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For Amy




Part One




Chapter 1


Hell had a name.


In Arabic it was Al Aqarab. In English, Scorpion, one of the most notorious prisons in the Arab world. Elroy Lang had been in the sweltering hole for seven hours, during which he’d been tested for Covid-19, stripped of his clothes, given a drab grey tunic and matching trousers, plastic shoes, and an orientation that would have bewildered most people. He’d been served his evening meal in a huge cafeteria and had felt the eyes of four hundred inmates on him, all imagining ways they could exploit the new arrival. Elroy had eaten the rancid prison slop calmly, confident no one would make a move under the nose of the grim-faced, armed Egyptian prison guards who patrolled the vast hall.


After their meal, they’d been led to their cells. Elroy had been allotted a communal cell with seventy other men, all roasting in the August heat, cooled by nothing more than the faintest breath of desert air coming through three barred windows. Elroy lay on a low bunk in the darkest corner of the cell, furthest from the door. It was a place for victims, a spot easily encircled by a crowd of bodies to block the view from the door. Elroy was happy to be there because the man he was looking for was lying on the bunk next to him. The ends of their beds met in the apex of the dark corner. The bribes Elroy had paid to get into Al Aqarab on the relatively minor charge of outraging public decency, the money that had changed hands to ensure the correct cell assignment, had all been worth it. Here was the broken man he’d come to see; Ziad Malek.


Born and raised in America to Egyptian immigrant parents, Ziad had once been a confident, handsome minor-league villain who’d been arrested in Cairo on a drug smuggling charge, and was now thirteen months through a seven-year sentence. His wavy brown hair was lank and matted, his once handsome, tanned face now marred by a broken nose and scars, and his wrist and ankle bones bulged through too little flesh. His uniform hung off his emaciated six-foot frame, and was stained with filth. He oozed the sour stench of sweat and urine. But it was his sunken eyes that gave the greatest hint of his suffering in this cruel place. They were hollow and dead, and looked blankly at Elroy with all the hope of a corpse. Elroy held the man’s gaze across the small patch of rough concrete that separated their bunks.


‘Homa hi igi delwati,’ Ziad said in the flat tone of the damned. They will come now.


‘Good,’ Elroy replied. ‘You’ve suffered enough.’


Despair held Ziad too tightly – he didn’t react to Elroy’s words, and simply responded with the same blank stare.


Time ticked by slowly and with each passing moment the air thickened with the odours of so many bodies. The rhythmic sound of heavy breathing and loud snores almost drowned out the toots and hum of distant traffic.


Elroy sensed movement on the other side of the cell, and looked across the large space to see four shadows rise. As they stepped away from their bunks, they murmured conspiratorial words to each other. They picked their way past the beds that were haphazardly packed into the baking room. For every man that was asleep another was awake, and Elroy could see the glint of eyes watching, some with relief as the shadows passed, some with perverse anticipation of what was to come. The cell crackled with expectation and anticipation as the four figures drew near.


When they were a few paces away, they took proper form and shape, and Elroy could distinguish their features from the darkness. All four were well-nourished, muscular and had the cruel, hungry faces of predators. The man at the head of the group was the block bey, or boss, a triple murderer named Magdi who’d killed his wife and in-laws for an inheritance. Elroy had been warned that he was a ruthless, sadistic man who led the gang of psychopaths who ruled the block. Why they’d chosen to brutalize Ziad Malek was a mystery. Maybe he’d angered them, or perhaps they knew he wouldn’t fight back. Elroy glanced at Ziad, and saw the man was frozen with terror. Tears glistened as they rolled down his face and soaked into the filthy mattress beneath him.


‘Amrekani,’ Magdi whispered to Ziad, using the Arabic word for American. ‘Hertha waat al madrassa.’ It’s time for school.


Magdi’s words left little doubt as to his violent intention. Elroy didn’t like the odds of a brawl. Four against one with his back to the corner left far too much to chance. Much better to send a message, one that would be felt throughout Scorpion prison.


Elroy lay still until Magdi was a couple of paces from Ziad’s bunk, and then he got to his feet. He sensed hesitation from the big block boss. The man wasn’t used to being challenged.


‘Na’ame, ya ghabi. Hi’etla sahala le’ek,’ Magdi said menacingly. Sleep, you fool, it will go easier for you.


Elroy stood his ground and saw Magdi’s face twist into a sneer.


‘Tiyab. Hertha tariq helwa cammaan,’ he snarled. OK, this way is also nice.


He swung a heavy fist at Elroy and was surprised when the lithe, athletic American reacted like lightning. Elroy raised his elbow to block the blow and popped a jab at Magdi’s nose. It wasn’t designed to floor the man, just disorientate him, and it did exactly that. He stumbled back, clutching his face, and Elroy saw Magdi’s three accomplices rush forward. He didn’t have much time. He punched the block boss in the throat and when the man’s hands went down to instinctively soothe the pain, Elroy grabbed Magdi’s left wrist, twisted it and pulled the man into a choke hold. The message had to deter Magdi’s accomplices and would have to be heard throughout Scorpion prison, but it had to be felt most powerfully by Ziad Malek, who was watching the fight in utter amazement.


Elroy grabbed hold of Magdi’s skull and drove his index and middle fingers into the man’s eye sockets. Magdi screamed and clawed at Elroy’s hands, but Elroy ignored the pain and resisted his efforts. The three henchmen rushed forward as Magdi let out a soul-shredding howl. Elroy felt cloying warm blood run over his fingers and, satisfied the job was done, he pushed the screaming, blinded man towards his horrified accomplices.


‘Come closer, and you all die,’ Elroy said.


The three men took hold of their wailing leader, and hesitated as the cell filled with the sounds of people waking up and the shouts of approaching guards. Blood formed dark pools where Magdi’s eyes should have been, and spilled down his anguished face. The horror was too much for his men, and Elroy stared them down as they dragged the mutilated man towards the door.


When they were nothing more than shadows in the darkness on the other side of the cell, Elroy looked down at Ziad and was pleased to see a broad, almost hysterical smile on the man’s tearful face.


‘You don’t have to be afraid anymore,’ Elroy assured him. ‘You’re with me now. The dark days are done.’




Chapter 2


Ziad woke the following morning afraid the events of the previous night had been a dream, but the bloodstains on the floor by his bunk were real enough. The American, who’d only arrived in Al Aqarab the previous day, brimming with quiet confidence, had been hauled off by prison guards after his fight with Magdi. But he must have been returned in the early hours while Ziad enjoyed his first unbroken night’s sleep in months, because he was lying on his bunk now, watching Ziad with his piercing blue eyes.


