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For all those who’ve suffered the terrible consequences of hate









In memory of Kyle Wollerton









Prologue


Nathan Foster had put plenty of bodies in the ground. A tally was tattooed on his forearm in pompadour blue. Whenever he was asked its meaning, he’d lie and say it represented the year of his birth: 87. His beginning, rather than the end of so many souls. He’d marked himself with the digits to commemorate his service because he’d thought his reaping days were over. That was before he’d met the lawyer and been reeled in by her silky words.


The lawyer had found Foster in the grey, shrinking life he’d fallen into. Civilian. It was a word he always wanted to punctuate with a gob of spit. He’d throttled brave men, drilled bullets into women, and guided bombs towards children so civilians could drift through life, swilling cheap booze and gorging themselves on even cheaper food. In truth, he despised the men and women he’d been paid to defend. Their easy days and trivial worries were no more than imitations of life. A battery farm existence: being fed and fattened until clogged arteries or black cancer took hold. Real life was to be found chasing the thrill of adventure, a razor’s edge from death. Not dwelling in the ever-dwindling grey space that now confined him.


His poky office had only seen the mundane: a suspicious wife in need of proof of her husband’s infidelity or an employer who wanted a background check on a job applicant. Poky jobs for his poky new life. And then the lawyer had swept in like the blazing afternoon sun banishing morning drizzle. She’d known more about him than she should: units, deployments, operations, all of which made him ponder her connections. She’d capped her smooth patter with the offer of enough money to keep him in cigarettes and vodka for years to come. All he had to do was look into a bank.


And look he had. And found he had. And now he was scared. This wasn’t the vibrant thrill of adventure that had so often brought him to life. It was a numbing terror he hadn’t felt since childhood, the ancient dread of creatures lurking in the shadows. He’d found things that made him, a man marked with a record of 87 kills, tremble, and now he was getting the proof. In a little over a month, the world would be changed forever. Until he had proof, he couldn’t bring himself to believe the looming horror and had simply told the lawyer he was on to something big. The people he was investigating had real reach, making it impossible to go to the police. The lawyer had assured him that once he had the evidence, her anonymous client would know what to do. She must have sensed his fear, because she’d offered to double his fee and had told Foster that her client had sufficient power to protect him from the consequences of whatever he’d found.


The client, the client, the client, he thought as he crept along the corridor in his dark green overalls. He should have done some digging. He should have followed the lawyer, bugged her, tried to find out who she was working for, but he’d been so seduced by her promises of danger and glory that he’d ignored the niggle, which had become a nag and was now a mantra. The client, the client, the client. They say knowledge is power, but the knowledge he was about to steal was death, and he didn’t have the slightest hint of the identity of the person he’d be giving it to. Foster resolved to hold onto the evidence, to use it to bargain for two things: more money and the identity of the lawyer’s, and ultimately his, client.


The black boots he’d bought from a discount shoe warehouse clumped along the polished floor, but there was no one else in the building to hear. The cleaning shift had ended at 3 a.m. and he’d hidden in a store cupboard while the rest of the crew had filed out of the bank, signing their names on the security sheet next to their inbound scrawls. He’d faked writing his name when he’d come into the building so that if the security guards checked, they’d find a perfect match between those coming in and those going out. A simple and effective ploy that gave him the freedom to roam the building for a few hours until the first of the square-jawed, perfectly coiffed wannabe Rockefellers strode into the bank to begin another twelve-hour shift of real-world Monopoly.


A wall of glass lay to his left, displaying the deserted, brightly lit interior of the neighbouring skyscraper, the Leadenhall Building, which loomed over Number 1 Undershaft, the headquarters of Bayard Madison Bank. Foster was twenty-seven storeys up, but that was no longer high enough to see clear sky in London, and the stars that hung above the jagged skyline were only visible in a small space to the north of the wedge-shaped tower.


Like a trapeze artist caught in that moment of perfect inertia at the apex of a jump, neither rising nor falling, an impossibly still London was about to tumble into new day. In the quiet streets and empty offices lay the promise of things to come, the thrill of the possible imbuing those now-lifeless spaces with ripe potential. Foster had always preferred the dead of night to the tumultuous day. In the stillness lay hope, the prospect that one day everything might go just right. Bustling daylight only illuminated how wrong everything was. And there weren’t many things more rotten than what lay in the server room at the heart of the twenty-seventh floor.


Foster hadn’t told the lawyer what he’d found, but he had finally answered her questions about his old comrade. She’d kept pressing for details on Pearce, and the excitement she’d exhibited when he’d pointed her towards Thailand led Foster to suspect that he hadn’t been top of the lawyer’s list of investigators. He didn’t take the slight personally. Even among the select group of people with Foster’s experience, Scott Pearce was a legend. He hoped his brother-in-arms would forgive the betrayal, and if things got as ugly as he feared, there was no one Foster would rather have standing by his side.


Foster continued along the glass-walled corridor until he came to a heavy door. Two nights ago, he’d lifted the wallet of one of the bank’s directors in a nearby bar, colliding with the unsteady man who’d been headed to the toilets to relieve himself of the best part of a £500 bottle of champagne.


Foster had left the bar, found the nearest storm drain and tossed the wallet and everything in it, apart from the key card, which he now swiped over a reader. Three thick deadlocks snapped back in sequence, and he pulled the handle, slowly opening the heavy door to expose the temperature-controlled corridor that lay beyond.


The huge windows were replaced by solid grey walls on either side. Foster continued along the corridor a short way until he came to a wide space that lay at the heart of the building. A few feet away stood row after row of black servers, housed in racks that stretched from floor to ceiling, their red operating lights solid and unblinking like the eyes of so many devils. The powerful machines were inside a huge glass sarcophagus that could only be breached through the single door that lay round the corner to his right. As he approached the turn, he caught a glimpse of something through the server racks. Not something, someone. Adrenalin surged, jacking his heart from 60 to 140 in the space of a beat. He could start reaching for his gun, or he could try to brazen it out. He opted for the latter, but it wasn’t until he rounded the corner that he realized his mistake.


There wasn’t one person, but two, and they weren’t building security, but something else entirely. Something terrifying. One of the men was about his height – six two – but he was carrying more weight than Foster, maybe another ten or twelve kilos. Black hair sprouted from his head in short ragged tufts as though he’d cut it himself. His hands were balled into fists, and there, between each knuckle, was the glint of metal. The man had implanted steel studs into his hands, enhancements that were more than cosmetic; they were permanent knuckledusters. A single word was tattooed on his forehead in ragged black cursive script. It read, ‘Salvation’.


His partner was an inch shorter, but carried even more muscle. His face was concealed beneath a navy-blue hoodie. They were either C-Brigade or, worse, Black 13.


‘Nathan Foster.’


Shit. They knew his real name.


‘We recognized you from the meetings, brother,’ the man said, the last word passing his lips like a curse. ‘Mortem secreto.’


Black 13. Foster felt his legs go weak. They were from Black 13.


He’d been so careful infiltrating their world. He hadn’t been allowed into C-Brigade or Black 13, but he had joined their feeder network. Truth be told, he sympathized with much of what they stood for, but not this. Not this evil. What they had planned was truly horrific.


‘The mistake you made was lingering,’ the man continued, lowering his hood. His head was shaved, which made the ancient acid scar that covered the left side of his face seem even more angry and raw. He was possibly the ugliest human being Foster had ever seen. ‘Coming to the gatherings of the brethren. Casing this place like some rookie villain,’ he gestured at their surroundings. ‘Ripping off the boss’s card. You think we can’t spot a bad ’un?’ he smiled, exposing a maw of rotten stumps.


