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CHAPTER 1


The fourth punch didn’t draw blood. But the fifth one did.


Nathan Pike tasted the warm tang of iron in his mouth and pressed his tongue up against teeth that felt loose but, if he was lucky, a few more hits away from freeing themselves from the fleshy prison of his gums.


He staggered backwards and smacked into thick metal bars, dislodging flakes of faded blue paint and hoping the impact made a loud enough noise to draw some attention. He waited a couple of half-seconds before he spat out a gob of red liquid. The pause was for dramatic effect, and to buy himself some time.


The guards had been overly vigilant ever since Pike had been hauled into the police station shortly before one a.m. three nights ago. Since then, he’d slept, eaten, drunk and relieved himself under the constant watchful eyes of various members of the Sihanoukville police force. But now that something worthy of their interest was actually happening they were conspicuously absent. He’d wondered if the old security camera half-bolted and half-taped to the ceiling outside his cell worked. Now he was sure it did, and that his beating was being viewed by an audience who were enjoying him finally getting what was coming to him.


Pike spat again – a weak spray of blood and grey phlegm this time – and shook his head slightly from side to side, seeing just how much the room in front of him would keep spinning and how long it would take for it all to slow down and stop in place.


His cellmate, who Pike guessed had been waiting to see if he’d slump down the thick bars and crumple over onto the cell floor in a heap, pulled his right arm back and struck again, a powerful hook sending fist into face and bone into metal.


Pike was taller than the other man. Literally head and shoulders above him. But his short assailant looked stronger – the skin across his muscles tight from exercise or labour rather than the dehydration caused by spending a week propping up beach bars and not drinking enough of the right kind of fluids. His compact, lean frame made Pike’s six feet look lanky, gangly in comparison. He was also faster. He landed another punch before Pike had a chance to block the quick left jab.


Once again, pain shot through Pike’s head and bounced around his skull. This time his legs did almost buckle and give way under him, but he managed to stumble diagonally onto the thin shelf of his bunk and another brief respite.


The raised concrete oblong was hot and slick – not from his body heat, sweat, or blood, but because the cell he was interred in was on the southern coast of Cambodia and didn’t have air conditioning. Everything in it was warm, and damp.


‘Any time now would be good,’ he called out as he wiped a bubble of blood from the corner of his mouth, in case the invisible guards were listening for a desperate plea for help.


Pike reminded himself that he couldn’t be too angry at what the other man was doing. After all, pretty much ever since he’d appeared on the bunk opposite him twenty-four hours ago, dragged in shoeless, beltless and vestless by two silent, hard-faced uniforms, Pike had been goading him to attack.


For the first day of his incarceration, Pike had been alone. In the cell at least. There had always been at least one pair of eyes on him from beyond the bars. He’d periodically tried to engage the guards in conversation, offering up a joke when they brought him a plate of rice, or asking for a phone call, or when they were planning on charging him with something and he sensed them stifling yawns caused by their own inaction. But they either didn’t speak English or enjoyed the fear they thought their silence and blank looks provoked in Pike – the slow-burn impotence of being locked up far away from home with no way of knowing when or if he might be released.


He’d slept for a few hours on his first night, and more on his second – no matter how disastrous or uncertain a situation Pike ever found himself in, he could always sleep – and, after a couple of cheery good mornings to the day shift, he’d settled into a few hours of solitary confinement. Yes, the temperature in his cell rapidly climbed back over thirty degrees celsius, the humidity was close to one hundred per cent, and the lack of airflow did nothing to stop the short-drop toilet set in the floor by the wall between the two shelf-like bunks from occasionally stinking like someone had shoved several dead bodies down it a few weeks ago. But Pike had stayed in worse places in his time and, more importantly, he’d always been able to get on with just his own company.


It was a trait that had seen him described as a quiet soul when he was young, then odd, weird, and a loner as he got older. He wasn’t cripplingly introverted, or a sociopath who was incapable of normal social behaviour. He liked being around people, if he liked the people. But if he didn’t, he was content to be by himself.


He’d whiled away his second morning, keeping his senses light and letting the ceiling and walls drift in and out of focus, the sounds of the police station wash over him and the fetid stench of the toilet go mostly unnoticed, until his lunch arrived and, with it, the man who was currently beating the crap out of him.


Pike hadn’t been able to tell if the Cambodian had been coming up or down when he’d been dropped on the bunk opposite his, but it became very obvious very quickly that he wasn’t happy that his chemical rollercoaster had carried him into a police station holding cell in the middle of the day, and especially one that also contained a foreigner. Pike would have been more than happy to let him ride out the high or low he seemed to be in the middle of alone, but it was clear from the guards’ lack of reaction to the other man’s angry protests that they didn’t seem similarly inclined. So, Pike had decided to force the issue.


He’d started slowly, a few hours after he’d handed his empty plate through the bars and the other man had finally stopped shouting and curled up on his bunk facing the wall, pretending that Pike wasn’t there, or he wasn’t, or both.


