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Prologue

Stanley Loh is running for his life. He is sixty-five years old. The desperate jump he made from the hotel patio into the surrounding jungle ended in a heavy landing. With a badly bruised hip, he bites back on his agony and scrambles through the tangled, thorny undergrowth to the beach road. Here he runs, but the injury, combined with his age and the onset of an asthma attack, is making movement extremely difficult for the fleeing man.

Loh lurches along the road in an ungainly, shambling, hobbling motion, trying to overcome the pain in his hip and to fight the giant burning fist that is gripping his chest. He is wheezing like a man being slowly strangled.

He looks back over his shoulder. Three men emerge from the shadows of the scaffolding that shrouds the front of the Silver Sands Hotel. They run out into the sunlight, pause, see their quarry two hundred metres away along the tram road and start after him.

The men are young, fit and armed. Just a few moments before they had been waving their guns at Loh. Now the weapons are hidden under their clothing, but their threat is just as real.

The trio begin to close in on their prey. Running like hounds chasing down an injured stag, they are gaining on Loh. Gasping with pain and struggling for breath, the injured man hobbles on.

Clutched in Stanley Loh’s left hand is the object that the hunters desperately want. It is a small digital recorder, little more than a simple electronic toy. However, the value of what is contained on the device can be measured in billions of dollars. Its true significance is that the information captured in its digital heart will either establish the dominance, or the downfall, of the master of the hounds who are relentlessly running down their quarry.
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The fleeing man had been duped into coming to the hotel alone, and for that he accepted he was totally to blame for what happened. He knew he should have expected a trap. The others, his business associates, were supposed to have been there for a group meeting. They weren’t. He should have realised they had not come to the meeting. Their customary fleet of chauffeur-driven limousines had not been lined up in the hotel car park. Loh had missed the implication of their absence and he was now paying the price.

When he had driven in to the hotel car park there had been no vehicles parked but for a solitary dark-coloured panel van and the gold Bentley, the car he well knew belonged to Thomas Lu—the man who would have him killed.

Under renovation, the hotel had been deserted when Loh entered. Deserted but for Thomas Lu, his three henchmen and their guns.

Lu had offered Stanley Loh a deal, but it was the one deal that he could never accept. The deal was not his to make, and by not accepting it, he effectively signed his own death warrant.

Loh’s refusal had been signalled by his desperate attempt to escape from Lu and his henchmen by crashing through a patio door and throwing himself into the jungle that pressed in around the hotel.

Now Loh was cut off from his car. Unlike his missing business associates, Loh had driven himself, and because of this, he had no chauffeur or bodyguard to come to his aid.

The Mercedes, which was still sitting in the hotel car park, had a Terbutaline inhaler in the glove compartment. His other inhaler, the one he habitually carried with him at all times, was in the briefcase he had abandoned in the hotel when he had taken flight.

Stanley Loh needed help, but more than that he needed to hide the recorder that he was still clutching in his left hand. What it contained was the one thing that could wreck Thomas Lu’s grand plan.

The fleeing man knew full well that with him dead and the recorder safely in his hands, Lu would most assuredly win the billion-dollar game that was being played out.

It was mid-morning on this grey Singapore day. It was Wednesday, and it was raining. Siloso Beach to Loh’s left was deserted, but as he ran down the tram road, he could see people ahead. They were above him, milling about on the concourse beyond the Delifrance café. A tour bus was offloading umbrella and camera-wielding tourists. These dazed human sheep were gathering in a loose group waiting to be marshalled by their tour guide.

Loh gasped his way up the steps and pushed through the crowd. The desperate man guessed the tourists were Taiwanese. Loh spoke both Hokkien and Mandarin and he knew he could ask them for help in a language they would understand. But what help could they offer? They were far from their homeland and would be confused by any such request from a panting, wheezing, limping stranger. This was neither their fight nor their flight. It was solely Stanley Loh’s.

Loh stumbled on across the wide asphalt plaza. There were no taxis waiting and a red-line bus was just pulling away from the bus bay. There were people ahead and to Loh’s right. Many were moving towards the aquarium complex, while several others boarded the tram for the Fort Siloso tour. Two hotel security staff were standing at the entrance to the driveway of the Rasa Sentosa Resort. Could he find shelter in the resort? Could he make it that far? Loh’s breathing was becoming more and more difficult and his panic was building.

The Siloso tram was about to depart. It was only half-full. The driver looked at Loh as he boarded the small vehicle, unsure whether or not he was part of the pre-ticketed tour party already onboard. He turned towards the tour guide, seeking confirmation, but the guide was in conversation with one of her charges. The driver shrugged. They would sort out the ticket, or lack of it, later. He had a schedule to keep.

Loh slumped into a seat and the driver pulled away. The stricken man’s breathing was worsening and several of the passengers were staring anxiously at him. Turning in his seat, Loh saw the three young men burst through the crowd of Taiwanese tourists who were still milling about beside their coach. The trio stopped running. They stood, eyes darting around the concourse as they tried to catch sight of their quarry. Loh hunched down into his seat, but he knew he was too late. He cursed silently, sobbing for breath. One of the gunmen was looking directly at him.

The tram wasn’t moving fast, but it drew away as the three gunmen regrouped for a moment of quick conversation. One turned and raced back towards the beach while the other pair started to jog after the departing vehicle.

The tram paused for a moment at the pick-up point inside the fort gate and several more tourists boarded along with a fort guide. Loh sat trying to breathe, willing the driver to get them moving. Eventually the little tram pulled away again.

Loh watched as the two following gunmen passed the entrance to the resort. They stopped at the ticket kiosk. Because there were several other guides manning the pick-up station inside the main gate, the pair would need to buy tickets from the kiosk or risk a scene.

Stanley Loh’s reasoning proved correct. He saw one of his pursuers reaching into a trouser pocket as the tram purred on up the driveway. He lost sight of the gunmen as the vehicle rounded a corner. The sound of martial music being pumped from the fort’s sound systems filled the air.

