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    Chapter One




    So I’m sittin’ at Smokey-Joes bar an’ I’m thinkin’ Smokey don’t look too happy.




    Me an’ Smokey have been partners for a few years, since I got him out of a bind with the Bangkok cops. Back then, the Thai cops reckoned that Smokey should be makin’ a nice contribution to their piggy bank every month, seeing’ as Smokey is a foreigner an’ all. Now Bangkok cops ain’t the most reliable in the world seeing as they’re all crooks, but they owed me a favour or two. So I got Smokey to sell me a half share in the bar. Then I went down to the police precinct an’ politely said I’d bust the hell out of any cop who came within one hundred yards of the bar with his hand out. Since then me an’ Smokey get along real well with the local cops. They don’t come within a mile of the place.




    I see Smokey polishin’ the glasses an’ lookin’ gloomy. I lean on the bar an’ ask him, “Hey Smokey. You got a problem or something?”




    Smokey’s big round face looks at me kind of mournful. “I reckon we both got a problem, Edwards.”




    “Shoot,” I tell him.




    “There’s been a broad in here for the last two nights. She’s lookin’ for you,” he says. “She’s a good lookin’ Limey broad. I reckon she’s a cop or a federal official or somethin’. Me, I can smell that kinda creep from a hundred yards. If I ever wanta commit suicide real fast, you know what I’m gonna do? I’m gonna stand next to a cop an’ inhale real deep.”




    I can see Smokey’s got a point but I ain’t worried. “What’s her name?” I ask.




    “She says her name is Daniella,” says Smokey. “You better stay well clear of that broad, Edwards. I reckon she’s a whole heap of trouble.”




    Me, I’m thinkin’ any good lookin’ broad that comes lookin’ for me must have class. I tell Smokey not to worry an’ that I’ll be back in the evenin’ to check it out, but he ain’t lookin’ convinced.




    Me an’ Smokey must look like a strange couple of business partners. He’s kind of short an’ round an’ his face is real friendly. He’s the perfect sort of guy you want to find standin’ on the business side of a bar. Me, I’m six feet two an’ over two hundred pounds. People say my face is sort of ‘lived-in’. Maybe people think the two of us look like a comedy act, I ain’t sure. Either way, the business is boomin’ an’ I ain’t complaining.




    I get back to the bar at around eight o’clock in the evenin’. I reckon I’m lookin’ pretty snappy in a pair of dark slacks an’ a safari shirt. I’m feelin’ good an’ relaxed. I sit down on a bar stool an’ order a scotch. The scotch arrives right away an’ I sit an’ wait for this broad Daniella to show. I’m workin’ on my second glass of scotch when she turns up. I know she’s arrived seein’ as every guy in the bar looks in her direction the moment she walks through the door. I don’t do nothin’. I don’t turn around an’ look. I don’t even look up. I just sit at the bar lookin’ into my scotch an’ soda like there’s some sort of message written on the bottom of the glass.




    The babe slides her smooth little bottom on to a stool on the opposite side of the bar. She smiles at Smokey an’ orders a vodka-martini cocktail. Smokey gives me a knowin’ kind of look as he mixes the drink. I don’t say nothin’ but I can see that Smokey was right. This chick Daniella has got a lot of class, plus good looks that most chicks would kill for. Her raven hair is all wavy an’ goes down beyond her shoulders. She’s wearin’ a little cocktail dress with a flower in her cleavage. It’s the sort of dress that clings to her an’ likes it. I reckon this Daniella is part Chinese an’ part western an’ I reckon she got the best of both worlds. Her legs are long an’ slender an’ her figure is a dream. Her face combines a straight nose with high cheekbones. She’s got deep brown eyes that could drive a man crazy. Me, I reckon this babe has got everythin’ it takes, - an’ then some.




    She crosses her legs an’ I see she’s wearin’ stiletto heels an’ sheer black stockings. This babe looks good an’ she damn well knows it. Me, I’m thinkin’ that if this babe wants to find me, I’m goin’ to be found.




    I look across at Daniella an’ smile. “How’s the cocktail, Miss?” I ask. “Smokey make it O.K for you?” Now that ain’t the most original openin’ but I reckon it will do.




    She smiles, revealin’ a perfect set of teeth, an’ says “Mmmm,” in a sort of approvin’ way. So I reckon the ice has been broken. I slide off the bar stool an’ go round to join her. As I slip on to a stool next to her she gives me a kind of coy look an’ smiles demurely.




    Me, I see a real scared look on Smokey’s face but I ignore it. I put on my confident grin an’ say, “My name’s Edwards. Smokey says you have been lookin’ for me. May I know your name, Miss?”




    She kinda takes her time, then gives me that coy smile again. Then she says, “Mmmm, my name is Daniella.”




    “That’s a very pretty name,” I say, knowin’ that me an’ her are goin’ to have a great conversation. “How’d you like to come out an’ have dinner or somethin’?”




    Daniella gives me a long appraisin’ look as if she was sizin’ up an animal at the market. I reckon I pass the test. She nods her head an’ smiles. She has a nice smile.




    “Sure,” she says. “Let’s go and eat first, and then talk some business later. Where are you going to take me, Edwards?”




    Now Bangkok ain’t the best city in the world, but if you know your way around it’s O.K. I reckon a classy dame like Daniella deserves the best, so I decide to take her to the Bangkok Regent Hotel. At the Regent you can smell the old money from a hundred yards an’ the waiters behave like flunkeys an’ take care of your every need. I got a whole bunch of shares in the ownin’ company an’ I reckon the place is as good as you can get. I ask her if the Regent would be O.K. an’ she smiles happily at me. I get the idea it’s goin’ to be OK.




