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Prologue

When you jam a .357 Desert Eagle, a gun the size of a small cannon, into the side of someone’s face and it goes off, one of two things are likely to happen. One, you have a very messy body on your hands, or two, you have just created a very ugly enemy who will do everything in his power to kill you. The latter is exactly what happened.

The problem was now, six years on, I was about to meet the man to whom I had given the extreme facial.

To say I wasn’t looking forward to the meeting would be a total understatement. The thing was, it was bad enough being faced with a disfigured, hate-filled gorilla, but this time he wouldn’t be alone. Thailand’s top gang boss, Tuk Tuk Song, would be there as well.

My run-in with the gorilla, Choy Lee, and the very reason things had got out of hand way back in 1999, was that shortly before I rearranged Choy’s features, I shot dead Arune Song, Tuk Tuk’s son.

Tuk Tuk was one of the reasons I was back in Phuket, putting my life on hold. Now Tuk Tuk and Choy were on their way to fetch me. I was shitting myself, as any sane man would!
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It had been a hell of a long flight and business-class comfort or not, I’d spent the entire time awake thinking about what was to come and trying to figure out how I was going to stay alive. Now Geezer was trying to confound me with some Zen bullshit.

‘Life is a street, not a bloody footpath, Dan,’ Geezer said from behind his beer, cutting across my morbid train of thought.

I struggled to focus my tired eyes on my friend’s face. It was a difficult task for me at that moment in time, given the amount of alcohol I had consumed in the last five or so hours since I had landed in Phuket. Prior to that there had been a seriously short overnighter in Singapore, following the gut-buster from Heathrow. As for the booze, if I had to die I wanted to be inebriated enough not to feel the pain because, sure as hell, if Choy Lee got his hands on me it was going to hurt big time.

My confusion or simple lack of comprehension at Geezer’s words came from that shattering combination of fatigue, alcohol and sheer, gut-churning fear. Of course, there was always the fact that Geezer was out of focus to the world and me, whether I was drunk or stone-cold sober. ‘Since when did you start this damn Zen thing?’ I asked him.

Geezer didn’t even smile at that. In the twenty years I had known him he had never once smiled, not to my knowledge anyway. In fact, I doubted Raymond ‘Geezer’ Terrant actually knew how to smile. Where he came from, displaying a set of teeth generally invited someone to knock them right down your throat, then kick your arse until they fell out on the floor.

‘Zen be buggered,’ Geezer replied as he reached for another can of Singha from the ice bucket that resided at his feet. ‘Life’s a fucking highway and if you don’t get up to speed and learn the damn road rules, you bloody well die. Simple fact!’

‘So what the hell happened to the footpath?’ I wanted to know, my brain spinning like a damned dervish on speed. Geezer lowered his beer and reached for the cigarettes that sat on the rattan coffee table by his chair.

‘What footpath?’ he replied through a cloud of blue cigarette haze, nodding at the ongoing chaos that was happening on the street below us. ‘You see a footpath down there?’ He was right. There wasn’t a footpath in sight, not from where we were sitting anyway. The only thing close to being a footpath that I could see had traffic lines painted on it in big wide white stripes. The wisdom of Geezer’s words, Zen or not, was plain enough for even a blind man to see. In this place it was either drive the crazy streets or walk on the broken concrete and weeds alongside—there was no alternative.

We were sitting on the patio of Geezer’s place at the northern end of Patong Beach. The house, a small two-bedroom Thai-style bungalow, was all tiles and plaster. It was cool and airy, most of the time anyway, and it had a view, a hell of a view.

Geezer had had his place built in 1986 with some of the proceeds of his retirement stash, when he quit the military. That was back in the days before foreigners could buy property in Thailand. The Thai Government had owed him some serious compensation for deeds done in his distant past up on the Burmese border, and appropriate arrangements had been made.

Now from the wide, white-tiled patio, Geezer lived the life of the perpetual voyeur with Patong at his feet. He sat, watched and smelt the world unfold below him as the entire known universe channelled itself into the two and a half very narrow lanes of Phra Baramee Road. The road was the main artery that allowed Geezer’s universe to drag its tired arse over the steep-sided ridge that separated Patong Beach from the rest of the world.

‘What a view,’ I thought aloud. As for the perpetual smell of diesel fumes and the racket from the traffic, that part I wasn’t so taken with.

‘Isn’t it just,’ Geezer agreed. I think he almost smiled then. He’d picked the site of his home for that very reason. To the left the jungle and plantations covered the ridge that encircled three sides of Patong. The town lay in front and below us. To the right was the bay with its yellow sand. The waters of the Andaman would change colour with the mood of the weather and today the mood was grey. Tomorrow the waters could be green or a wonderful shade of blue. On the flip side, the ocean might just suck itself out to the horizon and come charging back, just as it had done on Boxing Day 2004.

Geezer had been sitting out on his patio having his first smoke of the new day when the tsunami came calling. He watched helplessly as the waterfront took the hit. Now the damage to the waterfront structures of the town had been repaired. However the damage caused to some of the people I’d seen in my few hours back here showed itself in their eyes. It was still as raw and as painful as in the immediate aftermath of the disaster.

Geezer prodded his beer can towards the black, midsized Mercedes that had pulled up on the street below. ‘He’s here!’ The car was black in every sense of the word, with windows of mirrored glass. It sat low and heavy. I didn’t need to be a genius to figure it was armour-plated.

The Merc was on the wrong side of the road, an obstruction to the oncoming traffic. No one seemed perturbed and the traffic just flowed on around it. It always amazed me how, being mainly Buddhists, the majority of Thais were pretty tolerant as a people. Road rage didn’t seem to be as common an affliction here as it was in the rest of the civilised world.

As I stood to go and meet my fate, my mobile phone vibrated.

‘Great timing,’ I snapped as I fished the beast out of my jacket pocket. It could only be one person: Bernard. Or, to give him his full title, Sir Bernard Randolph Sinclair, MBE, my boss. Bernard was a twitchy old bastard. I’d told him that I would check in once I was on the ground. He obviously couldn’t wait.

The mobile I carried was one of our special hybrid models and definitely wasn’t for commercial sale. It wasn’t a flip top and was fractionally larger than those cute fashionable ones. Apart from that it looked pretty standard and worked much the same as any other but sans all the bling. There was no voice mail function or address book. If the wrong person picked it up they wouldn’t realise what they had. There was no ring tone, just vibrator mode. Silence was golden in my world at times. A couple of the features the phone did have, however, were a built-in scrambler and a big, power-off switch which was easy to reach on the side for those times when you didn’t want to take a call. Moments like this. However I had no choice. I pressed the scrambler button.