Loh had been to Fort Siloso many times in the past; including a sponsorship function only a matter of weeks previously. Over the preceding decade and a half he had also been there with his children. He remembered the place well. Even as his breathing became more and more distressed, his panic, fuelled by the asthma’s relentless attack more than the pursuit itself, was rising. He knew he had to work out a survival strategy. He had to hide the recorder and then contact his brother and tell him what was happening.

Loh reached for his cellphone as the tram passed the guardhouse into the fort proper. He would call his brother.

The Nokia was broken. The casing was split and the screen blank. The stricken man cursed aloud as he pushed the ruined device into his pocket. When he’d jumped, the phone had been in its sheath on his belt at his right hip. It had taken much of the impact when he’d hit the ground. Now it is useless.

The tram reached the first plateau and pulled up in front of the long, two-level building that Loh knew held the souvenir shop on the ground floor and the surrender rooms above. Suddenly he had an idea where he could hide the recorder.

The stop at The QuarterMaster Store, as the souvenir shop was known, had been to pick up another guide. Now Loh stood up and brushed past the guide as she came aboard.

“Toilet,” he managed to blurt out as he stepped down. The guide pointed down the slope to a building set below the plateau. Loh knew very well where the toilets were, but he had no intention of going in that direction. He waved the driver on.

The tram started off again, heading on up into the fort complex. Loh turned to look back the way he had come. The two remaining gunmen were jogging into view on the driveway below. They were almost at the guardhouse and they had seen their quarry. Like the hounds they were emulating, they increased their pace. There was no sound of baying; rather the sound of bugles and drums fill the air above the rasping of Stanley Loh’s breath.

Loh started for the steps to the left of The QuarterMaster Store. These stairs he knew led to the surrender rooms. Gasping as his asthma continued to tighten its terrible grip on him, Stanley Loh staggered up the stairs. This was the exit from the surrender rooms. He didn’t care. As he stumbled into the foyer, he hoped that there was no one in the nearest chamber.

The sliding door into the long surrender room stood open. Loh knew that this room was a replica of those used in WWII. Beyond it was a much smaller room where the Allies had surrendered to the Japanese signalling the fall of Singapore.

In the long room mannequins of uniformed soldiers and sailors stood against the walls. Seated at long tables on either side of the central walkway were figures of the surrendering Japanese and their Allied victors. Some were signing or studying the surrender documents, others were just sitting staring blankly at nothing.

The wax figures, although crude, created a powerful aura. But Loh wasn’t interested in the historic significance of the tableaux laid out in front of him. There was no living person in this room other than himself. He could hear voices in the room beyond, above the sound of the recorded commentary.

He stumbled on, gasping like a broken steam engine. He was still clutching the tiny digital recorder in his left hand. The device was a little larger than a cigarette lighter. He stopped. Now he could see what he was looking for—the perfect hiding place. Loh moved forward, pressing against the wooden railing. He stretched desperately to reach his goal.

As he leaned across the railing to secrete the tiny silver device amongst the frozen figures of the tableaux, a buzzer sounded. He had broken an invisible sensor beam and triggered the alarm. Desperately, Stanley Loh stilled his gasping for a moment and by leaning as far as he could without falling over the thigh-high railing, he managed to slip the recorder into the hiding place he had selected.

Satisfied that the recorder couldn’t be seen, at least by any casual observer, Loh withdrew and the buzzer immediately stopped sounding. But now he wanted the alarm to sound. He needed to summon help. His asthma attack would kill him if he didn’t get aid, and soon. He also needed people around him as protection against Lu’s thugs.

Loh collapsed to his knees and leaned against the railing, his arms dangling inside it. He had intentionally broken the invisible beam again and the buzzer sounded.

The guide escorting a party of tourists through the first of the surrender rooms came rushing into the long room in response to the reactivated buzzer alarm. She saw the gasping man sprawled across the railing.

“Sir?” the young girl called urgently. “Sir, are you all right?” The guide tentatively touched Loh’s shoulder and he slowly turned, letting his arms fall to his sides. He had done it; hidden the recorder and gained the attention he so desperately needed.

“Asthma,” he managed to gasp. “Doctor!” Stanley Loh was now sitting on the floor, his back against the display’s railing. The girl ran for the exit door to find a telephone in the shop below. As she left, the two pursuing gunmen entered the chamber. They stopped when they saw Stanley Loh sitting on the floor at the far end of the room. There were people gathering near the stricken man. The tour group had followed their guide through from the other room to see what had been causing the commotion.

One of the gunmen made a decision. He rushed towards Loh and squatted beside him. Loh, barely conscious now, felt the man’s hands searching his pockets. To an observer it would have seemed that the man was perhaps a colleague of the stricken man and that he was searching for Loh’s inhaler, because the distressed wheezing indicated that an asthma attack was in full flight. With a grunt of triumph, the gunman removed the cellphone from Loh’s pocket. His momentary triumph turned into a snarl of frustration when he realised that he was holding a ruined cellphone and not the digital recorder. He dropped the remains of the Nokia onto Loh’s thighs and stood.

Loh was conscious enough to see the cold, hateful look in the man’s eyes. He knew that without the presence of the tourists, the gunman would be breaking his fingers or worse.

“I’m a doctor, let me see him!” The voice belonged to a tall, overweight European in long, voluminous khaki shorts. From his position on the floor Loh noticed, almost distractedly, that the man’s legs were fat, white and very hairy. The man knelt beside Loh. There was a wide-brimmed hat and a startlingly red, bushy moustache. The face was sunburnt but the eyes, behind their rimless glasses, were kind. “Asthma attack?”

Loh nodded. The accent he recognised as Australian. The gunman, still standing nearby, reluctantly moved away.

“No inhaler on you?”

The stricken man managed to shake his head.

“Fortunately, or rather unfortunately, my wife is asthmatic,” the doctor said. He held out a large hand and the woman standing behind him, plump and bleached-blonde, also wearing baggy shorts, rummaged in her large shoulder bag. She found an object and put it into the doctor’s hand.