Ziad had been confident and cocksure once. He experienced something approaching grief when he recalled the way he’d once swaggered through life. That man had died the day he’d come to Al Aqarab, and his body had been taken over by a pitiful wretch. To begin with, in the early hours of each night, immediately after Magdi and his men had brutally beaten him, Ziad would lie in his bunk picturing the revenge he’d take on all the people who’d sent him to this place. He’d imagined their cries of anguish as they suffered at his hand. But after a while the dreams of vengeance were swept away like wisps of smoke on a cruel wind of despair, and instead his sleepless nights were spent planning his own end. His thoughts were black with the bleak acceptance that one day, when he could no longer take the torment of the place, his life would end by his own hand.


But all that had changed, and now, for the first time in months, he’d slept untroubled by nightmares, and the man responsible for his new-found peace seemed nothing less than a shining hero.


‘Thank you,’ Ziad said, but before he could say anything else, the cell came alive with commotion as the guards entered with their customary shouts of, ‘Yala, yala, ya hayawanaat!’


Come on, come on, you animals.


Ziad got to his feet and joined the line of inmates shuffling towards the door. Seventy serious criminals walked silently through the cell block towards the cafeteria, while Muqtada, the head guard, explained the prison was on special measures after the violence of the previous night. The men of each cell would take their meals separately, there would be no exercise and the prison would be on lockdown until the deputy governor felt certain the incident would not be repeated. There were mutterings of discontent, and Ziad glanced back to see the American being jostled by those around him. Up ahead, Magdi’s three goons, Basha, Tawfik and Riaz, eyed the American angrily.


The vast cafeteria was strangely quiet when Ziad and his cellmates entered. Normally alive with the squabbles, boasting and complaints of hundreds of men, the only other people in the room were the armed guards, who seemed particularly attentive. Ziad grabbed a plastic tray and joined the line to receive his allotted meal of fool and ta’amaya; fava bean stew and a falafel made of the same bean. Ziad went to an empty table and sat alone. He’d lost weight since his conviction, largely thanks to Magdi’s theft of most of his food at every meal.


Ziad wasted no time, wolfing his food as he hunched over his tray with one hand coiled around it protectively. He scanned the cafeteria for Magdi’s men and saw them three tables away, but for once he wasn’t the target of their animosity. Their eyes were on the American, who was in the food line. Ziad did a double take when he saw the inmate serving the American hand over a can of Coca-Cola, a luxury unheard of in Al Aqarab. Ziad’s eyes flitted back to Magdi’s men, and he caught sight of a flash of steel beneath the table. Basha was armed with a shiv. Ziad flushed with shame. If he warned the American or told the guards, Magdi’s men would surely punish him. So, disgusted with himself, Ziad turned his back on the line and focused on finishing his meal as quickly as possible. The brash man he’d once been was long gone, supplanted by a faint shadow who lacked courage, hope or ambition.


Ziad heard movement behind him. When he turned, his stomach lurched at the sight of the American heading straight for him. Standing a little over six feet tall with a thick tuft of wavy blond hair, the man, who must have been in his mid-thirties, had the muscular frame of a boxer, and carried himself with the same easy confidence he’d exuded the previous day. He seemed untroubled by the night’s violence or the murderous looks he was getting from Magdi’s men. Ziad was aghast when the American sat beside him. The man was forcing him to choose a side, but Ziad couldn’t face the consequences and turned to finish his meal.


‘You don’t look well, Ziad,’ the American said.


Ziad glanced up to see the man’s piercing eyes locked on him.


‘My name is Elroy Lang and I came here to find you.’


‘Came here?’ Ziad scoffed at the idea anyone would venture into Al Aqarab by choice.


‘Yes,’ Elroy replied. ‘I wanted to find you because I believe we can help each other.’


Ziad couldn’t suppress a bleak smile. How could this man talk of helping each other in this place? Ziad noticed Magdi’s men whispering and gesturing towards Elroy.


‘We don’t have long,’ Elroy continued. ‘My intervention last night checked them, but they’re mustering their courage and they’ll soon come for revenge.’


‘This isn’t my fight,’ Ziad said.


‘Oh, it is. I’ve heard what those men have done to you. I’m offering you a chance.’


‘A chance for what?’ Ziad asked hesitantly.


‘For revenge,’ Elroy replied. ‘On them. On everyone who put you here. On Deni Salamov.’


Elroy’s words were like a cattle prod, and sent a jolt of life coursing through Ziad’s body. He’d dreamed of such things, but to hear them voiced was almost too much to bear. Despair and misery had hollowed him out to such an extent, even the faintest hope strained the husk that remained.


‘You have suffered, Ziad,’ Elroy said. ‘It’s written all over your face. I’m offering you my friendship.’


Ziad’s eyes filled with tears. This was the first time anyone had spoken to him kindly in more than a year. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Magdi’s men rise from their seats. They started towards him, their intent clear. Basha’s hand was curled against his side, undoubtedly holding the blade.


‘What do you want me to do?’ Ziad asked urgently, and a faint smile of satisfaction crossed Elroy’s face.


‘I was worried you’d lost all hope,’ Elroy said. ‘We need to leave this place.’


He took the Coca-Cola can from his tray and twisted the bottom to reveal a false compartment. Inside was a small metal canister that had a ring pull. Magdi’s men were only a few feet away, and Ziad’s skin crawled with anticipation of imminent violence.


‘This is the key,’ Elroy said, as he reached into his pocket and produced two surgical masks with air filters on either side of the nasal bridge. ‘Put this on,’ he instructed, thrusting one of the masks across the table.


Elroy pulled the other mask over his face.


‘Hey,’ a guard yelled, and the cry acted as a spur to action.


Magdi’s men ran forward, and a fight broke out on the other side of the cafeteria. Ziad couldn’t tell if it was genuine or staged to cover the murder attempt, but the two men slugging it out succeeded in capturing the guards’ attention, and soon other inmates were getting involved in the scuffle.


‘Put the mask on and pull the pin,’ Elroy said. ‘It’s that simple.’


Ziad looked at the objects on the table in front of him, but he was robbed of the opportunity to take action by firm hands pulling him from his seat. Riaz and Tawfik had hold of him, and Basha was squaring up to Elroy.