Foster eased his right hand towards the lapel of his boiler suit. Tucked in a holster beneath his left arm was his fire-breathing pistol, and with it, he would put these two down.


‘Go on then,’ the Scarred Man said, and Salvation sprang forward with a roar.


Foster gave up any pretence of subterfuge and thrust his hand inside the suit, his fingers coiling around the familiar grip. He never took his eyes off the monster who was surging forward, but as Foster pulled the pistol from the holster, he realized that he wasn’t going to make it. The beast was fast, and all seventeen stone of him was hurtling forwards at tremendous pace. Foster ducked the first punch, his hand and pistol still trapped inside his boiler suit. He wasn’t so lucky with the second and the cold steel studs cracked his cheek with the power of a mule’s kick.


One punch. One punch and he was swimming. The room warped around him, as though the world lay at the bottom of a swimming pool. He tried to move, and managed to get the gun out, but he was slow, too slow. An uppercut caught him in the chest, knocking the air out of his lungs. The gun flew from his hand, and bright lights speckled his vision as the ugly faces of his two attackers loomed over him. The men grabbed him, dragging him back the way he’d come. He tried to fight, but his arms and legs were unresponsive, the sense knocked clean out of them. The monsters were taking him, and if he didn’t do something quickly, they were going to kill him.


As they passed through the security door, Foster kicked the Scarred Man just below the knee, catching him cleanly with his heel. It was a blow that was designed to incapacitate, but the disfigured man simply looked at Foster, his half-melted face and one milky eye impassive.


‘You think I don’t know pain?’ he asked.


He didn’t wait for a reply, but instead followed the question with a headbutt that almost knocked Foster cold. The world swam, and shapes melted and merged, the two faces of his assailants forming a single ugly creature that dragged him across the corridor towards the huge windows.


No. No. No. Not this.


Foster cursed his weakness, but even in the face of these monsters, he still couldn’t quite believe his life was in danger. This was the financial district of London, not Kabul. After eighty-seven kills in war zones that stank of misery and rotten death, he couldn’t meet his end here in this safe, civilized city, investigating a bank. Foster fought, struggling with all he had, but his attackers held him fast until the last possible moment when he felt the release, first of one set of thick sinewy fingers, and then the other.


Foster tried to stop himself, but angry momentum kept him going. There was slight resistance when he hit the glass, and he thought the window might hold, but he was too heavy and had been thrown too hard. The window shattered and he fell through it.


He was an experienced skydiver with over a hundred blasts – parachute jumps – to his credit, and he knew that terminal velocity blackout was a myth designed to make high-jump suicide seem less horrific. The brain stayed functional throughout freefall, as his did now. He felt the sickening pull of gravity as he plummeted earthwards. His two attackers became tiny figures in the shattered window, their heads craned to watch him fall. Foster’s legs kicked, searching for purchase, and his hands clawed at air. He screamed, and the faces of many of the men, women and children he’d killed flashed through his mind. They were ready to welcome him.


But he wasn’t ready to meet them. Not yet. He hit the paving slabs with a sickening crack.


Sky.


Stars.


Broken.


Bleeding.


He had no idea how long he lay, numb with shock, but when his brain finally regained some capacity for thought, Foster realized he couldn’t move. His skull was glued to the concrete. His arms and legs wouldn’t respond and his breaths were shallow, rapid and faltering. He had no doubt he was bleeding profusely, both internally and externally, and was certain that without medical intervention, he’d die.


Sound. Movement nearby.


He tried to speak, but all he could manage was a nasty wet rasp that rattled around his throat.


A shadow, then a face. He tried to recoil, but there was nowhere for him to go.


The Scarred Man stood over him, and his large companion loomed the other side.


‘You want me to do anything?’ Salvation said, the June breeze catching his black tufts.


The Scarred Man shook his head and produced a pack of cigarettes. He lit one and dragged deeply. ‘No need. He’s on his way.’


Foster wanted to scream. He longed to reach up and kill these two men, but his eyes seemed to be the only parts of him still working, so all he could do was stare as they watched him die.


Finally, when the Scarred Man had finished his smoke, he tossed the butt onto the ground beside Foster’s head.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen enough.’


The two men backed away, leaving Foster with nothing but the horrific sound of his own rasping breaths, which faltered as he was inexorably pulled into the Reaper’s cold embrace.









Part One









Chapter 1


Scott Pearce leaned over the bow of the long-tailed boat and watched the water roil against the stern. Balmy air brushed his skin, clean and sweet, tinged with the scent of freshly churned sea. The rattle of the boat’s engine was the only thing that disturbed the perfect quiet. The water ahead was calm and still, and the bright afternoon sun made the gentle swells shimmer like the scales of a fish. The browns and greens of distant tropical islands were blown out by the light, like faded watercolours painted on the azure sky. One shape loomed clearly, jutting out of the sea like a weathered mushroom, its base narrow, its summit bulbous and almost entirely covered in thick jungle. No more than 300 metres wide, the tiny uninhabited island of Kok Arai lay directly ahead. Pearce could see the familiar limestone scar on its north-western edge, where a column had been cleaved from the island. His eyes started picking out his route.


‘Last one?’ Ananada yelled from the stern.


The short, sinewy boatman had his eyes fixed on the island, his calloused leathery hands gripping the tiller.


‘Yeah,’ Pearce called back. ‘Last one.’


Lek, Ananada’s tiny son, smiled at Pearce. The black-haired boy sat beneath the purple canvas canopy that covered the middle of the boat. Lek was threading tiny stones and coral onto wire, making bracelets to be sold to the tourists who usually travelled on the twenty-five-foot craft. Both father and son were bemused by the lone foreigner who chartered their vessel every Saturday afternoon, paying them to take him out to the islands, which were almost entirely deserted. As far as Lek and Ananada were concerned, Pearce was just another eccentric who paid over the odds to have private access to some of the world’s best climbs. They were oblivious to the truth that he was out here searching these islands, trying to find the next link in a long chain that had led him from the violent streets of Islamabad, through Bangladesh to Bangkok, before finally bringing him to Railay, one of the most beautiful places on earth.


Pearce’s knee-length shorts were almost dry, and he could feel salt pulling his skin tight as the last of the seawater evaporated. He checked his climbing shoes, which were perched on the tiny foredeck. The La Sportiva logo had almost worn away but the rubber hadn’t perished. They had a couple more months in them. Pearce slipped them on, welcoming the chill of the damp chamois leather.


‘OK,’ Ananada shouted as he cut the engine.


The boat slowed, bobbing gently in the deep water. They were forty feet from a rope ladder which hung six feet above the waves, dangling from a teardrop of rock.


‘Xỳā tāy,’ Lek said, as Pearce got to his feet.


Don’t die.


‘I won’t,’ Pearce assured him, cracking a smile.


Lek replied with a cheeky grin.


Pearce dived into the water and broke into a crawl when he surfaced. Within moments, he was at the frayed old ladder and he clambered up, following in the footsteps of the bird’s nest harvesters who’d installed it long ago. They could never have imagined that the treacherous limestone they’d braved in pursuit of food would become such a draw for climbers.


Pearce’s muscles ached as he pulled himself onto the first ledge. He turned to face the sea and stretched his arms out, grabbing the tips of his right fingers with his left and pulling them back towards him. He swapped hands and repeated the process, trying to stretch his solid flexors. Across the water, on the boat, Ananada was crouched next to Lek, the two of them working on trinkets, occasionally glancing in his direction. Lek threw him a friendly wave, and Pearce responded in kind before turning to face the rock. The ledge ran off to his right towards the easy routes, but he wasn’t interested in the well-worn climbs with holds that had been polished to an icy shine by so many hands. He’d already explored that part of the island and had found nothing. He was interested in a plateau that had been cleaved from the rest of the island and could only be reached by climbing a tricky overhang and treacherous vertical face.