“Terbutaline, is this what you take?” The doctor held the puffer for his newest patient to see. Loh nodded and reached for the inhaler. He took it from the doctor’s palm and gratefully sucked the life-saving drug into his lungs. He wanted more, but the doctor gently took the inhaler back. “No, that will allow you to get to hospital. Technically what I’ve just done is illegal,” he said as he straightened. “However, sometimes we need to break the law to save lives.”

“Thank you,” Loh said. As the doctor stood, he could see that the gunman who’d searched him had withdrawn only as far as the end of the room. There he was standing with his accomplice, waiting, watching. The guide who had run downstairs to call for help pushed past them and came rushing back to where Loh was sitting.

“The ambulance is on its way,” she said.

Stanley Loh nodded his thanks and closed his eyes. Even if he had the energy to move, he couldn’t retrieve the recorder with all the people present, particularly Lu’s henchmen. He would go to hospital and get control of his asthma. Later he could arrange to return to collect it and present it to his associates. Before that, however, he would call his brother in Bangkok from the hospital and tell him everything that had taken place. Stanley Loh was his brother’s emissary in Singapore. He was the smiling public face for a man who preferred to remain in the shadows.

Standing on the terrace outside The QuarterMaster Store, Lu’s gunmen, along with a handful of tourists and fort staff, watched as the ambulance attendants loaded Loh into their vehicle. A few seconds later, as it roared away under flashing sirens and lights, the pair made their way back to the larger of the surrender rooms. They knew the recorder was hidden somewhere in the long room and they intended to retrieve it if they could.

Luck was against them. The constant stream of visitors through the surrender rooms didn’t allow the gunmen to do anything other than stand helplessly behind the barriers and vainly try to guess where the recorder might be hidden. To find it, they knew they would have to get into the display area and rummage through it, a section at a time.

Eventually, the guides started to become suspicious of the pair’s continued presence. Lu’s two thugs left the fort. One kept watch at the main entrance while the other returned to the hotel to face the wrath of their master.
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In Singapore General Hospital, Stanley Loh was given sedatives and steroids which gradually got his asthma under control. Despite the admonishment from the attending physician, he managed to get a telephone brought to his bed. He made the call to his brother, but encountered only the computerised voice of the answer service. Loh quickly detailed everything that had happened.

At a few minutes to four that afternoon, Stanley Loh left Singapore General Hospital by taxi. Still under the influence of strong sedatives, he was not tempted to return to Sentosa to attempt to retrieve his car. He would have someone do that for him.

On the ride back to his home on Goodwood Hill, Loh went over the events of the day and those leading up to it. The one fact that kept coming back to him, and the one he silently cursed himself for, was that he knew he should have seen it coming. The final attempt at bribery and the attempt on his life. Perhaps if Thomas Lu had not seen the recording device, he may have managed to stall his answer and perhaps even walk free from the hotel. However, once Lu had seen the recorder, knowing full well what was on it, there was no way that he, Stanley Loh, would be able to leave the deserted hotel alive—other than by doing what he had done and thrown himself off the patio.

At the ornate iron gate leading into his house, Loh paid the cab driver, giving him a generous tip. As the taxi pulled away, he fumbled to key in the gate’s digital combination. Normally, when he was in one of his three cars, a remote sensor opened the gate as the vehicle approached it.

The van was parked thirty metres down the road. The vehicle was dark in colour and almost invisible in the shade of the late afternoon sun and the dense jungle fringe.

Whether it was the sedatives still at work in his system, combined with his distraction at trying to recall his gate combination, or not, Stanley Loh did not register the alien vehicle. He did not recognise it as the same van that had been parked in the Silver Sands Hotel car park.

On legs that were still a little unsteady, and with the grinding pain in his right hip, dulled only slightly by the painkillers he had been given, Stanley Loh walked through the double gate. The heavy metal leaves automatically clanged shut behind him as he started down the driveway.

The wide asphalt vehicle access curved away down the gentle slope to the four-car garage set between the house and the servant’s quarters beyond. Rather than follow the driveway, Loh chose the more direct route. He started down the path that ran through the beautifully tended shrubs and flowers of the formal garden.

He was part way down the concrete path when he saw the boot lying in a bed of flowers. Loh frowned. The boot was made of green rubber. It was the sort of boot that his gardener Cheah Kah Hin usually wore. Moving further down the pathway, he then saw Cheah. The old man, with one foot bare and one wearing a green rubber boot, was lying on his back behind a small hedge.

Loh’s first thought was that perhaps his gardener had succumbed to a heart attack. But as he stooped stiffly over the body, he saw a trickle of blood that had escaped from the black hole between the old man’s eyes. He knew this had been no heart attack.

“Of course it’s not a heart attack,” Loh snarled to himself as he desperately tried to shake off the drug-induced fog he had been wallowing in. “My family!” He said aloud as he started towards the house at a run. His tired and painful limbs were uncoordinated from the strong sedatives and further unbalanced by the pure terror that had begun to well up inside him.

Loh was almost at the steps leading to the patio when he heard a noise. It was not something he could identify. There were four distinct sounds, spaced a fraction of a second apart. They were loud but at the same time they were muffled and indistinct. Loh shook his head in denial. No matter what caused the unfamiliar noise, he knew he must see to his family.

Stanley Loh crossed the patio and pressed his face against the glass of the French doors. He shaded the window with his hand so he could see into the room beyond. Helen, his wife, was sitting on one of the couches. Beside her was Arthur, their son, and next to Arthur sat Amy, their daughter. All three of them had their mouths covered by shiny silver tape. Their hands and feet were also taped.

There was a noise to Loh’s left. A man was coming onto the terrace walking from the direction of the staff bungalow. This was one of the pair from the surrender room. This was the man who had searched him. The man with the cold eyes!

The gunman was carrying an automatic pistol and attached to the barrel was a long fat tube. Stanley Loh had seen similar guns in dozens of movies. Drugged state or not, he knew its purpose and he knew now what had caused the muffled sounds he had just heard. Along with Cheah, the gardener, there were four other staff living on the estate. They were, in all probability, dead, Loh knew this without a doubt. To kill one or five, it made no difference to men like this.