He tapped incessant, off-beat rhythms against the wall, pausing for a few moments when the body across from him shifted before starting up again. Then, as the afternoon ticked on and the air in the cell reached its hottest and the man had to stretch out on his back to spread out his body heat, Pike started murmuring through unmoving lips, his nonsense whispers just loud enough to be heard but not consciously registered.


A couple of well-timed screams in the middle of the night pushed the man nearer the edge, half an hour of counted press-ups, star jumps and sit-ups shortly after dawn took him right up to it, and Pike’s loud, open-mouthed chewing of his breakfast plate of rice finally sent him over it.


The man threw his own battered dull metal dish at Pike, followed by his first punch and a long list of what Pike guessed were expletives.


He’d been bounced around the cell, and now he was back where he’d begun, only face down on his bunk with his plate on the floor a foot away from him surrounded by rice grains.


Pike had originally calculated the other man would get no more than five strikes in before the guards arrived and intervened. He was rapidly approaching ten, and Pike wasn’t sure how many more he could take. He also suddenly started to worry he’d made a serious and possibly fatal mistake with his timing.


Neither of them had been given a spoon or a fork to eat their breakfast with but it occurred to Pike that, with enough force, the plate itself could do a lot of damage. He had a vision of the Cambodian pressing it into his throat, crushing his windpipe and cutting into his skin. This idea apparently occurred to the other man at the same moment because he reached down, picked up the plate, and brought it over his head ready to slam it down on Pike’s neck.


Finally, the guards decided to call time on their entertainment. The cell door was thrown open and voices erupted, barking orders. The plate was grabbed, and more hands pinned the man’s arms to his side.


Pike looked up at his cellmate as he stopped resisting being restrained. He offered him the slightest, faintest curl of a smile that was meant to communicate something along the lines of, ‘Thank-you, now we can both get a bit of peace and quiet alone.’


Unfortunately the Cambodian misinterpreted the sentiment and clearly thought Pike was trying to goad him one last time. So, instead of acknowledging the cleverness of Pike’s plan with a grin or subtle nod that broke his mask of suddenly constrained rage, he lashed out a leg, landing a heel-kick square in Pike’s face and knocking him unconscious.






CHAPTER 2


Pike woke up in another cell. It wasn’t all that different to the last one. The same concrete floor and walls, the same bars across one of its sides, the same sweltering heat. The only differences were that his cellmate was absent, and there were no bunks facing each other but a plinth – you couldn’t call it a bed – in the middle of the room, which he was lying on.


There might have been a short drop somewhere, but for the moment his body was more interested in staying still than propping itself up and twisting around to check, and his nostrils weren’t currently working at peak efficiency. He could live with that particular little mystery a little longer.


He doubted the police station had a dedicated infirmary. If it did, it would probably have some equipment in it, and maybe even a doctor or a nurse. More likely he was in the morgue, lying where who knew how many other travellers who had been too naive about the dangers of straying far from home or too trusting of the exotic substances they’d imbibed and ingested had lain before him.


He glanced up at the ceiling through the bars. There was no decrepit security camera tenuously gripping at the ceiling for its life. No one to watch over the dead, or the beaten-up. He was alone.


If anyone had asked, Pike would have said it had been his desire for solitude that had led to him ending up in a beach town on the thin strip of coast Cambodia had managed to keep from its neighbours on the Gulf of Thailand in the middle of the wet season. He’d wanted to get away. Off the grid. Off the beaten track.


However, it had turned out that this particular track had recently become surprisingly well-worn. Because Sihanoukville was actually two places.


One was a sleepy, post-hippy idyll of salt- and sun-bleached bungalows and bar shacks populated by a slow rotation of backpackers who had either realised their money went much further in Cambodia than Thailand or Vietnam or were drawn to the apparently excellent scuba diving off the nearby islands of Koh Rong and Koh Rong Sanloem.


The other was a vast construction site of towering, half-finished glass and steel carcasses racing up into the sky.


Labourers toiled and sweated through the day to build the casinos, hotels and shopping malls that were going to persuade Chinese tourists to stay in Cambodia a little longer and part with a little more of their money after they’d marched around Angkor Wat in their selfie-stick-wielding battalions.


Flickering rainbow-coloured strips, oversized signs and enormous adverts in hanzi were already being bolted to the sides of towers that hadn’t topped out or had all their sides. In the day it looked like a not-quite-right Florida. At night it transformed into Blade Runner on Sea.


Pike had spent a week with the backpackers, lounging on the beach, drinking two-for-one cocktails with generously irregular shots of alcohol in them, thinking about turning the cooling dips in the sea into a few hundred metres of exercise but never actually bothering, fending off offers of pedicures and accepting ones for massages, and working his way through the seemingly endless supply of roadside cafes that competed to serve the lowest price pad thais on the wobbliest tables.


Then, three nights ago, he’d ventured into the other Sihanoukville.


Had his curiosity got the better of him, or was he looking for trouble? A little from column A, a little from column B.


As the sun started to dip, he finished his fourth potent mojito and, instead of finding something to eat or heading back to his bungalow, he walked north along Ochheuteal Beach and past the island ferry terminal to the part of town where every next hotel was five storeys taller than the one before and all charged at least ten times what his did for a bed for the night.