As the familiar slaps and punches began, Ziad felt a fury he hadn’t experienced since his first few days in Al Aqarab, an anger so visceral it almost frightened him. He did something he hadn’t done for more than a year; he struggled, and the men holding him were surprised by his uncharacteristic resistance. He managed to lunge for the table and grabbed the canister and mask. As his two captors yanked him back, Ziad saw Elroy break Basha’s arm at the elbow, and as the big man shrieked in pain, Elroy snatched the blade and plunged it his throat. In that moment, Ziad longed for Elroy’s strength and fearlessness. He brimmed with anger at the thought of what these men and this place had done to him. Fury consumed him, and for the first time in months he wasn’t afraid.


Tawfik and Riaz had stopped hitting him and were watching in horror as their friend fell to the floor, clutching the bloody hilt sticking out of his neck. Ziad took advantage of their horror, put the mask to his face and pulled the trigger on the canister.


The device popped like a loud firework and filled the air with a cloud of white powder that spread throughout the cafeteria. Guards and inmates stopped struggling, and watched in puzzlement as the powder eddied and swirled its way through the room. For a moment, all violence stopped and the place fell silent.


Then Tawfik started choking. His eyes went wide and he clutched at his throat, gasping as he emitted coarse, guttural cries. It was a short, painful death, and it brought Ziad nothing but pleasure to see one of his tormentors suffer. Riaz joined him and soon almost every man in the cafeteria was choking to death. Only Ziad and Elroy were unaffected – Ziad felt nothing but warmth. All these cruel men deserved the horror and fear that blighted their final moments. In less than twenty seconds, the room was completely still.


Elroy wiped his bloody hands on his tunic as he joined Ziad. ‘You’ve shown me what I needed to see,’ he said, ‘that there’s still strength in there.’ He tapped Ziad’s chest. ‘You’re going to need it.’


Ziad surveyed the carnage. He’d never killed anyone before, but he felt no remorse at crossing that line in this hateful place. The sound of the alarm startled Ziad and he looked at Elroy questioningly.


‘It’s time for us to leave,’ the American said, heading for the door that led to the main block.


Still stunned by his change in fortune, Ziad followed Elroy. As he picked his way past the fallen bodies and saw the pained rictus faces, a dark thought flashed through his mind.


You’re a murderer now. Hell has spawned a new devil.




Chapter 3


Nothing about the building opposite gave the slightest hint the men inside peddled death. Passers-by saw only the gaudy red and white sign that proclaimed ‘Top Racing’. It was fixed atop a low warehouse beside Jalan Sakeh, one of the principal north to south routes that cut through Muar, one of Malaysia’s oldest towns. Scott Pearce shifted on the hard office chair that had been his perch for eight days. He’d broken into an unoccupied office block opposite the motorcycle repair shop the previous week and discovered the perfect location for a long stakeout. The three-storey block was separated from Jalan Sakeh by a small car park which served the surrounding businesses. The ground floor was divided into four units – a cafe, clothes shop, convenience store, and accounting firm. In the offices above them were an import–export business, a financial adviser, a general trader and a food and beverage supplier. Pearce was in the general trader’s premises, surrounded by abandoned desks, broken old computers, mouldy files and musty carpet which had been chewed by rodents. It was a miserable place, but perfect for his needs. It had a functioning toilet, which he was careful to only flush at night, and the occasional, carefully planned visit to the convenience store kept him well supplied with food and drink.


He’d come to Muar on the trail of a gang of smugglers. After taking down the Black Thirteen group, he’d refused Huxley Blaine Carter’s offer of a job and had returned to the mission that had consumed him for the past two years: proving there were other, as yet unidentified conspirators involved in the terror attack he’d thwarted in Islamabad. Pearce’s conviction that some of the perpetrators had escaped justice had led to his dismissal from MI6, but he hadn’t allowed that to affect his determination, and had used his own money to finance his investigation.


Once the global travel restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic had been lifted, Pearce had returned to Thailand, but hadn’t gone back to Railay, the tropical paradise where he’d spent months posing as a climbing guide while investigating potential smuggling sites in the region. The last time he’d seen the golden sands of Railay beach, a cadre of Thai police officers and their criminal associates had been on his tail. He was too well known and his departure had been far too noisy to risk returning to the dreamy tourist retreat. Instead, Pearce had gone to Krabi, the main regional town, and bought an old fisherman’s boat that was just about seaworthy. The hull was almost rotten, but the fifty horsepower Yamaha engine had been well maintained. He’d taken the leaky, flaking boat to Kok Arai, a tiny uninhabited island that lay off the Thai coast. Concealing the boat in a crag on the north of the island, Pearce had slung his small waterproof backpack on his shoulders and swum round the 300-metre-wide weathered mushroom of jungle-capped rock, until he’d reached the start of the limestone scar that he’d last tried to climb a little over four months earlier.


The wounds on his forearms had long since healed, but the scars were a permanent reminder of his encounter with Lancelot Oxnard-Clarke and his far-right associates. The ugly, newborn flesh had no impact on Pearce’s climbing ability, and after pulling on his climbing shoes, he had started up the arduous route he’d failed to ascend months before. This time, he’d cleared the brutal overhang, pulled himself onto the vertical face and quickly picked his way through a sequence of pinches and crimps until he hauled himself onto the summit, a small plateau covered in lush grass. Further from the edge was thick jungle, and, as he’d suspected, Pearce had discovered a well-camouflaged hollow that contained a portable hoist and a cache of four crates. He’d prised open one of the crates to find two dozen Kalashnikovs. He’d opened the others and secreted tiny tracking devices in each of them. The bugs, which he’d carried with him in his waterproof backpack, were powered by tiny lithium batteries and contained locator beacons similar to a cell sim card, to enable satellite tracking.


Pearce’s backpack had held enough supplies to last a week, so he’d found a suitable hiding place in the surrounding undergrowth and had settled in to wait. He was looking for a group of smugglers he believed were linked to a Thai man he’d killed during the terror attack he’d foiled in Islamabad. The other terrorists he’d killed were local Pakistani recruits, but the Thai man was interesting. According to Thai Intelligence, his name was Chao Fah Jan, and they had a file on him that linked him to smuggling operations between Thailand and Malaysia. Pearce had been drummed out of Six because of his obsession with possible conspirators, and he’d followed the dead man’s trail from Islamabad to Bangkok, to track down the smuggling gang.


