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Chapter 1
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Bangkok was hot, the air thick with moisture and pollution. Clay sweated and kept pulling his thin shirt away from his body. Jade, his wife, was too ladylike to sweat, although her tanned skin had a soft sheen. But even she released a sigh of relief when they arrived at the revolving doors of The Bangkok Coronet and its cool air rushed out to envelope them. Clay took out a hankie and wiped his forehead. Jade waved a hand to fan the glow. 

Outside, the streets were hot and crowded. Inside, the hotel was cool and sheltered. As they headed for the lifts, they should’ve felt relaxed. But Clay, a tall man with olive skin, kept glancing around. Jade, also Australian but with a yellow-gold complexion and slanting eyes looked up and wondered what was bothering him. A good-looking couple, they seemed the image of plastic innocence. Yet Clay’s unease suggested something else. It suggested that the look of innocence was hard won and that what he really sensed were vague but sinister forces tightening around them.

But a vague sense was not enough to protect them. Working as potters, their adult lives were normally hazard free and they couldn’t believe, even now, that they might be walking into danger, real danger. What they were doing was a lark, no more. That had been established up there in Chiang Mai when Jade had asked, “Where shall we hide them?”

“In the open, of course.” Clay had been carrying the thick album with their latest photos. “Where else?”

After that, they grinned when people inspected their work. How open could they be? How innocent? So, the vague unease that sometimes settled over Clay was not enough to make him behave any differently. If it had, he might well have avoided the difficulties that were to follow. 

As it was, as they rose in the lift, those vague premonitions did no more than prompt Clay to say, “It’s funny that that should lead to this.” He tugged at the collar of his shirt and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

“But we’re not doing anything wrong. Not really.” Jade again waved her hand to cool her face.

“No. Not exactly.” Clay grinned tightly. There was just enough unease to make him fidget uncomfortably. “Feels like it, though.”

Once in their room, he dismissed his fears, managing to convince himself that they were just the result of being in the oppressive atmosphere of Bangkok after visiting the mountain freshness of Chiang Mai and The Golden Triangle. Clay’s thoughts turned to those places, made holy by hundreds of elaborate Buddhist temples, made equally unholy by as many drug smugglers. He sighed and turned up the air-con; he’d probably remain uneasy until they reached home. Sure, Queensland also had its heavy wet blanket afternoons. But because the Sunshine Coast didn’t have the traffic and pollution of Bangkok, it was rarely as uncomfortable.

With another sigh, Clay pulled off his shirt. With his lean and olive skin, Aussies usually asked, “You Greek or Italian?”

“Nah,” he’d reply, “me grannie was a Koori.” When they looked blank, he’d add, “An Aborigine.”

Jade stood in front of the mirror and rubbed cream into her face. She had glossy black hair and almond-shaped eyes. Their expected colour was brown, but some Irish leprechaun in her ancestry instead made them a brilliant emerald green.

“Wish we were still in Chiang Mai.” Clay sat on the edge of the bed.

“Too dangerous.” Jade dipped her finger into the skin cream. “Too many kidnappings.”

“Still, it was a damn sight cooler.”

“Yes, Clay, being kidnapped is very cool.”

With an impatient wave of his hands, Clay fell back onto the bedspread and thought again about the mountains of Northern Thailand. But gradually the images changed and he thought instead of green rolling hills and blue surf. A pang of homesickness swept over him. That, too, was pushed aside when Jade turned.

“Wow!” He sat up. “You look good. I’m melting. You look pretty as a picture.”

“Really?” Jade did a little whirl.

“You do. You’re a Rembrandt.” Clay smiled. “I’m a Dali.”

Jade laughed. “One of those paintings with melting watches.”

“Yep, I’m melting all right. I could do with an ice-cold drink.” He licked his lips. “How about a beer? Beer?” Clay repeated. “To be-er or not to be-er? That is not a question.”

Jade poked him. “Well, I’m ready.”

With a startled expression, Clay leapt up, found a clean shirt and pulled it on. Jade slipped her arm through his and together they strolled along the corridor, a handsome couple with no apparent cares. But at the entry to the bar, they paused. It was one of those nights when the hotel was full and it seemed that there wouldn’t be a free table. But a slim smiling waiter waved at them.

“Please.” His English was excellent. “There is one small table in the corner.”

“There is?”

“Please, this way.”

“Thanks.” 

They followed him through the chatter. The waiter reached the table first and flicked his hand across the top of it. Clay had the impression that the man had removed something –something such as a reserve sign. But he and Jade hadn’t made a reservation and so he decided that the quick flick was just to clean the surface. 

“What will you be having, sir?”

Clay sat. “Jade?”

“A vodka and orange.”

“And I’ll have a beer.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And make sure they’re chilled.”

“Of course, sir.”

Jade leant forward and pinched Clay’s arm. “Don’t blame him for the weather. It’s not his fault you’re hot.”

Clay rubbed the pinch. “Well...” he paused. “Well, let’s see if you get ice in your drink.” 

“This is a fairly upmarket place, Clay.”

“All the same.”

The waiter returned and placed their glasses on the table. He waited as Clay sipped cautiously at his beer. 

“Yep, that’s great.” Clay’s face lit up with pleasure. Then his gaze fell on Jade’s glass and he pointed with a quivering finger. “Ah, but look there, no ice! None at all!”

The waiter’s smile became even broader. “It is there, sir, but cut very thin.”

“Oh?” Clay stirred the drink with a straw. There was a tinkle as thin slivers collided. He blushed. “Oh, yeah, well. A drink with a clink. That’ll be all for now. Thanks.”