    I hold her little hand in mine an’ help her off the stool. She kind of gives my hand a squeeze. I hear Smokey makin’ a sort of hissin’ noise through his teeth but I ignore it. I gently put my arm around her waist an’ escort her out of the bar. The car is sittin’ out in the front car park an’ I steer Daniella over to it. I open the door of the Porsche for her an’ she slides in. She does it like she’s slidin’ into Porsche cars every day of the week. I reckon this dame has a whole bunch of class an’ breedin’. Me, I’m thinkin’ that within few hours her beautiful bronzed legs are goin’ to be wrapped around my body while we visit paradise together in some sorta rhapsody. I climb into the heap an’ turn the motor over. The Porsche purrs like a contented cat an’ I drive carefully to the Regent Hotel. I take it slow seein’ as the hotel is only a few blocks away an’ that we got plenty of time. Strictly speakin’, I don’t need a Porsche. It’s impractical as hell for use in Bangkok. Sure, it goes like a banshee on ball bearings but that don’t help when you’re stuck in a traffic jam. I tell myself the Porsche is one of life’s little pleasures an’ that I deserve it.




    At the hotel I give the car keys to a doorman, who’s wearin’ a kind of admiral’s uniform. A bellhop helps Daniella get out of the car an’ I escort her up the steps an’ through the front door. Once in the lobby she gasps in delight when she sees the ceilin’ which is all hand painted silk tapestry. Every head in the lobby turns to look at us as she glides across the floor. She’s lookin’ like a bronzed goddess who’s visitin’ Venus on her birthday party. Me, I have my chest all puffed out an’ I’m feelin’ like a million bucks. I escort her through the lobby an’ over to the Regent Grill. The receptionist is a real pretty babe, wearin’ a long silk evening gown. I give her a smile an’ ask for a table for two. I’m a regular at the restaurant an’ Pierre, the maitre d’, knows me real well. Pierre has been around the world a few times an’ is a real class act. When he sees Daniella he gives a little gasp an’ then bows real low over her hand. I thought he was goin’ to fall over. Pierre kisses her hand like she was some kind of royalty an’ escorts us to a real cosy corner table. The table has discrete lightin’ from some candles an’ there’s a whole bunch of orchids decoratin’ the table-cloth. Daniella is smilin’ happily an’ I reckon we’re going to have a swell evenin’..




    She looks confidently at the menu an’ I can see she ain’t fazed by the surroundin’s. This place can be kind of intimidatin’ if you ain’t used to it. After a few minutes she smiles sweetly at Pierre an’ says, “Good Evening. I would like to start with Moules Mariniere, please.” Pierre smiles at her. Then she says, “For main course, would it be possible to have Escalope de Veau Cordon Bleu?”




    Pierre beams his approval an’ stammers “Certainly Madam!” I’m thinkin’ that for this creature anythin’ is possible. I bet the chef would probably break a leg rushin’ into the restaurant to serve it himself. Pierre takes my order for a Rabbit Pâté an’ a main course of Côtes de Porc Charcutière. I choose a bottle of Chardonnay an’ begin to relax.




    Pierre begins to make a big fuss over servin’ the Chardonnay. I can see he’s goin’ to be as shi-shi as hell just to impress Daniella. Me, I’m thinkin’ it also helps to own a whole bunch of the hotels’ stock. I take a sip of the wine an’ nod my approval. I’m kind of hopin’ like hell that the dame is goin’ to like it. Me, I ain’t no wine freak but I reckon life is too short to drink bad wine. I reckon the Chardonnay is goin’ to do just fine.




    We talk an’ we relax. This babe has a beautiful body an’ she knows how to use it. Pretty soon my heart is beatin’ like a hummin’ bird in a traffic jam. Daniella is built like a goddess should be built. I look at her an’ I’m happy. Her laugh is warm an’ it’s real. We speak about all sorts of things. Me, I’m thinkin’ about lots of things that we didn’t talk about. I reckon I’m in love an’ that this is time it’s goin’ to be the real thing.




    We kind of linger over the meal. When the coffees are served I lean across the table an’ wrap my hand around hers. Her hand tightens on mine in a subtle invitation. I feel the sweat pop out on my forehead an’ I give her a lopsided grin.




    “Daniella,” I say. “I reckon you’ve got a lotta class an’ I don’t want to let you go. How about you an’ me go back to Smokey’s for a nightcap? While we’re doin’ that, maybe you can tell me why you was lookin’ for me?”




    She gives me a long sideways look an’ lets the ghost of a smile play on her mouth. I’m on tenterhooks to hear what she’ll say. She lets her voice drop to a lower register. “No, Edwards,” she says huskily. “Not Smokey’s. Let’s go to my place and talk and relax.”




    I grin at her an’ get up to help her out of the chair. I slip a five hundred Baht note under the napkin, knowin’ the bill will be put on my account, an’ gently take her hand. As we walk across the lobby her hand squeezes mine an’ she whispers, “I’ve got to go to the ladies room, Big Boy. I’ll be back in a minute.” As she turns to go, she sort of trips on the corner of one of them Persian floor rugs. Her little handbag falls to the floor with a clunk. I scoop it up an’ give it to her. She gives me one of them little ‘moue’ looks and then she whispers “Thank you,” in a way that sort of has a lot of promise.




    I watch her walk away from me with a kind of delicate swing of her hips. I can see the bell-hops all have their tongues hangin’ out on the floor. Me, I reckon I’m one hell of a lucky guy. I ask the doorman to bring the Porsche round to the front door. Just as the car arrives, Daniella comes floatin’ back across the lobby towards me. She smiles into my eyes with a look that means more than words. I gently help her into the car. I go round to the driver’s side, get in behind the wheel, an’ start the engine.




    “I’m staying in Soi Onnut,” she says. “I’m living at a house in Baan Panya - I borrowed it from a friend.”