Pearce squeezed a tiny pinch directly above him and placed his dripping-wet right foot on a tiny nub by his left knee. It was an awkward start, and the climb didn’t get any easier. Pearce didn’t set much store by grades, but people said the route was rated 8B. In all the time he’d been searching the islands, he hadn’t heard of anyone making it to the top. Wet shoes and no chalk were the reasons why he had never topped out. Or so he told himself. The summit wasn’t visible from the sea, which was one of the reasons Pearce was so keen to reach it. If there was a cave or hollow up there, it would be the perfect hiding place for gunrunners to store their shipments, and it was those smugglers who were the next link in the chain that had led him here. His source in Bangkok had said that one of the men Pearce had killed in Islamabad, a Thai national, had previously worked with the smugglers who operated in this region, running weapons from northern Malaysia into Thailand in an attempt to foment sectarian unrest. Pearce had heard whispers of strange vessels seen around the islands at night, of a fisherman who’d disappeared a few months ago, his body never found, his boat discovered, abandoned, drifting.


Pearce had little doubt he was on the right trail and if he could find one of the smugglers’ caches, he could stake it out and follow them to whoever was calling the shots. But there were dozens of islands within an hour of Railay and each was covered by thick jungle that hid a multitude of caves and crevasses. The cleaved plateau of Kok Arai was one of the few places Pearce hadn’t been able to explore, and he’d decided this would be his last free attempt. If he didn’t summit today, he planned to return the following week with ropes and would haul himself up. The use of ropes would raise questions with Ananada and Lek, who knew him as a free solo purist, but he would put dents in the sanctity of his cover if he had to.


Within minutes, Pearce was halfway up the route, at the top of the sheer face, about to begin his climb of the overhang. His left toe was jammed into a cubby where a bird would once have made its nest. His right foot was pushed against a thin ledge. The index and middle fingers of his left hand were inside a tiny hole, his arm almost at full stretch, forty-five degrees above his head. His right hand was free, and was reaching for the first positive hold on the overhang. If he fell from this position, he was almost certain to hit rock on his way into the sea. He glanced over his shoulder to see Ananada’s boat bobbing in the water far below and Lek’s tiny face poking out from beneath the canopy. His fingers crawled across the face until they felt the opening of a deep jug. He clenched them tightly, gripping the rock, and the tension ebbed out of his left hand.


He brought it up for a positive hold slightly above the one he held in his right. Robbed of his weight, his feet swung free and for a moment he hung, suspended above the water. Even with ropes, this would be a difficult ascent. If the gunrunners were using Kok Arai to hide shipments, there would have to be at least one expert climber in their ranks. Someone who could access a jib or hoist that might be concealed on the plateau.


Pearce turned his body and his taut abdominal muscles rippled as he lifted up his feet and pushed his shoes against positive features in the rock. His arms burned, but it was a soreness he was accustomed to. He kept moving, crawling up and then along the overhang, until he was at ninety degrees, parallel to the sea, which was some fifty feet below. A breeze cooled him, carrying with it the ripe smell of the jungle, but it wasn’t enough to hold back the sweat of exertion. Moisture pricked every inch of his trembling body, gathering in his close-cropped hair, and Pearce knew he didn’t have long before his fingers lost their grip. He climbed on, moving without haste or panic, creeping carefully across the rock, his sinews straining, his muscles bulging, propelling his six-foot-two frame forward. He was a yard from the edge, within reach of the slab that marked the final stage of the climb. One more move and he’d be as far as he’d ever got.


He braced his feet against two half-inch protrusions and let his left arm take the load, before releasing his right and reaching carefully for the nasty crimp that marked the spot where he’d fallen last time. His fingers pinched the three-inch wide grab and he sent his left hand forward, fast and deliberately towards a cubby on the very edge of the overhang. He was off-balance and his legs didn’t have positive purchase. Convinced he was about to fall, Pearce flailed for the hold and found it. His legs swung out, but the cubby turned out to be a solid jug that enabled him to take his weight on his left arm. He swung wildly, his legs flailing beneath him, but his left hand held firm and he steadied himself.


Pearce pulled himself up and peered at the vertical slab above him. There, two feet higher than the cubby, was a beautiful, wide horizontal crack. He threw his right arm up and slapped his hand into it. Finding it flat and positive, Pearce raised his right foot to a knot of rock at the bottom of the slab. He released his hold on the cubby and moved his left hand up to the crack. Three or four more moves and he could top out. After the effort of the overhang, the sun felt good against his tanned skin, drying the sweat. Clinging to the crack, Pearce took a moment to catch his breath, and immediately regretted his decision. The knot of limestone snapped off, and his foot dropped. His arms weren’t tensed to take the sudden pull of gravity. His hands slipped over the cool rock inside the crack, and he fell away from the slab, tumbling through the warm air, plummeting towards the water.


He landed hard on his back, the sea slapping him with the force of an angry midwife smacking a newborn baby. He sank beneath the surface, the air bubbling from his lungs.


Pearce cursed as he kicked for the surface, rubbing his back. He burst into the world gasping, his heart pounding with the exhilaration of the fall. The rock hung high above him, the features that had supported him so small they were almost invisible.


‘Maybe next time, English,’ Ananada shouted, craning over the side of his boat.


‘Yeah, maybe,’ Pearce agreed, swimming towards the vessel.


‘You didn’t die,’ Lek said.


‘No,’ Pearce concurred. ‘No, I didn’t die.’


Not today, he thought, hauling himself into the boat.









Chapter 2


Railay Beach was as close as most people get to paradise. The half-mile crescent of golden sand curled between two jungle-capped limestone cliffs. The southern cliffs jutted out further than the beach, creating a natural breaker that kept the water in the bay as calm as a garden pond. Inland, beyond the beach, a handful of resorts lay hidden in lush jungle which spilled everywhere. A few tourists in shorts and bikinis lounged on the sand, while others criss-crossed from one bar to another. Even at its most crowded, Railay was still a peaceful place, and Saturday afternoons were far from the busiest this beach got.


Ananada ran the boat onto shore, and Pearce grabbed his small backpack and jumped barefoot into the shallow water. He slung the bag over his shoulder, took the hawser that was coiled on the prow and hauled the boat up the sand. Ananada and Lek both jumped down and pushed the stern, and within moments the vessel was safely beached.


‘Thanks,’ Ananada said, wiping his hands on his shorts.


‘No problem,’ Pearce replied. ‘I’ll see you next week.’


‘Bye, English,’ Lek called after him.


‘Stay well, boy,’ Pearce shouted back.


He started across the beach, already thinking how he was going to excuse the ropes he’d have to bring on their next outing. The soft hot sand massaged his feet as he continued towards the metal arch that marked the start of Walking Street, an avenue of low huts that snaked into the jungle. He picked his way past a gathering of tourists clustered around the food stall to his right. The aroma of grilled fish and rich spices set his stomach growling, but he wanted to find out about tomorrow’s shift before he got anything to eat. He’d gone unnoticed in Railay by posing as a guide, working for a degenerate but highly respected Australian climbing veteran.


‘Hey, Bobby,’ a voice yelled, and Pearce turned to see Nam, the gap-toothed, ever-jolly barman of the Cocoloco, the large, ramshackle hut that lay to his left.


No one here knew Pearce’s real name; he was Rob or Bobby.


‘How’s it going, Nam?’ Pearce responded.


‘Busy, busy,’ Nam said, gesturing at the bare-chested men and bikini-clad women who crowded his bar.