The waiter smiled again, a touch of anger clouding his eyes. With a hint of a bow, he departed. Jade watched him for a moment. “I don’t think we made a friend there. Still,” She raised her glass, “here’s to us.”

“To us.” Clay took another sip of beer. Though this time, it was more a gulp than a sip and his face again lit up. But as he gazed around, he gave a little sigh. “Yet, I have to say, it still doesn’t seem right.”

“You think the Abbot is doing wrong?”

“Not wrong, no. But...” Clay paused and waggled his head. “Not not-wrong, either.”

“I know.” Jade’s smooth forehead creased slightly. “When we’re with him, anything seems okay. Away, everything seems that much harder.” Jade sipped. “Still, it has been pretty easy so far. I expected trouble somewhere along the way.”

Clay placed his palms together in mock reverence. “The Eightfold Buddhist Way. Maybe the other seven were trouble. We hit the lucky one.” He gazed at the milling crowd. “We’ve still got a couple of days. What’ll we do? Where shall we go?”

As Clay leant forward to make himself heard, their waiter hurried out of the bar and signalled to a burly man in the foyer. “They are there.” He pointed towards the couple.

The waiter moved away and the burly man, Bateson, observed the couple from the doorway. He had a photo and gazed from it to them, but only to confirm what he already knew. He tore the photo into pieces and dropped the bits into a bin. Moments later, he returned to the doorway and the waiter greeted him anew.

“I am sorry, sir,” he said, “but we are full.”

“I was supposed to meet someone here about twenty minutes ago.”

“Ah.” The waiter touched a finger to his chin as if remembering. “Please, follow me.” He led the way to Clay’s table.

Bateson pushed through the spaces and rested his hands on an empty chair. “Sorry,” he said, “I was supposed to meet someone here, but I’m a bit late. I don’t suppose you’ve seen him.”

Clay looked up. “No, no one was here when we came in.” 

“Oh. Red-haired, a bit of a belly.”

Clay shook his head. “No? Hold on, wait a minute.” He turned to the waiter. “Wasn’t there a reserved sign when we came in?”

“Was that not for you, sir?” The waiter blinked.

“No.” Clay looked around the room. The vague unease returned. “We didn’t make a reservation. And we didn’t see any blokes around with red hair. But maybe he left and will be coming back?”

Bateson looked put out. “I don’t think so. I really don’t know him that well.” He laughed shortly. “It was a bit of a... a tricky business deal.”

Clay and Jade exchanged glances. She nodded fractionally. “Take a seat.” Clay pushed the chair out. “See if he turns up.”

“You’re sure it’s alright?”

“Yeah, sure we’re sure.” They shifted around the table to make room. “My name’s Clay. This is my wife, Jade.”

“Bateson, Jeffrey Bateson.”

They shook hands. “You a pom, Jeff?” Clay asked.

“Why, my accent?”

“Wearing a jacket in this climate. Mad dogs and Englishmen...”

“Dress for dinner.” Bateson laughed. “And you two must be Australian.”

“Saying pom?”

“That and shortening my name. I’m only glad you didn’t call me Jeffo.” Bateson sat, giving a sigh of relief at taking the weight off of his feet. “So, what brings you here, business or pleasure?”

“Oh, a bit of both. Back home, we have a potter’s studio.”

“And you’re called Clay?”

“It was Mudpie when I was a kid. I had to grow into Clay. Anyway, I take photos of our pots and Jade writes about them. So, we thought we’d take a sort of working holiday. You know, some biso about new pots in Thailand and their source in antiquities.”

“Biso?”

“Business.”

“Ah yes, I see. And has it paid?”

“It will,” Jade said. “A few magazines are interested. And what about you?” Her gaze flicked over his jacket and tie. “Business, it has to be business.”

“Correct. Like you, I’m also in the antiques biso.” Bateson laughed. “Biso, see? Never too late to learn. It also has the added benefit of keeping me out of the English winter.”

“Antiques?” Clay’s fingers tapped nervously against his knee. “I didn’t think that many were left in Thailand to buy and sell.”

“Well, you have to sniff ‘em out.”

“Sniff?” Clay imagined the burly man with his ears extended and his nose to the ground. “You mean like a police dog?”

“Police dog? No, I don’t think that’s me.” Bateson was silent for a moment. “Back home, we say bobby.” 

“Nice word that, bobby.” Clay looked thoughtful. “Not used back in our home, though.”

Bateson took out a pipe. “Yes, I’ve been told that I look like an investigator, a Private Eye. People read too many books, see too many films. My investigations are purely to do with antiques. That’s where the money is.”

Clay’s fingers stopped tapping, but rested lightly on the table. Around them, the noise was getting louder. A group of Germans had burst into a drinking song. Jade leant forward to be heard. “I’ve always liked antiques,” she said. “It must be interesting to search for them.”

“Yes. Yes, it is. But as Gertrude Stein said, business is business is business.”

“Gertrude Stein?” Clay said.

“Before your time, young fellow, before your time.” Bateson frowned.

He stuck the unlit pipe in his mouth, reminding Jade of a fictional detective. What was his name? Hercules Poirot? Agatha Christie? No, Agatha Christie was the writer. Poirot was her detective and he used to say, You will all collect in the drawing room. Then he’d unmask the villain. 

Smiling slightly, Jade said, “Mr Investigator, subclass antiques, what do you think these other people do?”

Bateson briefly looked around. “Oh, those? Well, see the fellow with the gold rings? He deals in refugees. Not the poor buggers who get stuck on leaky boats. His clients are the ones who take their millions with them. Usually on pricey yachts.” He pointed with the stem of his pipe. “The plump one over there, he rehabilitates drug addicts – loosely speaking. It’s called rehabilitation by prescription. The Madame beneath the jewels, she runs an expensive house. Actually, she has a franchise. Something like Brothels-R-Us.”

