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“Ready must thou be to burn thyself in thine own flame; how couldst thou become new if thou have not first become ashes!"

Friedrich Nietzsche
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The Jack Rourke Adventure series:

Book 1: The Lost Temples of Mondulkiri

An archaeological expedition leads to death in the jungles of Cambodia and a thrilling chase across Vietnam, and ends in a stunning finale in a hidden temple.

Book 2: Coral Grave

Passion and intrigue in the Pacific, and an ancient treasure stolen by a New Zealand criminal mastermind who will do everything to keep it, including murder.

Book 3: The Blue Diamond Affair

Inspired by a real-life crime, this is a tale of greed, corruption and violence set in the deserts and city backstreets of the Middle East.

“I doubt I could write as well as this.”

(Stephen Leather, author of 72 thriller / adventure novels)
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Bangkok, Thailand

Dawn crept slowly through the barred windows of the cell, turning the concrete walls the color of dirty ash. The lights had burned all night, a harsh white glare that flattened every face and shadow, but the change in the air told the prisoners morning was coming. The guards would be shouting soon. Pia Alatini was already awake. She lay on her side on a thin woven mat spread across the concrete floor, careful not to move too much. Around her the cell floor was packed with sleeping bodies, the rows of women lying shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, a mass of limbs and blankets filling the room from wall to wall. There were so many of them that no one could stretch out fully. If one woman turned over, another had to move with her.

The air smelled of sweat, damp clothes, and the stench from the single squat toilet at the back of the large cell. Somewhere in the darkness a woman coughed. Another muttered in her sleep. Pia stared at the ceiling and listened to the breathing around her. Sixty, maybe seventy women in the room. Thai, Lao, Burmese, Vietnamese. A handful of foreigners like herself, lost souls who had carried something through the wrong airport gate or trusted the wrong man.

Twenty years. The number still felt unreal. A whistle shrieked down the corridor. A moment later the guards began shouting.

“Luk khun! Luk khun! – get up, get up.”

The cell stirred like a disturbed nest. Women pushed themselves upright, rubbing their eyes, rolling their mats, pulling on the brown prison uniforms they had rolled and used as pillows. Someone swore softly. Someone else laughed, the sound already edged with exhaustion. Pia folded her mat and slipped it beneath the low wooden platform that ran along the wall. She had soon learned not to move too slowly here. The guards hated that. The toilets were already crowded, just cement cubicles with half walls and no doors. Women queued silently, clutching battered plastic bowls and threadbare towels. Afterward they shuffled toward the showers, where rusted pipes dribbled lukewarm water for a few hurried minutes before the guards yelled them out again.

By six o’clock they were standing in the yard. Rows of women lined up in the early light while a guard walked along the ranks with a clipboard, calling numbers. No names. Just numbers. The women answered automatically, their voices dull with routine. When Pia’s number was called she answered in the same flat tone as everyone else. A few crows circled above the high walls, their harsh cries echoing across the prison compound. Breakfast came soon after. Metal trays slid along a counter and the prisoners shuffled forward in a slow line. Rice. Always rice. A thin vegetable soup that tasted mostly of salt. Occasionally there was a scrap of fish or chicken, though not today. Pia took her tray and sat on the concrete beside two Filipina women she had started eating with. Around them the hall filled with the noise of voices in a dozen languages, spoons scraping metal bowls, the constant clatter of movement. Some of the women had instant noodles or coffee sachets bought from the prison shop. Those were the ones with money in their prison accounts, sent by embassies or families far away. Pia ate what she was given.

By eight-thirty the work details were marching out. The prison ran like a small factory. Women stitched uniforms at long rows of rattling sewing machines. Others sorted vegetables in the kitchens or tended the small gardens inside the walls. Some wove handicrafts or learned hairdressing and cooking in the training rooms. Pia worked in the sewing hall. The room was hot and filled with the constant clacking rhythm of needles punching through cloth. The sound never really stopped. It filled your head until you heard it even in your sleep. Women worked in tight groups, talking quietly while their hands moved automatically. In prison those groups became something like families. They shared food, protected one another, watched each other’s backs. Pia, with her limited knowledge of Thai, listened more than she spoke.