‘Swann!’

‘You are precisely where at this moment in time?’ The prissy tone of the old prick had the ability to raise my hackles, even though he was half the world away.

‘Patong Beach and about to meet Tuk Tuk to get our little venture under way,’ I replied.

‘I require a daily progress report, Daniel.’

‘I’ve only been here a matter of hours,’ I replied, sounding like a sullen schoolboy even to my own ears.

‘Once a day, Daniel. Once a day! I need to know where you are at all times.’

‘Yes, Bernard,’ I said. ‘My ride is waiting. Goodbye.’ I killed the connection and flicked off the power switch. I left the phone on Geezer’s patio table. Where I was going I doubted I would need it. I quickly finished my beer, dropping the can into the empty carton that served Geezer as a receptacle for all things dead and finished with. I only hoped that by the end of the day I didn’t find myself in the same position.

‘Luck,’ said Geezer almost to himself.

‘Luck will have absolutely nothing to do with it,’ I replied as I picked up my super-slim, super-sexy Toshiba laptop. I wasn’t taking the laptop with me as some sort of yuppie fashion statement. It contained something that I knew might, just might, keep me alive.

I gave my old friend a sloppy salute and started down the steep steps towards the street below. It was a long way down to the asphalt but I wasn’t in a hurry. As I emerged onto the roadside, the Merc suddenly swung across the traffic flow, causing momentary chaos. Vehicles braked heavily and took evasive action in every direction before the black beast alighted virtually on my feet. It barely rocked on its heavy-duty springs. I stood and stared at my reflection in the glass. Jeez, I looked shocking. My face sported three days worth of growth and my hair needed washing. I had the pallor of someone who had just escaped from a damp, sunless London winter, which was absolutely true.

The car’s rear nearside door popped open. I didn’t bother trying to blink into the Merc’s dark interior. I stooped my six-foot-two frame and slid in. The door closed automatically and we were away, heading upstream with the traffic flow. A very big and definitely non-spec engine pushed our several tons of metal effortlessly along with a deep rumble. I glanced ahead. It always surprised me how the occupants of a car with mirrored windows could see so much of the world outside. We were heading uphill, following the sweeping curves in the road. The tail of a Jeep full of tourists hovered in front of the gun-sight emblem on the bonnet.

The man sitting in the front passenger seat turned and put himself between the view and me. Choy Lee was known by his friends and enemies alike as ‘The Cabbage’. This was mainly due to the fact that the shape of his head resembled the Chinese vegetable bok choy. He stared back at me, not blinking. Once, his round basketball of a head housed a broad grin. Now, Choy had no grin. I’d heard he didn’t speak much either. He didn’t speak now, he just grunted. It could have been a greeting but I doubted it.

When I had shot him, the 180-grain hollow point bullet went up through the right side of his jaw. It punched its way out just below his nose, taking most of his upper lip, teeth and lower right jaw with it. The plastic surgeons had done their best, but some things just can’t be fixed. It was no secret that Choy definitely wanted me dead, slowly and very painfully dead for what I had done to him, and despite the dark mirrored lenses in his sunglasses, I could feel the heat of his gaze burning holes in me.

‘It has been a long time, Daniel,’ a very familiar voice said. I turned to my right. Tuk Tuk Song was seated beside me. He extended a short thick hand. His grip was just as strong as his voice, despite the fact he was almost eighty years old. ‘A long time, Daniel,’ he repeated, ‘and if I remember rightly, we left a little unfinished business hanging in the wind.’

‘Yes, Tuk Tuk,’ I nodded in agreement. ‘Unfinished from your end only,’ I added softly. This was the moment when I lived or died. Tuk Tuk’s next words were the most important I would ever hear in this lifetime. Tuk Tuk’s smile was little more than a faint grimace, a fractional movement of his lips. I saw a flash of yellow teeth and gold, a lot of gold. His eyes weren’t hidden by dark glasses. They stared at me unblinking, jet black and as cold and hard as nuggets of coal. He regarded me for a long time, maybe a minute, maybe just a second, I wasn’t sure because I was caught in a place between life and death—a place where time was made and not measured in neat, convenient units for mere mortals to toy with.

So, you ask, why the hell was I sitting in a car with a man who might have me killed at any moment and a sadistic ape who wanted me dead so badly I could almost smell it? And what the fuck did I do to get on Tuk Tuk Song’s wrong side? I guess a little history might be in order here.

Tuk Tuk Song, a Chinese Thai, had made his name back in the late 1960s in Bangkok. Those were the days of the Vietnam era and R&R excesses. The days when literally hundreds of thousands of young men from the US military machine escaped Nam for a few short days to enjoy the delights of the ladies in the Land of Smiles.

Already a well-established gang lord, Tuk Tuk could see that there were plentiful suppliers of young ladies and countless bars on offer to the dollar-rich Americans. However, what he soon defined was that visitors to his city needed transportation, and plenty of it. In a matter of months Tuk Tuk Song moved into all things on wheels in a big way, hence his nickname. At that time the Thai Mafia was not the force that it is now, and Tuk Tuk formed the biggest criminal organisation in the land. So from about the time the world was starting to learn about Thailand outside of the nauseating film The King and I, just about everything you rode with wheels on it in Bangkok and most of the resort towns meant you were riding with Tuk Tuk Song.

The story of Daniel Swann and Tuk Tuk Song began in the early 1990s in Bangkok. I was doing unmentionable things for Betty Windsor’s mob. Then, as now, the Queen’s shilling was in my pocket. I am still a soldier in the dirty war, the war that takes place in the shadows, hidden from the world at large. It is a war that is seen by the public only in those occasional strobe flashes of violence and mayhem that make the headlines when some of the protagonists are caught exposed just for a moment, before they plunge back into the shadowlands.

In the 1990s I was attached to the British Embassy with the words FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND ASIAN TRADE CONSULTANT on my business card. I didn’t know shit about any trade, other than dope or arms, and I didn’t spend much time in Bangkok either. I was mainly up north in what was known to the world as the Golden Triangle. The Thai, Cambodian, Laotian and Burmese borders didn’t really exist for me, or for the people I worked for. Bangkok, however, was a home base between trade missions.