Clay goggled. “How d’you know all that?”

Bateson tamped the pipe. “Antiques collect gossip, like sh... excrement collects flies. What I’ve said is no secret. If anything, these people are proud of what they do. They have money and money gives them status.”

“Jeez! What about the Japanese over there?”

“Wife shopping.”

“Wife shopping!” Jade turned purple with indignation. 

“Well brought up Thai women are very obedient. They make very good wives for the more traditional Japanese.”

“You mean the Japanese women are too liberated. Good for them.”

Bateson shrugged good-humouredly. “Don’t shoot the messenger. You asked. I’m telling.”

As he spoke, the table next to them broke into song. 

Clay began to rub at his forehead. “Damn karaoke! That hurts.”

Jade patted his arm and finished her juice. “It’s too noisy.” She leant towards Bateson to be heard. “Clay is a bit on the sensitive side. You know, flashing lights or loud noises. We’d better go upstairs.”

“Yes, I think so.” Clay rose, holding his hand over his right eye. “It makes my head throb, just behind the eye.”

Bateson half-bowed. “Then I guess I’ll say goodnight. It’s been a pleasure to meet you.”

“You, too.” Clay put out his hand to shake.

“I hope your friend turns up,” Jade said.

Bateson inclined his head. “I’ll just wait out another beer.”

When they had left the bar, the waiter came to collect the glasses. Bateson frowned at him. “Well, that was a waste of time. I didn’t get anything out of that.”

“Not to worry, someone from The Black Fist will contact you.”

“The Black Fist.” Bateson snorted. “What a name. Someone’s seen too many Kung Fu movies.” He shook his head in disgust. “I can hardly wait.”

Three floors above them, Clay closed their door and leant against it. “Jeez, Mr Plod was getting to be hard work.” 

“Is that why your head hurt?”

“Too right.” Clay began to stomp about the room. “What me a rozzer?” He peered at Jade through imaginary spectacles. “Traditional Japanese seek obedient woman.” He bowed. “See? Me bow Thai. Beau Thai tie bow.” Nerves were bringing out a frenetic humour. Then he paused, suddenly looking around. “All the same, we’d better put the album away.”

“We should. Perhaps.” Jade picked it up. “But you can bet that as soon as we do, someone will ask to see it.”

“Make a copy?”

“In two days? Cover and all? I don’t think so.”

Morosely, Clay sank into an armchair. He winced and sat up. “Damn, I sat on the remote.” He pointed it at the television.

“It’s a bit late for telly,” Jade observed.

“Yeah.” A gleam lit Clay’s dark eyes. “Got a better idea?”

Jade slowly undid the top button of her blouse. “I think so.”

Clay put down the remote and touched his lips to Jade’s neck. She tugged at his shirt and they slowly edged backwards. Sinking onto the bed, shirt and blouse were gently tugged away. Jade made a low sound in her throat. She licked Clay’s nose and he smiled. His trousers landed on a chair. Jade’s short skirt became stuck around her waist. When Clay entered Jade, the skirt was still there. Their bodies moved together, creating an island of heat in the air-conditioned room. 

Later, Jade nestled into Clay’s shoulder. Later still, she turned around and broke the contact. Clay, asleep, made a small movement to reach her. In return, dark shadows reached out for him. With a soft moan, he came awake. In the dark, he stared unseeing at the ceiling. Clay couldn’t remember where he was, nor when, nor why. He just had an ill-formed premonition of a dreamtime gone terribly wrong.
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Chapter 2
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Daylight filtered into the room and touched it with a gentle haze. It moved Clay to fling out an arm as if to catch a ray of light. Jade turned in her sleep. The clock radio came alive and they rolled together in a tangle of limbs. As an announcer delivered the news in rapid Thai, Jade disentangled from their knot and padded into the bathroom. She was brushing her teeth when Clay joined her. 

He looked into the mirror. “Not looking too good.” He groaned.

“What’s wrong?”

Clay brushed back his hair. “I didn’t sleep too well.” He frowned. “Nightmares.”

Clay adjusted the shower to a comfortable temperature and let the water slough away the heaviness of the night. Then he gradually decreased the temperature, until his skin was tingling. Feeling more human, he emerged from the shower and rubbed vigorously with a thick hotel towel. 

Jade pulled on skimpy white shorts and sports top, their hue giving her yellow-gold skin an exotic glow. She stretched upwards for the first movement of the yoga stretch, Salute to the Sun. Clay drew on board shorts, dropped onto the carpet and did slow push ups. Twenty minutes of exercise later, he switched to the punches and kicks of a karate kata.

When he noticed that Jade was watching him, Clay blushed. “I imagine I’m knocking my nightmares for six.” 

Jade tilted her head. “Does it work?”

“While I’m sweating, yes.” 

Jade pursed her lips. “Maybe meditation will help?”

“Meditation?”

“It might help to exorcise the nightmares.”

Clay scratched his chest. “I dunno. I’m finding it almost impossible to settle my mind.”

“We did promise we’d practice.”

“Promises! Promises!” Clay rubbed his cheeks. “The problem is the more I try, the more my mind jumps around.” He made a face. “Oh, well, I suppose that is the point of the exercise.”

With that reluctant agreement, Jade put one cushion on the floor and sat in a half-lotus position. Clay sat on three cushions and just about managed to cross his legs. Eyes closed, he tried to focus on his breathing. Instead, his thoughts turned to the Abbot, an elderly Thai with a much-wrinkled face. He seemed quite an ordinary man, even ugly, until he smiled. Then the whole world changed. He was like the sun emerging from behind a dark cloud or like a diamond suddenly held to the light. The Abbot could illuminate a whole room, a whole hall. He could probably solar power a small city. For him, one was prepared to do anything. Well, almost anything. In fact, quite a lot. Which was why, and Clay mentally sighed, they were where they were now.