Lunch came at noon. Just another small bowl of rice, and another thin curry. Then the afternoon passed in the same relentless rhythm of sewing and counting stacks of finished uniforms. By the time the guards finally blew the whistle for recreation the sun had begun to drop toward the walls. For an hour the prisoners were allowed into the yard. Some walked slow circles around the cracked concrete. Others stretched or exercised. Small clusters of women sat talking quietly, sharing snacks or letters from home. Pia walked alone. Above her the sky was a deep, cloudless blue. Beyond the walls she could hear the distant rumble of Bangkok traffic, a reminder that an entire world continued to exist just a few hundred meters away. A world she would not see again for twenty years.

Dinner came early, just after four-thirty. Rice again. A watery curry. The meal passed quickly, the women eating with the mechanical efficiency of people who had done the same thing every day for years. Then the guards began driving them back inside. By half past five the cell doors clanged shut. The women spread their mats across the concrete floor once more, carefully fitting themselves into the narrow spaces between bodies. Voices murmured in the artificial light; stories, gossip, quiet arguments. Somewhere a small card game began, the stakes measured in coffee sachets and instant noodles. Pia lay on her side again, staring up at the harsh fluorescent lights. Someone nearby began to cry softly. The air grew hot and heavy as the night settled in. Around her seventy women shifted and whispered and slowly drifted toward sleep.

But Pia Alatini stayed awake. Listening. Waiting. Because in a place like this, rumors traveled faster than the guards. And that afternoon one of the Filipina women had told her something that had lodged in her mind like a splinter. Someone had asked about her. Someone on the outside. Someone who knew her name.

Jack Rourke woke in the dark, unsure for a moment where he was. The room smelled faintly of stale air-conditioning and old cigarette smoke. Somewhere nearby a compressor rattled to life, then settled into a steady mechanical hum. Through the thin curtains a band of neon light from the street below cut across the ceiling. Bangkok. He was in Bangkok. It came back to him slowly.

The flight hadn’t helped. What should have been a straightforward seven-hour run from Dubai had turned into something closer to an endurance test. The only ticket he could get at a price he was willing to pay had bounced him halfway across Europe first; the route Dubai to Frankfurt, Frankfurt to Istanbul, Istanbul to Bangkok. Eighteen hours of airports, security lines, plastic meals and cramped seats. By the time the plane finally dropped through the haze over Suvarnabhumi Airport his back felt like someone had worked it over with a hammer.

Jack swung his legs off the bed and sat there for a moment, letting the stiffness work itself out of his shoulders. The digital clock beside the bed showed just after midnight. Outside, Sukhumvit Road was still alive. Bangkok never really slept. Even at this hour there were taxis moving through the traffic, motorbikes whining between lanes, laughter drifting up from bars that would stay open until the sun came up. Jack stood and crossed to the window. He pushed the curtain aside a few inches and looked down at the street. Tourists wandered under the neon lights. A street vendor pushed a food cart along the pavement. Music pulsed from somewhere out of sight. He watched it for a moment, then let the curtain fall. He hadn’t come to Bangkok for the nightlife. He came because of a message from Tom Callahan.

Tom was living in Canada these days, thousands of miles away and apparently content with a quieter life. But Tom still had contacts in places where useful information tended to surface. One of those contacts was a Thai police officer who occasionally heard things about the foreign prisoners moving through the system. Two weeks earlier Tom had received a short email. A woman you know is in Lat Yao. Foreign prisoner. Sentenced to twenty years. Name: Pia Alatini. Tom had passed on the message to Jack who had stared at the name for a long time. He hadn’t heard it in several years. Not since Bahrain.

Originally it had been the three of them, Jack, Tom, and Pia, working a deal that should have been simple. Instead it had ended with Pia disappearing into the Bahraini desert carrying several hundred thousand dollars in cash. Jack and Tom were left holding a fake blue diamond. Pia had vanished after that. Completely. No trail, no rumors, nothing. For years Jack assumed she had done what smart people did after a job like that. Disappear and stay disappeared. But Tom’s contact said she had surfaced again in Bangkok and she was in the prison system. Lat Yao Women’s Correctional Institute. A grand name for a hole into which people just fell and many never came out. Twenty years.