He’d sat atop Kok Arai for three days and nights, waiting to see who came for the cache of weapons. Each morning when the sun rose, he could hear the distant sputter of engines far below as little boats shipped tourists out to the island to climb its myriad routes. There didn’t seem to be as many climbers as there’d been before the pandemic, but there were enough to keep the local skippers in business. Pearce wondered whether his friend Ananada and his son Lek were down there. He couldn’t risk sneaking a look to satisfy his curiosity. As long as he stayed on the small plateau, he wasn’t worried about anyone finding him. The route he’d climbed was graded 8B and was the only way to his little patch of jungle – a deep ravine split the landmass, his column of stone cleaved from the rest of the mushroom-shaped island by a long-forgotten earthquake or tidal erosion. He watched tanned tourists summit the easier routes on the main island. Some of them would spend a while exploring, but most of them would simply pose for selfies before stashing their phones in waterproof pouches and making the nerve-racking jump from the edge to the sea far below. He’d hear their cries of delight as they surfaced.


Finally, on the fourth night, when the moon had been little more than a tiny cuticle, Pearce had heard the rhythmic sputter of an outboard motor. Thirty minutes later he’d sensed movement, and peering through the thick jungle, he’d seen a shirtless, lithe Thai man of no more than thirty crest the summit and pad through the jungle to the smuggler’s cache. The man wore 5.10 shoes and his pumped forearms spoke of considerable climbing experience. He’d used a system of ropes to secure the portable hoist and had then lowered the four crates of Kalashnikovs. Pearce had heard multiple voices calling instructions from below, perhaps four or five men. After about forty-five minutes, when the Thai climber had finished, he’d stowed the hoist and made the dive into the sea below.


Pearce had emerged from his hiding place and watched a thirty-foot fishing vessel head south-east. He’d been able to see three men lashing canvas over the crates of weapons. The climber and another two men sat near the pilot at the tiller. Pearce had gone to the other side of the small plateau and jumped into the warm water a hundred or so feet below. He’d swum to the crag where his small boat was hidden, ferreted in a larger rucksack for a satellite-enabled tablet computer, and, after booting it up, found two clear tracking signals moving south-east. Staying just out of visual range, Pearce had trailed the fishing vessel 200 miles south to Kuala Perlis, a Malaysian town located on the border with Thailand. There, he’d come ashore to discover the smugglers loading the crates into a small truck.


The bugs had made life easy, and after recovering his belongings from his little boat, Pearce had been able to track the shipment from a distance. First thing the following day, he’d bought a twenty-year-old Honda CR250 dirt bike for $300 and had followed the van south, stopping every so often to check progress on his tablet. His pursuit had led him through Malaysia and had finally brought him to the large motorcycle garage on Jalan Sakeh.


He’d parked his bike a block away and had scouted the neighbourhood before identifying the office that was to become his home. Breaking in had been a simple affair and he’d settled into a rhythm, watching the warehouse for sixteen hours a day, before setting up a camera that would cover the building while he slept. Each morning, he’d scrub through the footage to see what he’d missed, but so far there had been very little activity. No large vehicles came or went, and apart from a couple of motorcyclists who went into the building just long enough to be told their business wasn’t welcome, Pearce only saw the same gang of six men. They turned up daily, riding in on a variety of high-powered sports bikes, and stayed in the building for a few hours before dispersing. On the second night, Pearce had broken into the warehouse and installed a camera and tiny listening device in the main space. The Kalashnikovs were still in the building, concealed behind crates full of old motorcycle parts. The tiny office computer was broken and the keyboard was covered in a thick layer of dust. The filing cabinets were empty and the shelves held nothing but a couple of old motorbike maintenance manuals. There was a latent smell of grease, but no other sign that the place had been used as a working garage for years. It was nothing but a thin cover for this criminal gang.


The camera and bug had yielded little. Each day, the men came into the warehouse, played cards, traded stories of sexual conquests and financial triumphs before going their separate ways. It was as though they were waiting for something.


On the ninth night, Pearce discovered what that something was. Two men in a blue Nissan Urvan approached the building slowly. The motorcycle men hadn’t dispersed that day, and even though it was past midnight, they were still inside the warehouse. The surrounding businesses were shut, and the low houses that spread either side of the warehouse were dark. The delicious scent of the locals’ late-night meals still hung in the warm tropical air, but kitchens had long since fallen quiet and the inhabitants were in bed.


Two of the motorcycle men opened the corrugated steel doors and allowed the Urvan to drive into the warehouse. Pearce switched to the interior camera and saw the Nissan roll to a halt in the centre of the large space. The motorcycle men were gathered in a semi-circle, standing in front of the four crates of Kalashnikovs.


The two men in the van climbed out, nodded greetings at the larger group and swaggered round the vehicle. Pearce got the impression these men had seniority over the others. They opened the van’s rear doors, and Pearce was dismayed to see faces inside. Four women, bound and gagged and wearing nothing but their underwear, were huddled together on one side of the flatbed. Their tear-streaked faces and fearful eyes said it all.


They were to be traded for the guns.




Chapter 4


Pearce sat back and shook his head. On screen, the motorcycle men were pawing at the four women, sizing them up. They were all white. Maybe they were relief workers whose drinks had been spiked in a bar, or students who’d been lured to Malaysia with the promise of well-paid work. Whatever method had been used to trap them in that van, the women all now faced the same ugly future. They trembled, their eyes downcast. One of them had wet herself. The leader of the motorcycle men, a paunchy man with a thick mop of black hair, indicated his satisfaction with the women and signalled two subordinates to load the crates into the vehicle.


Working alone was challenging. It demanded ingenuity and dedication, but Pearce preferred the hard hours and mental pressure to the politics of MI6. There was also no risk of betrayal. The Black Thirteen investigation had unmasked his former superior, Dominic McClusky, as a traitor, and Pearce suspected the man had orchestrated his dismissal from the service in order to prevent questions being asked about his own loyalties. Running solo, Pearce didn’t need to have faith in anyone but himself, but there were disadvantages, and this dark moment in the deepest hours of the night was one of them. He had to make a choice. Go with the guns, which were likely to lead him higher up the food chain, or stay with the women, who were almost certainly destined for sex work in a Muar brothel. With a Six team behind him, Pearce could have tracked the guns and left the human traffickers to be picked up by his colleagues, but he was on his own, and immediate human misery trumped his investigation. He had trackers in the crates and decided to risk losing the guns in order to follow the women. Once he’d identified the women’s final destination, he’d inform local police and make sure they were rescued safely, before using the signal from the tracking devices to return to the trail of the guns.


