cinema. Few glances followed his speedy progress towards Irving Street.

Perhaps he should duck into a building, melt into a crowd until he lost them.

Hide or turn and face them?

He decided just to outrun them.

The two men hurried across the crowded pavement towards him, intent on catching him. As determined as hounds after a fox.

Kwan hesitated for a moment, wondering which way to go.

The two men were less than fifty yards from him now.

Which way should he go?

Forty yards.

His breath was rasping in his throat.

Thirty yards.

He darted off to the left, towards St Martin's Street, his feet pounding the pavement as he moved more quickly.

The men following were running at full speed now, bumping into passers-by in their haste to reach Kwan.

He raced ahead of them, glancing back once again, perspiration beginning to form on his forehead.

Ahead of him was a darkened courtyard, no lights in it.

If he could duck in there. . .

He rounded the corner and looked back, smiling when he saw that he'd put a little distance between himself and his pursuers.

The courtyard was ten feet away.

He stepped round a high brick wall, pressing himself against it, trying to control his breathing.

The taller of the two men hurtled past and ducked into Orange Street.

Kwan smiled.

Fuck you.

He stepped out of the shadows, into the arms of the second man.

Kwan's smile faded, wiped from his face by the appearance of the second man.

'Who the fuck are you?' Kwan rasped, anger now overcoming his anxiety.

The other man didn't speak, merely stepped closer to him. Kwan saw his hand go to his jeans, to the waistband, to something hidden beneath his sweatshirt.

'I'll kick your fucking face,' Kwan hissed, none too convincingly.

The stocky man pulled a knife into view and the threat froze in Kwan's throat.

The weapon was nine inches long and broad bladed. In fact, as his pursuer approached him, he could see that the gleaming steel wasn't a knife but a cleaver.

One on one. At least he had a chance.

The tall man rounded the corner and walked into the courtyard.

He was smiling.

Kwan's bravado drained from him. He felt his bowels loosen.

The tall man was carrying one of the cleavers too.

'Tell me what you want?' hissed Kwan, backing off as far as he could, hemmed in by the high walls of the courtyard.

Neither of the men spoke.

Kwan had one thought before they came at him.

Those fucking cleavers looked sharp.

Then they were upon him.
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Sean Doyle gritted his teeth as he lifted the barbell, the effort making the veins in his neck and temple throb menacingly. As he lowered it he felt a slight gnawing pain in his right shoulder, but he ignored the discomfort and raised the bar again.

And again.

The pain in his shoulder seemed to subside slightly or, at least, Doyle was less aware of it. He concentrated on the rhythmic lifting of the bar instead. Up and down it went in unwavering motions.

Sweat had already soaked through the grey T-shirt he wore, dark rings had formed beneath his armpits and there were streaks of it across the back of the top which bore the legend, DON'T TREAD ON ME.

Doyle could see his own reflection in the mirror before him, his biceps bulging as he lifted the weights.

He was the only one in the gym on Pentonville Road. The clock on the wall

above showed 7.06 a.m. Doyle had already been in there for an hour. He'd jogged from his flat in Islington, less than half a mile from the gym and, when he was finished, he would jog back. Doyle had known the owner of the gym for many years now. A small, narrow-faced individual who he knew only as Gus. Doyle had never bothered to find out the man's second name. Gus unlocked the place for him every morning at six and let him work out in private for an hour or more. Doyle appreciated it.

The doctors had told him that exercise would be beneficial while he was recovering. He needed to build up his strength again.

Recovering.

The physical recovery was complete, apart from the odd twinges from joints or old wounds. But the psychological recovery. . .

Doyle gritted his teeth and decided to lift the bar for a little longer than usual. A bead of sweat trickled down his face and dripped from his chin.

Exercise could banish the stiffness from his bones, could endow him with strength once more, but how could it ever wipe out his memories? Doyle knew how to cope with physical pain, he'd always seen it as an occupational hazard, but his struggle with mental pain had been something else.

He dropped the bar, the clang reverberating around the deserted gym.

Doyle ran a hand through his long hair, smoothing it back, away from his forehead.

A punchbag was suspended from the ceiling close by and he stepped across towards it, shrugging his shoulders and flexing his arms before driving the first of a series of pile-driver blows into it.

He wondered why he hadn't died.

As he hammered the bag mercilessly, the thought occurred to him again and again.

Years before he should have died in a bomb blast in Londonderry. He'd recovered from that when, by rights, he should have been killed or, at the very least, crippled.

And then he'd fought his way back to fitness again, driven by his anger and his need to fight, once more, those men who had caused his injuries and nearly taken his life.

As part of the Counter Terrorist Unit he'd risked his life a dozen times in the last ten years.

He pounded the bag with relish, each blow rocking it.

After the bomb he'd been advised to retire. However, Doyle was never one for advice, either giving it or taking it. He'd gone back to work, back to Ireland, and it had happened again.