    I squeeze the car into gear. I don’t say nothin’, but I’m thinkin’ this dame has got a lot of rich friends. Baan Panya is the most expensive private estate in the whole of Bangkok an’ you got to be a millionaire or an ambassador or somethin’ to be able to stay there. I put some good music on the stereo system an’ I turn it sort of low. She leans back in her seat to relax. I ease the Porsche into the traffic on Sukhumvit road an’ head east for Soi Onnut.




    I stop the car at the gated entrance to Moo Baan Panya. The armed security guard stops the car an’ looks to check who’s inside. Daniella gives him a reassurin’ wave an’ I see a look of relief on the guy’s face. I hand over my drivin’ licence an’ the guy gives me an entry pass. I then slowly drive into the estate, savourin’ the smell of rich men’s money as I do so.




    Daniella directs me down a couple of side turnings and tells me to stop outside a house at the end of a small cul-de-sac. The house is like somethin’ you see in the movies an’ it’s got a sweepin’ drive leadin’ up to a big heavy front door. The front door is guarded by a couple of columns that would’ve supported the pyramids. I lock the car, an’ take her hand an’ she leads me up the drive an’ up to the front door. As she’s fumblin’ for her keys I hear a sound on the gravel behind me an’ I duck just as a baseball bat comes swingin’ past my right ear. I feint to the right an’ dive to the left. I kick the guy’s right knee so hard that I hear his knee-cap pop. He howls in pain an’ lunges at me. I bust him one on the mouth that rocks him back. His mouth starts hangin’ open like some kind of zombie. I chop him real hard on the side of the neck. He drops to the ground like a sack of cement with blood and vomit droolin’ over his chin. I step back, kick the guy in the groin an’ see him pass out like a light.




    Daniella is doin’ a big screamin’ act. I grab her by the hand. I shout, “We gotta get outta here!” an’ drag her real fast to the Porsche. I bundle her in with no ceremony. I fire up the motor, shove it into gear an’ we scram. I head towards the main entrance to the estate, goin’ at regular speed so we don’t attract too much attention. I slow down at the front entrance to the estate, behavin’ real cool an’ calm. I hand over the pass in return for my licence. I give the guard a nice reassurin’ smile, an’ smoothly cruise out onto the road. A lot of guys would have put their foot down on the gas real hard an’ scram out of there with the tyres howlin’ an’ the engine screamin’. But that would’ve been dumb. We ain’t bein’ chased an’ I don’t want to draw attention to the Porsche.




    I check that both doors are locked an’ we cruise out to Sukhumvit Road. I’m tryin’ to make sure I time the lights on green an’ I’m drivin’ nice and careful. I want to make damn sure there is no chance of havin’ an accident. The last thing I want to do is to have to get out of the car an’ make myself vulnerable. At that time of night there’s almost no cars on the road an’ we make it back to Smokey’s in about twenty minutes and without a sniff of trouble. Daniella don’t say nothin’ the whole journey. All I hear is a few sobs an’ sniffs. I reckon that’s kind of normal, seein’ as a classy dame like Daniella ain’t used to bein’ involved in muggin’s. I don’t say nothin’ until we pull up outside Smokey’s.




    I park the car at the side entrance. I give a small beep on the horn to get the attention of Kamala. We run Smokey’s with the bar an’ restaurant on the ground floor an’ the upper floors bein’ a sort of super exclusive private hotel. It’s ideal for the kind of guys with lots of money who want to be discrete an’ don’t want to tell the world what they’re doin’. Kamala helps to run the place an’ she an’ her team do a swell job.




    I help Daniella out of the car. She’s sort of sobbin’ an’ shakin’ but she don’t look too bad.




    “You go with Kamala,” I tell her - lookin’ all masterful an’ in control. “She’s goin’ to make you comfortable in a suite upstairs where nobody’s goin’ to bother you none.”




    Daniella gives me a kind of meek look and nods. Then Kamala sort of scoops her up and takes her up in to the elevator while makin’ all sorts of female reassurin’ noises. I reckon this Daniella’s goin’ to be OK.




    I go through the bar. As usual it’s packed full of guys havin’ a good time. Smokey is havin’ a swell night an’ he an’ the two bartenders are mixin’ and servin’ drinks like crazy. The waiters are cruisin’ around tryin’ not to look rushed off their feet. Those guys are good at findin’ time to give the customers the sort of special treatment that the rich an’ famous expect. Them real rich guys always say they don’t want no special treatment. But if they get ordinary treatment they gets sore as a bear with a hangover an’ that ain’t good for business. I walk up the stairs to my office an’ leave Smokey to it. Smokey’s a real class act an’ he don’t need no help from me.




    There’s a coffee machine on the side-table that sit’s alongside my desk. I pour in some fresh water, add a capsule of Arabica coffee an’ turn the machine on. Five minutes later I’m sittin’ behind my desk an’ sippin’ a nice cup of fresh coffee. Me, I reckon I’m in a heap of trouble. I got to do something’ clever an’ I don’t know what.




    I reckon there’s no need to jump to conclusions until I get a report from Kamala. I’m thinkin’ Kamala will have something’ for me in about an hour, so I relax. I put an ice pack on my fist since I don’t want my fist to swell up an’ make me look like a street brawler. Then I drink some more coffee, put some decent music on the hi-fi, an’ sit back an’ wait. It’s almost exactly one hour later when Kamala glides into the room. She’s lookin’ like the cat that ate the damn budgerigar. I get the idea she’s all ready to spill the beans. I reckon Kamala is goin’ to have lots to tell me.




    Kamala sort of takes her time. She wanders over to the side bar an’ makes herself a decent drink. She settles down in the leather chair opposite me. She’s lookin’ smug an’ kind of pleased with herself.