Pearce’s plan was thrown into disarray when he saw a couple of the motorcycle men frogmarch two of the women towards the small office at the back of the warehouse. The women knew what was coming, and pleaded with the cruel men, while the others jeered and egged them on. When he’d been serving in the forces or working for Six, Pearce had watched horrors unfold and resisted his urge to intervene in order to protect the broader mission, but he wasn’t about to do the same now. Working alone, he only had himself to answer to, and he couldn’t stand by and do nothing.


Pearce went to his sleeping area in the corner of the room and picked up the battered ZEV Core Elite assault rifle he’d bought in Krabi. He slipped three magazines into the pockets of his lightweight bomber jacket and hurried from the room. He ran down the dank stairs at the rear of the building and unbolted the back door. He checked the alley and, finding it deserted, sprinted north to the nearest corner. High palms provided the cover of shadow as he ran the width of the office block and raced through the empty car park. The humid night was still, the air undisturbed by wind or noise until he crossed the street and heard the faintest sounds coming from inside the motorcycle garage. The noises grew louder as he got closer and he made out high-pitched shrieks and approving grunts and cheers. As he neared the corrugated steel double doors, Pearce glanced around to check the neighbouring bungalows. Their windows were dark, their inhabitants doubtless sleeping, unaware of the horrors being perpetrated yards away.


Pearce flipped the ZEV’s safety. It wouldn’t have been his first choice. The distinctive bronze barrel was far too visible for covert operations, but it had been the most reliable gun on offer from the low-rent Krabi gun dealer. The warehouse doors had been left ajar and Pearce crept to the narrow gap. The men were more or less where he’d last seen them. The men who’d brought the women were helping two of the motorcycle men load the crates into the van, while the leader of the biker crew and one of the others forced the remaining two women into a corner and pushed them to the floor. Pearce couldn’t see what was happening in the office, but faint moonlight shone from the interior windows and he could see shadows cast against the east wall, two shapes, each an indistinct mass broken by the occasional distinguishable limb, as the two women struggled to resist their assailants. Pearce had no doubt the men would be armed, but they could only be carrying pistols or knives beneath their clothes, and he had the element of surprise.


He edged one of the doors open with his foot and crept inside. One of the men near the van sensed movement and cried out when he saw the intruder. Pearce shot him in the chest and the cry turned to a wet scream of pain. The two new arrivals ran for cover round the front of their van, while the three other men produced pistols. Two opened fire as Pearce ducked behind a steel column. He sprayed bullets at the two motorcycle men who hadn’t had the sense to take cover. He caught the dark-haired leader of the gang in the legs and the man went down with a wail. The other was hit in the abdomen and collapsed with a pained cry. As Pearce concealed himself behind the metal support, the third grabbed one of the terrified women and put the muzzle of his gun to her head.


‘Drop your weapon!’ he yelled in Thai.


A deafening volley of automatic gunfire hit the steel column, enveloping Pearce in a shower of sparks. When the bullets stopped, he peered out to see one of the men duck back behind the van. The vehicle’s lights flared and the exhaust rattled as the engine rumbled to life. The van was thrown into reverse and accelerated towards the doors, both men in the cab. Pearce opened fire on the nearside rear tyre and it burst with a satisfying pop. The sudden puncture sent the van veering out of control and it missed the doorway and collided with the adjacent wall.


Pearce seized the moment of confusion and shot the driver, hitting him once in the neck and once in the temple. As the man slumped forward, Pearce got a clear view of the motorcycle man holding the woman hostage through the passenger window. Believing the van had provided him with cover, the guy had taken his gun away from the woman’s head. His startled eyes met Pearce’s but he didn’t move quickly enough and Pearce shot him through the van window, before rolling onto his side and opening fire on the legs of the second man in the van, which were visible beneath the vehicle as he climbed out. The man screamed and dropped his assault rifle as he fell to the floor, writhing in agony.


Gunfire from close range. Pearce rolled instinctively and tried to get to his feet, but as he rose, he caught sight of the two Thai men who’d taken the women into the office bearing down on him. They’d come through the double doors and must have climbed out of a window to get round the building and behind him. The taller of the two held a black pistol, which he was reloading. The other man came at Pearce with a huge hunting knife. Pearce tried to raise the barrel of the ZEV, but the knifeman was too close and swatted the muzzle aside as Pearce pulled the trigger. The bullets went wide and clattered into the steel doors. Pearce flipped the gun and tried to drive the stock into the knifeman’s face, but he ducked and swung the huge blade at Pearce’s head. Pearce jerked back and the keen edge sliced the air centimetres in front of him. The gunman had reloaded, but his line of fire was blocked by his ferocious comrade.


‘Get out of the way,’ he yelled in Thai, striding forward.


The knifeman lashed out with his boot and the fierce kick sent the ZEV flying from Pearce’s hands. He was defenceless and outnumbered. His best chance was to engage the knifeman and use the guy’s body to block the shooter. But the vicious, sinewy man wasn’t stupid and jolted back as Pearce lunged for him. The gunman now had a clear line of fire and raised his gun, aiming it at Pearce’s face. Two gunshots echoed around the warehouse.


The first popped the gunman’s head like a melon. The second tore a hole through the knifeman’s chest. He looked at Pearce in dismay, dropped the knife and pawed at the bloody opening as he fell to his knees. Moments later, he was dead.


Pearce looked at the figure striding through the doorway. Wearing black tactical gear, complete with protective vest and balaclava, and holding a smoking SIG MPX Copperhead was the woman he knew as Brigitte Attali, a former operative for DGSE – French Intelligence – he’d encountered while investigating Black Thirteen. Her brilliant blue eyes shone with pride and as she removed her balaclava, her distinctive white hair glowed in the low light.


‘That’s the second time I’ve save your life, n’est-ce pas?’ she said in her thick French accent.


Pearce stood upright and shook his head, trying not to betray his surprise at the presence of the capable woman.


‘Impressive, huh?’ Brigitte went on. ‘Blaine Carter had me follow you when you left San Francisco. Those tracking devices you use made it quite easy, really. I also tapped into your video feed. When I saw the mess you were making, well . . . I couldn’t stand by and let you get yourself killed. Coming in here was foolish. You’ve blown any chance of finding what you were looking for.’


‘How’d you know—’ Pearce began, but she cut him off.