And by that, Clay didn’t mean just sitting cross-legged. Now, that was a pain – in the legs and in the back. Nor did he mean this anxiety-causing, air-conditioned living. No, it was this whole thing, this whole blessed business. Of which, nightmares were only a part. In the hope of forgetting the complications of their situation, Clay tightened his legs and again tried to focus on his breathing.

“Mind quiet,” he said to himself. “Follow thought into its original nature.”

But it didn’t work and his thoughts immediately tumbled over each other. His original nature? What was that meant to mean? A sperm? Probably not. The inner bliss that the Abbot had? Well, probably that - in a thousand years. But now? His thoughts turned to Jade. Jade in the shower. Jade in the shower seen through the translucent walls. Clay joining Jade in the shower. When the timer pinged, Clay didn’t feel transcendent. Quite the opposite. With difficulty, he unfolded his legs.

“This meditation,” he said, stretching his legs, “it won’t put us off sex, will it?”

Jade looked pointedly at his board shorts. “Is that a flagpole, Clay? Or are you just pleased to see me?” 

He looked down in surprise. “Wow, that thing could poke my eye out!”

Jade shook her head, blue lights reflecting in the black flow of her hair. “To answer your question, Clay, the Abbott said the goal is non-attachment not detachment.”

“Oh, yeah.” Clay adjusted his shorts. “My very words: non-detachment.”

Jade laughed. In one quick movement, she rose and pulled off her clothes. She then tugged at Clay’s shorts. When he was nicely exposed, she smoothly lowered herself on top of him.

“More non-detachment,” he gasped. “More...” And they moved up and down together.

The pleasure of sex did for Clay what meditation failed to do and, for a while, he did manage to stop his thoughts. But the vague unease returned during another quick shower and while dressing. Pushing the feeling down, he locked their door and they strolled together to breakfast. 

At the entrance to the restaurant, Jade held out a warning hand. She peered through the doorway. “Good,” she said. “No Bateson. I don’t want bobby for breakfast.”

“We don’t need no plod on toasties,” Clay sang to a half-remembered pop song. On the way to a table, he collected a newspaper and idly turned its pages. “Let’s try for a few more photos,” he suggested. “Remember last year, the tubby monk with the spaceship cigar stuck in his mush?”

“Giving out a big black mushroom cloud of smoke. Even the Buddhist mags had wanted that.”

Clay turned from the paper to their travel guide. “I reckon the Emperor’s Palace is the go.” He forked egg into his mouth and munched on toast. With a second coffee, he finished eating and again reached for the coffee pot. He was about to pour a third cup when he paused. “Better not, it’ll make me too wired. You ready?” 

Jade, sipping orange juice, raised her glass. “I’ll just finish this.”

They were about to leave their table when Clay motioned for his wife to hold still. Mock-surreptitiously, he searched the dining room. “The coast is still clear,” he whispered and pretended to hide beneath a cloak.

“You are a fool.” Jade smiled affectionately and followed her husband back to their room.

Collecting camera and notebook, they made their first foray for the day into the street. The humidity immediately wrapped around them, soggy and uncomfortable. When Clay looked upwards, the sky was hazy with exhaust. 

“Damn pollution. Breathing this air is probably the most dangerous thing we do!” Clay stuck out his arm for a passing taxi. Unconcerned by its effect on the other traffic, the vehicle squealed to a halt. With other cars pressing on their horns, the driver waited for the couple to enter. They hardly had time to sit before the taxi dashed back into the traffic. 

“Yes? You go?” The driver turned to beam at his passengers.

“The Emperor’s Palace, please.” Clay offered a price in baht.

“Okay.” The driver nodded. His ready agreement meant that although the amount didn’t seem much to Clay, it was obviously more than a local would pay.

The driver pressed down on the accelerator. A futile exercise as the supposed flow of traffic was merely a sluggish moving stream. 

“We could walk just as fast,” Clay muttered. “And we’re adding to the blasted pollution. The only good thing is that it’s air-conditioned.” Irritated, he frowned and peered out the window. Suddenly, though, his whole body stiffened.

“What is it?” Jade asked as his hand tightened on hers.

Clay scanned from side to side. “Dunno. It’s just ... I thought ... I thought someone was watching us.”

“Who?” Jade swivelled her head from side to side, trying to find who was watching them.

“Dunno. Who would, anyway?” He shrugged. “Bateson, maybe? Nah, it must just be worry about the album. I’m just getting antsy.”

Clay shrugged again and returned to watching the traffic. It was crazier than a circus. Amidst a cacophony of horns, everyone tried to overtake everyone else. No wonder, there were so many accidents. He shook his head. 

“Mad, mad. It must be the heat.” He laughed with a distinct lack of humour. “That’s why the Thai are always smiling. The heat expands their mouths.” Clay demonstrated by stretching his lips into a terrible leer.

Several near misses later, the taxi dropped them at the Emperor’s Grand Palace. Clay hopped out, but was immediately sorry. One breath of humid air and his whole body sweated. 

“Jeez,” he fanned his face, “this is terrible.” He scanned the surrounding stalls, his gaze stopping at one that sold drinks. “I’m thirsty already. I’ll buy a couple of bottles.” 

While Clay did his buying, Jade bought two lotuses. She left them on a small shrine in the hope that the offering would continue their good luck. Yet the gods, Buddhist or otherwise, would turn out not to be so easily appeased. The only short-term appeasement was the ice-cold drink that Clay proffered. But that miraculously evaporated in her mouth before they entered the magnificent complex. 