It was during one of my decompression spells in the City of Smiles that I had the fortune, good or otherwise, to meet Tuk Tuk Song. It happened quite by accident, as these things sometimes do in the real world. I saved his life back then but that’s a story for another day. Right now I needed to persuade Tuk Tuk not to kill his old friend, the man who had killed his son.
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We approached the crest of the ridge that cuts Patong off from the rest of Phuket. The driver slowed without any signal from Tuk Tuk or Choy. In some sort of deference to the sheer volume of traffic on the road, Tuk Tuk’s driver pulled us over to the left verge just opposite a shrine on the crest. It was a noisy place to be due to the local drivers who would toot at the shrine on their way past. The toot was a sort of thank you to the powers that be, or maybe they were just asking the buddha to ensure they had brakes for the trip down.

The driver moved us back to the centre line as the following traffic eased off. There was a break in the oncoming flow pushing up from Phuket Town and without prompting, the man at the wheel hit the gas pedal hard. We roared across the highway and nudged our way onto a small road I’d never noticed before, despite a dozen trips over the hill.

The hairs on the back of my neck were working overtime. Shit, I didn’t have a weapon on me, apart from the stiletto taped to the inside of my left calf. The knife wasn’t much, but it was all I had. That and a plan of sorts to convince Tuk Tuk not to kill me. I figured I could do it but it would be a close thing.

We drove a couple of hundred yards along a narrow dirt track. Rubber trees crowded in on us, shutting out the grey storm-laden skies. No one was talking. Choy was sitting sideways in his seat, watching me. Tuk Tuk was also watching me, contemplatively, slightly puzzled, obviously wondering why in the hell I had come back. Especially given how hurried my departure from Thailand had been.

We entered a clearing, a small, coarsely-grassed flat area the size of a tennis court on the eastern side of the hill just below the crest of the ridge. The trees dropped away below the edge of the plateau, forming what would have been a spectacular view under any normal circumstances.

There was one totally incongruous touch about where we were, and it bordered on the surreal. An open-sided green pergola sat in the centre of the clearing. Under the canopy was a small, white, plastic picnic table. A pair of matching chairs faced each other on either side of the table. The table setting included a bottle of Glenfiddich and two glasses, which were resting open end down on a white napkin. Even if Tuk Tuk was going to kill me, it appeared we would share a glass of whisky first.

The Merc stopped and Choy got out. He moved very smoothly for a big man. The butt of a cannon showed under his left arm. Was it the same Desert Eagle I had shot him with more than half a decade ago?

Choy opened my door and stepped back just far enough to ensure he had time and room to accommodate any aggressive moves I might make. ‘Open,’ he mumbled, confirming that, with half of the roof of his mouth gone, he no longer spoke with the smooth eloquence he had once enjoyed. I didn’t feel guilty.

I climbed out of the car, slipped off my jacket and pirouetted for him, lifting my T-shirt as I did so. There was no room for a gun. I pulled up the trouser cuffs of my Levis so he could see that the tops of my boots didn’t contain any hardware and I wasn’t wearing an ankle holster. I didn’t pull my left cuff up high enough to let him see the flat knife taped to the inside of my calf. Choy motioned for the laptop. I reached back into the car to retrieve the Toshiba and handed it to him. Choy opened it, grunted and handed it back to me. Computers didn’t seem to figure largely in his lifestyle. He motioned towards the table and chairs, and I moved in that direction while Choy went to assist Tuk Tuk from the car. The driver sat motionless behind the wheel.

Tuk Tuk moved slowly with the aid of an ebony walking stick with a gold and ivory grip. Knowing the old devil, I was prepared to bet that the stick housed the blade of a sword or even a gun. He had never missed a trick in his long life.

I laid the laptop on the table and removed a packet of Marlboros from my jacket as I waited for Tuk Tuk and Choy. I lit up using the BIC disposable I’d picked up in a 7-Eleven on my way to Geezers. I left the cigarette pack and the lighter beside the computer. I’d given up smoking three years before but Tuk Tuk wasn’t to know. However, I knew that of all the cigarettes on the planet, Tuk Tuk Song hated Marlboros. It had been something of a joke between us. I fought to keep myself from coughing and made a show of enjoying my fag and the view.

Tuk Tuk chose a seat and lowered himself into it. Choy moved to stand to one side of the table. When I sat he would be on my right which meant if I went for him, my striking hand would have to be my left. He knew full well that I was right-handed.

‘Sit, Daniel,’ Tuk Tuk said softly as he removed a cigarette from the flat gold case Choy extended to him, ‘and tell me why you are here and why I shouldn’t kill you.’

As I sat I picked up my fifteen-baht lighter and flicked it into life, leaning across the table to offer Tuk Tuk a light. He accepted, leaving Choy standing with a diamond-encrusted gold Ronson worth a couple of thousand pounds sitting uselessly in his huge hand. The big man straightened and dropped the Ronson into a side pocket in his jacket, his ruined face expressionless. He continued to stand like a miniature man-mountain with his arms folded, waiting.

‘Firstly,’ I said, my eyes meeting those of the man who had once almost been a friend, ‘Arune attempted to kill me because I found out he was planning a coup against you. He was going to have your car wired to two kilos of Semtex.’ My voice was flat and hard. I’d never had a chance to tell Tuk Tuk why it had happened. He knew how! Now I needed him to believe me. ‘Old friend,’ I said softly, ‘Arune wanted you dead. He wanted to take over. He tried to kill me and I had no choice but to kill him. Then you sent Choy after me before we had had a chance to talk. The rest you know.’

There was a near silence. I could hear birds, the hum of distant traffic and the wind in the trees, but that was as close to silence as it would get. Tuk Tuk Song blinked once, then twice and then a third time. He leaned back in his seat. His eyes had lost that hard coal-black edge. Suddenly, he looked like an old man, a frail old man. He knew the words I had spoken were the truth. We had that much trust still between us.

Despite his dark glasses I knew Choy’s eyes were on Tuk Tuk, and there was a look of concern on his face that even the damage I had inflicted could not hide. He had been Tuk Tuk’s right-hand man for most of his own sixty years. Tuk Tuk was his father in all but birthright. There was no doubt that he still wanted me dead, but there was something else there. He and I had also almost been friends in the days gone by.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Tuk Tuk asked in a whisper.

‘I didn’t have time,’ I replied. ‘I was involved with the Cambodians on a matter for my people. It was purely by accident that I found out about Arune’s plans.’

I paused for a moment to draw smoke into my lungs. What the hell! I prefered to die of lung cancer than Choy’s bullet in my brain, and the nicotine hit was making my head buzz.