After another beach, Sokha, which was littered with people swirling straws through the last inches of their sundowners and ended abruptly with an inlet that might have been created by the tide or a river – the water was still and Pike was not an expert on erosion direction patterns – he cut inland, through the manicured grounds of one of the open casinos to a succession of narrow streets.


The Khmer Rouge had robbed Cambodia of a generation of people and progress over the course of its brief, bloody rule during the 1970s. For four years, the regime isolated the nation from the rest of the world, abolished its currency, closed its schools and hospitals, emptied out its cities, and killed almost a quarter of the population.


The brightest, most educated minds, the political classes, and anyone who displayed any signs of belonging to a religion or a foreign ethnicity were murdered by the Santebal, the Khmer Rouge’s secret police. And millions more perished as a result of the regime’s aims to turn Cambodia into a society of uneducated and poorly trained peasant farmers.


The country was trying its best to make up for its stalled development now. Between every bar and cafe in old Sihanoukville was a stall that would download the latest movies onto your phone or tablet for a couple of dollars in a couple of seconds. But its digital infrastructure was built on incomplete physical and social ones.


Outside Phnom Penh, the capital, and Siem Reap, the gateway to the Angkor temple complexes, there were few public services, and those that did exist weren’t well maintained or integrated. Rubbish collection was sporadic. Recycling was done out of personal economic necessity rather than fashionable sustainability guilt.


Main roads were tarmacked, minor ones might be. Both would be potholed, and neither would have many street lamps. This wasn’t a problem where the buildings were low and the starlight and moonlight were plentiful, or where pavements were bathed in perpetual neon glow from several storeys above. But, where unfinished cathedrals of capitalism faced each other, the streets at their bases were turned into pitch-black gullies that threatened anything but a good time and the chance to win, lose or spend a life’s savings.


Pike passed three of these chasms, only glancing into their gloom to check for vehicles that might have forgotten to turn on their headlights and might somehow speed at him without making a sound.


Then, as he was halfway across the fourth something caught his attention. He didn’t know if it was a movement or a sound that pricked the edges of his senses but was too quiet to fully register, but he stilled himself in the middle of the road, turned and focused on the darkness, waiting for his eyes and ears to find what had caused his heartbeat to jump a couple of bpms.


It took a few seconds, but then the scene half-resolved.


Pike could see three men standing in a semi-circle next to a wall about twenty metres from him. And, at their feet, another figure, prone on the ground, face down. Pike’s pulse quickened again. He instinctively took two steps forward towards the group, letting the darkness envelop him before any of the people he was watching had a chance to realise they’d acquired an audience.


Now he could make out more details. The man lying on the ground was Cambodian. He was wearing a vest and shorts and he was breathing and moving, both sluggishly, as he turned onto his side. The three standing over him were better dressed and better fed. Shirts stretched over their larger, flabbier frames. A lighter setting fire to the end of a cigarette in one of their mouths briefly illuminated their faces – they were also locals, and they looked like they were enjoying themselves.


Pike had no idea what had occurred to result in the three men standing over the other one. They could be local drug dealers, teaching a lesson to a desperate customer who had run out of funds to pay for their latest hit. Or they could be tourists, down from Phnom Penh for a few days of rest and relaxation, exacting a bit of quick street justice against someone who had tried to relieve them of their wallets or phones.


Whatever it was, it was none of Pike’s business. And yet, as soon as one of the standing men’s legs pulled back and his foot swung into the stomach of the body beneath him, he found himself striding towards the group, his steps muffled by three voices laughing and one groaning.


Closer, he could pick out a few more specifics of the men. The one on the ground’s skin was sunken and sallow, his eyes bulging. The smoker had a wispy goatee, and a scar that ran from the tip of his temple all the way down one side of his face to his jaw and neck. The remaining two were the largest of the bunch, and they seemed like twins or clones of each other – the same height, the same slicked-back hair, the same distended paunch, the same oddly high-pitched chuckle directed at their victim.


‘Three against one doesn’t seem very fair,’ Pike said, announcing his presence once he was only a couple of metres away.


He couldn’t tell if any of the trio understood what he’d said. But that wasn’t the point. The point was to confuse them all so they were off balance when Pike sprang forward, hurling himself at the man closest to him in a move that looked like the kind of rugby tackle someone would attempt if they’d never played the game.


Pike barely missed headbutting the man’s belly. Instead, one shoulder smacked into him and, a second later, the other slammed into the ground, along with the rest of both their bodies. Again, and by fluke more than skill, Pike managed to avoid his face making contact with a pavement slab. And his plan to surprise had worked – his victim hadn’t had enough time to register what was going on and protect his own head before the back of it bounced loudly off a slab.


With one of the three now out of action for at least a minute or two, the numbers were even. At least they would’ve been if the man who had been taking the beating hadn’t used the distraction of Pike’s sudden arrival to spring up and start sprinting away into the night.


Pike was outnumbered once more, and the chances of another good Samaritan appearing out of nowhere to come to his aid were slim.


