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  Prologue: One Night in Bangkok


  Traveling across the warm waters of the Gulf of Thailand from Kota Bharu, with Malaysia and Myanmar on the left and Cambodia and Viet Nam on the right, Asia spreads her legs welcomingly to the whole of the world. If Florida was, as many have said, North America’s cock, than this large expanse of water and receptive shoreline was its conjugal mate. With oily water that bubbled and foamed, the gulf seductively drew passing ships—as well as those who might travel by them—into its tantalizing embrace.


  As one traveled deeper into the Gulf, the grandeur of Bangkok Harbor lay spread enticingly before you, as glittering and as out of place as a street prostitute at a society gala. The city’s reputation precedes it and its legend conjures images of mystery and intrigue in one’s mind as it lays sprawled out; open and inviting. The lore of the city and the stories of how life could be here were carved into the meat of every traveler’s brains, a paradigm liberally harvested from all of the films, books, and fables about this place.


  As you made your way ever deeper into the bay, pushing further still into the landscape’s receptive womb, you could see it, jutting out from the coast like an abscess, just off to the right as you come into the harbor proper: Pattaya.


  Pattaya was the most renown of all the tourist destinations in the impoverished country of Thailand. From its infamous Walking Street where women reached out from within the darkness promising a staggering array of Bacchanalian delights to the dark dens where the only limit to one’s debauchery was their imagination… and the depth of their pocketbook, Pattaya was where it all happens, where it all went down.


  But life here inevitably took its toll, demanding a tariff that you could see in the faces of the people who worked The Street: the young, the old, the beautiful, the not so beautiful, the lost, the found, the “phu-ying praphet thi sorng” or Kathoey (Ladyboys), and the ever-present farang, foreigners looking for that once-in-a-lifetime thrill.


  These were the citizens of Pattaya, and theirs is, for the most part, a life of hardship and of woe. For you see, desire was the sole currency here on Walking Street; the acquisition of the Thai “Baht” everyone’s primary concern. Because, in the end, flesh was the only thing of value they had to offer. The farang, they had their money; money and a seemingly unquenchable desire. The Thai had only their bodies, their bodies and the whole of their souls. It’s been said that money is the root of all evil. If so, then Pattaya was The Devil’s fertile topsoil; rich and ripe and ready for exploitation. It was the basis for what many called Life here in this poverty-stricken country, in this crowded and stifling city, and on this gaudy, neon-lit street.


  On each side of the avenue, one garishly lit nightclub after another sat huddled up against its neighbor like peasants drawn together to conserve their precious body heat. The buildings themselves were mostly made up of a piss-poor combination of scavenged wood, cement blocks, and aluminum siding. Some were little more than shacks, but the numbers of men going in and out of their doors paid no mind, their robust foot traffic being a testament to the dark trade being plied within.


  As one made their way down Walking Street, the girls gathered there practice an art that is, quite literally like trawl-line fishing. In front of each bar, stood a line of alluring, young women—pre-teens might be a more accurate term, if we’re being honest—dressed in a wardrobe that was like something out of an Otaku’s wet dream: schoolgirls, rock stars… even children’s cartoon characters. The girls all smiled coyly as they reached out to clutch at the hands of passersby. They’d pout and purse their lips, making every effort to draw the wealthy, red-faced farang into the dark recesses of their employer. It’s a grift, really. A swindle. The girls were paid based on how many men they’d bring into the bar. That was their one and only job. Once inside, the experts would take over and play their part in the elaborate game of separating misguided men from the money burning a hole in their pockets.


  A common misconception about Thai women working The Trade in Pattaya is that they are somehow being taken advantage of. And make no mistake, a lot of these girls led horrific lives of degradation, poverty, HIV, and death. But, once they become ensconced in The Life, the women learn all-too-quickly where their true power lay and exactly how to ply their admittedly dubious trade. Most importantly, they also came to understand just how far they were able to push things—like robbery and pick-pocketing—before someone called the TNPD (Thailand National Police Department). It was a line the majority of the girls walked carefully.


  For the most part, these women all came from poor families and the decision to work Walking Street was not one they’d taken lightly. But take it they did once they came to understand the kind of money that could be made here. These girls could earn more in an evening than their families could in a month… sometimes, in a year. Naturally, there were those who fell through the cracks and wound up either drug-addicted or found dead in side alleys, their bodies oftentimes buried beneath piles of trash.


  Which, if you ask the local cops, was only fitting.


  ‘They live as trash… let them die as trash’ was a common sentiment heard amongst the local constabulary. And when their bodies were found, it was far easier for the Authorities to simply type ‘Heart Failure’ on the appropriate line of their death certificates rather than do any ‘below the surface’ investigations. The street women simply weren’t, in the police’s opinion, worth the trouble. When they died, it was far easier for their bodies be quickly processed (which meant that their brains were scrambled by a drill being driven into the back of their heads, thereby ensuring they wouldn’t come back from the dead) than to find them anything resembling justice. What was left was, more often than not, tossed onto the pyre… or into a back alley dumpster, whichever was the more convenient.