Pearce walked on, following the crooked avenue past food stalls, souvenir and climbing shops. High palms loomed above the narrow passageway, and tourists clustered around displays of hats, postcards and menus, choking traffic in the bottlenecks. Pearce pushed on to reach Top Climbing, a small shack that was nestled in the armpit of a two-storey guesthouse.


Andy, the grizzled, sixty-something owner, sat outside the shack sharing a joint with Decha, one of the whippet-thin local climbing guides.


‘Good day?’ Andy asked, his eyes wide and unfocused. The Australian spent life in a purple haze and Pearce had no idea how the unreformed hippy kept track of business. ‘Or should I say g’day? That’s more Oz, right?’


Decha grinned and handed Andy the joint.


Pearce shook his head. ‘What have you got for me?’


‘You’ve been bought and paid for, mate,’ Andy replied. ‘Bloody lucky bastard.’


Pearce wasn’t in the mood for the old stoner’s jokes.


‘Some Sheila’s bought two weeks of private guiding,’ Andy continued. ‘Says she wants you to teach her how to climb. She’s waiting for you in the bar.’ He nodded towards the neighbouring guesthouse.


‘Give her a special service,’ Decha leered.


‘If he doesn’t, I bloody will,’ Andy laughed, and the two men continued to make lewd remarks as Pearce wandered out of earshot.


A middle-aged couple were tucked in the corner, silently nursing huge cocktails. They had the look of people who’d come to Railay by mistake, their soft pink flesh already bright red, their flabby arms and spindly legs disqualifying them from any climbing. There were a few every week: sun seekers who looked at the brochure photos of the beach without realizing that almost everyone who came to Railay was here for the rocks. Most of them ended up like these two, glued to the rattan furniture that was standard in the local bars, or stuck on sunbeds at the beach.


The only other person in the room was an auburn-haired woman who was dressed like a gap-year student. She wore loose khaki combats, white canvas trainers and a green halterneck. Her tousled hair fell to her shoulders. It was a decent attempt, but something about her felt wrong. She wore the new and expensive clothes uncomfortably, as though she’d lifted them from someone else’s wardrobe, and her meticulous make-up was at odds with the weathered, windswept ethos of Railay. She was sitting on a stool by the bar, head bowed, eyes fixed to the screen as her thumb danced across her phone.


As he wound round the empty tables towards her, Pearce became aware of a familiar sensation. He called it the Reaper’s chill, but his former comrades had other names for it: spidey-sense, shitstorm stink or the FUBAR alert. It was a feeling that had kept Pearce alive countless times, and he knew better than to ignore it. He eyed the red-haired woman carefully, looking for signs of danger, but she was lost in her phone and oblivious to the world around her. The sunburned couple were in sandals, shorts and T-shirts, and had nowhere to hide any weapons. Pearce’s eyes flickered to the windows, and through the stream of passing holidaymakers, he saw two Thai men across Walking Street. They were watching the guesthouse. One of the men was smoking, and the other, a sour-faced man with an all-but-shaved head, was leaning against the trunk of a tall palm tree. The skinhead had two punkish fins of purple hair above his ears. His neck and hands were covered in messy jailhouse tattoos. Both men wore loose fitting T-shirts, khaki combat trousers and boots, rather than the bare chest, shorts and flip-flops favoured by locals. Despite the dark sunglasses stuck to their faces, Pearce could tell their eyes were fixed on the redhead at the bar.


‘You all right, Bobby?’ a voice asked from his rear, and Pearce turned to see Lamai, the beleaguered bar manager, enter. She was carrying a case of Fanta.


‘Let me help you with that, Lamai.’ Pearce plucked the case from her arms and ferried it to the bar, placing it on the counter next to the redhead.


‘You’re a kind man,’ Lamai said gratefully. ‘Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome,’ Pearce replied. ‘I’ll have a mango juice when you get a moment.’ He turned to the redhead, who was studying him. ‘The name’s Bobby. I think you’re waiting for me. Something about teaching you how to climb?’


Up close, Pearce could see she had bright blue eyes and alabaster skin that was only broken by a few freckles clustered at the bridge of her nose. She offered Pearce her hand.


‘My name’s Melody Gold,’ she said. ‘And yours isn’t Bobby. It’s Scott Pearce.’


He tensed, his senses alert, as though someone had spiked him with a dose of pure adrenalin. No one here knew his real name, which meant she’d brought the dangerous knowledge with her.


‘Relax, Mr Pearce,’ Melody continued. ‘I am here to hire you, but not to teach me how to climb.’


But he couldn’t relax. He’d taken such care to remain anonymous and undetected in the two years he’d been following the trail from Islamabad and now here was this stranger blowing his cover. Almost as worrying as her presence was the question of how she’d acquired the knowledge. There were only three people in the world who knew where he was.


‘What do you want?’ Pearce asked.


‘I’d like you to look at this,’ Melody replied, pushing her phone towards him.


On screen, he saw grainy footage of a stretch of concrete paving slabs. Near the top edge of the image, two men stood either side of a third, who was lying on his back. One of the two dropped a cigarette before they both walked away, leaving the prone figure alone.


‘A little over a week ago, this man fell from the twenty-seventh floor of a bank in London,’ Melody explained sombrely. ‘He didn’t die immediately,’ she indicated the slight movement in the man’s right arm. ‘Those two men came and watched him for a while and he died a short time afterwards. His body was finally found forty minutes later by a passer-by who called an ambulance.’


Melody withdrew her phone. ‘The police are treating it as a suicide. According to their initial investigation, the man was a private investigator who was struggling to make ends meet. They believe he was moonlighting as a cleaner and that his money woes finally got the better of him.’


‘That was no suicide,’ Pearce observed. ‘Those two guys—’


‘The police say they most definitely weren’t good Samaritans,’ Melody interrupted, ‘but that there is no evidence linking them to the man’s death.’


Pearce scoffed, and cursed the parts of his brain that had already started working on the puzzle. ‘You family?’ he asked.


‘I’d like you to find out how he died. And why.’


Pearce stared at the woman, hating her for coming here with his real name and risking his cover and entire investigation. ‘I don’t know where you got your information, Miss, but I’ve never heard of Scott Pearce. My name’s Bobby. I’m a climbing guide. Wouldn’t have the first clue about something like this.’


‘Don’t you recognize him, Scott?’


The use of his name jarred like nails down a chalkboard. He was about to deliver an angry reply when she thrust her phone at him again and tapped the screen.


‘His name’s Nathan Foster,’ Melody said. ‘I believe you served with him.’


Pearce gazed at the screen in disbelief. The image quality was terrible, but as he watched the prone figure lie twitching on the slabs, he could almost have believed it was Fozz. He now knew how Melody Gold had found him. Fozz was one of the three people he’d trusted with his location, and if this stranger was telling the truth, he’d lost a good friend. Pearce felt a pang of grief as he recalled Nathan Foster, sometimes reckless, often brash, always bold. Pearce was saddened by the thought the man on the screen might have been his larger-than-life comrade.


Pearce swallowed his emotions and looked up to find Melody staring directly at him, almost daring him to call her a liar.


‘I don’t know who you are, but you’ve got the wrong man,’ he said, backing away.


Melody stood and pressed forward. ‘I’ve got the right man, Mr Pearce.’


Lamai flashed Pearce a concerned look. She only knew him as Bobby, a quiet man who had nothing to do with booze, drugs or women. Here was this stranger calling him by a strange name and talking about strange things. He cursed inwardly. His cover was blown. Bobby the climbing guide was of no more use. He would have to leave Railay.


‘I’m going,’ Pearce told Melody. ‘And your goons will regret it if they try to stop me.’


Melody hesitated. ‘What goons?’


Pearce glanced out of the window at the two men leaning against the palm.