The two Cambodians squared up to him with confident, arrogant sneers across their faces – like whatever was going to happen next they knew they’d come out of it a lot better than Pike, even though their friend was now lying at their feet, possibly concussed but certainly in a fair amount of pain.


The fight was over quickly.


Pike dodged a punch from one of them, but that just moved him to within reach of the other, who grabbed at his t-shirt then shoved him over their friend, sending Pike tilting backwards onto the pavement again. He landed on his backside. This time, the shots of rum in his system didn’t do anything to dull the shock of impact and a jarring spasm shot up his spine. Then his arms were grabbed and forced behind his back and he was twisted over onto his front, taking almost the identical place of the stranger he’d saved and who apparently had no intention of returning the favour.


He felt the weight of one of the larger men on him, knees pressing into his lower back and arms holding his hands across each other near his shoulder blades. And he watched as goatee leaned over, opened a small, leather card holder and slid it next to his face. Then he flicked his lighter so that Pike could see what was inside.


It was a police ID card.


And that was how Pike had ended up in a holding cell with no passport, no way to contact anyone in the outside world, and not enough money to bribe his way out. It was also why his guards had no interest in making his stay with them a particularly pleasant or short one.


He could tell from the light, the heat and the humidity that it was still daytime, but not how long he’d been out for. He imagined he hadn’t been out for over eighteen hours – more likely just two or three.


Pike ran his tongue along his teeth again. They were all still there. Then he reached a hand – unshackled he was pleased to discover – up to his face.


He felt small shards of pain under his fingertips but couldn’t detect any oversized swelling or bruising. Flakes of dried blood caught under his fingernails as he checked his nose, but it didn’t seem broken.


He ran his hands down his sides. More pain but nothing so bad it suggested his ribs had been broken or cracked. He wiggled his filthy toes – his trainers had also been removed on his arrival – and they obeyed his commands.


It wasn’t the most comprehensive medical assessment, but Pike was satisfied that, all in all, he’d gotten off pretty lightly, and also got what he wanted – a return to some peace and quiet.


It lasted for another five minutes, until he heard two sets of footsteps approaching.


Pike brought his arms back, stifling a grunt as he propped himself up on his elbows and watched as a guard unlocked the section of the bars in front of him that were on hinges.


Before Pike had the chance to wonder if his old cellmate was being transferred to the morgue too in order to finish what he’d started, the guard stepped aside to reveal a woman Pike had never seen before. She was dressed in an immaculately pressed loosely tailored white linen suit, and had a perfectly symmetrical face framed by tight, jet-black finger-curled hair.


The woman stepped through the gap in the bars, looked Pike up and down, took in his surroundings and situation, and frowned.


Pike considered her more closely too and noticed that her suit sleeves and trouser legs were both turned up to just above her wrists and ankles. A style choice, a subtle admission of the heat, or a defence against the grime of the station holding cells? He wondered how much time this stranger spent in places like this.


‘Who are you?’ he asked, as she turned around and began to walk away, leaving him, the guard and the open door behind her.


After a few steps he heard her call back over her shoulder, ‘Your fairy godmother.’






CHAPTER 3


Pike waited for the guard to shut the door behind the woman. When he didn’t, Pike leapt up off his plinth, his pain suddenly faded, and walked out of the cell. However, he didn’t bring himself up to his full height just yet, didn’t take on the posture of the righteously free or throw a sarcastic smile the guard’s way, because he wasn’t certain where he was going next.


But more doors and corridors opened ahead of him and five minutes later he was outside. Ten minutes after that he was sitting in the open-air dining area of a roadside cafe with his mysterious benefactor, devouring two pad thais for the princely sum of three dollars.


He assessed at the woman opposite him. The theory of her looked out of place – too perfectly put together, too composed – yet the reality somehow seemed to fit – comfortable, relaxed, like she belonged. Her suit jacket had been removed and draped creaselessly over the back of an empty folding chair, and a glass of Bayon beer that was miraculously managing to retain its coolness in the afternoon heat rested on the table in front of her.


There was nothing of the stern prison visitor who could have been a warden about her now. But, having witnessed it first hand, Pike knew that version of her was still in there. He pondered how long it must have taken her to develop this skill of morphing and moulding herself to fit her surroundings, and if there was a true version underneath her effortless performances, or if she was all show.


They were the cafe’s sole customers. The midday rush was long gone and the owner was busying herself inside, preparing for the evening flood of hungry mouths.


It was hot, but there was a breeze. Sea salt mingled with cooking oil, petrol, and the lime, tamarind and fish sauce Pike’s large late lunch was doused in. He could just about smell all the heady aromas, and his other senses were working overtime to make up for what he might be missing. The sights, sounds and tastes of the outside world seemed more vivid after a couple of days locked up.


A cat with mottled brown fur lazily sunning itself stirred as it finally caught the scent of Pike’s food. It rolled onto its legs, stretched and sauntered over. The woman gave it a look that made it clear she had nothing for it. The animal turned its attention to Pike, wrapping its tail around his ankles and sniffing at his bare feet – his trainers had not been returned to him.