‘Arune bought the Semtex from Savang over in Savannakhet. It was part of a tagged shipment we were monitoring. We’d tracked it in from Europe. We busted Savang and found that a big chunk of the pie was missing. With a little persuasion, he told me Arune had bought it. We handed Savang over to his people. That was one hell of a big mistake. He made some sort of deal and was free in ten minutes and on the phone to Arune.’ Tuk Tuk was leaning forward slightly in his chair. I had his total attention it seemed. ‘Arune and his goons were waiting for me when I went back over the border,’ I continued. ‘Incidentally, I’d assumed that Arune had bought the plastic for you.’

I accepted the tumbler of whisky that Choy handed to me. Tuk Tuk’s hand shook as he raised his glass to his lips. I could see in his eyes that he knew I was speaking the truth. ‘Go on please, Daniel,’ he said as I took a sip of my drink. It tasted better than any other I’d ever remembered.

‘Arune took me to a warehouse on the bank of a river up at Lopburi. Somewhere along the line he had had the bright idea of implicating my people and me in your death to take suspicion off him. He was showing off, Tuk Tuk, showing how bright he was.’ Tuk Tuk nodded. He’d known his son that well at least. ‘He told me everything. They were going to wait until you went to Sakura’s for the weekend and plant the explosive under the seat of your Lincoln when Choy brought it back to the city.’

Sakura was Tuk Tuk’s Japanese mistress. At weekends Tuk Tuk used to stay in the palace he had built for her down the Gulf at Phetchaburi. Usually Choy would drive him down there in the Lincoln and leave him while he returned to Bangkok. He would then go down on the Sunday or Monday, pick up Tuk Tuk and return with him to the city.

Arune had apartments in the city but he lived at Tuk Tuk’s magnificent Bang Khen mansion most of the time, and had plenty of opportunities to do the deed. Choy personally favoured big black Jeep Cherokees as his choice of vehicle. So when Choy was away visiting one of his many girlfriends, Arune’s plan was to plant the explosive and a remote detonator in the massive Lincoln. ‘Arune planned to have some of his guys go down to Phetchaburi, wait for you and Choy to leave Sakura’s place and bingo, all over.’ I illustrated the latter by flicking the remains of my cigarette away. ‘Meanwhile he planned to be very much in public view, going about the city creating the perfect alibi.’

‘Two kilos?’ whispered Tuk Tuk in sheer disbelief. ‘You said two kilos of plastic, Daniel?’

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Ten kilos and all of it under your seat.’

‘Oh,’ Choy spluttered. All three of us knew what that amount of Semtex could do to any automobile, but ten kilos inside an armoured vehicle was totally over the top. Firstly, it would vapourise everything inside the car then, because the blast was being contained beyond critical mass by the armour, it would turn the car into a second bomb, a huge bomb that would devastate anything and everything within a hundred yards in all directions. Talk about overkill! Half or even a quarter of a kilo would have done the job fine.

‘Did he hate me so much?’ Tuk Tuk whispered almost to himself. And then his voice hardened. ‘The stupid, stupid boy!’ He swallowed the remaining whisky and held out his glass for more. Choy moved to do his bidding. ‘Go on, Daniel.’

‘His plan was to kill me, then make sure enough of me was left close enough to the blast area to get an identification. He was even contemplating shooting me and putting me in the trunk of the limo.’ I shook my head. Arune wasn’t the sharpest tool in the workshop. I would have been vaporised just like Tuk Tuk and Choy. There would have been nothing left to identify. Of all of Tuk Tuk’s eleven sons and eight daughters, Arune had been the oldest, the heir, and that had been a problem. Unfortunately he had also been very stupid and very violent. A most dangerous combination!

‘Arune got careless,’ I said. ‘I got free and took a gun off one of his guys. We had a shoot-out and I killed Arune and one of his men but the other got away. I guess he called you with some fairy story and when I arrived back in the city, you had Choy waiting. You know the rest.’

‘Stupid greedy boy,’ Tuk Tuk said shaking his head. ‘I’m sorry, Daniel. The fault was mine for breeding such an imbecile.’

‘He did what he did, Tuk Tuk. It happens,’ I replied, accepting more whisky. ‘A father cannot be responsible for the actions of his son. Not in the real world,’ I added, thinking of my stepfather and the way we had parted. It hadn’t been quite as drastic as in Arune and Tuk Tuk’s case, but the end result had pretty much been the same.

‘Enough of that past, Daniel. I apologise anyway. Let us toast to our renewed friendship and the future.’ Tuk Tuk held his glass out. I pushed mine to his and they touched.

‘Indeed, old friend,’ I replied, reaching for another cigarette. I was well on the way to becoming a human chimney. I lit up and stood. ‘Before we talk business I must alleviate the pressure in my bladder,’ I said. Tuk Tuk chuckled and Choy just watched as I walked away to the edge of the plateau. There I unzipped and did exactly as I had indicated I would.

The tiny radio microphone in the cigarette pack I’d left on the table was on, and the signal was loud and clear in the equally tiny earpiece built into the ear stem of my Ray Bans. They were speaking Cantonese. My Thai was excellent, as was my Lao. As they both knew this they spoke the language of their birth. Neither of them knew that I had been born in Hong Kong and Cantonese was virtually my first language, compliments of our nanny. Mandarin came in a close second thanks to the cook. It was always wise to keep some secrets in my business.

‘He is telling the truth,’ Choy mumbled.

‘I know he is,’ Tuk Tuk sighed. ‘Arune was an idiot, but he was my son. Only a father has the right to kill his own son.’

‘You will kill Daniel?’

‘Not yet, Choy. It will pain me to kill him, but eventually I must. Not now, later! First let us hear what business he has for us.’

‘Can I kill him for you then?’ Choy was asking. Damn him, he was so eager to have me dead.

‘Maybe when the time comes, but not until I say so,’ replied Tuk Tuk as I zipped up and turned to go back to the table. Immediately they both switched to Thai, talking about nothing to create a smoke screen. I sat down and smiled at Tuk Tuk.

‘Okay. It goes like this,’ I said. ‘Yamashita’s gold!’ Those two words dropped into the near silence like a depth charge.

‘Just a legend,’ said Tuk Tuk at last, looking faintly disappointed. Choy’s expression didn’t change, but he was looking intently at his master, as if willing him to give the word.

‘Wrong,’ I said. ‘The truth has been presented as legend by those who have the most to gain, namely the former allied block who defeated Japan and recovered much of the gold. That includes, of course, my people, the Americans and the Russians. I have read the most secret files on Yamashita’s mission.’ I paused purely for effect because the next bit was the one that was going to set the hook I had so carefully laid out for Tuk Tuk Song.