Clay, as usual, marvelled at the gaudy reds and golds of the ornate buildings. He laughed. “It’s like being inside a giant wedding cake.” 

When she saw that the bright colours of this homage to Buddhism were lifting Clay’s spirit, Jade decided to swing into action. She began when a saffron-clad monk passed them, his shaved head bent. Jade winked at him and Clay took a photo of the shy Asian juxtaposed against the bold westerner. The monk blushed, took a step away but then turned.

“Could you send me a copy?” he asked in Oxford English.

“Ah!” Clay hadn’t expected the smooth tones. “Sure? Where to?”

The monk wrote an address. “My home. I’ll be back in civvies in a few weeks.”

The young monk walked on. “Civvies?” Clay echoed. “Who says civvies nowadays?”

Further in, they came to the statue of a huge blue-faced warrior guarding a temple. Jade gazed at it for a few moments, then said, “Stand there and scowl.” Clay did so and she took a photo. “Now,” she declared, “we can have a competition, a guess-which-one-is-the-monster competition.”

Clay grinned, but his neck prickled. Pulling his shirt away from his neck, he looked at the towering guardian. Behind it and against the sun, the gold and blue of the temple were turned to a looming black. The darkness reminded him of his dream, and Clay shivered as bony fingers crawled along his spine. He turned and squinted into the milling crowds.

At the look on his face, Jade also turned. “What?” she asked. “What is it?”

Clay shook his head. “Dunno. That feeling again. Being watched.” He frowned. “They say my grannie was psychic.”

Jade watched him. “Maybe the meditation is making you more sensitive.”

“Oh, I’m sensitive all right.” Clay shaded his eyes and looked into the distance. The young monk waved at him. “Could’ve been him.” Clay lightly touched the guardian statue. “Maybe it’s the spirit in this. He doesn’t like us being so commercial.”

“We’re not so commercial.” Jade pulled at his arm. “Let’s leave here, then. Go down to the river.”

They left the Emperor’s Palace and joined the queue for a taxi. Clay haggled over the fare and, at the floating market, again haggled over the price for a boat. The amounts he saved were tiny, but the process took his mind away from the shadows that were bothering him. 

But Jade, embarrassed by her husband’s intense haggling, poked him in the ribs. “Don’t get so carried away. It’s only a few dollars.”

“It’s not the money.” Clay sought for a defence. “Haggling is a tourist activity.”

They stepped down to their boat and Clay waved at the scene around them. The river was as crowded with vessels as the roads were with cars. Small boats glided by, laden with fruit and vegetables. Crowds of tourists strolled along the sides, inspecting the rows of stalls on the river banks. Most of the vendors were middle-aged women. 

Clay took photos. “The stall people are pretty light-skinned,” he said. “Lighter than most Thai.”

Jade scowled. “It’s make-up. They think lighter is whiter is better.”

A boat came alongside. “You want? You want? Coconut pancake. Coconut drink.” 

Clay raised a hand to wave the boat away. Then he stopped. “I want,” he said, “two of each.” He stretched to hand over money but paused when a shadow caught his attention. He turned in time to see a figure merge into the background. Clay started to rise but Jade pulled him down.

“Careful, you’ll spill us!”

“Did you see someone?”

“Who?” Jade looked to the shore. “A westerner? I don’t know. I wasn’t really looking.”

Clay frowned. “Do we seem suspicious?”

“I don’t know.” Jade scanned faces but didn’t recognise anyone. “I wouldn’t think so.”

Clay gave one more look at the crowds then sat back on the cushions. “It’s the last day and I’m getting twitchy.” He tensed in an effort to concentrate. “I’m gonna relax. I’m gonna relax. I’m gonna relax if it kills me.” From a semi-prone position, he gazed into the water. “What did the Abbott say? The empty mirror holds nothing, reflects everything.” He became aware of his smudged reflection. “This river isn’t empty though. In fact, it’s pretty murky.” He fingered his chin. “It looks like I’ve grown a green beard.” 

“Not quite.” Jade took out her notebook and began to scribble. Clay sighed. He knew that mood. He pointed his camera and started to take more photos.

***
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When Clay and Jade left their hotel for the Emperor’s Palace, a tall man with a scar running down his cheek, dialled on his mobile. 

Bateson answered with a curt, “Hello?”

“They are leaving now,” Scarface said. He had a Thai name but insisted on the gangsta nickname. “I have a man watching them and I will let you know when they are on the way back.”

“Okay. I’ve got your key. I’ll check them out.”

Bateson laid out a suit. Though dark, it was made in Bangkok and was cooler than jeans. Not that he wore jeans. Not when he was being an antique dealer, he didn’t. He went down two floors in the lift, nodding amicably to anyone he passed. With just a surreptitious glance to check that no one was watching, he slipped a key into Clay’s door and turned it. The door opened smoothly. He locked it behind him, put on rubber gloves then used a handkerchief to remove any prints from the knob. Satisfied, he went into the centre of the room and began a slow survey.

The space was similar though not identical to his. It had a double bed, a fridge and air-con. A medium size TV was surrounded by ornate paintings of Buddhas. A thick photo album rested on an ornately carved table. Not unused to being in unfamiliar rooms, Bateson let impressions soak in. Then he began to search. He knew what he was looking for, but wasn’t exactly sure of its dimensions. The Black Fist didn’t know either. He was pretty sure, though, that he’d know the antique item when he found it. Considering his options, he was also pretty sure The Black Fist wouldn’t know it from a fake. 

So, all things considered, he asked himself, did he want to find this particular antique at this particular time? 