‘What are you talking about?’ Melody asked. ‘I’m alone.’


She followed his gaze and caught sight of the men watching them. The confusion on her face wasn’t fake, and Pearce immediately realized they were in serious trouble.









Chapter 3


All it took was an almost imperceptible nod of the head and Pearce knew that the smoker had registered that he and his buddy had been made. Smoker nudged his tattooed companion and the two men started towards the guesthouse, pushing by the criss-crossing tourists.


‘We need to get out of here,’ Pearce told Melody.


‘Who are they?’


‘You’re asking me?’ Pearce took her arm.


She resisted and reached for a small rucksack that was tucked beneath her stool. She slung it over her shoulder and followed Pearce through the bar.


‘You OK, Bobby?’ Lamai asked from behind the counter.


‘All good,’ Pearce said, as he and Melody went left into a narrow corridor that ran to the rear of the building.


Somewhere on the top floor a TV blared canned laughter down the staircase behind them. A dog was barking out back, and the smell of galangal and lemongrass wafted from the kitchen. Pearce hurried towards the metal gate that stood at the end of the corridor. Beyond it lay a tiny yard and an alleyway that ran to the lot where his motorbike was parked.


Light fell through four open doorways ahead of them. The kitchen and a dirty toilet were to the right, and a staff room and store were to their left. K-pop blasted from a radio in the kitchen, and Pearce’s eyes almost started watering from the pungent haze of onion, garlic and spices that drifted though the doorway. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the two men mounting the porch that ran around the building. They were almost at the front door.


Pearce sensed movement ahead and turned to see an unfamiliar man leap from the kitchen, a huge knife in his hand. He slashed at Pearce. Some skill, but not enough. Pearce confounded his assailant by stepping forward as the man’s knife arm swung wide. He drove his fingers into the man’s throat, striking the larynx with all the force he could muster. The knife clattered onto the tiled floor, and the man staggered back and collapsed against the wall, choking.


Pearce grabbed Melody and pulled her forward, as their two pursuers burst into the building. He could hear the men’s boots thudding across the tiles as he barrelled through the metal gate, dragging Melody behind him. The warm air hit him, ripe with the putrid stench of rubbish wafting from a dumpster that stood a few feet away. A fat man with a buzzcut was milling beside it, smoking.


As Pearce and Melody tumbled down the short run of steps into the yard, Buzzcut flung an arm behind his back. Pearce was in no doubt the man was reaching for some kind of weapon and rushed to meet him. Buzzcut didn’t disappoint, and, as his hand swung into view, Pearce caught a blur of black metal: a pistol. Pearce didn’t break stride and delivered a punishing front kick to the man’s solar plexus with the heel of his right foot. The gun flew clear, and Buzzcut groaned as he stumbled back, winded.


‘Hey! Stop!’


Pearce turned to see Smoker shouting from inside the guesthouse. He and his purple-haired buddy were a few feet from the metal gate. Pearce lunged for the fallen pistol.


‘Down!’ he yelled at Melody, who ducked instinctively when she saw him rising with the gun.


He fired two wild warning shots over her head, and the two men retreated. Pearce sensed movement and turned to see Buzzcut coming forward. No time for pity, he thought, delivering a roundhouse with the butt of the pistol. The heavy gun hit the foolish man in the temple, knocking him cold.


‘Come on!’ Pearce yelled at Melody, and he turned towards the alleyway that led to the car park.


He stopped in his tracks when he saw shadows surging along the ground, and an instant later, four men came into view. There were two more prison-tattooed gangsters in combat trousers and boots, but more worrying were the peaked caps and grey uniforms of the two police officers who ran behind them.


Pearce couldn’t get to his bike.


‘Stop!’ one of the police officers yelled.


‘This way!’ Pearce said, pushing Melody in the opposite direction.


She ran ahead of him, crossing the yard and pressing through the rough undergrowth to the rear of the neighbouring shacks. Pearce heard a clang of metal and glanced over his shoulder to see the guesthouse gate rattling shut and Smoker and Purple Hair sprinting down the steps to join the pursuit.


‘Hȳud!’


There was no way he was stopping, no matter how many times the police officers commanded him to do so.


Melody collided with a startled man who’d popped his head out of a shack, and their flight came to an abrupt halt as she tried to dance round him.


Pearce raised the pistol and fired a couple of shots above their pursuers’ heads, forcing them to take cover. He pushed the startled man back into his shack and urged Melody on. They turned right, edging down a narrow rubbish-strewn gap between two huts, and moments later they burst onto Walking Street. Someone screamed, and Pearce caught wide eyes all around him as people registered the gun. Shock turned to flight, and the crowd started running in every direction in a desperate attempt to stay clear of him.


‘Stop them!’ a voice yelled, but none of the tourists wanted to play hero, and Pearce and Melody ran on.


They sprinted under the metal arch onto the beach, and Pearce searched for some way to escape. He wasn’t about to get into a shoot-out with the Thai police. The tide was receding, stranding the long-tail boats on the hot sand. There was no way he and Melody had time to push one down to the shore.


‘Over there!’ Melody said breathlessly.


She pointed to a boat that was on its way in, and Pearce sprinted towards it.


‘Get out!’ he yelled at the boat’s occupants, a trio of tourists and Niran, one of the local captains Pearce vaguely knew.


All four of them registered the gun and the pursuing men. The tourists froze in shock and only Niran had the wherewithal to act. He threw the engine into reverse and there was a moment of inertia as the propeller fought against forward momentum.


Pearce had to get that boat.


He fired a shot into the air as he splashed into the water. ‘Get out!’ he roared.


The gunshot snapped the tourists back to reality and they all jumped overboard, stumbling in the shallow water.


‘This boat is my life,’ Niran growled, taking the betrayal very personally.


‘Sorry,’ Pearce said as he clambered aboard. ‘I’ll be careful with it,’ he added, as he waved Niran off.


The angry captain dropped into the surf and Pearce pulled Melody into the boat, before diving to the tiller. He threw the throttle open and the engine roared as Smoker and Purple Hair ran into the water.


Smoker produced a pistol and aimed it directly at Pearce, but one of the police officers barked something at him, and the sour-faced man didn’t take the shot.


Pearce stared at Smoker, holding his gaze as the boat pulled away. When they were a hundred feet out, beyond the range of pistol fire, Pearce swung the tiller, putting the beach well behind them.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ Pearce demanded, bearing down on Melody.


She scrabbled away from him, along the bench seat beneath the boat’s green canopy. She checked her surroundings nervously. They were in a cove to the west of Koh Ya Wa Sam Island, a tiny atoll about eight kilometres from Railay Beach. Pearce kept his eyes open for any sign of the coastguard. If they had police on their payroll, it wouldn’t be beyond the reach of Smoker or whoever he worked for to send a cutter to search the islands. Thankfully, there was no one in sight.


Melody’s eyes turned to the pistol that hung by his side.


‘I told you,’ she replied fearfully. ‘My name’s Melody Gold. I’m a lawyer. I work for Denton Fraser. It’s a law firm.’


She took off the backpack and raised her hands to indicate she wasn’t a threat. Pearce nodded and she unzipped the bag and reached inside for her purse, which she handed to him.


Pearce flipped it open, and found pockets packed with credit cards, a gym membership, a driver’s licence and business cards. Her name and that of her firm matched what she’d told him. Her cream business cards were thick with gold embossing, the mark of a company with money to burn.


‘Who sent you here?’ Pearce asked, throwing the purse back.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied.


‘You don’t know?’


‘I get my instructions from one of the senior partners. He’s working for a client who doesn’t want to be identified.’


Pearce sat on the bench opposite Melody. ‘How did you find me?’