Pike threw a piece of chicken over to a bit of shade a couple of tables away then went back to shovelling pad thai into his mouth. It didn’t hurt to chew or swallow, which was good as he was doing both quickly.


The cat watched the chicken land, looked up at Pike and meowed. He threw another chunk into the shade. The cat seemed satisfied with that and began weaving its way between plastic and metal legs to feast on Pike’s scraps.


‘I need to know who you are to say thank you,’ Pike said to the woman as he shifted his first, now finished plate to the side and got to work on his second.


‘Melody Jones,’ she replied.


Pike didn’t believe for a second that that was her actual name. It belonged to the character she was playing. In fact, it sounded like the kind of pseudonym someone would come up with when they were so sure you’d never discover their real one that they didn’t even need to try to make their alias convincing. It made him more curious about why she’d want to spring him, and it confirmed what had been obvious from the first moment he’d seen her in the police station: she was confident.


He lifted up chopsticks dangling with flat rice noodles in gratitude. She leaned forward, retrieved her glass and took a sip.


‘You’re welcome,’ she said.


In total, Pike had heard her say precisely nine words since she’d materialised into his life (the other two had been ‘a beer’ when they’d arrived at the cafe) and he was sure that, like her name, her Mid-Atlantic accent flavoured with the softest twang of east coast America wasn’t real. At least, it wasn’t original. The lengths of her vowels had been evened out, her sharper consonants smoothed over years of buffing and polishing.


Pike could tell because he’d done the same thing himself. He was from Newcastle in the north-east of England but he’d removed any trace of that city’s recognisable vocal inflections a long time ago, replacing it with the kind of neutral British accent that wasn’t too regional or too posh, that subliminally communicated the best qualities ascribed to his nationality and none of the worst, and that gave away nothing about his personal history.


‘So, Miss Jones,’ he said between bites, ‘I assume you’re not part of some humanitarian mission going from town to town across Asia breaking people out of police stations. What do you want with me?’


She took another, longer swig of her beer, then replied, her directness matching his: ‘I want you to steal something.’


Flashes of shock and confusion spread across Pike’s face. He wondered if they looked convincing.


‘I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else,’ he said.


‘I haven’t,’ she replied, the floodgates finally opening. ‘You’re Nathan Pike. British. Thirty-nine. You’re a hacker. Except that’s an understatement. Genius is a hyperbolic word, but it might be apt when it comes to you. You’ve never met a computer system or algorithm you couldn’t bend to your will. You’re a master of the digital world, the man who made Frankfurt airport disappear from every GPS and map on the planet for a whole week. Though you’re not so hot with flesh and blood. You could be if you tried, but you’ve never been that interested in how other humans work. You’re driven by curiosity, but not when it comes to other people. They’re bugs you don’t care about patching. Why is that? Laziness? Arrogance? A touch of the sociopath? The reason doesn’t really matter, the result does. You’re a loner, and you’re alone a lot. Most of the time that suits you just fine, but sometimes it leaves you exposed and in need of rescuing.’


Pike had continued eating through Jones’s speech, gathering up the final strands of noodle and chasing peanut crumbs across porcelain with his chopsticks, keeping his expression calm, neutral, with just a hint of bewilderment. He ate one last small mound of food, then balanced the two short lengths of bamboo next to each other on the edge of his plate.


‘That’s quite the assessment, and assassination. Begs the question, why?’


‘Because I don’t care about interpersonal failings or false modesty. You’re very good at what you do, and now you owe me a favour.’


‘A favour I didn’t ask for.’


‘Like I said, I’m your fairy godmother.’


‘It’s not altruism if you only do a nice thing for what you want in return. So, thanks for lunch, and for getting me back out on the streets, but I think I’ll be heading off now.’


He tossed one last piece of chicken he’d been saving over to the cat, got up from the table, and started to walk away.


Jones took another swig of her beer and watched him go.






CHAPTER 4


Pike headed for his bungalow, via the beach. The pavement was hot on the soles of his feet. He knew the first few metres of sand would be worse, but once he crossed them he’d reach the cooling balm of the sea.


He kept his pace steady. He didn’t want Jones or anyone she might have watching him to think he was spooked and about to try to make a run for it – at least not yet. And he didn’t want to draw any more attention than he figured the state of him already would.


When Pike reached clear water and low-lapping waves he resisted the urge to plunge his whole body into them. He just reached cupped hands down to collect enough water to tip over his face and the rest of his head.


He started to follow the thin, shifting line of white bubbles that separated blue water and yellow sand, sauntering as if he didn’t have a single care in the world.


He considered Jones’s monologue about him. He didn’t really think it had been a character assassination, because it was mostly accurate, if a little exaggerated. She’d clearly done her homework. Pike was a hacker, though he preferred the term cybersecurity specialist. It had fewer negative, clichéd connotations. Plus, Pike was just as good at building impenetrable digital defences as he was at taking them apart one line of corrupt code at a time. And, depending on how much a prospective client was willing to pay and what he could discover about their motives for hiring someone like him, he was happy to do both.