He opened the wardrobe. Yes, he did want to find it. Men’s clothes were on one side, women’s on the other. He patted them down. No, not there. But he didn’t want to find them right now. He might not be straight, but he wasn’t a killer either. Bateson opened drawers. Nice knick-knacks, there, but still not what he wanted. The Black Fist was a Bangkok gang that wanted to widen its field of operations. They wanted to send a signal. Good, great. But he wasn’t going to be the one that enabled them to send it. Bateson opened a suitcase and tapped its bottom. Oh, they’d think he was going to send their signal, but he wouldn’t. Thank goodness, he had contacts.

With great care, Bateson took the first item from the suitcase. “Imitation plaque. Worthless.” He took out several more and placed them on the bed. Some lengths of Thai silk received a grunt of appreciation. So did several sheets of Saa paper. A search through the rest of the case told him that what he wanted wasn’t there.

In an hour, Bateson had searched all the obvious places. Time to try the not-so obvious. He checked in the fridge and behind the paintings. He tried the TV and lifted all the cushions. Still no luck. Another half hour had gone. Fortunately, the Black Hand was thorough. They’d bugged the room and given Bateson a copy of each recording. A bluff non-emotional man, he’d transcribed it, leaving out the intimacies. The transcription was written in an exercise book that rested in his briefcase, along with some unusual tools. He flicked through the pages. He’d done that before, several times. He scanned the words, letting his inner Mr Plod take over. Ah ha! One phrase caught his attention: hide it in the open. One of them would use it and then they both would giggle.

Hide it in the open? He’d missed that phrase before, but now that he was in their room it seemed laden with meaning. Well, he’d searched in both the obvious and the not so obvious. What would be in the open? His gaze fell on the photo album. Bateson didn’t tingle. He wasn’t that sort of person. But he knew, he just knew, that was where the antique was hidden. 

The burly man picked up the album. It was heavy with its thick covers and photos. He turned the pages. No, not there. He tried to bend the back cover. It was stiff. But thick cardboard would be. Bateson stroked his chin, thinking, then went to his briefcase. Ignoring the interesting tools, he went for a name tag that had a safety pin on the back. Carefully, he pressed the sharp point to the cover. It went in then stopped. He pushed a little harder but it went no further. He tapped the point against the obstruction. There was a tiny metallic clink. He did it again. The same.

Bateson smiled and shifted the pin to another part of the cover. With more tests on both the front and back covers, he was convinced. The antique came in two parts and that was where they were hidden. Clever. Hidden in the open. He smoothed over the minute holes so that only Superman would be able to detect them. Then he sat in a hard chair and bounced the album against his knees. 

What to do? What to do? Suppose he told Scarface where they were? He didn’t think he’d live for long after that. No, he didn’t think he’d last long at all. Could he rip off the covers? Again no. The young couple would scream burglary. Scarface would hear and know why. Could he replace the albums with copies? If he had time, but he didn’t have time. Not now, anyway. Could he make time? Now, that was an idea, an idea that he had mulled over ever since The Black Fist had first pointed guns and knives in his direction. 

Wasn’t it marvellous how the threat of danger could aid one’s thinking?

First then, he’d have to tell Scarface that he hadn’t found anything. Then he suggest that Clay and Jade must carry the antiques with them all the time. This would force the Black Fist to instigate the next part of the scheme, the part that he really didn’t like, the part that sacrificed Clay. He could go along to a certain extent but otherwise, no. Clay was a decent person but not street smart, not a hero. No, he couldn’t go all the way. Bateson gave a heavy sigh. It was back to his backup. 

It was a bit of a knife-edge plan. But so what? Much of his life had been on the edge. He could do it. He could save the good guys – well, he wasn’t truly a bad guy – and make some real money on the side. Bateson nodded. Yes, he’d just have to go one step at a time, one very careful step at a time. 

The big man put the album back in its place, checked the wardrobes and inspected the rest of the room. Fine. No sign that he’d ever been there. He cracked the door. No one was nearby. He locked the door, walking away as if he belonged there.

Back in his room, Bateson dialled Scarface. “No luck.” He looked at his watch. “I was there for two hours but couldn’t find anything. I believe they must carry them in one of their bags all the time. Easy enough with their photography equipment.”

“You are sure of that?” Scarface spoke English with a gravelly American accent. He claimed that he’d lived in Brooklyn. Bateson suspected that his closest visit to America was the cinema. “Could we steal ‘em?”

“Not if Clay actually keeps them stuffed under his shirt.”

“Knock him off?”

“A tourist? Come on, old chap. The police are known to be corrupt here, but they couldn’t overlook something as big as that. Plus, you’d probably get the Australian embassy involved and they’d bring in the Australian police. They, if you don’t happen to know, are not in the habit of taking dishonest money.”

“Good cops?” Scarface laughed. “Never heard of such a thing.” He was quiet for a moment and Bateson let him think. “Everyone has their price, but that does not matter. We will do what we were going to do, anyway. Everything is set. We need to make our name.”

“Good. Then let’s get on with it.” Bateson made his voice strong and convincing. Then he disconnected, went to a window, and wondered.

When he regained his usual composure, he went through his phone. Good, all the information he needed was there. He began to dial one crucial number, but stopped. No, he wouldn’t use this phone. The Black Fist probably had that bugged as well. He’d go for a stroll and buy a couple of new ones. It wasn’t too much of an expense on which to hang a life.