‘We’ve been looking for you for a while. Nathan Foster wouldn’t tell me where you were . . .’ she hesitated.


Pearce shrugged. ‘But?’


‘He found something that scared him,’ Melody admitted.


‘Fozz? Scared?’ Pearce asked. He struggled to imagine Foster being afraid of anything. ‘Scared of what?’


‘We’d hired him to look into Bayard Madison. The London investment bank,’ she explained. ‘He found something. He wouldn’t tell me what, but it shook him up.’


‘And got him killed,’ Pearce observed. ‘He was my friend,’ he added, recalling Foster’s exuberance and broad smile. He sat silently for a moment, gazing beyond her. ‘I can’t ever go back there,’ he said, gesturing north towards Railay.


‘I’m sorry,’ Melody said.


‘No you’re not,’ Pearce replied. ‘I’ve been working a lead for two years and you’ve just blown it. Fucking amateur.’


Melody’s eyes flashed with anger.


‘If Fozz was murdered it was only because his killer didn’t need anything from him. Didn’t need to know who he worked for, or what he was doing,’ Pearce suggested. ‘That means they knew he was working for you. My guess is they’ve been following you to try to find out who’s giving you orders. They’re tying up loose ends.’


Melody’s anger melted into dismay.


‘Yeah. And now they probably think you and I are working together,’ Pearce continued. ‘Like I said: fucking amateur.’


He hesitated, figuring out the implications of what had just happened. ‘You need to warn your boss, the one who’s been giving you orders. His life may also be in danger.’


Melody took out her phone.


‘This is the last time you use that thing,’ Pearce told her.


Melody nodded and dialled. There was a long pause. She mouthed ‘voicemail’ at Pearce. ‘Gabe, you need to be careful,’ she said at last. ‘There were men—’


Pearce snatched the phone. ‘I don’t know who you are but your life is in danger. Get yourself somewhere safe and wait to hear from her.’ He hung up and threw the phone overboard, noting Melody’s anguished look when it hit the water.


‘You’re going to tell me everything. What you know about me, what you told Fozz, what you wanted him to do,’ Pearce said to Melody. ‘We’re going to London. I’m going to find out who killed him.’


Clearly relieved, she nodded slowly.


‘Don’t get the wrong idea,’ he cautioned her. ‘I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing this for Fozz. He was my friend. Besides, there’s nothing here for me now. You’ve seen to that.’









Chapter 4


Gabriel Walker knew he was dead the moment he opened the door.


He’d spent the past week regretting ever agreeing to help with the investigation into Bayard Madison Bank. His commute had once been a short respite from the chaos of family life and the pressure cooker of the office. In recent days it had become a source of anxiety. He believed he was safe at home, but Dulwich Station – with its hard platform edges and speeding express services – made him feel vulnerable. Then there were the crowded carriages, with bodies pressed all around him. How easy it would be for someone to slip a knife between his ribs and walk away without him ever seeing their face. Or a heavy hand on the back, pushing him head first down the escalators at Old Street. He’d thought about taking a taxi to work, but travelling alone in a confined vehicle with a driver might be more dangerous than his nerve-racking trips on public transport.


His only consolation was that the people who had killed Nathan Foster would probably want to know who he was working for. If they had connected Foster to him, they would want to go further up the chain and find out who was giving Gabriel orders.


Gabriel heard his young children playing in the garden, and couldn’t believe he’d been so reckless. He’d been sweet-talked by a modern day Sun King, an untouchable man who had more money than half the world’s population combined, a man who’d sold Gabriel on the dream of making a difference. Gabriel hadn’t required much persuasion. Crossroads, his Santa Monica school, had imbued him with an independent streak, teaching him that one person can change the world. This activist philosophy had been nurtured by his years at Cornell University, and then indulged by his firm, Denton Fraser, who knew that high-profile pro bono work helped bolster its image. He’d met Jessica, his captivating wife, at a party following a march against global warming, and they’d raised their three children in affluent but determinedly activist Greenwich Village until Gabriel had been seconded to London.


He’d put it all at risk. Everything. Not only his life, but the lives of his wife and children. Ever since Foster’s death just over a week ago, Gabriel had been thinking more and more about his family and had tried to spend as much time with them as possible. This was meant to be one of those occasions. He’d even done the unheard of and switched off his phone – no emails, voicemails or social media for the whole day – giving his family his full attention. It should have been a warm, carefree Saturday afternoon. Instead, he was standing on his doorstep, looking out at the two men who heralded death.


‘Mr Walker?’ the shorter of the two men asked. He was about Gabriel’s height, five ten or so, but about twice as wide. He had no neck – his head simply emerged from his shoulders – and Gabriel noted that he looked ill at ease in his shiny grey suit, as though his muscles were straining to break free of the constricting fabric. When the squat man rubbed his shaved head, Gabriel caught sight of the edge of an intricate tattoo on his wrist. ‘Gabriel Walker?’


Gabriel nodded. The taller man had light brown hair that had been shaved at the back and sides to create a tuft at the top of his head. He was thin, almost gaunt, and had the pinched angular face of a fighter. He too looked as though he welcomed his suit about as much as a rash.


‘My name’s Detective Sergeant George Dawson,’ the bald man said. ‘I’m investigating the death of Nathan Foster. I believe he was doing some work for you.’


Acid rushed up Gabriel’s throat and he thought he might be sick. This man was not George Dawson, the detective in charge of the investigation into Nathan Foster’s death. Gabriel had been paying great attention to the case, and had run a background check on the real George Dawson, so he knew what the detective looked like. He was most certainly not a shaven-headed thug. More disturbing than the fact this man was impersonating a police officer was the revelation that they had connected Gabriel to Foster. That was never supposed to happen. Gabriel had told Melody to instruct Foster to keep no record of his engagement. He had taken great care to only ever exchange information with Melody verbally, never setting anything in writing, so there could be no record of his involvement. He thought of her now, another idealist, easy to win to the cause with talk of doing something good. He owed her an apology. She’d wanted out after Foster’s death, but Gabriel had talked her into rolling the dice one more time, going after their first choice, Pearce. If these men had got to Gabriel, there was no doubt they’d also got to Melody. Maybe that’s how they knew he was involved? A wave of nausea washed over him as he thought of Melody being tortured for what little information she had. He’d made a mess of so many lives, and if he didn’t do the right thing now, he’d ruin so many more.


‘You need to come with us,’ the heavyset man continued, ‘down to the station to answer some questions.’


Gabriel heard Samantha’s laugh drift through the house. The sweet sound of his daughter counteracted the weakness in his knees. It reminded him of what he needed to do. If he fought, tried to resist, these men would rush into his home, storm through the kitchen onto the patio, where they would grab Jessica, Samantha, Ellis and little Jamie and hurt them until Gabriel told them what they wanted to know. If he ran to the police, his family, his beautiful family who now loomed so large in his thoughts, but had been inconsequential when he’d made the foolish decision to get involved in the investigation, they would be taken and killed. There was only one thing he could do to beat these men and keep his family safe.


‘OK,’ Gabriel said, preparing himself for the hardest thing he’d ever done. He walked through the front door and shut it behind him.


A lump formed in his throat as he realized he’d never see his family again. He’d been on marches, protests, fundraisers, signed petitions, campaigned, but nothing he’d ever done could even compare to what he was doing now. This was good, he told himself, this was real good. A sacrifice that would keep his family safe. He thought of Samantha and her passion for telling stories, Ellis’s ambition to be a helicopter pilot, and Jamie, who just liked kicking footballs. He couldn’t bear to think about their lives without him, but hoped they wouldn’t be too damaged by the loss. And then there was Jessica: sweet, kind, engaging, everything he could have hoped. Wife. Friend. Lover. She would never want for anything, his life insurance would see to that, but he knew she’d be wounded by the bereavement and couldn’t stop himself from picturing all the sadness that was about to spill from this foul moment.