    This Kamala is one hell of a woman an’ she sort of knows it. She’s an ex Thai Special Services Ranger. She’s tough as hell an’ she has brains to go with it. Like most Thais, she is a mix of Thai and Chinese, an’ in her case there’s also a big dose of Western blood too. To look at she’s a sort of Asian version of Jennifer Lopez; kind of demure, slim, lithe an’ burstin’ with energy. “Kamala” means ‘desirous’ in Thai, an’ I reckon it suit’s her. She’s got a grin like a Cheshire cat; it sort of turns up the sides of her mouth into two sexy lookin’ dimples. Them dimples give her face an elfin look an’ make her look harmless as hell. I wait while Kamala takes a long sip of her scotch. Then I grin.




    “OK Kamala, shoot!” I tell her.




    “Sure, Edwards,” she says smoothly. “There’s no rush, your little kitten is fast asleep in your guest suite. I put a sedative in her brandy and she’s going to sleep like a baby for eight hours.”




    I grin, knowin’ she’d of done that, an’ wait for the report.




    “Your little kitten is a well travelled lady. Her dress is designer quality, bought at Via Condotti in Rome. Her shoes are Chanel; real thing, not fakes. They’re four inch black stilettos, in case you hadn’t noticed? OK so far?”




    I nod an OK, waitin’ for the interestin’ bits.




    “Her underwear is from Paris and there isn’t much of it, just a sexy g-string and a black strapless push-up bra that looks sexy as hell. She was wearing stockings, not tights, and a dainty little black lace suspender belt.” Kamala giggles, “It looks like she had an interesting night planned for the two of you.”




    I give Kamala my confident and worldly grin an’ I wait for the rest of the news. She takes a few more sips of her scotch and then she gets on with the report.




    “Bet you don’t know what was in her little handbag,” she says.




    “How much you want to bet?” I ask, lookin’ all innocent.




    “Twenty bucks,” she says.




    I put a twenty dollar bill on the table. Kamala slips a bill out of her blouse pocket. She leaves the twenty bucks next to mine on the table an’ says “OK, Boss. Shoot.”




    “Sure,” I say. “I reckon in her bag she’s got a small automatic with a two inch barrel; somethin’ like a Lady-Smith.”




    I pick up both bills and put them in my shirt pocket an’ grin. Kamala scowls at me like I’d committed a major felony or somethin’. “How did you know?” she asks, all serious.




    “The little kitten dropped her bag on the floor at the hotel an’ it landed with a kind of thud. I scooped the bag up real fast an’ gave it a good feel as I was handin’ it back to her.”




    Kamala is lookin’ impressed an’ says, “Well done Boss. She’s got a real neat little LS compact nine millimeter auto pistol. It’s loaded, but she’s not using regular ammo, she’s using dum-dum.” She pauses for a minute, tryin’ to look real serious.




    “Bet you forty bucks you don’t know what else was in the bag, Edwards.”




    It’s a sort of custom between us that I never get to keep the cash and so I pretend to look all sort of thoughtful an’ rueful. “You’re right, Kamala,” I say, “I don’t.”




    Kamala holds out her hand an’ I slide the forty bucks over to her. She tucks the dough down her blouse pocket before she continues.




    “She has some lady type stuff that doesn’t interest you. She’s got two credit cards, one of them is a Gold Card and the other is a Platinum Card. Both credit cards are in the name of Daniella Stevens. She was carrying about two hundred dollars in Thai Baht and, - guess what?”




    “What?” I say




    “This,” says Kamala, as she slides a visitin’ card across the desk towards me. I pick it up an’ I see it’s one of my cards, about ten years old, sort of dog-eared and datin’ from when I had the office in Phnom Penh in Cambodia.




    I slide the card back to Kamala so she can put it back in Daniella’s bag with all the other stuff. I try to do a spot of serious thinkin’. Kamala crosses one beautiful tanned leg over the other an’ gives me one of her crooked little grins. For probably the thousandth time I’m tryin’ to figure out why Kamala an’ I don’t just jump in the sack together an’ for the thousandth time I can’t figure out why we don’t.




    Maybe Kamala is thinkin’ the same as me, I ain’t sure, but she gives a little sigh, demurely finishes the rest of her scotch and sort of glides out of the room.




    Me, I’m thinkin’ that this Daniella is one good lookin’ dame. I also reckon she’s a whole heap a trouble an’ if I got any sense I’m goin’ to steer well clear of her. I’m thinkin’ that she came lookin’ for me at Smokey’s for three nights in a row so she was determined to see me. I’m thinkin’ that when she took me back to her place, there was no servant to open the doors to greet us when we arrived. Houses that big sort of need hot an’ cold runnin’ maids an’ gardeners and she’d given them all the night off. That means she’d figured out beforehand that we’d end up back at her place for the night. Me, I’m wonderin’ if she gave the servants the night off seein’ as she wanted to be discrete. Maybe she didn’t want the staff to know she was havin’ a romp in the sack. I’m also thinkin’ that maybe she gave them the night off seein’ as she’s arranged for a chum of hers to be there an’ take me out with a baseball bat.




    I’m also wonderin’ about the sexy underwear. I’m askin’ that if she planned to have me slugged over the head at the front door, why would she wear sexy but uncomfortable underwear? I reckon regular knickers and bra from Marks and Spencer’s would have been a hell of a lot more comfortable. Me, I’m also wonderin’ if maybe this Daniella is cool as ice; maybe she planned to spend a night in the sack with some other lucky guy after makin’ sure Edwards had been wiped out with a baseball bat to the skull.




    I tidy away the coffee an’ wander down to the office an’ have a chat with Prasert. He’s a swell kid, tough as nails an’ smart. I ask Prasert to go an’ check out Daniella’s house in the mornin’, and then I go upstairs, have a shower, an’ hit the sack.




    I reckon I was asleep right after my head hit the pillow.




    * * *


  




  

    Chapter 2




    I reckon life is swell.