  And then, there are the ‘Nak tên phīor,’ the ‘ghost dancers.’


  The proprietors of the bars here on Walking Street (who were, more often than not, intimately connected to the Chinese Triads) left nothing to waste. Profitable commodities were simply too precious to be left squandered. So, when a particularly beautiful girl died and her face was left more or less intact by the ravages of Death, the compulsory drilling into the back of the skull was skipped and the girls were fitted for the heavy collars which held them captive.


  Mostly seen as an oddity (albeit a highly dangerous one), these reanimated dead spent what remained of their time on earth chained to a pole, clumsily spinning and cavorting to the constant thumping of the music overhead. For reasons known only to Nak tên phīor, the deafening rhythm inspired in them a kind of spastic movement, their deadened, lizard brains kick-started into a kind of tragic dance. Whatever hazard there may have been in keeping one of the reanimated dead displayed out in the open, it was outweighed by the money generated by the ‘looky-loos’ who excitedly snapped pictures on their cell phones as they stood nervously nearby. And then, there were the jittery men who came seeking the dancers for something more… sometimes something much more.


  All of this ran through the mind of the brooding man who now sat in the dark corner of the ‘Pompeii-a-go-go’ beer bar. Away from where ‘the action’ was, far away the other patrons, the man sat sullenly on his rickety, wooden stool and stared at what was directly ahead of him. He had purposefully positioned himself at the far end of the L-shaped bar so that the room was spread out before him. He sat bent protectively over a ravaged dinner plate, the remainder of a steak dinner lying like a homicide victim on the ceramic killing field in front of him. The glittering, metal utensils lay in wait alongside the plate like murder weapons left behind at a crime scene. Dark blood and gravy splashed across the pale surface of the plate; gristle and a pile of potatoes, peas, and carrots sitting untouched along its rim like observers behind the yellow tape of some peppers.


  Long, dark hair hung down the middle of the man’s back, tied back tight into a ponytail that was held in place by a small jade clip which resembled a bird. He sat, doing little else besides staring into the depths of his plate. But, even sitting still as he was, his frame and demeanor crackled with a palpable intensity. The man was not big in the classical sense, but, even sitting there quietly, he gave off the impression of being full of a sinister potential. It was as if a terrible capacity for violence emanated from within him which served as a warning to everyone gathered in the overcrowded bar to keep their distance.


  Over the insanely loud P.A. system, Steve Perry could be heard advising everyone to ‘don’t stop believing’ and the bar’s patrons were all smiling and singing along. A variety of girls of varying age danced along the bar tops at the other end of the room. Their bodies twirled and undulated sexily in time with the pounding music.


  The man at the end of the bar couldn’t help but think, as he stared into the rapidly congealing steak fat on his plate, of how Steve Perry had developed melanoma and his girlfriend—the love of his life—now lay in the cold ground, dead of breast cancer. He silently asked himself, ‘How’d that believin’ thing work out for ya, eh Steve? Did you… did you ever stop believin’?’


  The man silently bristled against his own dark mood. He was feeling restless as his demeanor showed his agitation. All he wanted was to be left alone and to quietly finish his meal. He’d only come to The Pompeii because he liked the way they grilled their steak.


  Some movement to the man’s left abruptly reminded him of the young, Thai girl sitting nearby. A stack of crumpled Baht sat close to the side of the man’s plate, a collection of silvery Satang were stacked alongside. The coin’s metal glittered brightly in the half-light. The girl had been jealously eyeing the money all night, but she knew all too well that any attempt at theft would be met with a devastating response from both the Mama-san who ran the club and from the menacing farang to whom it belonged. The last thing she needed in her life was to do something stupid and have the police called… or worse. She’d seen other girls try such a thing and they’d paid a horrible price for their actions.


  If they were lucky, they were beaten.


  If they were not…


  Nervously, she eyed the stumbling Nak tên phīor tied to a pole on the small stage behind her. The girl may not have been educated, but she certainly wasn’t stupid.


  Her name was Ning and she’d come to Walking Street in the hopes of making enough money so that she could help support her family back home. She’d been given the gift of beauty at birth and both she and her family had been smart enough to know the kind of life that might mean for her here in Pattaya. The farang could be a generous lot, but they could also be violent. It was the sort of thing that happened when you saw ‘people’ as nothing more than ‘things;’ products to be consumed. Consumed and ultimately discarded. She’d seen too many girls disappear into the night only to return as one of the Nak tên phīor. And the thought of that filled her with a dark dread.


  The man sitting beside her continued to stare into his plate as he pushed its mutilated contents this way and that with his fork; content to merely listen while she talked. At first, when Mama-san had come to her, the man’s request seemed odd, but this man was clearly different than the other farang. He was obviously every bit as dangerous as they were, but he’d not come seeking sex or perversion. His request was far simpler than that.