‘General Tomoyuki Yamashita gathered an estimated four billion dollars worth of gold, precious stones and artworks from China and Southeast Asia.’ I paused to let the figure sink in. Even as fabulously wealthy as he was, this was something else for Tuk Tuk. ‘Those were the dollar values of the day. Imagine what it would be worth today!’ Tuk Tuk’s eyes widened and even Choy gave a grunt. Inscrutable Orientals my arse. When it came to wealth they were all too scrutable, just like the rest of us. ‘Yamashita raped half of Asia of everything of value, and when the war was being lost and his retreat cut off, he hid his loot all over the place. The location of most of his bootie is still unknown.’

‘You know where it is?’ Tuk Tuk said, his eyes once more bright and hard.

‘Some of it,’ I replied. ‘About a hundred tons of gold, give or take,’ I added and watched Tuk Tuk’s eyes as he did the maths. I’d checked my figures before leaving home and gold had been sitting at over six hundred US dollars an ounce for months. Figuring that as the minimum, the little pile of bullion in the Andaman was worth two or three billion dollars, depending on whether you were into US billions or the other sort. Whichever, it was a lot of dosh.

‘Where?’ he whispered at last.

‘Close to here,’ I replied. From where we were seated, it was about 150 miles as the crow flies. ‘There is more than gold.’ I reached for the laptop. Choy tensed, his gun hand hovering close to the butt of his hand cannon. I gave him what passed for a reassuring smile as I gently opened the Toshiba. I didn’t want Choy to do something I was going to regret.

The first of the two pictures I had loaded appeared on screen. I turned the computer around so that Tuk Tuk could see the black and white image. He focused intently for a second or two before he raised his head and stared back at me from across the table, a puzzled expression on his face. ‘What do you see?’ I asked.

‘A small buddha,’ he replied, shrugging dismissively, ‘probably gold and covered with gem stones.’

‘Not just a small buddha,’ I said, preparing to drop the choicest morsel of bait into the shark pool. ‘That is a photograph of the Ruby Buddha of Pha To.’

‘Pha To!’ Tuk Tuk exclaimed. Suddenly he was interested, very interested. His eyes went back to the screen and he hunched closer to examine the image of one of the greatest of all Thai legends.

The Ruby Buddha of Pha To had been crafted in the sixteenth century. It was one of the truly unique artworks of Thailand, or of any other nation for that matter. Standing a metre high, the gold seated buddha was encrusted with more than 3,000 rubies that formed a robe covering part of its chest, shoulders and back. None of the rubies was reputed to be less than a carat in weight, most of them three and four carats. In addition to the rubies, there were more than two hundred large diamonds and dozens of other precious stones creating designs against the ruby background. All in all, the buddha was worth possibly a couple of hundred million dollars just for the gems and gold. However, as a work of art, it was priceless.

‘But when the Japanese came it was hidden, and the monks who hid it committed suicide rather than tell the invaders where it was,’ I said as Tuk Tuk searched his considerable memory bank. ‘Afterwards, people searched for decades but it has never been found—until now.’

I reached across the table and tapped the enter key to bring up a second image, this one in colour, mostly tints of green. I couldn’t see the screen from where I was sitting. I didn’t need to. I just leaned back in my seat and watched Tuk Tuk’s face. His brow furrowed as he squinted at the laptop. I knew it was a difficult image to decipher. The photographer had been hampered by bad light. After all, he had been a hundred or so feet under the surface of the Andaman Sea in the rusting hulk of an old freighter. Gradually Tuk Tuk made sense of what he was seeing and the frown became a question in the making.

‘The Japanese found the buddha,’ I said. ‘They moved it to the coast along with their other loot. They loaded it onto one of the freighters that Yamashita had working the Burmese coast to collect whatever his raiding parties found. Shortly afterwards, the freighter was sunk by marauding American fighter-bombers. A year or so ago, a scuba diver found the ship. He wasn’t looking for it at the time. Inside, he took that photograph.’ I paused for a moment to let this sink in.

‘So, old friend, the Ruby Buddha is still in one piece. The man who returns it to Thailand will become an instant hero. He will have the gratitude of the nation forever.’

A look of understanding began to form on Tuk Tuk’s face. He knew exactly what I was getting at. He didn’t need gold, despite the lure of a hundred tons of it. He had more wealth than he could use in a dozen lifetimes, and despite everything else, his life was coming to an end. However, like most mere mortals, he craved immortality, and here was his chance to become truly immortal in the eyes of the Thai people. Tuk Tuk wasn’t a Buddhist, but to return the famed statue and become a national hero, that would be his legacy. It was infinitely preferable to the alternative of being remembered as a cold-blooded thug, complete with a five-star rating in the great book of infamy. I could see by the expression on his face that the hook was well and truly set.

‘Why has this diver not claimed the buddha?’ Tuk Tuk wanted to know.

‘Because he was one of ours,’ I replied. ‘He was looking for something else when he found the ship and this.’

‘Why did your people not recover it?’

‘Because it is in Burmese waters and, as you know, our relationship with Myanmar is not as it once was.’ I was understating the case there. Britain’s relationship with the military regime was at an all-time low. ‘A large-scale salvage operation would attract too much attention, including that of the Burmese authorities. I also doubt that if they found the buddha themselves they would even acknowledge its existence. We decided another approach might be in order.’

What I didn’t tell Tuk Tuk was that Bernard, in his infinite wisdom, had decided that the buddha and the gold were the bait I needed to persuade Tuk Tuk to, in the first instance, not kill me, and in the second, set up the nautical aspects of our mission. I had tried to argue the old sod out of involving Tuk Tuk at all. I could have used a common smuggler or fisherman and paid him a few thousand baht to take me to retrieve the object of the exercise. That object was, in fact, a lead-covered box, the contents of which I had no idea. We could so easily have recovered the box and left the buddha and the gold for another day. Bernard, however, had other ideas.

‘Understand me, Daniel,’ he’d explained in that damn schoolmasterly tone of his. ‘The buddha and the gold do not matter to us. All that matters is the box. Use the buddha, use the gold as bait and payment for the boat and crew. The box is the be-all and end-all. Everything else is unimportant.’ Those had been his exact words. ‘Also, we may need Tuk Tuk’s services later. This will clean the slate and ensure he is on our side.’

Knowing the convoluted logic that the old bastard was capable of, I had eventually conceded, not that I had had any choice at the end of the day. He was the fucking boss after all. Bernard had come up with the strategy to lock Tuk Tuk into the game, now I had to deliver the sell in my own words.