    It’s half past eight on a beautiful sunny mornin’. I’ve been sittin’ in the office for two hours an’ I’m already on my mid-mornin’ coffee. I’ve done a whole heap of work an’ I’m feelin’ real pleased with myself. There’s nothin’ like a good night’s sleep to clear the thinking an’ I reckon I’m firin’ on all cylinders with the overdrive runnin’.




    I’d left a note for Kamala, askin’ her to organize a nice breakfast for Daniella. I’ve suggested she organizes the limo to take Daniella back to her house at Baan Panya at around ten in the mornin’. Me, I reckon Daniella will want to go home an’ change her clothes and do all sorts of female type things before she does anythin’ else. So I write a nice note to her sayin’ I’d like to have a lunch with her, an’ if she is free can she please call me?




    At eight forty five Prasert comes to the office an’ makes his report. This mornin’ he went to the house in Baan Panya an’ he got there good an’ early. As expected, the house was all normal. The maids an’ the gardener were quietly goin’ about their work an’ there were no signs of any burglary. There were no half-dead corpses litterin’ up the driveway. Me, I reckon the goon had an accomplice. The accomplice must have dragged the poor sap off to the hospital to get him put back together. I reckon the guy ain’t feelin’ too good right now. Serves him right. Prasert says he’s left one of our guys doin’ surveillance on the house. The guy’s got instructions to photograph any visitors. The guy will also let Prasert know about Daniella’s movements an’ if she goes out he will follow her. Prasert’s guy has got a motorbike an’ he knows his way around so there won’t be no problem. I reckon Prasert knows what he is doin’ so I leave him to it.




    I’m thinkin’ I’ve already done all the routine chores for the morning. I close my computer, walk down the stairs to the garage, get in the Porsche an’ fire it up. I ease the Porsche out of the garage an’ motor off to the Fight Club on Ploenchit Road. Lots of people think that if you are big and strong you can take care of yourself. But that ain’t true. Me, I’m big an’ I’m fit, but I know that ain’t always enough. Every expert in self defence will tell people that the best way to protect yourself is to run away like hell an’ avoid the situation. But that ain’t always possible. In my line of work I get into all sorts of situations, so I reckon I’ve gotta really work at my skills as well as my fitness. Me, I spend six hours a week doin’ fight trainin’ - both unarmed combat and knife fightin’ and I still don’t think I’m good enough. With the instructors at the club we use wooden knives and the instructors nearly always give me a ‘cut’ before I can get them. I work out in the gym every day an’ I spend a couple of hours at the shootin’ range every week. It’s a real busy schedule, but what good is a guy if he ain’t tough?




    By noon I’ve had a tough session with the instructors an’ I’m feelin’ as weak as a kitten. After one of them workouts I usually need about half an hour in the sauna so the muscles don’t stiffen up. I grab a shower an’ a towel, turn the heat in the sauna up to maximum, an’ go inside. The place is empty except for me, so I sit an’ I sweat all by myself. I’m also sittin’ an’ doin’ a bit of heavy thinkin’ about this Daniella business.




    I’m thinkin’ I got lucky at Daniella’s house the night before. I reckon I got lucky on two counts. Firstly, I was on full alert. I knew that this sort of fairy-tale evenin’ with Daniella was too good to be true, so I was expectin’ some sort of trap. Secondly, the driveway at Daniella’s house had a gravel surface. When the guy moved to take a swing at me I heard his feet on the gravel. I reckon if I ain’t got lucky I’d now be lyin’ in the morgue with my brains bashed out. I’m also wonderin’ why Daniella ain’t called me about havin’ lunch. Either she’s playin’ hard-to-get or she’s given up on me after the bust-up with the mugger at her house.




    Thinkin’ don’t seem to get me no place. I reckon the best thing is to go back to the office. When I’m there I’ll have a strategy session with Kamala an’ see what we can figure out. I finish my sauna, have a good long ice-cold shower and get dressed. I stop long enough at the juice bar to down a pint of mixed fruit juice. I walk down the stairs to the car park an’ get in the Porsche. I fire her up an’ head back to the office. I’m feelin’ fit an’ I’m rarin’ to go.




    Kamala comes up to my office a few minutes after I get there. She gives me a sweet smile an’ says good afternoon. She is all business. She don’t even make clever cracks about my missed night of uncontrolled lust. She tells me she’s been thinkin’ an’ she’s assumin’ Daniella must’ve come to see me about somethin’ that happened in Cambodia.




    After leavin’ the army I had an office in Cambodia before movin’ over to Bangkok. The card Daniella had in her bag was from that time. Those were real the bad old times. Back then, the Khmer Rouge was messin’ up the country, that pompous fool Sihanouk an’ his toadies were hidin’ behind someone’s skirts up there in Beijing, an’ the whole country was goin’ to hell.




    I reckon Kamala is right, but Cambodia was a long time ago. I’m thinkin’ Daniella is way too young to have been involved back then. Maybe she had an elder brother or an uncle or somethin’ who was there. Maybe that was how she got my card. That don’t help me much because all sorts of guys were operatin’ in Cambodia back then. I’d worked with Americans, Brits, an’ Aussies, besides the Thais, Koreans and the Hmong tribesmen. Most of them weren’t officially there, none of them carried I.D. dog-tags an’ not many of them used their true names. Even makin’ a list of the guys I worked with would be damn difficult. I thought maybe we should try to make a list of all the Brits I’d worked with back then. Kamala wasn’t too hopeful on that line. She reckoned that just because Daniella sounded like a Brit didn’t mean she was one, an’ anyway who was to know if Stevens is her right name?




    “We need two courses of action,” said Kamala briskly. “I’ll work with the guys in the office to dig out what we can about your lady-friend. You, Boss, should get close to the little kitten and see what you can find out.” She grinned at me. “Being a slave to testosterone, you shouldn’t find that too difficult.” I reckon she’s got a point.