‘The report you wrote before you left Six made it clear you thought the conspirators were connected to the Islamabad attack through the Thai man you killed. But now it will take a feat of magic to pick up the trail.’ She hesitated and smiled wryly. ‘Still, it was commendable, trying to save these women.’ She gestured at the four kidnap victims, who had gathered near the office door. They were still afraid, but had started to regain their composure. ‘You were their knight in shining armour, but it seems that even a knight needs to be saved by the more powerful queen.’


‘That’s you?’ Pearce asked.


‘Of course,’ Brigitte replied, checking her watch. She indicated her earpiece. ‘One of the locals has called the police. They’re about three minutes out. We should go.’


Pearce leaned down and picked up the pistol that had fallen by the dead men. He walked towards the four women, glancing round the van to see the man whose legs he’d shredded. He was clutching at the bloody mess, weeping and moaning in pain.


‘Do you speak English?’ Pearce asked.


One of the women nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she said tearfully.


‘The police will be here soon. If they give you any trouble –’ he indicated the three wounded men, who were too focused on their serious injuries to concern themselves with the women – ‘shoot them. The safety is off,’ he advised, handing the pistol to the woman.


‘Come on,’ Brigitte urged.


Pearce joined her by the doors. ‘I appreciate your help, but I meant what I said. I’m not working for the American.’


‘Not even if it leads you to your objective?’ she replied playfully. ‘I said it would take magic for you to find the elusive conspirators. Well, you really should come and speak to the wizard who can make that happen.’


She hurried outside and, after a moment’s pause, an intrigued Pearce followed her into the night.




Chapter 5


Deni Salamov must pay for what he’s done. The words had become a refrain that cascaded through Ziad’s mind, bringing with them a storm of anger which swept away all other emotions. Sometimes the words would rise unbidden. Other times they would come from Elroy Lang. Ziad knew what his companion was doing, stoking his hatred of the man who’d sent him to Al Aqarab. But he didn’t mind. In his quiet moments, often when he was on the cusp of sleep, Ziad felt cloying guilt at the lives he’d taken during their escape. Some of those men had been evil, but not all, and who was he to have become their executioner? His nightmares were plagued by visions of the men rasping and choking out their final moments, so he embraced his righteous fury at every opportunity. His anger left no place for guilt.


Ziad and Elroy had been met outside the prison by a wiry Thai man who’d been introduced as Awut. The man had driven them across Cairo in an old Fiat and taken them to a safe house where they’d stayed the night before starting their week-long journey to America. Elroy had said little about himself other than to reveal that he worked for a group that wanted to revolutionize the drugs trade on the Pacific Coast. This meant they had a mutual interest in the fall of Deni Salamov. Having abandoned all hope of vengeance inside Al Aqarab, Ziad was surprised at how quickly and powerfully the old fire was rekindled.


It took them seven days and numerous false passports to reach Seattle. The people Elroy worked for must have been well connected because they arrived on the West Coast without incident. Elroy took them to a three-bedroom house on Kenyon Street, in South Park, a run-down neighbourhood a couple of miles south of Seattle Port. It was a tumbledown wooden house on the kind of impoverished street where people knew it was better for their health to mind their own business. Elroy had spent their first evening quizzing Ziad about Deni’s operation, confirming things he already knew, probing for details he didn’t.


The next day, Elroy had gone out before Ziad was up and hadn’t returned until the evening. Ziad had kicked around the house, watching TV, while Awut, the silent Thai sentinel, padded around the place like a caged tiger.


When Elroy finally returned, he said, ‘There’s something you need to see, Ziad.’


He took Ziad across town in a dilapidated Buick. Ziad felt a flush of humiliation and panic when he realized where he was being taken. They went to Point Edwards, to the condo where Essi Salamov lived. Deni Salamov’s daughter had been the love of Ziad’s life and being this close to her home pained him.


‘Why are we here?’ Ziad asked as they rolled to a halt across the street from Essi’s building.


‘You need to see what they’ve been doing while they left you to rot in prison,’ Elroy replied. ‘It’s important you know. It will carry you through the difficult times ahead.’


Ziad watched the building with a growing sense of dread. He knew what was coming, and as much as the prospect horrified him, he simply couldn’t look away. He had to see it, he had to take in the scale of his betrayal. He kidded himself he was prepared for anything, but when Essi finally left her building arm in arm with another man, Ziad felt as though a giant hole had been torn in his guts. The hollow pain was made worse by the fact he recognized this tall white guy; his chiselled jawline and his tight frame like that of a long-distance athlete. He flashed a bright mouthful of perfect teeth at Essi, and his short brown hair fluttered in the ocean breeze, giving him a fun, impetuous air, when in reality he was a corrupt, greedy man. His name was Jack Gray and he was Deni Salamov’s lawyer, but tonight he and Essi looked like a couple of catalogue models, smiling and chatting in groomed perfection. As they crossed the parking lot towards a black Porsche 911, Ziad pictured himself smashing the man’s perfect teeth with a brick and drilling a couple of holes through his skull. Why not? He was a murderer now. A mass murderer with all the bodies of Al Aqarab to his name.


‘Follow them,’ Ziad said.


‘We can’t do anything to him,’ Elroy replied. ‘Not yet.’


Ziad flushed crimson. The fact this relative stranger was witness to the betrayal made it even more shameful.


‘Follow them,’ Ziad repeated through gritted teeth. ‘I have to see this.’


The first heavy raindrops burst on the road as the Porsche left the parking lot. Elroy gave Ziad a sympathetic glance before he put the car in gear and followed.




Chapter 6


Jack took Essi to Rustica, the Italian restaurant on the corner of East Pine Street and 14th Avenue. The hostess tested them for Covid-19 before they were allowed inside. Ziad, unsettled by the terrible anger that burned within him, told Elroy to leave.


‘I’ll make my own way back to the house,’ he said.


‘You sure?’ Elroy asked. ‘You must have seen enough.’


Like a desperate addict, Ziad needed more. This woman, this beautiful heartless woman, was who he’d planned to spend his life with, and as painful as it was to see her with another, Ziad didn’t feel he could leave. Not yet.


‘Don’t do anything to him,’ Elroy cautioned.


‘I won’t,’ Ziad replied, before he got out of the car.