He'd suffered wounds which, rightfully, should have seen him consigned to a wooden box and six feet of earth, but something had pulled him through. Some spark, some desperate need to survive and, at times, he cursed that ferocious streak of self-preservation. There was no one left for him to care about. All those he'd worked with, those he'd been foolish enough to care about, had all died. But not Doyle, he remained. Alone. Driven only by his anger and his need for revenge against those who had hurt him, and if that need led to his death then so be it. Not that he invited death, but he wasn't afraid of it. When a man cared so little for his life, a life that held nothing but pain and memories, then that final blackness was a relief.

Doyle drove a succession of blows into the punchbag, moving around it as he would an opponent, striking into it with bone-jarring force.

The image of that blonde girl flashed into his mind again.

Georgie.

He spoke her name silently.

Forget her. Forget the hurt.

But it was easier said than done.

You always said you wouldn't get involved and you did. It's your own fault.

He struck the bag with even more ferocity.

They'd told him to retire. They. The suits. The men who gave him his orders.

Who the fucking hell were they?

Without his work he was nothing, he might as well be dead. If he'd retired he'd have been chewing the barrel of a gun within a month. He'd seen it happen to others like him. Doyle wasn't made for that way of life. He couldn't just sit back and wait for life to ebb out of him, even if it was with a good pension from his former employers. And that was what it amounted to, pure and simple. Retire, sit around, vegetate, live on your memories, wait for death in your fucking armchair. Perhaps the memories would drive you insane first, transform you into a gibbering idiot to be pitied. Doyle didn't want pity, not from anyone, and he wasn't about to put himself in a position where it was offered.

He slammed his fist one last time into the bag, then stood there, watching as it swayed back and forth. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and headed for the door, picking up his sweatshirt on the way. Pulling it on, he used one sleeve to remove perspiration from around his eyes then he walked slowly down the stairs.

'Cheers, Gus,' he called as he reached the bottom. 'Same time tomorrow, right?'

Without waiting for an affirmative answer, Doyle pulled open the door and wandered out onto the street.

There was a chill, early morning breeze whipping along the street, disturbing discarded newspapers and disposable drink cartons, rolling them across the tarmac like bizarre tumbleweeds in a Western. Doyle set off for home, jogging at a brisk but even pace.

He passed a few people on the way, some heading towards King's Cross. He noticed another jogger and smiled as the man passed by. He was badly overweight and the effort of the run was clearly causing him some distress. Doyle smiled and ran on.

He felt a twinge in his left leg. Another legacy of that night when he'd come so close to death yet again.

He wiped the image from his mind, ignored the slight pain.

If only he could wipe Georgie's image so easily from his consciousness.

If only. . .

Fuck it.

He glanced down at his watch, quickening his pace. He had to get home, shower, change.

There were things he had to do.
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County Down, Northern Ireland

'Does it ever stop raining in this fucking country?'

Private Stewart Crichton peered myopically through the windscreen of the Scania lorry as it rumbled along, its windscreen wipers struggling to clear the rain from the glass such was its intensity.

'Christ, it's been raining ever since we got here,' Crichton continued, irritably.

'You talk as if it never fucking rains in Glasgow,' said the man seated to his right. Private Ray Fairbridge grinned at his colleague and glanced down at the map spread out on his lap. He traced their route with the index finger of one hand then looked into the wing mirror of the truck.

Behind them, two similar trucks, both ten tonners, rumbled through the Ulster countryside. To one side of them, the river Bann, swollen after so much recent rain, coursed past. The heavens had opened two nights before but despite torrents of rain, that suggested the clouds had emptied forever, the weather was still appalling, the rain driving in so hard that it was difficult to see more than twenty or thirty yards up the narrow road.

As they turned a corner the river disappeared behind thick clumps of trees and the ground rose up on either side to form gently sloping banks. Rivulets of rain water coursed down them in places, having cut furrows in the soft earth.

The Scania lurched to one side as the offside wheel hit a pothole and Crichton muttered irritably as he struggled to jerk the lorry back on a level course.

There were several loud bangs on the partition of the cab, the men inside the lorry itself letting him know of their displeasure at the sudden bump.

There were four men in each lorry. Two in the cab and two in the back with the cargo.

The small convoy had left Newry more than thirty minutes earlier. It would take another couple of hours before they reached Portadown, possibly longer if the bad weather continued.

'What are you so happy about anyway?' Crichton said, wiping condensation from inside the windscreen. 'You've been like a dog with two dicks since we left Newry.'

'I've got leave coming up in two days, Jock, that's why,' Fairbridge told him, still looking down at the map. 'While you're mincing about out here in this pissing rain, moaning about how much you'd like to be back in Glasgow, I'll be down the pub with my mates and looking forward to giving my old woman one. Eat your heart out.'