    Kamala breezed out an’ left me to my thoughts. Me, I’m sittin’ there thinkin’ about Kamala’s long tanned legs an’ I’m wonderin’ about her tattoo. Me and Kamala usually work out together in the gym attached to my suite and, like I said, she keeps in real good shape. Like lots of Asian girls, she’s sort of shy about showin’ her body. When we’re workin’ out in the gym, Kamala usually wears a tracksuit - but even then she looks pretty good. One day she forgets her tracksuit in the taxi or somethin’. She ain’t got a spare tracksuit at the gym so she works out wearin’ T-shirt an’ a little pair of shorts. Them shorts are real cute an’ they don’t leave too much to the imagination. That’s when I see she’s got a tattoo. It’s a tattoo of a Chinese serpent an’ it winds around her right thigh an’ its tail disappears somewhere inside the shorts. It’s a real cute serpent, sort of slim and feminine an’ for me it’s a real turn on. Ever since then I’ve been wonderin’ whereabouts the serpent’s tail ends on Kamala’s slim little body. She never wore the shorts again, I never got a chance to have a peek, an’ I ain’t had the courage to ask her to show me.




    I have a little chat with myself an’ I decide it’s best to concentrate on the job in hand instead of the tattoo. I sit down an’ think how I’m goin’ to get close to this Daniella. I gotta get real close an friendly with her, but without getting my brains bashed out with a baseball bat an’ without gettin’ my guts blasted all over the place by her nine millimeter Lady-Smith auto pistol. That LS9 Lady-Smith pistol is a real neat little gun. It’s got no jagged edges that can get caught when you take it out of your pocket or handbag. It’s got five slugs, or six if you keep one up the spout an’ ready. I reckon not many people could hit the side of a building with an LS9 from a range of more than about fifteen yards. On the other hand, the LS9 is a swell gun for close up use and nine millimetres is packin’ a reasonable punch. To make it worse, Kamala said the little kitten was usin’ dum-dum ammo. That is a real worry. Makin’ dum-dum is real easy; you just have to file off the pointed tip of the slug to make it flat an’ then file a slight cross across the flattened top. Then when the slug hits someone it breaks into loads of bits and does a real lot of damage all over. If you get hit with one of them, the chances are you ain’t goin’ nowhere ever again.




    What with tattoos and LS9s I reckon I’ve got plenty to worry about. I decide to go down to the bar to grab a coffee an’ have a chat with Smokey. I reckon maybe Smokey will give me some ideas.




    Smokey runs the bar like a kind of Brasserie, so the customers can eat an’ drink any time of the day or night they like. As usual, the bar was full. Most of the customers are serious lookin’ wealthy guys. They’re sittin’ around at tables, drinkin’ coffee, havin’ business meetings an’ tryin’ to make even more loot. It’s kinda funny how these super rich guys have an urge to work like hell an’ score points every day, although the night before they were probably in the bar an’ behavin’ like half drunken idiots. Me, if I had half their money I’d be on a fifty foot sailing sloop. I reckon I’d have the boat heeled-over on a close tack, an’ headin’ towards Tonga or Fiji, or some place where the phones don’t ring.




    I see Smokey’s been cornered by one of our regular customers. This guy is always sittin’ on his perch at the bar an’ soundin’ off about banks an’ the Federal Reserve an’ suchlike. To me ‘Federal Reserve’ sounds like a dodgy brand of whisky but I ain’t goin’ to tell him that seein’ as the customers are always right. Today he’s snortin’ about the ‘hopelessly corrupt and inept Thai government that’s bringin’ the country to bankruptcy’ or some such thing. Me, I reckon countries don’t go bankrupt. What does the stupid sap think is goin’ to happen? Is the IMF goin’ to send in a bunch of bailiffs an’ turn all the Thais out of the country or somethin? I reckon it’s a good job I ain’t a barman, seein’ as I’d just tell the customers the truth an’ no doubt I’d bankrupt the business in about three weeks flat. I smile politely at the guy an’ make a beeline for a corner table where I can hide behind the Financial Times or the Daily Telegraph or somethin’. About an hour later I’m on my third coffee. I’m also about a quarter of the way through the Daily Telegraph crossword puzzle. It’s my ambition to finish the Telegraph crossword one day, but that ain’t happened yet. About a year ago the paper printed an article titled ‘How to do the Telegraph Crossword’ an’ it was real good. Since readin’ that article I fail to complete the damn thing with a lot more confidence.




    After two hours, the crossword is halfway done. Nine across ‘A cunning plan to discover layers of hidden wealth (9 letters)’ has gotta be ‘stratagem’. I’m feelin’ real pleased with myself, but I reckon it’s best to quit while I’m ahead.




    I give up on the crossword, wander across the bar without gettin’ caught by anyone, an’ walk up the stairs to my office. I call Prasert. He says he’s free an’ he’ll be with me in a few minutes. He tells me Kamala has also got some news an’ she’ll be along as well. I tell him that’s swell an’ that I’m free anytime. Prasert is an ex Thai Ranger, same as Kamala. Both of them are tough as hell an’ they don’t panic easy. Prasert is plenty smart. He is tall for a Thai, an’ he’s got good shoulders. He’s a clean-cut sort of guy with a crew-cut an’ a serious face. He don’t smile often. When he does smile you know it’s for real because he smiles with his eyes as well. His hands are short an’ practical an’ he keeps himself damn fit.




    Prasert an’ Kamala arrive a few minutes later. They come straight in an’ sit down in the big leather office chairs. I give each of them a fresh cup of espresso from the machine. “So what’s up?” I ask.