He pulled the soft fabric hood of his jersey over his head to shield himself from the rain. He crossed the slick sidewalk as Elroy drove away, and took up a position in a shadowed doorway opposite Rustica. With Elroy gone, he didn’t have to keep up a pretence, but he was still grateful for the autumn storm that whipped the worst of the Seattle rain into his face. The weather masked his tears and the sharp sting of each windblown drop was a tiny penance for his failure.


He’d promised her he wouldn’t get caught, that he’d be careful, but in the end it hadn’t been his assurances that had earned her blessing. Her father, Deni Salamov, his name now forever synonymous with treachery, had spoken to Essi and told her how important it was for Ziad to go to Cairo to open up another supply line. Ziad sneered at the memory. The trip had been important, but not for the reasons Deni had claimed. Ziad’s stomach churned as he considered the possibility Essi had been in on what her father had planned. Had they both lacked the courage to reject him in person?


No, Ziad told himself. Essi loved me. That’s why her father had sent him to Cairo and set him up. To get rid of him. In one move Deni neutralized a potential threat to his power and brought Ziad’s unwelcome relationship with his daughter to an end.


But she’d moved on pretty quickly. The man sitting opposite her, Jack Gray, was nothing more than a thief. Jack had been Ziad’s only point of contact after his arrest, and the lawyer had made it clear the Salamovs wanted nothing to do with him, and had even hinted they’d set him up. With Ziad out of the way, Jack had moved in and stolen the love of Ziad’s life.


Ziad was in turmoil as he watched from the darkness and saw the young couple trade gentle touches, loving glances and soft words on the other side of the brightly lit restaurant window. Even if Essi had known his fate, she’d think he was destined to spend another seven years behind bars. He’d tried to phone her from Al Aqarab, but had never been able to get through. All her phone numbers had changed. As had Deni and Rasul Salamov’s. He’d managed to reach Jack Gray once after he’d been moved to Al Aqarab, and the lawyer had reiterated that the Salamovs wanted nothing to do with him.


‘They sent you to Cairo,’ Jack had said. ‘It should be obvious, even to you, what they really want.’


Ziad’s anger rose as he watched Jack reach across the table and take Essi’s hand. The lawyer had his own reasons to cut Ziad off. Had they all colluded to get him out of the picture? No, he couldn’t believe it of Essi. Nor could he blame her for moving on. Seven years was a long time. It was unreasonable to have expected her to wait for him.


You would have, a little voice said. You would have waited until the end of time.


And the fury built again, because Ziad knew the voice was right. He would have waited an eternity for her. But the eyes that once lit up his world were now turned to another.


Ziad wiped away the rain and tears and shrank into the doorway as Essi and her all-American jock left the restaurant. Jack the jock kissed her and ran down the street, heroically braving the weather to retrieve his car, while Essi waited under the restaurant canopy. But she didn’t wait long. Once Jack was out of sight, she skipped into the rain, navigated the passing traffic and crossed the street. Ziad’s heart thundered. She was coming for him, of that there was no doubt, but his stomach churned at the thought of what she might say.


‘Zee, what the hell are you doing here?’ she began. ‘Dad told me you’d been arrested in Cairo.’ She stood on the sidewalk a few paces from the doorway, her long black hair already grouping into thick tresses in the relentless downpour. Her tanned face glowed with vitality in the light of the corner street lamp, and her azure eyes shone as brightly as ever. She wore a light woollen three-quarter length coat and the green dress Ziad had taken off so many times. He sensed no warmth from her and was dismayed that she hadn’t even given him so much as a hug.


‘I got out early,’ he replied.


‘And you decided you’d stalk me instead of phoning like a normal person,’ Essi said accusingly. ‘What happened to your nose? Did you break it?’


Ziad ignored the question. ‘I tried calling. From prison. I tried phoning you, but I couldn’t get through.’


‘Oh, Zee.’ Essi softened slightly and her face flashed with realization. ‘I had to change my number and email. Dad said we needed to review our security after you got arrested. He said you’d sent a message releasing me, that I shouldn’t wait for you.’


She’d been sold a lie. He longed to tell her the truth; that her father had cut ties with him the moment he’d been arrested. Deni hadn’t answered any of his emails or phone calls and had offered no support whatsoever. Ziad had been cut off and cast adrift. But questioning her father’s actions could make him more wary, a more difficult target. Ziad couldn’t give any hint he knew Deni had betrayed him. So he remained silent and fumed as the rain lashed his face.


‘I told you not to go,’ Essi said. ‘I’m sorry. You probably didn’t need to hear that. What are you doing following me? Did you really think I wouldn’t notice?’


‘So you’re with Jack now?’ Ziad responded coolly.


The look in her eyes at that moment, more than the lack of warmth, the absence of a greeting, or the way she folded her arms around herself, told him he had no chance. He studied the blue gemstones and saw their normal lustre was lost to pity. She looked so sad and sorry for him.


‘We started seeing each other a few months ago. He helped me forget.’ Her face was covered in rain, but Ziad was certain he could see tears in her eyes. ‘He helped me move on. I’m sorry, Zee.’


Ziad longed to wrap his arms around her and take away the pain. Just as he’d done in so many sad moments, like when her uncle had died. But pride and anger kept him rooted. If the tables had been turned, he would have found her no matter what. He wouldn’t have abandoned her to seven hard years in Hell. Her father might have gutted their relationship, but she’d slit its throat.


‘What are you—’ Essi began, but she was interrupted by the toot of a car horn.


Jack the jock leaned out of the open window of his Porsche and called out to Essi, ‘Hey, honey, who are you talking to?’


Essi made a show of reaching into her pocket. She produced a crumpled mass of bills and shoved them into Ziad’s hands. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered before turning away. ‘Just a homeless guy,’ she told Jack as she ran to the car. ‘I hate seeing them out in this weather.’


She gave Ziad a final glance as she slid into the passenger seat. Jack peered at the doorway, but Ziad wasn’t sure how much he could see through the shadows and rain.


And then they were gone, leaving Ziad with nothing but the cold chill of the driving rain and the cascading rush of spray from passing traffic. He looked down at the wet bills in his hands and let every single one of them fall on the flagstone steps. Essi Salamov couldn’t buy her way out so cheaply. She would have to pay a much higher price.




Chapter 7


When he’d returned to the dilapidated house on Kenyon Street later that night, his body numb with ice-cold fury, Ziad had asked Elroy a simple question.


‘What do you want me to do?’