Sometimes he worked for free too, to entertain and test himself. Frankfurt had been both. He’d wanted to see if he could pull a digital version of an old magic trick: make something truly massive vanish into thin air. He managed it, and spent a couple of days enjoying the memes of people putting giant cats and flying saucers in the airport’s place on Google Maps while air traffic control brushed up on some old pre-digital skills and the ESA and NASA tried to undo his work. When it became clear they couldn’t, he spent a morning doing it for them and letting them take the credit. He’d left no trace, made no boasts, never used it as a calling card. In a few months most people had forgotten it had even happened – the cycle of unexplained news and technological glitches moved on. He was impressed Jones had pinned it on him, even if it had been a guess.


He was also impressed by how brazen her approach had been. Pike’s customers usually solicited him via coded messages on unloved and esoteric subreddit threads or through dark web hacker market forums. Even the British government had been more circumspect when they’d tapped him to work for METIS, the joint GCHQ and Defence Intelligence white hat cyber security division, three years ago.


METIS’s remit was to keep the United Kingdom one step ahead of the next generation of attacks coming out of China, Russia and the Middle East by constantly probing the nation’s digital defences and shore them up before anyone else had a chance to exploit any weaknesses or widen any cracks in them.


They’d danced around Pike for weeks, leaving him little tests to find buried in the structural codes and meta data of websites for various quangos and arms-length government organisations, tempting him to do his bit for the good guys.


It had been a decent gig. Ok pay. Almost enough challenges to hold his interest most of the time. And, while he’d consulted for the odd global corporate, he’d never worked for a government before. He’d wanted to see how the levers of power worked from the inside in case he ever found himself needing to pull at them.


Still, though his contract had been for two years – such was the pace of evolution of cyber warfare, most people’s time at the top of the game was short – it was terminated after one by mutual agreement. Pike had eventually lost patience with the combined inertia of civil service bureaucracy and military discipline, and they’d done the same with him.


A version of ‘irreconcilable personality differences’ was recorded on the confidential paperwork no one was supposed to ever see but which Pike, of course, had taken a peek at a few months after he’d had his security clearance revoked. The kind of phrase normally reserved for sparing both party’s blushes when a marriage was cut short – neither side levelling fault on the other to avoid shouldering their own blame.


Pike had been a solo operator for fifteen years before METIS, and he went back to freelancing after it. Being his own boss meant more choice over the work he took on, more money for it, and fewer stakeholders or supposed superiors doling out orders they barely understood and overseeing wash-up reviews of incredible feats that were lightyears beyond their comprehension.


One implication Jones had made that Pike might have resented if his ego was fragile enough to be dented by a total stranger was that he was lazy. He was the opposite. He never stopped. His desire to understand how things worked – how they really worked – was insatiable and, without the occasional break he’d learned to force on himself, all-consuming. Hence, again if anyone had asked, the holiday.


He inwardly smirked whenever he overheard someone a couple of towels or bar tables over from him talking about digital detox. They were amateurs, casual users, still just dipping their toes in the shallows with their days spent staring at screens on desks and in the palms of their hands. Pike was a true addict. He had more ones and zeros coursing through his veins than blood cells. He knew how deep, vast, consuming and terrifying the digital realm could be.


And now, instead of another day or two in police custody before they got bored of watching and feeding him and let him go so he could get back to some sun and cocktails, someone was trying to cut his trip short.


He reached the cluster of triangle roofs stilted up the side of a surprisingly precipitous headland and cut back across the sand towards them.


Pike passed the small hut that functioned as check-in, silently retrieving his key from the man who had laughed at him when he’d first arrived – ‘A big hut for one person, maybe you’ll make friends’ – and walked up the worn dirt path lined with palm trees to his bungalow.


The sound of two dogs attacking or loving each other emanated from the undergrowth off to his right, the saccharine, melodic rhythm that accompanied a massage somewhere on his left.


Pike climbed the steps up to his bungalow, his feet quietly begging him to put them back in some cool water or at least socks, unlocked the door and was enveloped by darkness and stale, damp heat.


He flicked the switch that turned on the cabin’s electricity, a single bulb slowly glowed into life, and a three-blade fan started languidly cutting through the air above him. The initial buzz of power faded into a gentle background hum.


He looked the room over – mosquito netting surrounded his roughly made bed, another hanging knotted over the second one that was pushed up against the bathroom wall on the far side of the cabin. At first glance everything looked like he’d left it, which was good because he wasn’t paying enough for daily housekeeping.


It was basic, but that had been the point. He’d wanted to switch off, disconnect, make his mind slow down by removing as much stimulus and opportunities to do rather than just be as possible. However, after the last couple of days of being able to do absolutely nothing, he was starting to ponder the virtues of air-conditioning, room service and WiFi. Maybe it was time to treat himself, and change location in case whatever bribe Jones had paid to secure his freedom had included a refund clause.


Pike walked carefully over to the double doors that framed a view of the Gulf of Thailand spreading out beyond treetops that he was happy to pay for and opened the shutters to let more light in. He could now see the thin layer of dust that had settled on every surface over the last three days, and the single track of footprints that had disturbed it. He opened the rickety wardrobe where he’d stashed a six pack of litre water bottles, broke the seal on one of them and drank almost the whole lukewarm thing.