  “This man,” Mama-san had said when she’d come to tell Ning about her next client. “This man… he want only talk. No fuck. No suck. He pay you well. You talk. He not care about what. Just talk.”


  During the year or so that Ning had been at the Pompeii, she’d heard it all… or so she’d thought. This one though, she had to admit, was a first. This farang had agreed to pay her complete bar tab (essentially buying her for the night), but wanted only for her to sit with him and chit-chat. Ning wasn’t sure why, but—if the money was right—she’d be only too happy to talk his ear off. She liked to talk and, up until she’d sat down with him, felt as if no one ever truly listened to what she had to say. Not Mama-san. Not the other girls. Certainly not the ill-mannered farang. And, if she were being honest, she’d done a lot worse things since coming to the Pompeii. Sure, this man gave off the impression of being a little scary, but how much trouble could it be for her if he only wanted some polite conversation here at the bar?


  Besides, she found him kind of attractive. Unlike a lot of farang, he was clean, not drunk, and he acted respectfully. There was none of the usual pawing and grabbing that the girls of Pattaya usually associated with white men. His demeanor seemed daunting, but she could tell from her brief amount of experience that there was a good heart there. Whatever had brought him to Thailand, it wasn’t the ‘flesh trade.’


  It was something else.


  Something more malevolent and personal.


  The man stirred on his bar stool and turned his full gaze toward her. His icy, blue eyes left her feeling a little violated, like he’d looked deep into her heart with but a glance and found it wanting. His were eyes that had seen conflict and loss, pain and suffering, eyes that were windows into a dark and tormented soul.


  He turned his head and caught the eye of the two bartenders that had been trying—without seeming rude—to avoid him all night. He motioned for one of them to come over. The bartenders looked at one another nervously as if engaged in a silent ‘you go… no, you go’ conversation. Finally, the older of them nudged the younger with his elbow and walked away; age and experience shutting down any further debate.


  The young bartender approached sheepishly, grinning a grin that looked pasted-on and insincere. In his nervousness, he immediately began wiping the counter with the wet rag that was kept near the beer taps just so he’d have something to do with his hands.


  “Yes, s-s-sir,” he said, being careful to look at him, but never directly meet his gaze with his own.


  The man pointed at a high shelf, up toward where the really expensive bottles of alcohol were kept. Without a change in his expression, he drew a breath and sighed.


  “Lagavulin,” he said and pointed. “The bottle on the far left.”


  The bartender scanned the high shelf, looking bewildered. Few farang ever purchased the expensive liquor. They usually preferred the more inexpensive—and stomach-turning—Chang or Leo brand of beer.


  “The Scotch,” the man said, speaking slowly, like he was talking to a child. “On the left. The one with the blue cap wrapper and the tan label.”


  The bartender followed the customer’s gaze and finally located the bottle in question.


  “And one glass,” the man said, but, after a moment, added, “and another of whatever she’s drinking.”


  “Champagne,” Ning said excitedly, perking up. “Champagne, please.”


  The girl had fallen in love with the appealing concoction and the sensation it gave her when the bubbles tickled her nose. It was sweet on her tongue and it was made all the sweeter by its extravagance. An added bonus was the jealous looks in the other girl’s eyes when they saw her drinking it, a silent testament to the fact that she’d landed a ‘big one’ and would be making money that night.


  The bartender nodded emptily, like one of those plastic dogs you saw in a car’s rear window, and his demeanor visibly relaxed. The simplicity of the customer’s request meant that things weren’t going to get crazy; that they would more or less remain safe and there’d be no trouble. Well, for now, anyway. It remained to be seen how things would go once the bottle was empty. Happy for the moment, he walked over to get a small stepladder so that he could fetch the requested bottle from the high shelf.


  The man sitting at the bar returned his attention to what was left of his meal. Picking up the last bit of a baked roll from the side of his plate, he turned his head toward the door and absentmindedly scanned the room. It was something he’d done roughly every few minutes since he’d gotten here, but no one but him—not even Ning sitting next to him–ever really noticed.


  “What you name, Mister?” Ning finally asked, sounding genuinely curious. “You got family back at home?”


  Without taking his eyes off the room, the man answered softly, “You can call me Cleese.”


  “Cleese?” she gasped, sounding caught off guard. “Like that man, that famous man… the fighter? You him?” Her eyes grew wide.


  Cleese shot her a shadowy look that said a lot of things and all of them were painful. Without answering her, he silently slid a pile of Satang toward her.


  Ning scooped up the coins, zipped up her lip, and slipped them into her pocket.


  Cleese went back to scanning the bar.