    Prasert is lookin’ all bright an’ as chirpy as a cricket. “Your little kitten has been busy today,” he tells me. “First she got a delivery of a whole stack of food and groceries from the supermarket. She’s ordered plenty, so I reckon she plans to stay at that house for quite a while. Then it got more interesting. At ten past eleven this morning she called a radio taxi and had it take her to Khaosan Road in Chinatown. She paid off the cab there and walked up and down Khaosan Road a couple of times. Obviously she was looking for a particular bar or a restaurant. Finally she sat down in the pavement café of the ‘Blue Lagoon’. It’s a nice looking bar and restaurant that sprawls out over the pavement. Your kitten sat down under an umbrella in the pavement section and ordered an ice lemon tea. Ten minutes later she was joined by someone you know.”




    I raise an eyebrow an’ Prasert takes out his digital camera. He shows me a photo of Daniella sittin’ at the café with Charlie Figuera. Now Charlie Figuera is a slimy little crook who is into anythin’ an’ everythin’ that will make him a few bucks. Charlie is involved in some of the prostitution rackets in town, an’ some of the bars. Usually I wouldn’t even worry about the bum. This time it’s different seein’ as Charlie also fronts for some of the Cambodian mafia guys who are operatin’ in Bangkok. If this Daniella business is connected with Cambodia there’s a chance Charlie can create a few problems for us.




    Charlie Figuera is a hundred percent Chinese, but he originates from the Philippines. Back in the Philippines he was called ‘C.K. Chen’ or somethin’ like that. Then he decided he’d look classier with an aristocratic Spanish name. So he changed his name to “Carlos Figuera Jnr. the Third”. There never was no Carlos Figuera Senior and there never was no Carlos Figuera the Second. Anyway, Charlie reckons the new name will turn him into a class act. He is easy to recognize seein’ as he looks like a rodent with glasses.




    Me, I sit back an’ think real hard, tryin’ to figure out what a classy dame like Daniella is doin’ with a scum-bag like Charlie.




    Prasert waits until he sees I’m ready an’ then he continues, “Your kitten and Charlie sat at the café in deep conversation for almost an hour. Daniella took lots of notes which she wrote down in a small notebook. Then she got up, shook hands with Charlie, grabbed a cab and went back to the house at Baan Panya. So far she hasn’t gone out again.”




    I see Kamala is lookin at the photo an’ from the scowl on her face she don’t approve of Charlie Figuera neither. “What have you got, Kamala?” I ask her.




    “Just a little bit,” she says, all serious and businesslike. “Your kitten arrived in Thailand three days ago on a flight from Hong Kong. Her passport is British. Her name is Stevens. Occupation was given as ‘Business Executive’. Place of birth was given as Hong Kong. She is twenty eight years old.”




    I see that Kamala has been busy with her friends in the Immigration Department at the airport and I nod a big thanks in her direction. She gives me that grin again. It turns up the corners of her mouth an’ makes her look real cute.




    “There’s nothing more at the moment, Boss,” she says. “We’re going to search through the public government records in Hong Kong. Their public computer records are damn good. We’ll see what we can dig up.”




    “Sort of makes sense,” I say to her. “The dame has that kind of assurance that the expat colonial kids get. Maybe her father worked in the Hong Kong Government or something.”




    Kamala slings me one of them wicked grins. “How do you plan to get close to the kitten again, Chief?” she asks, sorta innocent.




    “I dunno yet,” I say.




    “She didn’t call you to fix lunch, did she?” says Kamala with obvious pleasure an’ satisfaction.




    Me, I just give her my confident, business-like grin an’ shrug. “I’m workin’ on it,” I say. “Let’s all meet up for another strategy session tomorrow.”




    The two of them clear off an’ I’m left to figure out what the hell to do. Me, I’m still thinkin’ about that little LS9 an’ the dum-dum ammo. I’m thinkin’ that dames like Daniella are supposed to be soft and cuddly and a little helpless and dependent. They’re supposed to seek comfort and security in the arms of strong, clear-eyed guys like me. Most of all, they ain’t supposed to be goin’ around plannin’ to blast my guts out.




    I open up my laptop an’ fire up the email to see what’s new. There are twenty three new messages an’ most of them are routine. I deal with about six of them an’ forward the rest to Kamala, Prasert or Smokey. They’ll take care of them better than me. There’s one email I can’t delegate an’ it’s from Daniella Stevens. It says “Hi Edwards. Thanks for everything you did last night. Kamala is an angel. We must talk. Please call me to fix a working dinner tonight. Urgent. D”.




    At least I don’t have to figure out how to get close to Daniella. All I got to do is reply to the email an’ I’m all set. I ain’t too curious how she got my email address seein’ as it’s easy to find. All anyone needs to do is to look up my name on Google an’ there’s bound to be some references to what I do an’ what my contact details are. I reckon anyone could find it an about half an hour on the web an’ a ten year old computer kid could probably find it in about thirty seconds flat. Or maybe Daniella got someone to call the office an’ ask for my email address. There’s no reason for anyone to keep my email address secret.




    So all I’ve got to do is to figure out where to meet her. I always think that when you’re dealin’ with someone you don’t trust, you should never, ever, agree to meet them at a private rendezvous. It’s much better to meet in a public place where there are lots of people. That way there’s plenty of witnesses an’ less chance of some bozo tryin’ somethin’. A friend of mine once agreed to meet his wife in private to discuss their divorce settlement ‘in an amicable manner.’ The poor sap was sittin’ in their livin’ room havin’ a nice cup of tea when she pumped six slugs into him from point blank range. I had to go to the morgue an’ identify him an’ he was a real mess.




    Me, I reckon a busy restaurant would be a good place to meet Daniella. The high noise level would give us a lot of privacy an’ there’d be plenty of people around for safety. I reckon a late dinner might be ideal, because I’ve got somethin’ urgent to attend to first. I send Daniella an email reply, sayin’ it’s a great idea and how about we meet in the Normandie Grill at the Oriental Hotel. I reckon that should impress her some. Then I get to work.