The two men said nothing as they fell in beside him and walked down the stone steps, through the beautifully landscaped garden onto the pavement. Gabriel looked at the tiny tufts of grass and moss sprouting through the cracks between the slabs. It reminded him of the Jeff Goldblum line from Jurassic Park: ‘Life finds a way.’


Not this time, he thought bleakly. Life had no way.


‘Over here,’ the skinhead said, indicating a Volkswagen van with blacked-out windows that was parked to their left.


Gabriel nodded and walked towards the vehicle, his stomach churning. He could feel his whole body trembling, and his mind tried to trick him into a last-minute betrayal of his family by suggesting there might be some other way. But there wasn’t. He’d spent the past week thinking about what he’d do in the event these men or others like them came to his door, and he knew this was the only way to keep his family safe. The price was high, but he’d done enough deals to know it was a fair one. And it came with the bonus of keeping his client’s identity secret.


Resigned to his fate, Gabriel surprised the two men by breaking into a sprint as they neared the van. As he raced past, he caught a glimpse of a woman with albinism in the driver’s seat. She jumped out and joined the two men who were now giving chase.


‘Oi!’ one of them yelled, but Gabriel didn’t bother turning round.


He kept running, the sound of their footsteps pushing him faster. He shot across the street and turned the corner onto Melford Road. He felt a hand on his shoulder and lashed out, his fist connecting with something soft and fleshy. He heard a groan and the hand released its grip. He glanced over his shoulder to see the woman and the broad, shaven-headed man pass the younger guy, who was clutching at his face as he tried to run on. Gabriel sprinted, the wooden fence beside him becoming a blur of lines, the hedge that sprouted above it nothing more than a haze of green.


He ran down the hill, praying he could maintain the lead he’d established. He caught sight of a woman in the window of one of the low red-brick apartment blocks that flanked the end of the road. She gave the briefest puzzled look at the sight of a man being chased by three people, but then withdrew from the window. ‘None of my business’ was standard practice in a big city, and Gabriel wished he’d heeded the mantra. But it was too late now. He was running for his life, but not in the way his pursuers thought.


‘Stop!’ the woman from the van yelled, her voice coloured by a strong French accent. ‘Stop right now!’


Gabriel ignored her and sprinted towards the corner with Lordship Lane, one of the busiest roads in the area. His lungs burned as he wove round a woman pushing a pram up the hill. He looked along Lordship Lane and saw what he needed. He raced past the tapas restaurant where he, Jessica and the kids had enjoyed so many fun meals, and ran across the street directly into the path of a double-decker bus.









Chapter 5


Pearce was as restless as a bull trapped in a rodeo pen. He looked out of the plane window and saw the city of Manchester far below, shining in the evening sun, a sprawl of skyscrapers, old industry, Victorian terraces and modern residential estates. The cathedral stood equidistant from City’s stadium to the east and United’s to the south. After a week in Bangkok, Pearce longed to be on the ground, finally free to pursue his objective. The lawyer leaned round him to see through the window. They’d hardly spoken since the attack at Railay Beach. He could tell it had shaken her, but Pearce had little sympathy. Melody Gold had barged into his world, blown his cover and, most damningly, was probably responsible for roping Fozz into an investigation that got him killed. Nathan Foster might not have been the best soldier, but he was one of the bravest. He always volunteered to be first in, last out, nearest the heart of darkness, and he did it all with a brash confidence that people mistook for arrogance. Once, when he and Pearce had been deployed in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Fozz had confided that his bullishness stemmed from a desire to confound death.


‘If I’m going to meet the bony old fucker,’ Fozz had said, ‘I don’t want him to know I’m afraid.’


Pearce wondered whether Fozz had been afraid as he lay dying on a patch of London pavement. He pushed such bleak thoughts from his mind and instead considered what he’d learned since they’d been chased out of Railay. As they’d journeyed north, following the coastline in the boat he’d stolen from Niram, Pearce’s mind had clouded with suspicion and he’d found himself wondering whether the lawyer was indeed what she seemed. There was no proof that Foster was dead. The video footage was too grainy for a positive identification. Pearce had considered the possibility that she’d been sent to disrupt his investigation and lure him into a trap. But her responses to the attack had seemed natural, and she’d sat at the bow of the boat in stunned silence, occasionally looking as though she might cry. Mastery of emotions was essential for an operative, and no matter how genuine she seemed, Pearce had reminded himself he couldn’t trust her.


They’d travelled until the appearance of the first stars, when, protected by the cover of darkness, Pearce had steered the boat towards a cluster of lights that twinkled on the shore. They’d reached the Bulan Anda Baba Resort, a large hotel complex. Abandoning the boat on the beach, Pearce had led Melody inside, where they’d bought her a garish T-shirt, bright red shorts and a pair of flip-flops from the gift shop. She’d put up some resistance when he’d told her to get changed, but had buckled when he’d explained that they couldn’t take the chance she had a tracking device in her clothes.


When she’d emerged from the ladies’ toilets looking every inch the clueless tourist, Pearce had convinced Melody to ditch her bag and all her belongings for the same reason: they weren’t sure how she’d been followed and couldn’t bet against the possibility of electronic surveillance. She’d reluctantly dumped everything in a bin by the lobby phones, and Pearce had led her out of the hotel to a dimly lit layby full of taxis and mini-buses. He’d sounded out a couple of drivers and found one, a leathery, middle-aged man with a face puckered from years of chain smoking, who’d welcomed them aboard his bus, one of a number of regular shuttles ferrying seasonal workers home to Bangkok.


When they’d arrived in the city, Pearce had left Melody in a cafe on the Silom Road. She’d been worried he was abandoning her, but he’d reassured her that he’d be back, saying that if nothing else, he needed her to tell him in detail how and why she’d hired Nathan Foster. Mollified, Melody had waited while Pearce had gone to a high-rise office block on the Charoen Krung Road where CB Lockers rented out safety deposit boxes. After confirming his identity, he’d retrieved his ‘exit bag’, a small backpack he’d stored there when he’d first come to Bangkok. Inside the backpack were a false passport, driver’s licence and credit cards in the name of James Edgmond, along with cash and two loaded Berettas. He’d returned the guns to the safety deposit box and left the building with the rest. Years of experience had taught Pearce the wisdom of secreting an exit bag in any potentially hazardous location, and it was one of the first things he did upon arriving in a new city, paying for ten years’ storage up front. Paranoid, but alive, he now had twenty-two exit bags stored around the world.


He’d returned to Melody, who made no attempt to conceal her relief. After a short detour to buy her some new clothes, they’d gone to the small apartment building on Song Wat Road, which had been his home when he’d arrived in Bangkok the previous year. The owner, a small, wilted old woman called Kannika, lived in the ground-floor flat and rented apartments to tourists. Kannika had remembered Pearce and greeted him and Melody warmly, offering them a two-bedroom flat on the top floor of the three-storey building.


They’d stayed for six days and rarely ventured out. Pearce had been into the city twice, to see an old contact, Chuan Pitsuwan, Pitsu to family, friends and the fighters he coached. Pitsu ran the Sor Vorapin Muay Thai Gym, but had a previous life as a field agent and recruiter for the Thai National Intelligence Agency. Pearce had met him while working on a joint British–Thai operation, and the two men had bonded over a shared love of martial arts. Months earlier, Pearce had taken a coaching job at the gym and Pitsu had helped him chase down the link between Islamabad and the gunrunners operating off the coast of Railay. Pearce now turned to the old agent for a false passport for Melody.