Crichton muttered something and gripped the wheel more tightly, anxious not to lose control of the lorry on the slippery road. Mud was spattered across the tarmac in places, carried down the banks on either side by the rain. Behind him, the drivers of the other two trucks were encountering the same problems and the convoy was forced to slow even more.

'Isn't there another route we could take?' the Scot demanded. 'These fucking roads are murder.'

'We go through a town called Scarva in about half an hour, after that it should be plain sailing,' Fairbridge told him. 'We can't change routes halfway, you know that. Some engineers checked this route last night and gave it the all-clear.'

The high banks to their right and left began to slope less severely and, gradually, they gave way to a stretch of flat land. Trees grew thickly on the right-hand side, but Crichton felt a little happier at not being so hemmed in. He, like his companions in the Third Battalion of the Grenadier Guards, had served long enough in Northern Ireland to know that there was more safety in open areas. That applied to cities and the countryside, and Crichton and his comrades had been on numerous patrols in both. The battalion had lost four men on this tour: one killed in a shooting incident, the other three badly injured in a bomb blast in Armagh. Crichton himself had received minor injuries in that explosion but a small scar on his left cheek was the only physical reminder he carried. He had worse scars from his youth, growing up in Glasgow.

'Car,' said the Scot, noticing a vehicle approaching from the other direction.

Fairbridge nodded and sat up slightly in his seat, watching as the blue Nova drew nearer, forced to drive onto the grass verge at the side of the road in order to pass the huge vehicles.

Crichton watched it in the wing mirror as it eased past the other two Scanias.

There was a junction ahead.

'Take the road to the right,' Fairbridge said, and the sound of crashing gears reverberated through the cab as the Scot changed down to negotiate the turn.

'Are gearboxes cheap to replace?' Fairbridge chuckled.

'Fuck you.'

'Thanks for the invitation, Jock, but you're not my type.' He drummed agitatedly on the door. 'I tell you something, I'm dying for a fag.'

'Well you'll just have to wait won't you?' Crichton said smugly, noticing with irritation that the road was once more beginning to wind between thickly wooded high banks. The rain continued to pound mercilessly against the windows and, once more, Crichton wiped condensation from the glass with the side of his hand. 'Christ, I feel as if I've been driving for fucking hours. It must be your company making the time go so slow.'

'It could be worse, you could have Malcy boy in here with you,' Fairbridge reminded him.

'How did that prick ever get to be a sergeant, eh?' Crichton asked.

'Your guess is as good as mine, Jock. Shall we ask him?' Fairbridge hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the rear of the truck where Sergeant Malcolm Turner and another of their companions sat with the cargo. 'If you went round a corner quick enough, perhaps you could tip him out.'

'Don't tempt me,' Crichton laughed.

Both men began laughing.

They were still chuckling when the windscreen was blown in.
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Glass exploded inwards, showering the two men. The strident sound of shattering crystal was suddenly drowned by the rattle of automatic fire.

'Jesus,' yelled Crichton, struggling to keep control of the Scania as it swerved across the road, heading for the bank on the right.

Fairbridge put up a hand to protect his face, aware of the wind and rain lashing into him as well as fragments of glass. He felt something warm and wet running down his face, saw blood on his hand.

'What the fuck's happening?' he shouted, gripping his rifle.

Crichton was too busy wrestling with the steering wheel to answer and as the vehicle skidded he thought for one terrible instant that the entire thing was going to tip over.

The side window was blasted in.

More glass hurtled into the cab.

Crichton put up a hand to shield his eyes and let go of the wheel. Fairbridge shot out a hand and grabbed it, trying to keep the vehicle steady. Behind him, the other drivers were doing the same. The last truck of the three came to a halt, the second skidded as the driver slammed on the brakes.

Crichton was bleeding badly from a gash on his temple.

'Fucking bastard,' he shouted in rage.

The bullet which struck him entered his open mouth, exploding from the base of his skull.

A sticky slop of brain and pulverised bone splattered Fairbridge, coating his face and the upper part of his tunic with a pinkish grey porridge.

Crichton slumped forward across the wheel; his foot pressed hard on the accelerator.

The Scania hit the bank, shot about fifteen feet up it, wheels churning the earth to mud, then seemed to rise vertically before crashing back down on its side.

Fairbridge felt a massive jarring impact as the truck hit the ground then suddenly he was gasping for air as the dead bulk of Crichton fell onto him, what was left of the head still spouting blood. Fairbridge heaved himself free, pulling at the driver's door, which was now his only way out. He pushed it open and hauled himself up towards the rain.

His head had scarcely left the confines of the wrecked cab when a bullet struck him in the right eye, drilled the socket empty and took away most of the back of his head.

He slid back into the cab, his body twitching madly.

From the back of the truck two other figures stumbled, one of them bleeding from a cut on the face.

There was a sudden deafening explosion at the side of the road.

'Mortar,' screamed Sergeant Malcolm Turner, ducking as a shower of wet earth came raining down.
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