The gunman saw Loh standing at the French doors. He smiled and raised his gun as the door opened. Stanley Loh had been expected.

The man in the doorway was Thomas Lu.

Tall for a Singaporean, Lu was also skeletally thin. As always, including when he and Loh had met just hours before, he was dressed in his uniform, comprising a sober black suit with a crisp white shirt and a dark tie. With his artificially darkened hair worn overlong at the back, and with his high cheekbones, Lu, who at all times kept his eyes hidden behind dark-tinted glasses, was known in Singapore business circles as The Undertaker. He had a reputation for sheer ruthlessness, but until today that ruthlessness had been more by reputation than reality to Stanley Loh. Now he was about to live or die by that reality.

“So pleased you could drop in, Stanley,” Lu said as he stepped aside to allow his gunman to usher Loh into his own home. The eyes of the three people most dear to Stanley Loh were wide and totally terrified. The eyes silently implored him to save them. But Loh knew he would die here with them. He had no doubt that would be the way it was going to happen.

“Now, Stanley, you know what I need. Tell me where to find it and you and your family can live happily ever after.” Lu smiled as he spoke. However, the smile carried no warmth whatsoever. Loh knew that the eyes behind the dark glasses were as cold as the ice that was sliding down his spine.

What Thomas Lu didn’t know was that Loh, having discovered the corpse of his gardener and heard the sounds of the other members of his staff being killed, knew that no matter what, he and his family would be killed. There was simply no way that Lu could let them live. Not now. The stakes were simply too big and blood had already been spilt.

Loh knew he had one chance and one chance only to save his family. The gunman who had escorted him into the room was standing to his right, his weapon pointed at his captive’s belly. Lu was also holding an automatic loosely in his right hand. Its muzzle was directed at the richly polished parquet floor. There was a second gunman standing at the far end of the couch on which the Loh family were sitting. This man’s automatic was pointed at Helen.

“I …” Loh stuttered. He swayed unsteadily on his feet, acting now. “I’ll tell you, please, just don’t hurt them.” Lu smiled in response as he watched the seemingly dazed and stricken man cave in. The Undertaker knew he had won and began to gloat.

The gunman nearest Loh relaxed slightly; the old man swaying in front of him was finished. The muzzle of his gun drifted away from its target.

The drugs in Stanley Loh’s system had been washed away by the surge of adrenaline that now coursed through him. Seeing his family sitting there awaiting their inevitable execution had given him a strength far beyond his physical limits.

In his youth Loh had trained in kung fu. Now, as he staggered again, seemingly holding out a hand for support, he was the very picture of a man in great distress. The nearest gunman put out a hand to steady the stricken man. As he did so, Loh suddenly stepped into him. The hard heel of his left shoe ground into the gunman’s instep as the sword edge of his left hand connected with the man’s nose. Simultaneously, Loh’s right hand tore the gun from the man’s loosened grip.

Unfortunately, Stanley Loh was unfamiliar with firearms. He fumbled with the weapon, almost dropping it. The gunman standing at the end of the couch, however, was very familiar with the weapon he held. He switched his aim from Helen Loh to her husband’s head.

The last thing Stanley Loh heard before eternal blackness claimed him was the sound of Thomas Lu screaming “No!”
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“Daniel, I need you.”

“Where and when?”

“Singapore, as soon as you can get there.”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Use another identity. What’s good?”

I had to think for a moment. I have a near photographic memory, which is a blessing at times and a curse at others, especially in the dark of a sleepless night when certain images come to haunt me.

“Edward Davidson, Australian. Old Ed hasn’t seen the light of day for a year or two.”

“I’m in Bangkok. It’ll take me two days to get there. Be a tourist. There’ll be a reservation at the Carlton under Davidson. Smoking or non-smoking?”

“Smoking.”

“Still killing yourself by degrees, my old friend?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Do the innocent tourist thing. Get a pair of those stupid shorts, a flowery shirt, a camera and a hat.”

“Fucking thanks.”

“Just don’t draw any attention to yourself.”

“Dressed like that people will think I’m Jo Jo the fucking clown,” I grumbled. Sami almost chuckled.

“I’ll see you in a day or so. By the way, get tomorrow’s Straits Times and everything will become clear. Stanley Loh was my half-brother. Ciao!”

“Ciao!” I responded as the phone went dead.

You’re probably wondering why I didn’t ask Sami what it was all about. That’s the thing in our relationship. Like the musketeers, Sami Somsak and I are there for each other. We always have been and always will be. He needed me and that was all I needed to know. I put my bourbon glass down on the bedside cabinet and lay back against my pillows.

“Was that bad news, Daniel?”

The speaker is the beautiful Mai Ling. She has shared my bed off and on for the past two weeks. She is propped up on one elbow looking across at me with genuine concern in her eyes. Mai is a very genuine woman. That much I do know.

“I’m not sure,” and I honestly wasn’t. Was it bad news that my old friend needed me? Suddenly, for the first time in what seemed like weeks, months even, my brain was as clear as ice. It was a few minutes past one in the morning. Mai and I had enjoyed an evening of pubbing and a long romp in my ruined bed. Now it was time for another sort of action.

“I have to get ready to leave,” I told her as I got out of bed and headed for the shower, leaving one very beautiful and slightly bewildered lady staring after me.

As I showered I wondered what had happened to Sami’s half-brother. The half thing was just that, unimportant. Brother was the power word. The different name didn’t phase me. I knew Sami’s heritage. He was a combination of Chinese, Japanese and Thai and I knew he had relatives all over Asia. Stanley Loh was most obviously one of Sami’s Chinese half-brothers. Sami’s mother, Mary Song, was a Chinese-Thai, his father a Japanese officer. There had been no marriage. His mother had been one of the unfortunate comfort women put into sexual slavery by the Japanese. Fortunately, perhaps, Sami’s father had become Mary Song’s exclusive patron. He was executed after the war. Mary then married Chinese businessman Martin Loh, and had several more children by him.