Next, he went into the bathroom and finally took a look at himself in the small, lozenge-shaped mirror that hung between the dull grey metal sink and the flat orange of the vanity light.


He was, to put it mildly, a bit of a mess. His quick wash in the sea hadn’t got rid of the blood that had caked his nostrils. It had turned it into a dual smear, running down the sides of his philtrum and into his fortnight-old moustache and beard. It was matched by a rust-coloured stain running down the middle of his t-shirt that he hadn’t noticed.


His dark hair, which usually lay obediently in a natural side parting, stood in odd directions, the drying salt in it adding volume and structure a Camden punk would be proud of. The grey-green pupil of his left eye was threatened with red tendrils.


He ran his hands over his face like he had when he’d woken up in the morgue. The pain was already fainter. No broken cheekbones. No new kink in his thin, straight nose.


It could have been worse.


Pike sighed. It was echoed by a croak.


He turned to his right to see a frog staring up at him from the tray of the shower. He used the bucket next to the toilet to shepherd the amphibian back down the drain, then turned the water on and stood underneath it until the pressure started to give out.


Once he was dried and dressed in a cleaner t-shirt and pair of shorts, Pike knelt down next to his bed and inspected the dust that covered and surrounded his Arc’teryx Bora backpack. He’d shoved it under the bed frame out of the way, laying its long straps in a precise, overlapping lattice. He lifted each one in turn, checking they still matched their mirror pattern in the motes and specks that had accumulated on the floorboards.


Satisfied that no one had touched his luggage in his absence, he pulled the backpack out from under the bed, cradled it in crossed legs and reached a hand inside. His fingers felt its only contents – a thin flat oblong with a seam that ran round its sides.


Pike was about to pull the object out of its dark hiding place when he sensed that he was being watched.


Someone else was in the room with him.


Jones, standing just inside the door.


‘No means no,’ Pike said, his voice heavy with mock prudishness.


‘You’re at least three showers away from having to worry about anyone trying to seduce you,’ Jones replied. Then she held up his passport, which should have been in the drawer next to Pike’s bed underneath the two paperbacks he’d brought with him but still hadn’t got round to reading. ‘Looking for this?’


He hadn’t been, but he nodded.


Jones turned and vanished down the steps, clearly expecting him to follow her a second time. He slipped the oblong into his shorts pocket, then did.


She guided him to another folding table, this time at a beachfront bar that was gearing up for the evening. Songs from the last five years played sped up and slowed down – Pike wasn’t sure if either was on purpose – through tinny speakers, already luring people to its short stretch of sunset views.


‘Shall we try this again,’ Jones said, sitting down at one of the tables nearest the sea and furthest from the bar.


‘You seem pretty good at acquiring things all by yourself,’ Pike replied, choosing a chair to her side so he wouldn’t have his back to the water. ‘Why do you need my help?’


He didn’t see any point in pretending he was someone else this time round.


‘What I’m after is slightly harder to get than a poorly hidden passport.’


‘It wasn’t hidden.’


A waiter approached, pausing the conversation as Jones ordered another bottle of Bayon. Pike opted for the same.


‘You could have asked nicely,’ Pike said, once the drinks had been delivered.


‘I prefer guarantees,’ Jones replied.


‘So, not a favour.’


‘More of a debt.’


‘You know passports aren’t exactly that hard to come by.’


‘No, but they take time to get, legitimately and otherwise. And you might still find getting out of dodge a bit tricky.’


‘Your friends at the police station.’


‘They’re very accommodating when you’re nice to them.’


‘I could just pay them more.’


‘True, but they prefer cash to bank transfers and the ATMs around here are running a little low at the moment. Plus, I think you’ll find yourself very interested in what I’m proposing. In fact, I don’t think you’ll be able to resist it.’


Pike flicked the ring pull on his can and tasted his beer. It was considerably more refreshing than the water that had been stewing in his bungalow. ‘So tell me about it.’


‘When we’re on our way.’


He wondered if she thought her vagueness was turning on his innate inquisitiveness, activating his deep, fundamental drive to solve a problem, take something apart and put it back together the way he wanted. It was, a little.


He could say no again. He could slip away from Sihanoukville, pay the British Embassy in Phnom Penh a visit or someone in a dark digital corner a few thousand pounds for a new passport. Fly back to London and the flat he’d rented off Holloway Road while he was with METIS and kept on afterwards even though he hardly spent any time there – he was a digital nomad as much as an addict but his post had to go somewhere – and wait for a job testing an app’s security protocols or probing a start-up’s transparency promises to come up. Or he could say yes to something that might be a lot more interesting.


Whoever Jones was, and whoever she was working for, she’d clearly come a long way and gone to a lot of trouble to try to secure Pike’s services. And she was prepared to make things at least a bit uncomfortable for him if he refused her. He should have probably felt flattered, and wary, but mostly he wanted to know what the hell it was all for.


He shook his head. ‘I only do things if I know what I’m getting into.’