‘And you came to me, why?’ Tuk Tuk brought me back to the present and it was time for me to perform. I shrugged and gave him a half smile. ‘I knew you well and you knew me well. We were friends before Arune’s death.’ I switched to English because some words did not translate well. ‘Of all the people in Thailand who have the resources to help, and who, perhaps, deserve a chance at redemption, the choice was you.’

‘Redemption.’ Tuk Tuk repeated the word slowly in English, rolling it around his lips. ‘An unusual choice of words,’ he said at last reverting back to Thai.

‘Apt, I think. History will bear your name proudly.’ Tuk Tuk chuckled at that and nodded as he reached for his whisky.

‘Yes, Daniel. Very good! Very clever! You knew how to get through to me. That is something few have ever managed to do. Well done!’ We touched glasses again. Tuk Tuk chuckled on for a moment then asked the question he had to ask. ‘If not the gold and the buddha, what is it your people want, Daniel? We know it isn’t to help me redeem my soul.’

‘There is a small box that I must find,’ I replied. ‘I have no idea what it contains. My orders are to find it and get it to my people.’

‘A most valuable box,’ Tuk Tuk said thoughtfully, ‘if a hundred tons of gold and the most valuable buddha in the world are in the balance.’

‘The buddha and the gold for you, the box for me,’ I reiterated.

‘Of course, Daniel,’ Tuk Tuk replied raising his glass to mine, a broad smile on his face. ‘Redemption for me. The box for you.’

Choy wasn’t smiling. He knew that it could be a long time, if ever, before Tuk Tuk called down the hit on me. Dead son or not, the prospect of achieving immortality appealed immensely more to Tuk Tuk Song than any crude revenge on me. The goal posts had been shifted and Choy, waiting on the penalty spot, was staring at the back of the net from the wrong side.
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There are several sensations that defy description. One of them is being dragged up from the depths of the deepest sleep by a skilled set of lips and a tongue as they give you an expert blowjob. That was what happened to me the afternoon of the day following my meeting with Tuk Tuk Song. I’d been dropped back at Geezer’s place and I had crashed out in his guest room.

I awoke as I came. Jesus, what an experience! For a second I didn’t know where I was, and I didn’t care. Then I stared down my naked body to the equally naked woman who was kneeling beside me. She was a young Thai, waif-like, with golden skin and a mass of long, gleaming ebony hair that touched the sheet below her. I fell back against the pillow and let her continue doing what she was doing.

A minute or two later she crawled up my body and propped on her elbows so she could smile down at me. ‘I’m Nan,’ she said. ‘Mr Geezer said to come in and wake you the special way. You like?’

‘Hi, Nan,’ I said blinking up at her. ‘What’s not to like? That was very amazing.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Now you want to fuck?’

‘I don’t think after that I am going to be capable,’ I replied honestly. She just smiled and vanished back down to where she had been. Within a minute she was astride me and yes, I wanted to fuck. When she proposed a repeat performance fifteen minutes later, I begged off. At forty-two I have to conserve some resources. We did, however, have a delightful shower together.

Later, I said farewell Nan with the promise that we would do it all again very soon. The whole thing had been a treat from Geezer. ‘Out of the housekeeping budget,’ he said when I tried to settle up.

Over coffee on the patio he expressed his amazement that Tuk Tuk hadn’t killed me. I told him just enough for him to know that it was extremely unlikely that Tuk Tuk would whack me in the foreseeable future. I also told him that Choy, perhaps, didn’t have quite the same motivation. ‘You going to see Tuk Tuk again today?’ Geezer asked.

I glanced at my Seiko. It was already 15:30. Nan’s ministrations aside, I had slept for about fifteen hours straight. I shook my head. ‘He’s flown back to Bangkok. We’re meeting at Sakura’s place in Phetchaburi the day after tomorrow.’ I didn’t tell Geezer that Tuk Tuk was already working on what was to come. I had outlined the basics of my plan to him, sitting up there in the pergola on the hill as afternoon had started to turn to night. I didn’t elaborate for Geezer’s benefit.

The timetable I’d given Tuk Tuk meant that I would hire a car and drive up the Gulf the next day. Phase two of the operation would come into effect at the palace of the beautiful Sakura. My last memory of Tuk Tuk’s mistress was of a breathtakingly stunning, graceful, humorous woman of indeterminable age. If pushed to describe her I would liken her to an oriental Audrey Hepburn. To say I was looking forward to seeing her again would be an understatement.

I took Geezer to dinner. Yin, his long-term live-in woman, declined the invitation, citing urgent household duties. ‘She’s shy in public,’ was all Geezer said as we walked down to the road to pick up the cab he had called. He didn’t drive any longer, and maintained that motorcycles ‘were for fools’.

Safely on board a late model Toyota with an icy air-con, Geezer directed the cab to a small restaurant high on the hill that separated Patong from Karon. The meal was, as expected, absolutely sensational.

Of all the cuisine on the planet, the broad palette of the Thai kitchen was my favourite and I pigged out. As we ate, Geezer and I put away copious quantities of beer along with a couple of bottles of good wine. When I paid the bill it only amounted to the equivalent of about fifty quid, and most of that went on wine. In a restaurant back home I regularly blew that much on a very ordinary meal sans wine.

‘No wonder you love this place,’ I said to Geezer as we made our farewells to the restaurant owner and started down the hill on foot. We’d both agreed that some exercise was more than a little necessary. The alcohol had loosened us both up in the brain as well as the joints. Geezer was almost gregarious. As we made our way down the steep street he actually put a hand on my shoulder, either in friendship or to steady himself.

‘No other bloody place in the world I want to be,’ he replied. ‘You know, I went back last year for my brother’s funeral. I’ll never go again. Mean fucking streets, meaner people.’

Never in the years we had known each other had he ever called England ‘home’. For him, Thailand was home. England, specifically the backstreets of Birmingham, just happened to be the place where he had been born. It had never been his home. At seventeen, eager to escape, he had become a soldier and left.

We stopped on the bridge at the southern end of Patong Beach, where the river crept into the sea. There were a couple of dozen long-tail boats and the bigger shrimp boats moored upstream, but not as many as there’d been the last time I’d been there. Most of the trees that had lined the banks were gone and on the true left of the stream there was a row of new concrete cabins, replacing the fishermen’s shacks that used to be there. ‘The tsunami blew right in here,’ Geezer said. ‘Took out just about everything. Put boats up into the jungle. I lost some good friends,’ he added. A few of the local fishermen were sitting eating, drinking beer and smoking under one of the few remaining big trees on the riverbank. Their conversation and laughter drifted down to us over the noise of the traffic from the town. ‘I go out with them every so often,’ Geezer volunteered. ‘Hard cases, most of them. Good blokes. Always have a laugh.’