So what had befallen Stanley Loh? No doubt I could dial up CNN or Asia News or go online to find out, but I wouldn’t do that. I’d pick up The Straits Times when I got on the plane. I had no doubt that he had met a nasty end. Sami wouldn’t have called me unless he wanted to use my particular skill set.

The thing is, as a nanny or a shrink I’m useless. Sami knows that only too well. He also knows that I can offer him only two things: my friendship and what is perhaps my singular talent. That talent is not particularly marketable in the world at large, however in the world Sami and I spent many years living in, and perhaps the world Sami still lives in, my skills are a currency in themselves.

If I had a CV, it would probably dwell on the fact that I have the unique ability to find people and kill them. I am a hunter. I’m trained to hunt people to the death, and that being the case, Sami probably wants me to kill someone. So be it!

Out of the shower, I stood dripping on the plush carpet as I used my laptop to book a flight to Singapore. Mai Ling was dressing. She knew a cue when it came her way, even when it was unspoken. I gave her cab money and made a promise that I’d call when I got back. I probably wouldn’t call, and she probably wouldn’t expect it. Our words were just farewell smoke. There are plenty of girls like Mai around Hong Kong, and variety, they say, is the “‘spice of life’. Cynical? Yes, I am a cynic and that’s, in part, why I am still alive. I doubt anything and everything. In my world there are no such things as coincidence and luck, good or bad. It just is or it isn’t.

Maybe I won’t survive Singapore. Of course, if my old friend and enemy Tuk Tuk Song dies in the meantime I may return to Thailand instead, and I may not ever come back to Hong Kong.

It is 02:30. My flight to Singapore is the early 07:10. Cathay bus. I try to find tourist clothes but my wardrobe doesn’t extend that far. I’ll shop when I hit town. It’s about a four-hour flight on a good day, so I’ll have plenty of time. I selected my Ed Davidson passport from the twenty or so in my under-floor safe. There is a current Amex in the same name. I add a back-up passport and a few thousand US dollars in cash and pack a small bag. Unfortunately I will be leaving my favourite hardware behind. My Walther P99 stays in the safe along with the several other weapons stored there. They included the .380 Beretta I took from Sir Bernard Sinclair after I killed him. Ah, the memories!

I got dressed and made coffee. No more alcohol, at least until I’d read the newspaper. I hadn’t done much of anything physical for almost four months and it showed. I knew I was seriously out of shape and quite probably I was going to regret that. The life of the rich and indolent unfortunately overtook me in the aftermath of the Thai incident. Incident is a pretty ordinary word to describe a most extraordinary situation, I suppose, however it will do for now.

At 05:15. I was in a cab on my way to Chek Lap Kok Airport. Oh, by the way, my name is Daniel Swann. Pleased to meet you!
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FAMILY AND STAFF EXECUTED — SINGAPORE IN SHOCK

Singapore is in shock following the discovery late yesterday of nine bodies in the luxury Goodwood Hill residence of Singapore business entrepreneur Stanley Loh. Initial police reports indicate that all nine victims had been shot execution-style.

The dead have been formally identified as: Stanley Loh, 65, his wife Helen, 60, son Arthur, 27, daughter Amy, 25. Also found dead at the Loh’s exclusive Goodwood Hill residence were staff members, identified as: Cheah Kah Hin, 78, Teoh Sui Lan, 77, Mary Yap, 47, her daughter Emily Yap, 26, and Michael Yee, 29.

The police have released no further details, but are appealing for information from the general public. Mr Loh was one of the principals behind the Intella Island Development, the proposed creation of a twelve-hectare artificial island to be constructed off Marina Bay. The US$6-billion development has been hailed as the most significant development of its kind ever seen in Singapore.



“Fuck!” I muttered laying the paper down. The stewardess was hovering. She pretended she hadn’t heard me swear. She instead asked me if I wanted a drink. I wanted one, but it was 09:30 and judging from what I’d just read, I was going to need to keep a clear head. I declined and ordered breakfast instead. I’d have gone first class on this flight if I’d had the option, but there was no availability, so here I was slumming it in business. My how times have changed. Once it was steerage. Now here I was complaining because I didn’t have the option of first class. At least I had salmon with eggs Benedict. Not a bad breakfast at all! Thank you, Sir Bernard!

At Changi, I cleared the formalities and grabbed a cab for the Carlton. I’ve been to Singapore many times over the years, so it holds few mysteries for me. What I had to watch out for was that I’d rarely been there as Daniel Swann. Singapore immigration probably had a dozen versions of me on record, so it was important I do nothing to cause the authorities to want to have a closer look at me. The passport, incidentally, was a real one. It was just that Ed Davidson wasn’t.

Compliments of The Firm, I had departed with a whole bunch of genuine identities, most of them not recorded on any official file. I can thank my former boss, the crafty Sir Bernard Sinclair, for that. He never let his left hand know what the right was doing and cunning was his middle name. In the end his own deviousness worked to my advantage and very much to his disadvantage and, ultimately, his messy death. Being a turncoat spymaster can be a tricky occupation at times, it seems.

I’d actually stayed at the Carlton in one of my many incarnations on a previous visit. The hotel is handy to everything and not too ostentatious. It’s the sort of place that has a lot of tourists going through it rather than business people. From my observations, those on business with a company credit card on tap are inclined to go a little more upmarket. Whatever, the place suited me just fine.

No one greeted me by any name I had used previously. That was a positive start at least. My reservation was in the name of Edward Davidson of Perth. So Ed Davidson, Australian tourist, I was. For the moment at least.

Sami hadn’t gone overboard on the accommodations. The room was large and comfortable. There was a sizeable bathroom. A bottle of JD was sitting on a side table awaiting me. There was also a small package wrapped in plain brown paper. The name Mr E Davidson was on the label. I tipped the porter after he did the usual flutter around. When he left I slipped the door security latch across and broke the seal on the bottle of bourbon.

It was 13.30 and the sun was definitely over the yardarm. I opened the package and found a pre-paid phone and a thick wad of big Singapore bills. There was a plain white card with a number on it. The number had a prefix of 66 2. Bangkok. I flicked the phone on and it found SingTel in seconds. I tapped out the number on the card. I only had a few seconds to wait.