In the grip of fierce anger, the answer had seemed so reasonable, but now, here in this crowded bar, Ziad’s heart thundered as he prepared to make Elroy’s words real. Tony’s Place was a favourite with port workers and it was heaving as Ziad pushed his way through the crowd. A bouncer had tested him for the virus before granting entry; a common inconvenience of the post-pandemic world. He finally spotted the men he was looking for; Richie Cutter, Weasel, and Hot Rod. Three greedy, stupid, live-for-today dockers who’d come up with Ziad. According to Elroy Lang, Richie Cutter – ambitious, ruthless Richie Cutter – had taken Ziad’s old job at the port. He needed it back if they were to implement their plan, but Cutter wouldn’t surrender it willingly. Elroy had given Ziad his instructions, and, as though anticipating the misgivings he’d feel when confronted with the reality of following them, had told him that this was Ziad’s initiation. He would view it as proof Ziad was truly with them – that he had a genuine desire for revenge and was willing to do whatever it took to get it.


As Ziad pressed through the crowd towards Cutter’s table, he reminded himself of all he’d suffered, the pain and humiliation, the physical assaults in Al Aqarab, the heartbreak. The people responsible needed to suffer in reply, and if the price was a few incidental casualties like Cutter, so be it. Besides, this man was no angel. Tall and physically fit, Cutter would strike most casual observers as a prime specimen, but Ziad could see hints of the man’s debauched lifestyle, which was funded by the illicit work he did for Deni Salamov. Cutter had the puffiness of a heavy drinker, the red raw nostrils of a habitual cokehead, and the pinprick eyes of an opiate fiend.


‘Holy shit,’ Weasel cried when he caught sight of Ziad. ‘Ziad Malek!’


‘What the . . .’ Hot Rod said, staggering to his feet.


Weasel and Hot Rod embraced Ziad enthusiastically, but Cutter gave him a muted, cagey welcome.


‘Ziad,’ he remarked simply, without rising.


‘Take a seat,’ Hot Rod said. ‘What the hell happened to you, man?’


Ziad sat next to Weasel, aware that Cutter was eying him coldly.


‘I got pulled on a charge,’ he replied. ‘But I beat it.’


‘Sorry to hear that, man,’ Hot Rod slurred. ‘We should celebrate.’


Ziad felt a wave of nausea. He wasn’t in the mood to celebrate, but he played along. ‘That’s what I’m here for,’ he lied.


‘The blonde keeps looking at you,’ Weasel said.


‘Which one?’ Place is full of blondes,’ Cutter replied, casting his eyes around the heaving bar.


‘The tall one by the taps,’ Weasel said, nodding towards the crowded counter.


Hot Rod turned his unfocused eyes in the direction of the bar. ‘She’s looking at me, man.’


Weasel grabbed Hot Rod’s skull and pointed it in the right direction. ‘You’re so wasted you can’t even see straight. She’s over there.’


Ziad spied out the woman Weasel was talking about and it seemed the wiry little man was right; she was eying Cutter.


‘I’m going in,’ Cutter declared, getting to his feet. ‘I’ll buy a round to celebrate the old boss’s return.’ He emphasized the word ‘old’. ‘Who wants a drink?’


Weasel nodded and Hot Rod declared, a little too loudly, ‘You know it!’


Cutter pushed his way through the pressed bodies of port workers and slotted into a space beside the blonde. She was with four friends.


Ziad watched the arrogant player schmooze the swaying woman.


‘When did you get back?’ Weasel asked him.


‘Few days ago,’ Ziad replied absently. His eyes were fixed on Cutter, but he wasn’t sure he had the stone-cold guts to do what Elroy expected of him. The prison escape had been one thing, his actions born of necessity. This was something else. Cold. Calculated.


‘What are you going to do?’ Hot Rod asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Ziad replied automatically. He couldn’t go through with it. He got to his feet. ‘You know what, I’ve got something I need to take care of. I’ll catch you guys later.’


Hot Rod and Weasel slurred entreaties to stay, but Ziad ignored them and started for the door.


He passed Cutter, on his way back to the table with the blonde and her four friends. ‘Hey, loser, where are you going?’ Cutter called to him, before turning to the blonde and saying, ‘This guy used to be someone.’


Ziad flushed with humiliation and felt a sudden resurgence of the anger that had become his familiar companion.


‘He used to be me,’ Cutter told the woman, before laughing at his own joke.


‘I was coming over to help with the drinks,’ Ziad replied, finding fresh resolve in Cutter’s cruelty.


‘I don’t carry my own drinks,’ Cutter said. ‘Tony will bring them over.’ He pushed on through the crowd, trailed by the women.


Ziad glanced past the massed bodies and saw Tony, the balding owner of the bar, at the counter, preparing a tray of drinks. Cutter was right; he had taken Ziad’s life, or at least a large part of it, and Ziad wanted it back. He watched the brash bully introduce the women to Hot Rod and Weasel, then turned and pushed through the crowd. As he neared the bar, Ziad reached into his pocket for a small tube shaped like a chapstick. Somewhere beneath the rowdy hubbub, a bed of music played, but Ziad couldn’t make out what the song was.


‘Richie still drinking those rum and tonics?’ Ziad asked the barman.


‘Holy crap,’ Tony remarked when he registered who’d asked the question. ‘Ziad. Good to see you. Yeah, Cutter’s still on that weird concoction.’


‘Let me run these over,’ Ziad replied, signalling the tray of drinks.


‘You don’t have to do that,’ Tony said.


‘My pleasure,’ Ziad responded.


‘Thanks,’ Tony said, before turning his attention to another customer.


Ziad took the plastic tube from his pocket and unscrewed the lid. As he slipped the inner tube from its protective housing, the sound of the blood rushing through his veins drowned out all else. The end of the tube was tipped by foam that had been soaked in a clear liquid. Ziad swiped the foam tip around the edge of Cutter’s glass, screwed the protective housing back onto the tube, and returned it to his pocket. With his heart pounding in his ears, he picked up the heavy tray and carried it carefully through the crowd.


Weasel and a couple of the women who’d joined their group cheered when Ziad set the tray on the table.


‘You work here now?’ Cutter asked as Ziad pulled up a chair.


‘My name’s Rodney, but everyone calls me Hot Rod on account of my giant rod,’ Hot Rod was slurring to another of the women.


Ziad kept his eyes on Cutter, who took his glass from the tray and drank long and hard.


‘Men are so insecure,’ the woman countered. ‘I’ve never met a woman who went round calling herself Big Tits.’


‘She should. She’d be very popular,’ Rod slurred, provoking a round of giggles.
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