‘Which is how you ended up assaulting a gang of corrupt cops, one of whom also happens to be the local drug kingpin.’


He smiled. ‘Fair point. At least give me a clue.’


‘Central America.’


‘Never been. Is it nice?’


Now she smiled. ‘It has its charms.’


‘First class?’


‘Private jet.’


Pike’s grin widened. ‘Ok, Miss Jones, you’re starting to win me over.’






CHAPTER 5


The sun was rising over Rwanda.


Lucius Gasana was normally up early enough to see the morning’s first rays creep over the peaks and into the deep, verdant grooves of the Nyungwe National Park from his bed but most days he missed them because he would already be sitting behind the desk in his glass-walled office which faced in the opposite direction and offered a very different view.


Gasana’s home straddled the ridge that separated two valleys, and was a building of two halves seamlessly brought together by Aziz Kabore, the Burkinabé architect renowned for fusing ultra-modern construction materials with traditional shapes and details, who personally designed the entire place.


The eastern side was for rest and pleasure: two levels of bedrooms, including his expansive own which took up almost half an entire storey, and an enormous open plan living, dining and kitchen area which did, with a wrap-around balcony off it for outdoor entertaining.


The western side was dedicated to work, given over to a large conference room, Gasana’s office, and several others which all looked out over the second valley and the Mars colony-like structures of the latest and largest Gasana Mineral Extraction facility. This side also got the sunsets.


This house wasn’t Gasana’s only home but it was where he’d spent most of his time for the last six months, tucked in the southernmost corner of Rwanda near the borders with the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Burundi. And today he’d afforded himself the luxury of a little more time in his living quarters to enjoy the majesty of an African dawn as he decided what to wear for his first appointment.


He’d already showered and shaved, and was standing in the deep plush of his bedroom carpet, considering the wardrobe that stretched the length of the room’s back wall behind tessellating mahogany slides.


He ignored the suits, smiled at the idea of picking out one of the brighter dashikis, and opted for a simple maroon t-shirt, deep navy wide-legged pleated Moses Turahirwa trousers and a pair of leather Kofi Ansah sandals. Suitable attire for being profiled as one of the leading members of Africa’s new wave of entrepreneurs.


On any other continent he’d be called a magnate, a titan of industry for almost two decades, but the readers of Lorgnette, the European magazine that had dispatched their East African correspondent – a single reporter to cover six million square kilometres of land and two hundred and sixty million people – to interview him were apparently still trying to wrap their heads round the concept that people from Africa could be rich, established and successful.


He could have rejected the interview request that had come from Lorgnette’s headquarters in Amsterdam and pointed out how fundamentally offensive its phrasing was, but he knew better how to play the publicity game. So he’d settled for just making a few stipulations. The first was vetting the questions he’d be asked, the second was that he could only give them twenty minutes of his time before his work-day started, and the third was that they would have to come to him.


The conditions hadn’t put the magazine off. The reporter had flown into Kigali yesterday morning. Another flight from the capital to Cyangugu on the DRC border in the evening was followed by a two-and-a-half-hour car ride and an early night in one of the guest suites beneath Gasana’s.


He was slipping on the sandals when there was a knock at the door.


‘Come in,’ Gasana replied, summoning the person he knew would be standing out in the corridor.


It was Eric Dusabe, Gasana’s umuntu – his assistant, bodyguard, enforcer. A man who had been at Gasana’s right hand side for almost twenty-five years.


Gasana was well over six feet tall and built like he exercised every day, which he usually did, but Dusabe towered over him and most other people with a frame that, if you were standing in the right place, could block out the sun.


And while Gasana had spent years cultivating the kinds of mannerisms, expressions and appearance that put others at ease without revealing his true thoughts about them, Dusabe gave nothing away about himself by giving nothing at all to begin with. Everything about him was entirely utilitarian. His face was almost always set hard, his head kept shaved bald, and he rarely strayed from wearing a uniform of a black polo shirt tucked into black cargo pants.


‘She’s ready,’ Dusabe announced.


Five minutes later, the two men strode into the conference room next to Gasana’s office. A woman was waiting for them, standing at one of the full-height windows looking down at clusters of white geodesic domes of various sizes and snaking thick plastic tunnels. She turned at their arrival and offered a polite smile and a hand for Gasana to shake.


She looked young to Gasana, like a gap year student who had taken a wrong turn somewhere on their way to Bangkok, yet also professional. She had poise. Her white shirt and cream trousers were neatly pressed, her black hair tied back simply. Her tan was even and deep. Gasana wondered how long she’d been in Africa for.


She introduced herself as Beatrice Forte, the hard ‘cheh’ at the end of her first name revealing her Italian origins.


They sat down at one of the corners of the conference room’s onyx-topped table, where a phone sat on top of a closed notebook. Dusabe stood by the door.


‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ Forte said.


‘Thank you for accommodating my schedule,’ Gasana replied. ‘I hope the journey here wasn’t too difficult.’


‘More than worth it for the view when I woke up.’ Forte gestured to the window and added, ‘And that one.’


Gasana smiled at her smooth flattery.
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