  At the far end of the room, at the bar’s entrance, he noticed four well-dressed men suddenly come in. They threw the doors open and strode in like they owned the place. All they needed was their own theme music. One—the one who was clearly in charge—was older, not too tall, and Chinese. The others… were a trio of medium-sized Thai men who all kept their left elbow pressed closer to their chest than their right.


  Cleese knew right away who and what these men were. Not like it was hard or anything. The older guy was obviously a ‘Red Pole’ enforcer. His expensive suit, the cut of his hair, the dismissive manner with which he approached and addressed Mama-san… all said as much. If Cleese was any judge of things, he was gonna guess Silver Peony Triad. The other three monkeys… were some local muscle. Not particularly good muscle from the way they kept eye-balling the waitresses rather than controlling the room, but they were certainly big enough to ruin some poor, drunk farang’s night. Once again, Cleese marked the way they kept that elbow pinched to their side and knew it meant one thing: they were armed.


  Not giving much of a shit, Cleese returned his gaze to his plate.


  Tearing the bread apart, he slowly and methodically began what he considered to be the best part of any meal: wiping up the grease and gravy from his plate with warm baked goods. The bread was good here—as good as they steak. He watched as it smeared concentric circles across the white of the ceramic, leaving eddies in the grease. He lifted the sopping bread and eyed it in a covetous manner.


  “Go on…” he said to the girl and stuffed the dripping bit of bread into his mouth. He slowly chewed and swallowed it with great relish. Grabbing another chunk of the bread with one hand, he slid two thousand baht notes toward her from the stack by his plate with the other.


  The girl’s eyes grew big in the dim light and she reached eagerly for the money.


  Cleese gently took her hand and pressed the bills into her palm.


  “Talk.”


  The girl smiled and turned in her chair to face him.


  “Four thousand baht,” the bartender interrupted, placing the heavy bottle and a glass onto the bar. He then set a champagne flute in front of the girl and shot her a look that expressed both concern for her safety and jealousy for all the money he knew she’d be making that night. Seeing the bubbles rise in the golden liquid made Ning smile. She quickly took the glass in her hand and sipped, giggling and scrunching up her nose as she did so.


  Without looking away from her, Cleese slid five thousand baht notes across the bar to the bartender. With a wave, he waved him away, motioning for him to keep the change. The bartender snatched up the bills eagerly and quickly disappeared back into the shadows behind the bar.


  Cleese set the bit of bread aside and picked the bottle up, cracking the lead seal on the cap. As he poured the dark, amber liquid into the glass, he glanced sideways toward the girl. He raised his eyebrows expectantly as if to say, ‘Go on’ before returning to the task of pouring his drink.


  The girl cleared her throat, took another sip from her glass, and began talking.


  “My parent not rich. They farm, so they poor. With five brother and two sister, money hard. So, my parent say come here to Walking Street. I not prostitute though. I work hard talking with farang like you. Most farang not as nice as you. Not give me money. All they want is fuck…”


  The girl’s voice drifted off in Cleese’s head. He was paying her to talk and, if he were to be honest, he’d not heard a single word she’d said so far. Hers was just a voice he needed in his ear to keep the others—the ones in his head, the ones that were always there as of late—at bay. However, despite all of the noise, the music, the clatter, and the girl’s prattling on, the voices still came.


  “If you want to stay alive out there on the sand for longer than five fuckin’ minutes, you’ll sit here with me. The only thing those idiots can do is cloud your thinking, and, as we’ve already covered, clouded thinking will lead to you having a very fucked up day.”


  Cleese absentmindedly swirled the heavy liquid on his glass and gently shut his eyes.


  “Life just made you one badass motherfucker and now… now it’s time for you to show Life a little appreciation.”


  Pinching his eyes tighter, he knew the voice—the feminine voice—that was coming next, as it always did, and it filled him with dread.


  “I want to try to live again. I want to spend whatever life I have left away from this place. I only want now to get away from all of this…”


  And then…


  “Where’s my refuge? Where’s my happy ending?”


  Cleese winced as the last words echoed into the recesses of his brain.


  Slowly, bit by bit, he regained his composure and let the tensed muscles in his face relax. He realized that his breath was coming in quick, short huffs. He opened his eyes at the touch of the girl’s hand on his.


  “You ok, Mister? You drink too much? Want go lie down?”


  Cleese turned and glared at her as he did his best to put down his growing sense of panic. Her eyes grew wide in response and he saw her pull back slightly in fear. He’d scared her and he’d not meant to. Reaching across the bar, he slid another thousand baht note toward her.


  “Talk,” was all he could manage.


  Ning smiled nervously, but went back to whatever the hell she’d been saying. Her voice was musical in the way wind chimes could be musical when a soft breeze came in through a half-opened window. Her tone was bright and brilliant, full of how own kind of innocence. It was a voice of abject hope.