Jack lay on the bed staring at the ceiling fan as it turned lazily above him. He shouldn’t even be in Bangkok. Two days from now he was supposed to be on a dive boat out of Sihanoukville. The job had come through an old contact who specialized in recovering things other people had forgotten about. A wreck from the Vietnam War had been located in deep water a few miles offshore. The sonar suggested it might still contain military equipment; possibly communications gear, weapons crates, maybe even aircraft parts that had been shipped out during the war and never made it to their destination. Jack had heard the stories about American equipment deliberately dumped in the ocean at the end of the war, rather than let it fall into the hands of the North Vietnamese. Most divers wouldn’t go near it. The depth alone ruled that out. The wreck sat far below the comfort zone of recreational divers, and the currents down there could change without warning. One mistake at that depth and a diver might not make it back to the surface. That was why they had called him. Jack had spent years working in places where the water was dark, cold and deep. Salvage diving paid well if you knew what you were doing, and he did.

He should have been there already checking tanks, planning decompression stops, studying charts. Instead he was lying in a cheap hotel room on Sukhumvit Road. All because of her. Pia had always had that effect on people. Even before everything that happened, there had been something about her that drew attention without trying. Not just the looks, although her natural Pacific Island beauty certainly helped, but the confidence behind the smile. The sense that she was always one step ahead of everyone else in the room. Jack had seen it from the beginning and somehow he had still let her get close enough to play him.

He shifted slightly on the bed and stared at the strip of neon leaking through the curtains. At least three years had passed since Bahrain but Pia had never quite left his thoughts. Not completely. It wasn’t anger anymore. That had burned out a long time ago. If anything, what remained was something closer to reluctant admiration. She had played the game better than either him or Tom. Still, hearing where she had ended up had pulled him off course in a way he hadn’t expected. A Thai prison wasn’t a place anyone deserved to vanish into. Jack rubbed his eyes and sat up slowly. Maybe that was all this was about, checking on her, making sure she was still holding up. Thai prisons ran on money. Even small amounts made a difference; the extra food, toiletries, small comforts that could turn survival into something slightly more bearable. He could arrange that easily enough. After that he’d leave Bangkok behind and get back to where he was supposed to be. Back underwater. Back to the wreck waiting off the Cambodian coast.

Jack hadn’t bothered prebooking a visit. Normally that was the way, and it took a day or two, sometimes longer, to get a slot in the prison system. But Tom had given him a contact in the Thai police who could arrange a visit at short notice for a price. A hundred dollars, Tom had suggested. Jack thought that sounded a little light. He stepped onto the street and made the call. The number rang twice before a voice picked up, polite but firm. Senior Sergeant Chamroen Songkitrat. Tom had praised him as reliable and discreet. They agreed to meet in a bar not far from the hotel. Quiet. Late. Out of the way. Jack arrived first. The place smelled faintly of spilt beer and cigarette smoke, its lighting low, corners shadowed. A man approached him from the side. Short, compact, his uniform crisply fitted, polished shoes tapping softly on the wooden floor, giving a polite wai. They sat at a table away from the few other customers in the place. Officer Chamroen called out to the bartender and he brought over two bottles of Chang beer, the cold glass dripping with condensation

“How can I help you?” the policeman asked.

Jack mentioned Tom’s name. That earned him a small smile. Chamroen relaxed slightly. Jack explained what he wanted, and Chamroen just nodded as if he had already known what the request would be.

“No problem,” Chamroen said smoothly. “Give me the name. I have your phone number already. I will fix a visit. I call in the morning.”

Jack scribbled the details on a scrap of paper and handed it over. Chamroen took it, nodded, and repeated the wai. They shared a quiet drink, finishing their beers without another word. Outside, the Bangkok streets were alive with the low hum of motorbikes and distant music. Jack walked back to the hotel, each step echoing faintly in the late-night air. He didn’t sleep easy. Lying back on the mattress, he stared at the ceiling. Was he making a mistake? Getting involved again with the woman who had led him on then walked away from him before? No. He told himself firmly. He was just checking on her. That was all. Jack’s phone rang just after eight the next morning. The number on the screen wasn’t familiar, but he answered anyway.

“Jack Rourke?” a clipped voice asked.

“Speaking.”

“Senior Sergeant Chamroen. Meet me at coffee shop, same street your hotel. Now please.”