    Me, I’m thinkin’ that I have some urgent business to do with Charlie Figuera. I reckon that creep was involved in the attack on me the night before an’ I’m thinkin’ he was involved real deep. Me, I’m thinkin’ that Daniella is a swell babe an’ I reckon she wasn’t plannin’ to get me wiped out that night. Firstly, why would she want to take out a total stranger who means nothing to her? That don’t make no sense. Secondly, why was she wearin’ real sexy underwear when she met me? That underwear was planned for a night of pure undiluted lust an’ passion, an’ not for an’ evenin’ of murder an’ mayhem. Thirdly, Daniella came lookin’ for me for three nights in a row an’ I reckon she wanted me for somethin’ serious. I reckon she didn’t come lookin’ for me just to have me knocked off. I also reckon she didn’t come lookin’ for me just for my rampant body, seein’ as she hadn’t seen me them. Fourthly, Daniella met Charlie Figuera on day four an’ Prasert said that during the meetin’ Daniella was takin’ notes an’ Charlie was doin’ all the talkin’. So it sticks out a foot that this was the second meetin’ of Daniella and Charlie. If it was the first meetin’, Daniella woulda been talkin’ an’ Charlie woulda been makin’ notes. Assumin’ that Charlie can write - which I sorta doubt.




    Kamala had told me that Daniella arrived in Bangkok three days ago, an’ Smokey told me the little kitten had been lookin’ for me for two days. So Daniella tried to find me on her first an’ second days in town. She an’ I had dinner on day three and after dinner some sap tried to knock my brains out with a baseball bat. I reckon that it would have taken one day to organise an attack on me. That means someone got to work at organising it during day two. So I reckon that Daniella tried to find me on day one but had no luck. So on day two she goes to meet Charlie. She tells Charlie what she wants an’ Charlie decides the job sounds good an’ profitable. It sounds so good that Charlie decides he will get rid of the opposition. So Charlie organises the muggin’ on day two , then on day three some sap tries to knock my brains out.




    It’s eight-thirty an’ the neon lights are on in Soi Cowboy. Soi Cowboy is a crummy sorta lane with beer bars on both sides and whorehouses on the floors above. As I get out of the cab I see the place is already busy like hell with guys out to have fun an’ make’ fools of themselves. The bar where Charlie Figuera hangs out is about halfway down the street on the left hand side. Charlie pretends he owns the place but I reckon he just fronts for one of the mafia groups that control most of the booze and vice in town.




    I navigate my way through the hordes of hookers, customers an’ touts, an’ wander into Charlie’s dump. It is just one of them places; a typical sort of bar. There’s a long bar counter where three naked Thai girls are doin’ pole dancin’ an’ tryin’ to hook customers. Music with a heavy throbbin’ beat is blarin’ out real loud. The music is loud enough to make conversation kinda difficult so everybody is sorta shoutin’ at each other. The crowd around the bar is already two deep with bargirls an’ happy jocks havin’ a good time. The bargirls are all topless an’ most of them are just wearin’ stiletto high-heel shoes an’ little g-strings to hide their maidenly modesty. A few of the girls are just wearin’ stiletto shoes, a smile an’ nothin’ else. All of the girls are drop-dead gorgeous. All the customers are foreigners an’ most of them look like fat-slob no-hopers.




    There’s a vacant round table with some high stools over by the wall. I walk over to the table, sit down, an’ order a beer. Several of the girls trot over to see if I want company. I tell them nicely in Thai that I ain’t interested. Me, I’m always polite with these girls, seein’ as I reckon it can’t be easy to descend so low. The girls get the message an’ go back to the bar hopin’ to find some easier meat. There’s no sign of Charlie so I reckon he is probably workin’ in his office out back. I reckon I got plenty of time so I sit back an’ watch the crowd havin’ fun. I stick to drinkin’ beer seein’ as the bar can’t cheat on that. Some dumb saps go to these joints an’ drink spirits like scotch or vodka. After a few drinks they don’t know what the hell they are doin’. Then the barmen start pourin’ them real cheap locally made hooch that ain’t healthy. After a night drinkin’ that stuff, a guy will wake up with a hangover from hell an’ an empty wallet. That’s if he is lucky. If he is not so lucky he might wake up to find himself lyin’ in a hospital bed with his head bust open. Them bargirls will just as soon bust a bottle over a guy’s head as have sex with him; whichever is the quickest way of gettin’ hold of the guy’s loot.




    I have a couple of beers and enjoy the scenery – it’s kind of like watchin’ some wild animals in a zoo. After about twenty minutes I wander back in the direction of the men’s room. I walk sorta casual. I by-pass the john an’ I walk straight into Charlie’s office. Charlie is sittin’ at his desk an’ he is all alone. I close the door behind me an’ I walk over to him an’ I’m smilin’ like a Cheshire cat. “Hiya Charlie,” I start, an’ as I’m speakin’ I shoot up a left that connects with his jaw an’ makes a noise like choppin’ wood. His glasses go flyin’ an’ his eyes sort of glaze over as he starts to slide down in his big leather swivel chair. I grab the chair and move it round the front of the desk where Charlie can’t reach into the drawers for a weapon. Then I go back to the door and quietly lock it.




    Charlie starts to make groanin’ noises an’ starts tryin’ to get up, so I bust him another nice one on the pan. The stupid cuss gives a groan an’ fades out again. Charlie’s office is as dirty as a slop house. I reckon he ain’t had the cleanin’ lady in there for months. I find a fridge at the back of his desk an’ take out a cold bottle of water. I open the bottle and empty it down the back of Charlie’s shirt. Then I wait for him to re-join the party.
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