***
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By the time Clay and Jade returned to their hotel, the blanket of humid air was weighing down their eyes. They sank onto the bed, only hands touching, and Clay immediately slipped into near sleep. In this hypnagogic state, he found himself in a foetid mist, floating above a murky river. He had a straggly green beard that was being dragged along in the turbulent flow. So were the long green wires of his eyebrows. He was pulled and pulled, but he never moved. Fighting against the pull, he came awake. Still embroiled in the dark memories of sleep, he sat up and tentatively touched his eyebrows. There was a watery sound and he thought he’d brought the murky river with him from dream to waking. Then he realised: it was Jade in the shower. He relaxed as the bathroom door opened and she came out, her skin shining like copper against the white of a towel. 

Clay reached for her. “When all is gone, there is always you.”

She put his hand to her breast. “Always us.”

Yet despite their closeness, Clay smelt the smell of the foetid mist come between them. Disturbed, he shook his head to dismiss the lingering shadows of his dream. With an anxious smile, he moved around Jade and entered the bathroom. Under the hot spray, he told himself that the dreams were not a premonition, but were just the result of nerves. He and Jade were in the right and the Abbot would protect them. Feeling calmer, he towelled down and put on neat slacks and a white shirt. 

“Ready?” Clay kissed his wife, slowly and sweetly.

“Ready,” she replied, giving him a puzzled look.

He shrugged. “Just feelings.”

Then putting her arm through his, they descended in the lift and entered the restaurant. 

Once seated, Clay eyed a nearby table. “Look at that steak,” he muttered.

Jade shook her head at him. “Recidivist. If we want to be like the Abbot, we have to be vegetarians.”

“But do want to be exactly like him? Oh, well, I suppose we try.” Clay waved the menu. “What’re you having?”

“Eggs. Again.”

“Eggs again?” Clay raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Thinking of getting laid?”

Jade smiled briefly. “It’ll be good to get back. See the Old Man again.”

“Yeah. Adventure’s fine, but you can get too much of it. Give me the quiet life.” Clay sipped from the one glass of wine that vegetarians were allowed. “You know, cleaning the car and mowing the grass.”

“I clean the car. And we don’t have grass, it’s all native.”

Clay waved reality away. “You know what I mean. Pots, sculpture.” He screwed up his face, thinking. “Did you hear about the potter who fell asleep at his wheel? Gave him quite a turn.” 

“That time, is it?” Jade squinted her eyes into a thin emerald line. “She was only the potter’s daughter, but she was still his next of kiln.”

“Kiln? Kiln? Oh, kin. That’s a good one.” They ate slowly, racking their brains for more puns. Clay eyed his empty wine glass. “How about a beer in the bar and then a stroll? Should be cooler now.”

“One drink.” Jade blinked sleepily. “Then we crash.”

Clay nodded. “Agreed. I’m just about buggered.”

In a relaxed mood, they entered the bar. They were greeted by a booming voice. “Good to see you, old chaps. Come and join me. My shout.”

Clay smiled weakly as Bateson waved at them. “Old chaps? Who’s he calling old?”

“Who’s he calling a chap?” Jade muttered.

Too polite to ignore the burly man, they slowly walked over to join him. He had a light sheen of sweat on his broad face and Jade suspected that he’d been waiting for them, drinking the time away. 

“My shout,” he repeated.

“Right.” Clay signalled for the bartender. “Nice of you.”

“So where exactly did you say you come from?” The bar was almost empty tonight and Bateson’s voice boomed around them.

Clay took a step back. “We’re from Yandina, near Coolum, on the Sunshine Coast.”

“Thought the Sunshine Coast was in Florida or Miami, one of those places?”

“We’re just a couple of hours north of Brisbane.”

“Brisbane? Oh, Brisbane?” Bateson heavy face creased. “That was on the news here, recently. Wasn’t it?”

“Yeah? I dunno.” Clay kept his face in neutral.

“Something about a Buddhist Centre.” Bateson emitted whiskey fumes. “Or maybe it was surfing? I really don’t recall. I think I’m a bit under the weather, old boy.”

Clay tensed. Wondering what to say when Jade dropped her bag. “Oops, silly me.” She bent to pick it up.

The interruption allowed Clay to relax. “Perhaps a Buddhist Centre went surfing?” he said. “We are known to do odd things on the Sunny Coast.”

“That’s a good one. Cheers.” Bateson raised his glass. “No, I think it was more formal than that. Some governmental thing. Doesn’t matter. Who knows?”

“Who knows?” Clay echoed. “I certainly don’t.”

“Indeed.” Bateson made an effort to shake off the alcohol. “Whatever I heard was about the drift of Buddhism to the west. Well, of course Australia’s to the south but it’s still the west. Funny that, isn’t it?”

“Yes, very. In our case, south is west.” Clay faked a laugh. “But I dunno that people on the Sunshine Coast would be interested in Buddhism. Their way is the way of the surfboard.”

Bateson nodded. “No doubt, no doubt. But Buddha on a surfboard? It works. Australians come here for meditation. Some of them are sure to take it home.”

“But meditation and surfing?” Jade put in. “Surely not?”

“Why not? Look at Japan and the samurai. They combined martial arts with meditation.”

“But on a surfboard,” Clay said. “You’d fall in.” He pretended to fall. As he straightened up, he casually threw in, “Oh yeah, did you go to the floating market today?”

Bateson made a face. “What on earth for? It doesn’t have any antiques.” He looked horrified. “You didn’t buy any antiques there, did you? No one tried to sell you antiques?”

“No, no. Just a thought.”

Jade, yawning behind her hand, set down her glass. “You’ll have to excuse us. It’s been a long day and we leave early tomorrow.”

“Of course. It’s been nice knowing you both.” Bateson rose and shook their hands. He waited until they were out and then rested his chin in his palms. It occurred to him that while waiting, he’d drunk too much. But going over what he’d said, he was pretty sure that he hadn’t given anything away.