Pearce had stopped in an Internet cafe on the way back to the apartment to email a photo of Melody to an address Pitsu had given him. He’d also taken the opportunity to do some research into Nathan Foster, and had discovered that his old friend and comrade was indeed dead. His instincts had told him that Melody had been telling the truth, and external confirmation only made him numb. Sitting in the Internet cafe, Pearce had recalled the footage Melody had shown him of the two men standing over his old friend, watching him die. Pearce had made Fozz a silent promise that he’d find those men and make them answer for what they’d done.


Pearce had then turned his attention to Melody, and further online investigation revealed that she seemed to be who she said she was. She had a professional profile on the Denton Fraser website, and the social media presence of a successful singleton living in London; she’d been tagged in a few photos at a wedding, a couple of parties and a trip to Royal Ascot by a seemingly real network of friends. If it was a cover, it was a good one and to truly test it, Pearce would have to dig deeper. He would need expert help to run a thorough background check on Melody and to assist with the investigation of Bayard Madison Bank. He would also need help keeping Melody safe, so he’d used secure emails to reach out to two people he could trust, before returning to the apartment.


Over the following few days, Pearce had tried to talk to Melody about Fozz and the investigation into Bayard Madison Bank, but she’d refused, saying she’d only reveal details when she was safely in the UK. Pearce realized he’d given her the idea when he’d left her at the cafe. She now knew he wouldn’t abandon her as long as he needed the information she held.


So they’d spent their days in the apartment speaking very little, trying to find meaningless ways to pass the time. They’d played a lot of cards and slept a great deal, and finally, after six days, Pearce had returned to the gym to collect the passport. He’d thanked Pitsu and had immediately taken Melody to the airport where he’d purchased two tickets on an Emirates flight with a stopover in Dubai. Their false passports had held up to scrutiny and within a few hours they’d been airborne, finally heading for Manchester.


‘My boss, Gabriel Walker, asked me to find you. He’d been given instructions by a client whose identity I don’t know,’ Melody said as the aircraft continued its descent.


Pearce could almost sense her relief at seeing the familiar British landscape. They were as good as home.


‘Gabriel had been given instructions to locate you and hire you to look into Bayard Madison. When I couldn’t find you, we went to the number two choice, Nathan Foster.’


‘I was first choice?’ Pearce asked, wondering how he’d made it onto the radar of Melody’s mysterious client.


She nodded.


‘Why were you looking into the bank?’ Pearce asked.


‘I don’t know. I’m not sure Gabriel does either. After Nathan died, he seemed genuinely shaken. He said we needed to find out what Nathan had discovered to make sure our lives weren’t also in danger,’ Melody replied.


‘And Foster never told you what he’d found?’


Melody shook her head. ‘He said it was something big, that he was going to bring me evidence. He said he wanted to make a trade. Maybe he was going to ask for more money.’


Pearce tapped the arms of his seat thoughtfully. ‘You don’t know anything,’ he said. ‘And if you weren’t such an amateur, you’d have realized you’re just a pawn in a very dangerous game. You’re a liability and a problem and your life is almost certainly in danger.’


Melody blanched.


‘You’re a link to whoever instructed you,’ Pearce continued. ‘You’re a link to me. These people have killed already. If they’re so minded, they’ll take you, make you tell them what little you know, and then eliminate you.’


Melody was jolted back as the wheels touched the runway. She looked as though she wanted to be sick.


She said nothing as they went through immigration and customs. When they reached the arrivals hall, Pearce tried to steer her towards the car hire desks, but she resisted.


‘I need to call Gabe. I want to make sure he got the message,’ she said, moving towards the payphones.


Pearce glanced around and saw no danger in the people who filled the busy arrivals hall. He followed Melody to the phones and watched her dial.


‘Hello, Mrs Walker, is Gabriel home?’ she asked. Her face went white as she listened to the reply. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, before hanging up. She turned to Pearce, her distress palpable. ‘Gabriel Walker is dead.’









Chapter 6


Pearce had seen the reaction before. Melody was sitting beside him, hunched against the passenger door, her eyes distant, her face taut and grey with distress. She hadn’t said a word since learning of Gabriel Walker’s death and had simply followed Pearce to the Hertz rental desk, where he’d used his James Edgmond credentials to hire a silver BMW 325i. He’d shepherded a shocked Melody to the vehicle, helped her into her seat and set off, leaving the airport and heading west on the M56. By nine thirty, they’d reached the A41 and were driving south. Off to their right, the westering sun hung low, casting a golden glow over the green fields that lay either side of the snaking road.


Pearce noticed the black Ford Mondeo just north of Milton Green. It was a couple of vehicles behind them, and something about it didn’t feel right. The right wing kept poking into the median as though the driver was looking to overtake, but despite having a clear run, the Mondeo stayed where it was, lurking behind the intervening cars. The glare of the sun against the windscreen made it difficult to see inside the car, but Pearce discerned the shapes of two occupants, both male. He waited until he was approaching a hairpin, then threw the BMW into second and accelerated past the car in front. The driver of the lorry that came round the bend was startled to see a car on his side of the road and stepped on his brakes, as Pearce swerved into a tiny space ahead of him. The lorry driver signalled his disapproval by giving Pearce a prolonged blast of his horn. As Pearce turned into the bend, he heard another horn blast and looked in the rear-view mirror to see the lorry’s brake lights flare bright red as it slowed to avoid the Mondeo, which had copied Pearce’s dangerous manoeuvre. There was little doubt they were being followed. Whoever it was had some training, but they weren’t very subtle.


‘What’s happening?’ Melody asked. The terrifying manoeuvre had roused her from her dark thoughts.


‘We’ve got a tail,’ Pearce replied.


Melody looked over her shoulder.


‘Two cars back. Black Mondeo. Two men,’ Pearce told her. ‘I can’t see their faces.’


‘How?’ she asked.


It was a very good question. Unless there had been a bird in the sky, a satellite tracking them, they couldn’t have been followed from Railay. Once they’d ditched Melody’s belongings, any electronic devices would have been rendered useless. There was a remote possibility Pitsu had betrayed them, but if he had, Pearce would have expected them to be picked up in Bangkok. Pearce had only just noticed the tail, but it seemed likely the Mondeo had been on them since the airport, which meant the men in the car probably had their flight information. If someone was watching for Melody, they’d be able to use photo recognition technology to alert them when a traveller used a passport with her image, but that was high-level systems work that required coordination between government agencies, something that only MI5, MI6 or GCHQ would be capable of. If the photo in Melody’s false passport had flagged an alert, the fifteen-hour flight would have allowed plenty of time to arrange a tail. And if the men in the Mondeo were from the Box or Six, they’d also have tied Pearce to Melody and identified him from his photo.


‘We need to find out,’ Pearce told her, slowing to take the next left turn.


He steered the BMW onto a narrow country track that ran through a small wood. The high branches of the trees met far above the vehicle, casting the road in shadow. Pearce stepped on the accelerator and the car shot forward, springing from the shadow into sunlight as the trees gave way to large fields of wheat. Pearce glanced in the mirror and saw the Mondeo follow.


‘They’re coming,’ Melody observed nervously.


Pearce shifted down a gear and the engine roared as the car surged forward. With all pretence lost, the Mondeo accelerated to keep up as Pearce pointed the BMW into a long, sweeping bend. His heart skipped when he saw a huge combine harvester looming ahead. He stamped on the brakes and swung the wheel, aiming for the driveway of a farmhouse. The car fishtailed, but Pearce countered the skid and slid into the space moments before the combine was on them. The shocked farm worker scowled at them, but his attention was immediately caught by the Mondeo, which screeched to a halt inches from the jagged teeth that hung from the huge machine.
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