  Cleese lifted his glass and let a mouthful of the warm, biting liquid wash across his tongue. The drink was warm and woody and it felt good—too good—going down his throat. Turning to once again look over the bar’s crowd, Cleese couldn’t help but notice from some raised voices that a commotion was brewing by the door. The Chinese man and his bodyguards were huddled around Mama-san. The Chinese had affected an aggressive posture and was pointing a stubby finger in the old woman’s face. The bodyguards had edged in slightly to flank her. Cleese idly wondered what horrible transgression could have occurred to prompt four armed men to threaten one little, old lady. Whatever it was, it was none of his business, he finally decided as he turned back toward Ning.


  He was just here to drink… and to listen… and to try and forget.


  Overhead, the music pumped out an erratic beat. Mick Jagger was screeching about wanting to be started up… or that was what Cleese could make out over the over-modulated bass and crowd noise.


  “… so my mother, she work hard. Do many things for people in my city. They pay her, but not much. My fa’her, he drink a lot, beat chi’dren. Not good.”


  But by bit, Ning’s voice intruded into his consciousness, her happy, sing-song tone somehow making her story sound all the more sad.


  Cleese knew hers was not an isolated tale here on Walking Street. This country, while beautiful and peaceful, had sold its soul to the highest bidder a long time ago. Officially, it listed its natural resources as tin, rubber, natural gas, tungsten, timber, gypsum, lignite, and fluorite, but ask anyone and you’ll find that their biggest—most renewable—commodity was human flesh. Misery bought and paid for in British pounds and in American and Australian dollars.


  Disgusted by his own train of thought, Cleese downed the rest of the Scotch in his glass and quickly poured himself another. He’d been in this country for six months now, hiding out, getting drunk, and nearly killing himself trying to learn a bit about Muay Thai at Sitpholek Gym. He liked the place. It was relatively clean and a man looking to not be noticed could slip in, get in some training, and slip out without attracting too much attention.


  The training, at his age, was brutal. The day started with a five mile run in the early morning, then breakfast. Once he arrived at the gym, there was the Torquemadian avalanche of shadow boxing (twenty minutes), several hours of technique classes, uncountable rounds of pad work, heavy bag work, clinching (or “plomb”), two hundred alternating front kicks on heavy bags, three hundred jump knees, two hundred alternating elbows, three hundred sit-ups, and two hundred pushups.


  Then… lunch.


  After eating a small bowl of rice and some dried fish, the whole schedule started all over again.


  As the weight fell off, he noticed that he’d started to look thin and drawn, like a cancer patient. Cheek bones stuck out from his face like bookshelves and veins were popping out from beneath his skin in places he didn’t even know he had veins. The whole thing made him feel more than a little concerned, like it was too much for him to handle. Then, finally, after several weeks of this schedule, one of his trainers, a small man named Gan, came up to him and pointed at his lower leg approvingly.


  “You getting Muay Thai legs! Very good. No martial aht in world give you legs like dat,” he’d said.


  And that was true… however, those legs had come at a painful cost. He’d had to learn—and subsequently throw—countless “chain kicks” which were a series of body kicks thrown in rapid—and seeming unending—succession. But, if a fighter did these long enough, against something hard enough, he’d develop micro-fractures along the medial surface of the tibia. These small cracks would heal, thereby strengthening the bone. They were a painful, but necessary, torture that yielded a lower leg that was stronger than a baseball bat.


  Just when Cleese was starting to feel good about his progress, Gan pointed at what had now become his further defined washboard stomach.


  “You still fat though. We fix that with more running and sit-ups.”


  Any joy he’d experienced from the initial compliment was instantly washed away by the realization that a long road still lay ahead. The thought was like getting dowsed with a bucket of cold water.


  Cleese felt something suddenly touch him on the right arm. At first he thought it was his imagination since the only person who’d been near him was Ning and she was on his left-hand side. But then, it happened again.


  “Sorry, Sir,” a female voice said.


  The voice was older, harsher than Ning’s, and had been ravaged by years of smoking. The timbre of it was throaty and just this side of raspy. A soft breath wafted to his nose, smelling of gin and lemon.


  Mama-san.


  “I must talk to you,” she said with a palpable touch of nervousness.


  Cleese glanced in her direction.


  “Yes, Ma’am?”


  “We have problem,” she said with apprehension, her voice sounding as brittle as blown glass. “I give you Ning, but Ning not available. I forget..… She have ’nother ’ppointment. Very important man. Sorry… so very sorry.”


  Cleese stared into her eyes and he knew she was lying. He noted the agitated way her gaze kept drifting back to something that lay behind her. He looked over her shoulder. Through the haze of cigarette and cigar smoke, he could see the Chinese and his man-meat all glaring at him, their hands placed accusingly on their hips.


  Well, shit…


  “I refund your money and get you ’nother girl. Free! Free of char’!” Mama-san offered. She shuffled from one foot to the other and smiled hopefully.