Looking at the boats riding the current above us, I couldn’t help thinking of what was to come. There would be a shitload of ‘mucking about in boats’. There would be pirates to dodge, and the Myamanian or Myamese or whatever navy. Shit, like all of the old school I still called it Burma. Some habits die hard, if at all.

Fact was that, apart from the pirates, Thai boats fished the southern Burmese waters with impunity. The pirates, however, were a grim reality and they had a million hiding places in the archipelago and on the mainland itself. In the south, Burma was not exactly a populous place. Roads and anything other than villages were few and far between, so travel was mainly by boat. Sea gypsies could be found there and the nomadic Moken were constantly on the move through the archipelago with its thousands of islands. However, few permanent settlements existed. Many of the islands were home to tigers, elephants and all sorts of poisonous and dangerous beasts. It was a place that man had left alone, for the most part. How long it would remain that way, only time, tourism and the Burmese military rulers would tell.

The plan I’d cooked up with Tuk Tuk had been simple. He would arrange for a fishing boat, a biggish prawn boat probably, and a team of divers. He would also enlist a bunch of his goons and a second boat to act as a deterrent to the pirates. I hadn’t told him where we were going in any detail. I’d just said Burmese waters. We’d join the boats at Ranong, the nearest Thai port to the Burmese border.

Then, while Tuk Tuk went after his buddha and his near sainthood, I was going to be looking for my metal box, and not on or in the wreck of the freighter. I had another destination, albeit adjacent to the sunken cargo vessel. I knew the exact where and what, right down to the precise physical dimensions of the damned thing. In fact the box would fit precisely into the tailored cavity in the bottom of my leather holdall which, with its wire-mesh reinforcement and wire-cored handles, had been made specifically to carry it. Weighing twenty-three pounds the sealed, lead-sheathed box measured twelve inches along each of its sides and was four inches deep. I wasn’t privy to its contents, and I sure as hell didn’t want to be. It was clear that knowledge could prove to be a fatal distraction.

Bernard’s parting words at my final in-car briefing, delivered as the department Rover pulled up outside the terminal at Heathrow, had given me a distinctly uneasy feeling. ‘Collect the box, Daniel. Get to the embassy. Kill anyone who tries to stop you. Under no circumstances is it to fall into anyone else’s hands. Progress report to me daily without fail.’ That had been it. No goodbye or good luck! The car door had thudded shut and I was on my own, standing on the pavement looking like a slightly dazed mullet.

‘What’s in the fucking box?’

‘What box?’ Geezer wanted to know. I hadn’t realised that I had spoken the question aloud. Alcohol could do that sometimes.

‘Just a box,’ I replied. ‘A box no one has opened since the end of the war.’

‘Oh, one of those boxes,’ said Geezer as he lit another cigarette from the one he was finishing. ‘You watch your skinny arse, boy. Those sorts of boxes are nothing but grief.’ He dropped the remains of the first smoke down into the tide and we started to promenade our way the length of Patong Beach. As we walked and talked, his words automatically replayed themselves over and over in the back of my consciousness. He was damned right. What could be so important about a sealed box left over from the tail end of the war? A hundred tons of gold and the Ruby Buddha were, in my book at least, a hell of a lot more important than whatever was in the box. Or were they?

There was a series of questions I had been asking myself over and over since Bernard had briefed me. What the hell was an unidentified and un-flagged British submarine doing rendezvousing with a Japanese freighter off the coast of Burma during the last year of the Pacific War. Had it been mere bad luck that a flight of three carrier-based Grumman Hellcat fighter-bombers, carrying out nuisance raids on Japanese shipping in the Andaman, had just happened by?

Maybe it had been fate or damned good flying that had dropped a lone 1,000-pound bomb right on the torpedo room of the sub. The resulting massive explosion had sent both vessels down to the bottom in seconds. It may have been pure fate, too, when the Hellcats had been caught in a monsoon gale as they had attempted to return to their carrier. All three aircraft and their pilots had been lost.

Point was, at the end of the day, given the combination of high explosives, sharks and monsoon seas, no one from either vessel—or, as it turned out, from any of the aircraft—had survived to tell the tale. A short broken radio signal from one of the aircraft gave news of the sinking but the atmospheric conditions caused by the approaching storm had cut communication before the carrier operators had been able to get the co-ordinates. Exactly where the two vessels were lying had remained a big fat mystery for decades. Not that anyone, except perhaps Whitehall’s secret squirrels, had actually been looking. After all, my guess was that no one but a few top-secret British Government departments and presumably the Japanese hierarchy had known about the operation, whatever that had been.

However one aspect of this whole thing bothered me. How the hell did anyone know what happened out there in the Andaman if no one had survived to tell the tale? Undoubtedly Bernard had been selective with the truth when he had briefed me. But then his kind always were secretive. Truth to guys like him was always relevant or irrelevant, depending on the position he and his puppet masters wanted to maintain.

According to Bernard, the discovery of the wrecks had come about when a sonar reading from an oil-exploration vessel licensed by the Burmese Government had identified the remains of two vessels lying close together in the area known as the Loughborough Passage. The captain of the survey ship was former ‘old school’ British Navy. He sat on the information until his return to the UK on leave in 2003, when he visited a former shipmate who was still on the Navy payroll in an intelligence capacity. The information obviously caused a few ructions in the basements of Whitehall.

It had taken some time to arrange a charter scuba-diving expedition into the area using some of The Firm’s divers posing as enthusiastic amateurs. The tsunami and the second Iraqi war caused the project to be temporarily shelved. It seemed that a couple more years weren’t going to make any difference. In late 2005 the covert expedition went ahead and divers identified both of the vessels. One was HMS Victor, the other, an old former Dutch freighter, Ziderzall, captured by the Japanese in Singapore and thinly disguised by being renamed San Tao, a supposedly Philippine-registered cargo tramp. The vessels lay within a hundred feet of each other on the bottom of the Andaman, fifty miles off the coast of Myanmar. The time window the divers had available and the presence of Burmese naval vessels in the area, plus uncertain weather, had made them pull out before they had achieved any of the additional objectives they may have had on their agenda.

Now, all things being equal, I, within a week or two, was going to be somewhere out on the bloody Andaman with a bunch of Tuk Tuk’s cut-throats. I was a trained scuba diver, but I hated boats at the best of times, and stinking fishing boats and rough water were not my idea of fun. However, that was the only alternative as I saw it.