“Daniel!”

“Daniel in da’ house,” I replied with my best Ali G impression. Sami managed a chuckle. “I read it,” I added. “Some heavy shit going down.”

“That’s an understatement,” Sami replied grimly. “In a nutshell, Stanley was taken out because he refused a deal regarding his share of the Intella Island development. My share, Daniel,” Sami added bitterly. “I’ll explain in full when I get there. In the meantime play at being a tourist. I have to go. I’ll call you later and tell you what I need you to do. And thanks, old friend!”

“No need,” I replied. We cut the connection at the same instant.

Intella Island was the talk of Asia. It was the development of the century, according to the various business publications I had come across.

The Intella Island project frequently appeared on Asian current affairs and news programmes with an elaborate and very realistic large-scale model as the main image. There were 3-D graphic presentations on a dedicated website and artist’s impressions of the finished development had been all over the media for the past few months.

I figured that if Stanley Loh had been involved in Intella, that most probably meant Sami was as well. By the way, the name Intella derives from Intelligent Island. The whole thing was to be run by a giant super-computer, it seemed. Anyway, Stanley Loh was no longer in the loop, but maybe Sami was. Time would tell that story. In the meantime I needed tourist clothes and a camera, so I went shopping.

Downtown Singapore is easy walking. I strolled off up Bras Basah and Orchard Road towards Somerset and zeroed in on Centrepoint. I’d been there several times in the past and I knew it was tourist central with everything under one roof. Hey, I was a tourist after all.

First I hit Robinsons, which made most of its weekly wage bill off me. Then I found a camera outlet and bought a compact Sony digital. It had more pixels than I thought possible. I was paying cash for everything, eliminating any paper trail, at least until I wanted one.

The major problem about doing anything in Singapore is the constant CCTV surveillance. There are cameras everywhere and that was something I was going to have to give some thought to when it came time to doing whatever it was Sami had brought me here for.

Carrying several bags, I left Centrepoint and contemplated grabbing a cab. The lure of beer and food was, however, stronger than the desire to go back to the hotel just yet. I knew there was a row of bars and restaurants behind the complex, so I cut back and found Cuppage Terrace. Many of the restaurants were closed but there was a small pub at one end. The Cable Car, the signage said. It suited me fine. It was virtually deserted at this early hour. I sat outside and lit what was one of my first cigarettes of the day. I almost felt proud of myself.

The Tiger beer was cold and the Chinese restaurant next door did bar service. It was 15:50; the day that had started early several hundred kilometres away was still young. With a cold beer in hand and a full stomach, I decided to loiter awhile.

I was on my third glass when my new cellphone rang. It could only be one person.

“Sami?”

“Daniel. I’ll be flying in late morning, day after tomorrow. I have to attend family business and then we can meet up. I’ll call when I’m done. Okay?”

“Sure! Where are you staying?” I asked, thinking he also might book in to the Carlton.

“I’ve got an apartment in Cairnhill. Under any other circumstances I’d have you stay there but we need to keep some distance between us. I’ll explain it all when we catch up.” Sami sounded tired. I could hear him take a sip of something. He didn’t drink alcohol, not even under extreme stress.

“You okay?”

“I’m okay, Daniel, thanks,” he replied. “There will be a woman asking for you at the desk at half nine in the morning. Her name is Simone. She’s your cover. She doesn’t know the finer points of what we do, so don’t tell her too much at this stage.”

“Okay. So what exactly do you want me to do?”

“Go to Sentosa with Simone. Camera and all! Visit the fort and spend some time in the Japanese surrender room. Get to know the room well because you’ll be going back. And watch for watchers because they’ll be there. I’ll call again when I work out my timing.”

“Okay.” I had no idea what the hell was going on, but I trusted Sami with my life, so I went with the flow.

“Enjoy your tour of the fort.” Sami paused. “By the way, Simone used to work for Stanley. She’ll play an airhead wife. She isn’t an airhead.”

“I’m pleased about that.” I didn’t fancy spending too much time with some dumb bimbo. Life’s too short.

“Don’t mention the significance of the surrender room.”

“I don’t know the significance of the fucking thing.”

“You will. Take plenty of photographs, access, alarms, all of it. You did get a camera?”

“Sami!”

“Sorry. Of course you did. Do read the manual,” he added with a strained chuckle, “and look at ways of getting in and out of the fort in the dark. I can tell you that Stanley was chased into the fort and almost died of an asthma attack. He hid something in the Japanese surrender room. It is something of vital importance. Afterwards he made it to hospital. He called me from there and got my cell secretary. The men hunting him went to his home and waited for him to show up. The rest you know. I must go. Take care!”

“Sami, what did he hide?”

I was too slow. Sami had broken the connection and was gone. I snorted. That was his way. I hadn’t coined the name The Onion Man for him for nothing. No matter what, he had given me enough information to begin my game. The rest would follow when he was ready.

I put the cell back into my jacket, lit a Marlboro and pondered those last words and Sami’s momentary slip-up over the camera. It wasn’t like him to doubt I’d do exactly as he asked. He knew me better than that. However, obviously there was a lot going on and he was running to keep up. No doubt the “family business” he would have to tend to on landing would include arrangements for the funeral for his brother’s family and the others. That was enough to rattle anyone’s cage.

Sami Somsak is one of the strongest people I know mentally, and the most enigmatic. I gave him the nickname The Onion Man many years ago. Basically, it was one way for me to acknowledge and explain the incredible complexity and multi-layered personality of my friend. To say Sami was deep was like saying that molten lava was warm. I finished my cigarette and my musing, had another swallow of beer and decided to check out the camera, just as Sami had suggested.

I fished the package containing the Sony out from amongst my shopping and spent the remainder of my pint and another figuring out how to work it. It was really dead easy. The camera was compact, but it had a 5X lens. I’d bought a one-gigabyte card. According to the brochure, I could shoot several thousand shots set on low to medium resolution with it. I set the dial up for five megapixels. That gave me several hundred images that could be pumped up large enough to see relatively fine detail as required.