  Cleese took another look back toward The Chinese who stood there glaring in their direction in his bad suit and shitty “I own the place” demeanor. Cleese felt a familiar nibbling at the back of his skull and knew—just knew—this was not going to end well.


  Slowly, he returned his gaze to Mama-san.


  “No.”


  Mama-san’s jaw dropped and she looked like she was going to cry… which was the most disturbing thing he’d seen thus far in Thailand. Cleese knew he was putting her in a difficult position, but… after taking a read on The Chinese and his orangutans, he didn’t much care. Anger and loathing coiled in his belly like two poisonous snakes fighting in a bag.


  As Mama-san stammered and whimpered something about it all being her fault and how she would make it right for him if he would only let Ning go. Cleese’s vision drifted from the worried old lady standing before him to the ‘Nak tên phī’ shuffling on the small stage behind her.


  The girl was—or rather had been–pretty. Death had robbed her of little of that when it took her roughly in its embrace. Her hair was inky black, cut in a Betty Page bob. She had a figure that was gaunt, water-deprived, but still round and full in all the right places. Her small breasts poked out from her chest; too small to sway, but still ripe handfuls. Her being a UD did not diminish her.


  Not in the least.


  Man, ‘UD’… Haven’t thought of that word in a long time.


  Abruptly, a large hand landed on Cleese’s shoulder. The meaty paw clutched at the musculature of his shoulder and swung him around roughly. Cleese heard Mama-san gasp and stumble back.


  Why do they always have to lay their hands on you?


  The Chinese stood glaring at Cleese contemptuously from about a foot and a half away. His beady eyes shone out from within the hollows of his skull. A thin jaw was held firm and his mouth was twisted into a privileged sneer. Deep furrows lined the sides of his reed-thin lips.


  Welp… somebody’s mad.


  “Farang! Time to go. I already pay. Ning’s mine for tonight,” he said as menacingly as he could. He brushed past Mama-san and carefully slid the barstool next to Cleese’s right out of the way. “I won’t tell you again.”


  Cleese sighed and raised a finger as if to say, ‘one second.’


  The Chinese stopped talking and looked at his bodyguards incredulously.


  “No,” Cleese said, and his tone dripped venom and malice. As he watched the look of bewilderment dawn across the Chinese’s face, Cleese turned and, as a matter of habit, cataloged where the muscle was. The trio had fanned out in a lazy sort of triangle, cutting off any manic run for the door. Like that was ever going to fuckin’ happen. From the ease of their posture, Cleese could tell, this was their standard operating procedure.


  Problem was… Cleese had no intention of running anywhere.


  He’d already paid for a very expensive bottle of Scotch and was just starting to warm up to his date. He wasn’t going to let some half-assed reject from a Johnny To movie come in and piss all over his plans for the night… even if those plans were made up solely of drinking and barely listening to the young girl’s endless stories. Luckily, his brain hadn’t even begun to imagine what The Chinese had in mind for Ning. Had it and he’d have already been feeding this chimp his teeth.


  In a blink of an eye, Cleese marked each of the muscle, cataloged any and all exploitable weaknesses, and figured out three different ways to exploit them.


  One—and it never once occurred to him that he was using Monk’s old cataloging system for tracking multiple opponents—was early middle-aged, short-cropped hair, a wide plate of a face with narrow eyes, and a small mouth.


  Two was older, in his mid-Forties and sporting a thin, manicured goatee. His eyes were a little sharper than the others—like he’d seen some shit—but he was still not what Cleese would ever consider to be ‘battle-hardened.’ Of all of these clowns, he was the one he knew he’d have to keep an eye on.


  Three… young, jumpy, looked a little too eager to ‘prove himself.’ This wasn’t his first rodeo, but, put it this way… his ‘cowboy boots’ still had their price tags on them. Cleese surmised that it was he—the youngest of the bunch—who would be the ‘wild card’ here. His impetuousness and undoubted hair trigger was going to be the initial problem should things go south.


  And they sure as shit looked like they were about to go south.


  Cleese turned back to his plate and started absentmindedly drawing in his gravy with his index finger. Bent over the plate as he was, neither The Chinese nor his goons saw him palm the steak knife and hide it against his forearm in a Hawak Pakal (or ‘icepick’ grip). Once it was secure, he let the tension run out him and he felt his body slowly begin to relax. Now, if there was to be an issue, he’d assessed his competition, gotten himself a ‘chill pill,’ and—most importantly—he was now armed.


  Cleese turned back to Ning as if the subject was closed; as if he was already moving on. He smiled at the girl.


  “You were saying?”


  Ning’s eyes were pie plates on her face.


  Behind him, he heard The Meat chuckle indignantly.


  “Hey, Shazi!” The Chinese said, “I’m talking to you!”


  Cleese turned back to him slowly.


  “Yeah, I heard you… and the answer is still ‘no.’” he said and he turned back to Ning and smiled.


  “Hey!” and then The Chinese slapped him on the bicep. “What’s your problem, asshole?”