Ten minutes later he entered a small café with an open front just along from the hotel.  Chamroen was already there, waiting at a table tucked to the back, his expression unreadable. Jack slid into the seat opposite him.

“All arranged,” Chamroen said in careful English. “But I must take you in. You cannot go alone.”

“No problem,” Jack said. “As long as I can get back out,” he added with a half-smile.

Chamroen blinked, looking confused. Obviously his grasp of the language did not extend to the subtleties of English humour.

“Why would you not get out? You are not a criminal.”

Jack shrugged, letting the joke drop.  “Don’t worry about it.”

Chamroen’s expression hardened slightly. “One more small matter. There is a small fee for short-notice visit.”

“I can pay at the prison,” Jack said.

“No,” Chamroen shook his head. “You pay now. I take care of it.”

“How much?”

“Two hundred dollars,” Chamroen said.

Jack’s eyebrows lifted. Double what Tom had mentioned. But he thought about how far he’d got up to now, and how the salvage job in Cambodia would be paying him well, provided he actually got there. 

“Okay,” he said. “There’s an ATM outside. I’ll get it.”

Two minutes later, he handed over crisp bills. Chamroen counted them quickly, pocketed them, and gave a slight nod. “I will come to your hotel at 2 pm, just remember to bring passport for ID” Chamroen said.

“Okay,” Jack replied.

They stood, gave each other a polite wai, and left the café together. Jack stepped back into the chaos of Sukhumvit, already thinking ahead to the afternoon. He still didn’t know what he’d find inside Lat Yao, but by now he had learned that curiosity had a way of dragging him straight into trouble.
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Jack waited on the sidewalk outside the hotel just before 2pm, the humid Bangkok air making his light shirt stick to his skin.  At exactly two o’clock a black SUV eased to a stop in front of him. Chamroen was behind the wheel. Jack opened the passenger door and slid in. They didn’t talk. The only words Chamroen offered were clipped, precise.

“Lat Yao is not far,” he said. “Only about twelve kilometres. But in this traffic it will take about thirty minutes.”

Jack nodded once. Nothing else. He settled back in the leather seat, letting the air-conditioning push a thin layer of cool over him as the SUV merged into the crawl of Sukhumvit traffic. The drive was quiet, the city blurring past in a haze of scooters, tuk-tuks, and neon signage. Jack’s thoughts wandered, as they always did when he had time to himself; down to Sihanoukville, to the wreck waiting for him, to Pia, and what he might find when he finally got inside the prison walls.

Twenty-five minutes later the traffic thinned, and the SUV turned onto a wide, nondescript road flanked by high concrete walls topped with coils of razor wire. Jack caught the first glimpse of Lat Yao Women’s Correctional Institute: a sprawling, fortress-like complex of low, flat-roofed buildings, painted pale grey and separated by narrow courtyards. Guard towers rose at intervals along the perimeter, each one a small, angular sentinel with darkened windows. The walls were topped with electrified fencing and at regular intervals the tall poles of the surveillance cameras covered every inch of the walls.

The main gate was heavy steel, reinforced, and flanked by a pair of guard posts. Beyond them, the prison’s inner compounds stretched out. He could see the rows of dormitory buildings, exercise yards fenced with high mesh, and the distant clatter of metal as inmates went about their routines. The place had the look of a city built for containment: everything functional, everything controlled, everything designed to make escape improbable. And yet, even from here, Jack could see the human pulse of it in the tiny courtyards where women walked in circles, the figures leaning against the walls, and the occasional shout echoing between buildings. Chamroen glanced at him, expression neutral.

“Almost there,” he said.

Jack nodded again, gripping the edge of the seat. The humid air pressed in around him, thick with the distant smell of the city, the asphalt, and something faintly chemical, disinfectant maybe or the lingering aroma of institutional kitchens. The SUV slowed as they approached the gate, and Jack felt that familiar twinge in his chest, the mixture of anticipation, caution, and the nagging question he had been avoiding: Am I making a mistake coming here? He pushed it down. For now, there was nothing to do but follow.

Chamroen eased the SUV up to the main gate, holding his official pass out for the guards to inspect. A few quick glances, a nod, and they were waved through. He parked in the visitor section just inside the perimeter, the concrete lot lined with low metal barriers and watchful eyes.