Sami hadn’t told me specifically what to photograph beyond the alarm system and general background. That being the case, I would simply concentrate on whatever was in the room in question, taking in any obvious security features and anything else I could identify. Outside I’d just do tourist stuff. I’d pose with my beautiful ersatz wife all over the place and photograph her with lots of background.

How did I know that Simone, my wife to be, would be beautiful? Well, Sami does beautiful with his women and I guess the same gene would have been at work in his half-brother. I sure hoped so.

The pub was filling up as I left. It would have been pleasant to have stayed and met up with a few of the locals, but I was on a mission and a hangover tomorrow was not factored into my plans. I found a cab a few metres down the street and headed back to the Carlton. Okay, it isn’t far to walk, but I was loaded like a pack mule.
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Simone DeLue was beautiful, just as I had anticipated and hoped she would be. Stanley and Sami definitely shared that same chromosome relating to good-looking women. Or at least they had done so. That’s the thing about death. It takes a while for the brain to get to grips with the tenses.

When I came down from my room, she was waiting in the lounge off the main reception area. Like me, she was wearing long shorts. Hers did not look at all stupid on her. I wasn’t sure if my shorts looked as stupid as I felt they did. I was, however, thankful that my months of indolence back in Hong Kong had included sitting or lying, albeit generally in a semi-comatose state, on my terrace or by the condo’s pool. Therefore I had managed to maintain a decent tan that at least made my damn shorts bearable. There is nothing worse in my book than seeing lily-white, hairy sticks of spaghetti poking out of a pair of voluminous shorts. It’s especially pathetic when the hairy spaghetti sticks end in what appear to be enormous oversized sneakers or boots. All an illusion, of course, because of the spaghetti legs combined with normal-sized feet. That always reminds me of Minnie Mouse cartoons or of Spike Milligan’s drawings.

Simone’s tan was the golden tan of the fair skinned, the colour of honey, while her hair was straw gold. There had to be some Scandinavian in her genetic mix. She was tall and looked very athletic. Her eyes, which tracked me as I came towards her, were clear and blue and very much alive. Sami had obviously described me, but the shorts were probably the giveaway.

In addition to the stupid shorts, both of us had on polo shirts; hers was lime green, mine was light blue. We were the damned Bobbsey Twins!

My outfit was completed by a wide-billed baseball cap bearing a BMW logo. It had been the least offensive of those I had been looking at. My striking companion didn’t have a hat on. With her mass of blonde curls tied back by a green ribbon that wasn’t an accidental match to her shirt, she didn’t need any sun protection. We were both wearing dark glasses. Mine were on my hat, hers pushed into her hair.

I noticed that Simone’s Nike trainers were not brand new. They’d seen some use. Judging by how trim her long body looked, she was into the gym or was a runner which, of course, probably accounted for the shoes. My own swooshes were straight out of the box. My usual footwear, my faithful boots, were in my wardrobe. Cowboy boots and shorts do not a match make. Not even for a hokum Aussie tourist.

Simone carried a camera slung over one shoulder and a leather bag over the other. I had the Sony in its case clipped to my belt. I’d added a sleeveless khaki vest over my shirt. My wallet, cigarettes and sundry other bits and pieces were all stowed in its many pockets. The vest was practical and, of course, it is just the sort of thing tourists like me seem to wear, especially in the tropics.

We made a show of greeting, and to a casual observer we were old friends or separated spouses meeting up. There were kisses and hugs. I must admit that I found it all most pleasant. Arm in arm we headed out front to snare a taxi.

Safely ensconced in the back of a blue Comfort cab en route to VivoCity and the Sentosa train, we dropped the charade momentarily.

“I feel like a right idiot,” I said.

“You look like a typical tourist,” came the reply. Simone’s English was perfect with just the bare trace of an accent. Dutch or South African, I couldn’t quite be sure. “Mr Somsak said you’d hate this bit.” She was smiling. It was a nice smile.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “He knows me too well. So, what’s on the agenda?”

“We’ll have breakfast at Vivo and get the monorail across to the island. No point in us going over there too early. Things don’t open until ten or so.”

“You’ve been there a lot?”

“Two kids. It’s Singapore’s playground,” she replied. The faint, flat touch of bitterness in her voice belied her smile. “When it’s the weekend or school holidays and the kids are restless and you’re trapped in an apartment block and you’re not filthy rich, you soon learn to love and hate the place.”

The obvious questions reared their heads. Was she married? How long had she been here, etc, etc? I bit them back. This was a one-day gig. The less I knew the better, in all probability. She had other ideas.

“Sorry,” she replied. “I’m divorced, two kids, girl, eleven, and a boy thirteen. I work for Stanley’s company, administration, nothing more. I know the company is actually owned by Mr Somsak.” Simone paused momentarily. “I have been in meetings with Mr Somsak and Stanley, so I know how things are. Were,” she corrected herself and pushed away the obviously less-than-pleasant thought that momentarily clouded her expression. “This is a welcome change,” she said, changing gear and putting on a patently false happy face. “I get the chance to play-act.”

“As payment for your performance I’ll be buying the best lunch we can find,” I added, “following an absolutely disgustingly rich and unhealthy breakfast.”

“Sounds good.” This time Simone DeLue smiled as if she meant it. Maybe, work aside, this would be a nice day all round. And hey, my mind was definitely above my belt on this one, and while that’s not a first, it’s a pleasant change of pace for me. I was here to save Sami’s arse, not get laid, pleasant as it would no doubt have been with my companion of the moment.

We had coffee and pastries on the balcony of a café at VivoCity. The view was of the busy harbour basin towards Sentosa. The amount of building work going on across that short stretch of water completely astounded me. Simone told me that a casino and God only knows what else was being built over there.

“How things have changed.”

“How so?” Simone wanted to know.

“Not so long ago gambling was an absolute no-no here. Changing times, I suppose. The powers that be have decided to capitalise on the gambling revenue. Easy money for the coffers.”

“I guess,” she agreed as we stood and prepared to go to the fantasy land across the water.