  Cleese continued to smile at Ning, but motioned to her with his eyes, as if to say, ‘when this starts, you should be ready to get out of the way.’ He could only hope she was smart enough to take the cue.


  “I have no problem,” he said, turning back to glare at the man. “Now, I’d suggest you leave me be or… I could develop one.”


  The Chinese looked over at his men and shook his head.


  “Can you believe this fuckin’ Gweilo?”


  A man behind Cleese chuckled a chuckle straight out of Central Casting and said, “He must not know who you are, Boss.”


  The Chinese laughed that same laugh and smiled at Cleese.


  Jeez… do these clowns all operate out of the same script?


  “Is that it, Farang? Do you not know who I am?”


  Cleese lifted his hand and licked the gravy from his finger.


  “It’s not that I don’t know, Baichi…” Cleese said, hitting the last word with extra oomph, as he turned to look him dead in the eye. “It’s that I simply don’t much care.”


  The Chinese laughed that same goddam laugh again, but Cleese wasn’t done talking.


  “See, while this is only a girl, I’ve paid good money for her and for her time. And, during the time that I am with her, she… and I’ll put this in terms even you can understand, Bendan… is mine.”


  Cleese turned back toward Ning and smiled.


  “No offense, Darlin’.”


  Ning smiled nervously and started to slide over to the far side of her chair.


  “Now, with that said, if someone, say… a filthy Bàotú like yourself,” Cleese turned back toward the man and slid his right leg off the chair and onto the floor, “should try to infringe on that time, on my time,” he shook his head from side to side in disgust, “he should be prepared for the inevitable outcome.”


  Being called a thug in his native tongue pissed The Chinese off… exactly as Cleese had intended.


  “D’iu ne lo mo ah!” The Chinese shouted and backhanded Cleese across the right side of his face. Infuriated, he screamed and then pounded both fists against the top of the bar.


  For the briefest of moments, Cleese felt anger rise in him like a phoenix, but he knew any emotion was just going to cloud the next few minutes, so he pushed it aside. There’d be plenty of time for anger once this next piece of business was done. Like a cleansing rain, he felt calm wash back over him.


  At this point, Cleese knew the situation had gone way beyond salvaging. He’d insulted the man’s honor and there was to be no talking his way out of that. The Chinese had laid his hands on him in a violent manner and had not so politely told Cleese to go fuck his mother…


  …which just hurt Cleese’s feelings.


  And we can’t have that, now can we?


  Cleese shifted on the stool, appearing to square off on The Chinese. In reality, he was sliding his ass closer to the edge of the stool. He discreetly changed his grip on the knife from the Hawak Pakal to the Hawak Saksak or “hammer grip (what one would consider a “normal” way of holding a knife), pointing the blade toward the floor. He kept the knife close to his leg so that the shadows beneath the bar hid it from view.


  Cleese then searched his memory for just the right thing to say.


  And then, he found it.


  “Tiu nia ma chow ha,” he whispered and his voice held a palpable threat.


  The Chinese’s jaw dropped, his eyes went wide, and a stuttered gasp fell like a shipping crate from his lips. Cleese heard three additional sharp intakes of breath behind him. He’d wanted to tell the gentleman to ‘go fuck his mom’s smelly cunt.’ From the reaction of the goons which circled him like a pack of hyenas, he’d more or less hit a bulls-eye.


  With a soft, almost resigned sigh, Cleese slid off his chair. The instant he felt his feet touch the ground, he quickly reached under The Chinese’s left arm and took firm hold of the dangling tie which hung there.


  Then he yanked down hard.


  No one was more surprised than The Chinese when his head suddenly dropped with a speed that could only have been head-spinning. One second he was raging at the white boy before him, and the next, his jaw was hitting the bar top with a sickening crack. His brain sloshed violently in his skull and the world reeled like a carnival ride. He felt his front teeth—bottom and top –snap and shear off at the gums. Blood pulsed and filled his mouth with a warm coppery taste.


  Cleese knew seconds counted now, so, still holding onto the tie and pulling it tight enough so that it would be difficult for the other man to move, he plunged the steak knife in his hand through the tie with all of the might in his right arm. The blade sank three full inches into the wood of the bar front. The handle wobbled comically when he let it go. Cleese half-expected to hear it make a ‘wubba-wubba’ sound when he let it go.


  The Chinese struggled to move against his new collar, but quickly discovered—with his jaw now pinned to the bar lip—there was nowhere to go. Blood pooled darkly on the laminated bar top. Grunting through his nose like a pig, the Chinese frantically pawed at the knife handle, trying to pull it out.


  That should keep him busy.


  The next few seconds passed like something out of a Sam Peckinpah film. Time slowed to a point where a microsecond was like a minute and all sound in the room faded to an oppressive silence. It was as if someone had stuck their thumb on the turntable of reality and dragged everything down to a crawl.