“This is good idea, make things simple,” Chamroen said, turning toward Jack, “you leave everything in the car; your wallet, watch, any jewelry, anything in your pockets. If you want to give money to the prison account, give it to me first.”

Jack raised an eyebrow. Chamroen noticed.

“Don’t worry,” he added with a grin. “You can trust me. I am policeman.”

Jack’s tension made it hard to respond with anything more than a tight nod. If he weren’t so keyed up, he might have chuckled at Chamroen’s attempt at a joke. Instead, he emptied his pockets onto the dashboard. Keys, lighter, phone, a few crumpled bills. He kept his passport—the one thing he had remembered—and handed another $200 to Chamroen. Chamroen took it, tucked it into his pocket without counting, and gave him a slight nod.  “Follow me.”

The walk from the SUV to the entrance was short but tense. Guards at the gate motioned for them to stop, and Chamroen spoke a few words in Thai. Jack followed the instructions automatically, remembering to keep his hands visible and his expression neutral.

“You must to turn out your pockets,” one of the guards said, gesturing toward him, but he had already taken care of that so he was passed straight through. Next came the passport check. Jack handed it over, and the guard scrutinized it, then stamped a slip of paper before motioning him forward. Chamroen stopped at the door to the waiting area.

“I will wait here,” he said.

Jack paused, gave a small nod, and stepped inside. The heavy door swung shut behind him with a soft thud, leaving the heat and noise of the outside world behind. The waiting area smelled of disinfectant and sweat. Plastic chairs were lined against the walls. A few Thai women, visitors like him, sat quietly, their hands folded or clutching small bags. A group of Chinese, men and women, looked around nervously, while on the far side several tall African men lounged confidently. The door to the visiting area was opened by a guard and the waiting visitors gradually moved in. Jack stepped inside. Plastic chairs were bolted to the floor. A low counter ran along one wall, barred partitions behind it. A few visitors waited, quiet, hands folded.

He took a seat against the wall, keeping his back straight, eyes scanning the room. A ceiling fan spun lazily overhead. Concrete floor. Pale walls. A clock ticked. Cameras in the corners tracked every move. He checked his watch. The waiting would be short, Chamroen had said. But every second stretched. Jack’s hands itched to move, to do something. He shifted slightly. Nothing had changed. Outside the glass panels, he could see the courtyard beyond. Figures moved in lines. Conversations were muted. Jack drew in a slow breath. He had done this kind of thing before. Walked into places where people had power over him. But this time it wasn’t about him. Not really. He was here to see her.

The line of prisoners began to move in. Guards guided them in single file. Visitors stirred, standing to greet them. Voices rose, quick smiles, hands reaching across tables. Jack stayed seated, watching. At the back of the line he saw her. Pia. But not the proud Tongan girl he had known. Bowed, shoulders slumped, head lowered. Broken. She saw him then. Recognition flickered in her eyes. She moved forward, guided by a guard, until she was seated across from him. For a moment neither spoke. Tears welled in her eyes. Her lips trembled.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Small, fragile. Too emotional.

Jack didn’t respond immediately. He just studied her, taking in the weight of years, of choices, of a life behind these walls. She waited, watching him, still trembling. The noise of the visiting room faded around them. For that moment, it was just the two of them. All the feelings came back at once. The despair when he lost her. The anger at her betrayal. Above all, the pull he had felt the first time they met, the magnetism that had drawn him in and kept him close.

He leaned forward. “Why are you here? What happened?”

She said nothing at first. Head bowed, hands folded. Then she took a slow breath, gathered herself.

“I was set up,” she said finally. “My old contacts in the Kwaan Sing Gang, the Axe gang, they paid me to carry a package from Thailand to Australia, but I was stopped at the airport in Bangkok and arrested.”

Jack frowned. “Didn’t you know what was in the package?”

Pia’s eyes flashed, sudden and sharp. “Of course I bloody knew! I’m not a child. But I needed the money.”

“And what about the money you got away with in Bahrain?”

She let out a bitter laugh. “How long do you think that lasts? Parties, beach resorts, fast cars, flash boat, plus I got ripped off because I trusted the wrong men.”

Jack shook his head. “Sounds like you got what was coming to you.”