Now I’d been to Sentosa once a few years before when I’d been based in Bangkok. It hadn’t been a fun trip. I’d had to give one of her Majesty’s flunkies a severe spanking for an indiscretion involving some missing embassy funds. He had fled Bangkok and holed up in a hotel on Sentosa island. He wasn’t particularly bright and we’d tracked him down within days. I’d managed to retrieve the bulk of the funds and, following orders, I engineered a slight accident that put him in hospital for several months. I didn’t enjoy what I had been instructed to do, so my one and only visit to Singapore’s fun island hadn’t been pleasurable in the slightest. The things we do, huh? Or rather the things I did for Queen and country in my other life. That life was now over.

The monorail to Sentosa took about thirty seconds. Well, it seemed that quick. In reality it was probably a three-minute ride from land to land and another three minutes to the first stop as we rumbled over the massive construction work going on below us.

Simone led the way as we left the unit and made our way downstairs at the first station. There had been only a few passengers on the train with us. Most of them were young people who looked as if they had dragged themselves out of their beds and were heading to their jobs on the island.

We swiped our tickets and went sightseeing. Above us was the peculiar Merlion symbol Singapore has adopted as its mascot: lion’s head, mermaid or merman’s body! I knew from my time here all those years ago that the tower served as the base for the spectacular light and fountain show that used to run nightly on the island. That was before they tore everything up to build the casino and waterworld. I guessed the lightshow or something like it would be reactivated as part of the new-look Sentosa in time. I just hoped they wouldn’t go and build another fucking Disneyland on the island.

There was a flower show being held on Sentosa this day. Huge, elaborate displays were set up all around the terraces beside the Merlion. The people looking after the dozens of displays were watering them and tweaking them, no doubt in preparation for being swamped later in the day by hoards of visitors. Simone and I played the tourist card to the hilt. We posed for photographs and found that at every display we stopped at, someone would insist on taking photographs of us as a couple, and on both of our cameras.

It took an age before we finished winding our way up the pathways, through the gardens to the escalator that then carried us to the wide lookout plateau where the cable car from the mainland was anchored. The revolving Sky Tower and various other attractions were scattered about the large terrace. Some Indian guy with a yellow python was busy trying to drape his friend over a group of squealing female Japanese tourists. There were several of those king-size pay-as-you-go binoculars mounted by the edge of the plateau. I decided to commandeer one of those later.

“Refreshments,” I said as we reached the bar near the base of the Sky Tower. I waved to the barman that we were interested and guided Simone down the few steps to the large wooden deck below. This was the perfect place to sit and check out both the earthworks below and the city across the harbour. I went to the railing and leaned on it, taking in the view just as Joe Tourist would do. In fact, I was actually Dan the Survivor checking out the lie of the land. My life could very well depend on that at some time in the very near future.

Sami wanted me to retrieve something from the surrender room at the fort. That much I knew. Prior to doing that I needed to obtain all the information I could about the fort and the island. Information harvesting is an agent’s—or should I say former agent’s—stock-in-trade. As I stood there, Simone leaned into my shoulder, pointing and chattering. She was right into her role as the blonde, ditzy wife. While she talked, I grunted replies of a sort and analysed what I was seeing.

Beyond the bridge linking Sentosa to the mainland was an island filled with containers. It technically wasn’t an island any more because it was firmly attached to the mainland by a multi-lane umbilical cord. In addition to a mass of docked ships and containers there were what I guessed to be banks of offices or maybe condominiums on the island. What a combination! Imagine living right next door to one of the world’s busiest container ports. Singapore sure needed more land and I guessed what Sami and his guys were doing via the Intella development was providing that; after a fashion anyway.

A wide channel separated the island from the massive container port on the mainland shore. This fenced compound was dozens of containers deep and it stretched for kilometres from the Sentosa Bridge off into the distance. Huge fixed hoists and enormous blue-grey straddle carriers were working. The portside cranes were playing Pass the Parcel with containers, handing them on to the big straddle carriers that carried the boxes back from the dockside and stacked them into the rows that stretched back towards the city. Smaller yellow carriers scuttled around all over the place like huge, mechanical ants. These guys were repositioning containers and loading truck and tractor trailer units.

The whole operation of the container port seemed to me to be some sort of mechanised dance. Someone, somewhere was choreographing this insane two-step—or was it a foxtrot? Hell, I don’t know. Dancing isn’t my thing.

“It’s quite incredible, isn’t it?” Simone had dropped the ditzy act for the moment.

“Absolutely,” I agreed. A waitress was hovering behind us. I ordered a beer, Simone an orange juice.

“Too early for alcohol?”

“Don’t drink,” came the reply as we went and sat at a table. “My husband did, and that was part of the problem.”

There was no real reply to that one. I fired up my camera and flicked back over the images it had harvested to date. I sent most of them into the delete bin. I did keep a couple of good shots of my companion and one of she and I together standing in front of an enormous floral butterfly. Whether I was playing tourist or just keeping a snap or two of this very pretty woman for my own purposes, I had no idea. Sometimes the line between reality and fantasy can get a bit blurred with me.

The drinks came. Part of me wanted to feel a little ashamed of the pre-lunch beer while my companion abstained. The animal inside me, however, just laughed and told me to drink up. I did. There is nothing quite like a cold beer when the humidity is about ninety-eight percent. I knew my shirt was going to take a big sweat hit and I didn’t care. I was Ed the Tourist from Perth and tourists sweat in Asia. Actually, given the climatic similarity between Singapore and Hong Kong, I was used to the heat and humidity, and short of getting physical, a big cold beer was the easiest way to work up a convincing sweat. Therefore I could justify the brew. Not that I really had to justify it, of course.

Simone and I sat and drank our respective drinks. There was no one sitting within earshot, so we dropped the corny dialogue for the moment and let ourselves sit and talk like real people. It was a pleasant interlude. I debated a second beer but decided against it. I’d received a Sentosa map with my monorail ticket. It showed the island enlarged. So, just as all tourists do, I spread the map on the table and looked it over. Incidentally, the container island was called Pulau Brani.
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