  Cleese let go of The Chinese and stood to his full height, towering over the four of them. He snatched up the Lagavulin bottle by the neck and spun quickly around. The heavy Scotch bottle struck Three across the side of the head, shattering both the decanter and the man’s temporal bone. As Cleese pulled the bottle through the strike, shards of glass snapped free and deeply embedded themselves in the flesh of the man’s face. As Cleese turned, he caught a glimpse of a thick splinter of glittering glass sticking out of the man’s left eye. Thick, clear, and gelatinous, vitreous humor dribbled from the eye socket like half-set jello.


  One reacted faster than Two.


  Maybe it was the age difference. Maybe it was just the unexpectedness of the assault, but One had his hand under his coat faster than Cleese had expected him able. Knowing the clock was running and that there’d be no time for anything too sophisticated, Cleese did the most direct thing he could think of. He drove the broken bottle neck into the man’s throat, sharp side first, with a modified fencer’s lunge. The makeshift weapon sliced through the man’s trachea severing it at the upper attachment of the thyroid. The glass easily cut through both of his carotid arteries and jugular veins on each side. Looking dumbfounded, One stared wide-eyed as blood poured out of the open drinking end of the bottle like a spigot. The bewildered man was well on his way to dead as he crumpled to the floor.


  Dammit! I’d just bought that…


  Off to his right, the sound of Two pulling his jacket open and drawing his gun was as loud as a flock of pigeons taking flight. Cleese shifted onto his right leg and threw a vicious front “push” kick with his left. His foot hit Two in the chest like a freight train. The blow—called a “Teep” by his Thai trainers—knocked the goateed man back and had him stumbling over his own feet. All of this would’ve been well and good, but the back of Two’s calves hit a low retaining bar which surrounded one of the dancer’s stages. The bar tripped him up and, before he knew it, he was falling onto his back.


  Cleese surveyed the damage and he had to admit… it looked bad. Three was going to need major stitches and maybe a glass eye when he woke up. If he ever woke up. One was going to need a body bag first, and then a casket. Before he could assess what Two was up to, Cleese heard The Chinese moan as he tried to rise. A quick left elbow to the back of his head quieted him down, but Cleese knew it wouldn’t last for long.


  And then, the sound of a gun slide being pulled back went and ruined everything. He turned and saw Two pointing a cocked nine millimeter at him and, far off, he heard a lot of people scream.


  “You fuckin’ asshole!” Two screamed, maniacally. “I’m gonna kill you!”


  In the milliseconds that ensued, Cleese caught a glimpse of Ning already down on the floor, cowering beneath her bar stool, making herself as small as she could. The rest of the bar’s patrons were doing much the same. That or heading toward the door in a frantic mob. The bartenders were nowhere to be seen.


  Two held the pistol in one shaking fist as he wiped at the place on his shirt where Cleese had kicked him with the other. Raising his gaze, his face was twisted into a carnival mask of rage. Cleese figured he’d be taking at least one bullet before the night was over.


  Shit, maybe even two or three.


  But then, from the shadows behind the raving gunman, a dark shadow rose.


  Memory intruded into this reality and Cleese saw the ghost image of a beautiful girl—a girl he’d once loved—standing alone and frightened on a pitiless expanse of sand. Then, gnarled hands reached out from the darkness behind her and took her in their cold embrace. The rest… the rest was too painful to be let off its chain in his mind.


  Two aimed the nine and a smile spread across his face.


  “Not so smart now are you, motherfu…”


  The last word was abruptly cut off as the ‘Nak tên phī’ who’d been dancing on the small stage wrapped her arms around him like an ardent lover. The chain around her neck left little wiggle room and effectively kept her well within the confines of the retaining bar square. But Two had made the mistake of falling over that barrier, And in his haste to shoot Cleese, he’d forgotten about who—and, more importantly, what—might be beyond the barricade.


  As the woman pulled him with an alarming strength deeper into her grasp, the gun fell forgotten from his hand. She took her first bite out of the meat of his trapezius. Blood poured thick and syrupy—like oil—down the front of his suit. Her second bite was deeper and it pulled muscle and fascia away like it was overcooked chicken.


  Two drew a quick breath and started screaming.


  The dead girl dragged him backward onto the floor in something that looked like a rear-naked choke. Still screaming, his legs gave way and, as he fell, she fell with him, her mouth never relinquishing its hold on his neck.


  Abruptly, a sharp, burning sensation slashed across Cleese’s back. He arched his spine in response and spun away. He turned, dropping into a fighting posture: hands up and ready, head down, body positioned to fully face whatever had cut him. He felt a fair amount of his blood dribble down his back and into the back of his pants, pooling in the crack of his ass.


  The Chinese stood with his back against the bar. Blood covered the lower part of his face. He looked like a vampire who’d just finished feeding. With the back of his suited right arm, he wiped
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