As for Bernard, well, he would get his daily call while I was on the dry, but I wouldn’t be telling him my plans in any detail. I didn’t trust long-distance communication, coded email or satellite mobile phones, scrambled or not. I’d also learned that the closer to your chest you played your hand, the less chance you had of a screw up.
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I enjoyed the drive up the Gulf. It was a trip of 500 miles or so from Phuket to Bangkok, a big hit in one stint but perfect with an overnighter. Despite the popular misconception and generalisations many in the West make regarding Asian drivers, Thai’s are not that bad. It’s just the sheer numbers that give the illusion of chaos—that and the constant sound of vehicle horns. The horns aren’t saying, ‘Piss off, Noddy’, or worse, as we do in the West. Here they are instead saying, ‘I’m here, look out for me.’ Driving in Thailand is a matter of self-defence and anticipation; it can be fun if you have the right attitude.

I cruised on up the highway in the rented Nissan. I stopped at Chumphon for a street-stall lunch and then carried on with a full belly, lips tingling from spices.

I didn’t head straight on up into Phetchaburi. There was no point if Tuk Tuk wasn’t there yet. I wasn’t about to presume and crash Sakura’s palace. Instead, I stopped in Cha-Am mid-afternoon. I anticipated a few hours to enjoy the sun and sea, followed by a relaxing evening. The summer tourist season was still building, and I had no trouble picking up a room at the Golden Sands. In the bar I picked up Suzie from Boston overnighting with her coach party. She found my accent ‘kinda cute’. I found her body definitely cute.

In the morning Suzie left my room before her tour checked out of the hotel. I showered and went down to one of the restaurants where I just managed to keep down a breakfast of essential grease and black coffee. Someone should ban Jack Daniels—it’s just too damn easy to drink.

I powered up my mobile phone. I’d ignored my instructions and not called Bernard the previous day. He was not amused. After copping the usual load of crap, I cut in as he began to reiterate. I was feeling shitty-livered. ‘Bernard, I’ve heard it all before,’ I snapped. ‘Just let me get on with my job.’

‘It’s my job to know where you are in case things go wrong. And I am your superior,’ he replied primly.

‘I’m going to Phetchaburi to see Tuk Tuk. I will touch base tomorrow. Over and fucking out!’ I flicked the power off and pocketed the phone. I didn’t want him calling back. Bernard was as queer as a two-bob watch. Maybe that was why he was such an old woman. A fucking vicious old woman! I always talked to him like that when the booze had got to my liver. His S&M side seemed to enjoy it. I risked a cigarette as I took a constitutional along the beach. The sun was up and smiling and it was getting warm. Today would be an ideal day to spend doing a lot of nothing. Unfortunately I had a date. I checked out and at a few minutes past nine I started for Phetchaburi Town, a forty-minute drive up the coast. Tuk Tuk and I were meeting at ten.

The palace Tuk Tuk had built for Sakura wasn’t hard to find. It was a magnificent structure set on the hill up near the palace at Phra Nakhon Khiri, just off the highway. The old palace was now a museum and, in many ways, so was Sakura’s place, albeit a modern one. Physically they were both imposing structures by any definition.

Tuk Tuk’s creation had a high outer wall and behind that was a moat ten yards wide, and behind that again, a high inner wall. The moat, at first glance, looked like a water feature, with floating lilies, many species of carp and even turtles. The peaceful calm was an illusion. With its sloping bottom and smooth walls, it was a mantrap. Anyone trying to wade through it would drown unless he could swim really well. Once in the water even a good swimmer would eventually run out of energy, that was if he didn’t encounter one of the extremely poisonous water snakes in residence. Not a good place to take a dip.

The remote-controlled gate of the outer wall gave access to a narrow car bridge that led to a second gate in the inner wall. This wall had a gatehouse built into it and was always manned by a guard armed with a sub-machine-gun. Did I also mention that there were CCTV cameras everywhere? There was another entrance and exit to the palace: a hidden tunnel that ran from the underground garages back into the small mountain the palace was built into. The tunnel emerged in a warehouse in a street half a mile away, and was big enough to take Tuk Tuk’s largest armoured tank. Armed thugs and booby traps guarded the disguised tunnel entrance. Not even the Thai Army could get through that one.

Both gates slid open simultaneously as I approached. I was well and truly expected, it seemed. I drove on into the huge gardened courtyard I remembered so well. There was a heavily armoured Lincoln Pullman parked in the white pebbled parking area. The ageless Lincoln was a real heavyweight beast, akin to a Centurion tank. It was very probably the same limousine Arune had intended vaporising. I parked beside the behemoth and got out. Choy was waiting, standing motionless in front of the Lincoln like one of the many priceless marble and bronze statues that decorated the whole area. The Cabbage really was the only ugly thing there, with the possible exception of the big black limousine and me, but compared to Choy I was Pierce Brosnan.

The Cabbage was motioning me to follow him inside. He started away and I fell into his wake as he led me away along a white marble pathway spanned by fountains and pools of hundred-year-old carp. It was a truly beautiful place, no doubt due to Sakura’s influence. Her class and serenity juxtaposed Tuk Tuk’s violent power. Yin and Yang, the crippled philosopher in my brain muttered. That was the thing: the hard and the soft, the beautiful and the ugly. Without one you could never truly know the other. That was Tuk Tuk and Sakura.

Choy and I passed through tall, black glass doors into the cool of the main building. The massive foyer was almost as large as the courtyard. As with the gardens, the theme was white, with marble the colour of the purest snow dominating. Serene white was Sakura’s colour, just as blood red was Tuk Tuk’s.

They were both waiting, standing side by side at the balustrade on the mezzanine level above. I started up the wide staircase while Choy remained at the foot of the stairs, as watchful and as spiteful as a junkyard dog.

Sakura glided forward, smiling, and I felt my heart immediately do a back flip. If anything, she was more beautiful than the last time I had seen her all those years ago. She was dressed in a pair of simple white trousers and an equally simple white top. There were small gold earrings peeking out from under the gleaming cap of jet-black hair. Her eyes were enormous, separated by a tiny elegant nose. Her lips curved upwards in a genuine welcoming smile. Those lips, they were just about perfect, touched as they were with a slight shade of rose that glowed against her alabaster skin. She was stunning. There was no other word for it.

‘Daniel,’ she said in the clear, singsong voice I had heard in my dreams numerous times since my very first meeting with her. ‘It is so wonderful to see you again.’ She extended her hand and I took it gingerly. It looked so fragile, so cool and smooth. But she squeezed with a sudden pressure that belied the illusion she was delicate and weak. Then she came closer and stood on tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek. ‘So very, very good to see you again.’
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