“Okay, I know I hurt you,” she said softly, tears welling. “But I’ve paid for that many times over. Do you know what it’s like in here? I won’t last two years, let alone twenty. You have to help me, Jack.”

He blinked. “I can put money into your account.”

“No,” she said, voice firm now. “I mean you have to help me get out of here. You’re my only hope. I know no one else who would even bother to visit. You have to get me out.”

Jack felt the words hit like a punch. He didn’t know what to say. He just stared at Pia in silence and confusion, watching as tears rolled down her face. Without noticing, their allotted fifteen minutes passed. Then the whistle blew. Guards started moving prisoners out. She grabbed his hand, her grip firm. “Help me, Jack. Help me, for God’s sake.” And then she was gone. Jack followed the stream of visitors to the door. Chamroen was waiting.

“I put money in her account,” he said.

Jack didn’t ask for a receipt. He guessed some of it had found its way into Chamroen’s pocket. They walked back to the car in silence. Jack slid into the passenger seat. The SUV pulled back into traffic. Bangkok stretched out around him, hot and endless, and Jack thought, not for the first time, that Pia had a way of pulling him into whatever trouble she was in. On the street outside, Jack glanced at Chamroen. “Thanks,” he said.

Chamroen gave a small nod, a quick wai, and they shook hands. Back in the hotel room, Jack sat on the edge of the bed. The city outside hummed and pulsed, neon lights flickering against the curtains. He rubbed his face with his hands. He was supposed to be in Cambodia tomorrow. The wreck off Sihanoukville waited, deep and dark, a job only he could do. He had meant to be preparing for a long dive. Instead, he’d spent the day in Lat Yao, staring at Pia and hearing words that dug into him deeper than he’d expected. He felt torn in two. But what could he do? He wasn’t going to organize a prison break. Escapes from a place like that were rare, brutal, and short-lived. Conditions were tough. And Pia, well, she had survived this long. He had no reason to believe she could—or should—survive anything more extreme than the system itself. He thought it through, step by step.

Money could help. Visits could help. But beyond that there was little he could do without risking both of them. Jack leaned back, letting the sweat and tension soak into the mattress. He’d sleep on it. Decide in the morning. For now, there was nothing left to do but wait.

Jack woke in the middle of the night, sweating, mind racing. Something in the back of his mind, maybe something in a dream, hit him light a lightening flash. He could do it. As a child, he had read and reread The Count of Monte Cristo. Edmund Dantès swapping places with a dead body to escape his cell. Could it work? What would he need? He shook his head. Stupid. It was just fiction, a made up story. Noone could do that in real life. And he was due in Cambodia in twelve hours. No. But then, maybe it could be more than a story. Maybe it was so crazy it might just work. He had an idea. 

He would pass a message to her, see if he could get her thinking the same way. That was all he could do for now. He would go to his job, and maybe if he figured it out he would come back later. By first light he was dressed and on the street, hailing a taxi. Destination: Dasa Book Market, Bangkok’s largest, a maze of thousands of stalls. He hunted from one stall to another, sifting through stacks and piles, until finally, he found what he was looking for.  He called Chamroen. 

“I just need to send something to that prisoner. Just a book. Nothing else.”

Chamroen’s clipped reply came: 

“Ok. I can take care of it.”

“How much?” Jack asked.

“Free this time.”

Jack knew then. Some of the money he had given for Pia’s account had probably never made it there. That was why Chamroen was being generous. At least, as generous as he got. Book in hand, Jack returned to his room. On the flyleaf he scribbled a few lines:

Pia, I have to go away for a few weeks, but read this book. We can maybe use it to get you where you want to be. Yours, Jack.

Down on the street, Chamroen arrived, inspected the book for contraband in hidden compartments, then carried it into the prison. Later, at exercise time, a friendly female warden approached Pia.

“Someone left this for you,” she said, holding out the book.

Pia frowned. She hadn’t read a book since school. Disdain flickered across her face. But curiosity won. She opened it and saw Jack’s note, signed “Yours, Jack.” Ha! mine, she thought. What a joke She tucked the book under her arm. Days passed. She ignored it. Then, one night, sleep not coming easily under the fluorescent lights, she opened it again, and began reading the story of a young Edmund Dantès arriving in Marseilles aboard the Pharaon.
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