Jade sighed with relief as they returned to their room. “Thank goodness, it’s our last night.”

“Last night,” Clay echoed. He set the air-conditioning to the minimum. “That bloody thing steals our energy.”

They curled together in bed, lazily caressing. Their actions grew slower and they moved apart. Sleep claimed them and Clay began to dream. He saw the colourful guardian that stood in front of the Golden Palace. The pinks and golds of the Palace then turned into a giant cake. A dark figure with a green beard emerged from it. The figure loomed over Clay. He wanted to back away but found himself unable to move. A grinning monk took photos. Though Clay couldn’t move, he was sucked into the camera. In and in and in. Dream fighting and shouting, he awoke. He was covered in sweat and his feet were trapped in the sheet. 

Clay lay in the dark. The dark was coming for him. Something was. Something was coming. His heart pounded. What to do? What to do? He needed light, the Buddha’s light. Meditate on the Buddha’s light. Envelope himself in the Buddha’s light. Repeating over and over that he was a being of light, Clay gradually managed to reduce the pounding of his heart. Though he didn’t think he would be able to, eventually he even managed to again fall sleep.

The morning sun was a relief and Clay rose early. Jade awoke soon after and they hurried through breakfast. Their packing complete, Jade made a final check of all the drawers. 

“Camera?” she asked. 

Clay tapped his shoulder bag. 

“Album?” 

“Here.” He opened his shoulder bag.

“Cheques?”

“Check.”

Jade sent Clay a look. “Okay, let’s go.”

They went downstairs and Clay settled their bill. A doorman signalled to a taxi for them and they loaded up their bags. As they were pulled away, Clay restlessly turned from the side window to look out of the back.

“What?” Jade asked.

“That feeling. Spiders on my neck.”

Jade also turned. “I don’t see anyone.”

“Me neither.”

“Okay, okay. Don’t shout.”

Clay heard the fading echoes of his voice. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Nerves.”

The taxi accelerated and weaved through the traffic, the wild stop-go driving giving Clay a sour pleasure. At least, it took his attention away from the spiders on his neck. The twenty-five kilometres took forty minutes, good time for Bangkok. The taxi screeched to a halt at the international airport and a porter ran out to collect their bags. The departure lounge was crowded. Jade clutched onto Clay so that they wouldn’t become separated. 

“What a mix of people,” Jade said.

Clay didn’t reply, he was still feeling edgy. 

Pushing their luggage, they joined the queue for the flight to Brisbane. They approached the counter where a stern-faced officer was checking the luggage. Most people, he waved on. About one in five, he searched. Clay sighed. Jade noticed and gripped his arm. There was a young backpacker couple in front of them. The officer went through their luggage. Clay breathed out with relief. They would probably be missed. Clay handed across his passport. The officer glanced at it then seemed to look beyond them. His face tightened. 

“Open your cases, please,” he demanded.

“We just have a few presents.”

“Open your cases!”

Reluctantly, Clay undid the locks and pulled back the lids. The officer poked through the layers and pulled out a small wooden Buddha. Clay tensed. He didn’t know if it was illegal to take it out of the country, but he’d argue his case for it. But the officer just put it to one side. He reached in further, his hand causing ripples in the clothing. Then his arm stopped moving and he smiled thinly. Clay felt his stomach lurch. Rationally, he only expected the man to pull out a second statue or another piece of jewellery. Yet he still felt sick. The reaching figures from his dreams were pulling at him. Unmoving, he was being sucked into a camera. 

The officer withdrew his hand. An opaque plastic bag lay within his palm. Startled, Clay reached for it, but the man swiftly drew away. Jade shivered. They watched in horrified fascination as the officer opened up the bag. Inside was a white powder. They all stared at it. Once again, the officer seemed to look over Clay’s shoulder. His face became all edges.

“I’m sorry, sir,” His voice was as cold as ice, “but we must hold you until this has been analysed.”

“Shit! Let me see that!”

Clay snatched for the bag but four big policemen suddenly appeared and grabbed his arms. The officer carefully dipped his finger into the powder and touched it to his lips. 

“Heroin,” he muttered.

“Heroin!” Clay echoed. “Heroin!” Foolishly, he added. “But I don’t even smoke!”

No one replied. Strong hands gripped Clay. Half walking, half dragged, he was led away. Jade followed, her face an ashen white.
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Chapter 3
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The nightmare began. Clay was hustled away before a suddenly silent crowd. Arms holding him, he was pushed into a car with Jade struggling to keep up.

“I’m coming, too,” she shouted.

“No!” a policeman snapped.

“I am! I am!” 

She pushed to enter the car with Clay. A policeman squeezed her arm and tried to yank her out. But at murmurs from the surrounding crowd, he let her go. In stunned silence, she slid into the back seat. The car accelerated away from the airport and joined the crazy streets in the ever-reaching suburbs of Bangkok. After twenty minutes, they came to a blocky stone building.

“A prison!” Clay gasped.

“No prison,” the policeman grunted. “Special house.”

Clay was hauled into a small room. A hawk-faced man was reading a document. He looked up briefly at their approach then continued to read. Clay, after a questioningly look at Jade, coughed. The official glanced at them. His expression was cold and contemptuous. Eventually, the policeman spoke in Thai to the official. The man sighed and put the document to one side.

“Who are you?” he barked. “What are you doing in Thailand? Why do you have heroin?”

“We don’t,” Clay protested. “We know nothing about it.”

“Don’t play with me. We have many like you in our jails.”

“We’re just tourists. Honest. Do we look like we do drugs?” Clay extended his arms, showing that he had none of the tracks left by injecting. 

“Then you
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