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"While no-one knows exactly how large the illegal wildlife trade is, this much is certain: It's extraordinarily lucrative. Profit margins are the kind drug kingpins would kill for. Few smugglers are ever caught, and penalties are usually no more severe than a parking ticket. Wildlife trafficking may very well be the world's most profitable form of illegal trade, bar none."

 

Bryan Christy, National Geographic.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The old woman waited for the last of the customers to leave before she shuffled unsteadily towards the till. The muscles in her legs ached from her journey, but her husband had asked her to come and she loved him dearly. She would have gladly walked to the ends of the earth, if he'd asked her to. 

He had once been a handsome man; strong and hardworking. But the years had been unkind to him. With old age came aches and pains not experienced in the vigour of youth. No longer able to work the land and with no family in China to support them, they had left for Belfast to live with their only daughter. Now, only a few months into their new life together, he was confined to his bed. He had told her this morning that it was only the consumption of her specially prepared tea and the sight of her beautiful brown eyes that kept his soul inside his failing body, and away from the beckoning gates of heaven. He had always been a dreamer, and that's why she loved him, but he was right about one thing – her tea was special.

The young man on the till recognised her as she approached and barely lifted his head to look at her. Knowing what she wanted, he reached underneath the counter, fumbling for a second with his tongue reaching out of the side of his mouth and his eyes squinting. He came up with a small clear plastic bag in the palm of his hand, the expression on his face now changing to one of surprise, like an amateur magician pleased at finding a rabbit inside his hat.

"Ta Daa!"

 He lifted it to his face and let it dangle there between forefinger and thumb as he stared at the tiny quantity of off white coloured powder it contained. He was young and naive, she thought, and not yet past a scolding if he pushed his luck much more.

"Don't mock me boy! One day you might need the spirit of the tiger. Sooner than you think I'd guess!"

She tried to snatch the bag from his hand, but he pulled it back and wagged a long skinny finger in her face.

"Mr Wu said the price has gone up to £300 per gram and that all customers must pay their debts before any further sales. You already owe £200 from last month, Mrs Zhao."

The boy waved the bag in front of her and slouched back into the stool behind him. He was cocky and brash, just like the men who controlled him. The brutal and violent men of the triads who controlled all of the Chinese black market, even here in Ireland.

Tu Zhao sighed to herself and reached into the depths of her purse to retrieve the last of her money. What good would money be to her without her husband? She would gladly pay twice the price for just another few weeks with the man she loved – she just didn't have it. Having walked so far, Tu wasn't prepared to turn away with nothing. She placed £200 on the counter and then began slowly removing the rings from her fingers. Most of them were of some worth and she would miss them greatly, but the boy didn't seem impressed.

"No, no, no. That's not enough! Mr Wu will not be happy if I accept that."

He slipped the cash into his pocket and idly poked at the rings on the counter, but his greedy eyes lingered on her fingers and soon found what they were looking for.

"That one should tide you over until next month, Mrs Zhao."

Tu's heart sank and she cupped her left hand in her right, hiding the wedding ring he wanted in exchange for the powder. 

"No, you can't! It is dear to me. Please!"

"No ring, no magical powder. Makes no difference to me."

With that, he slumped back onto the stool, feigning disinterest but keeping a guarded eye on her wedding ring. It was by far the most treasured possession she owned and the most valuable. It was a plain silver band and the diamond it contained was small but of the finest quality her husband could afford. But what was it worth without the man who had given it to her all those years ago on the banks of the Yangtze River? Tu slowly released her hand and twisted the ring from her finger. Reverently, she placed it onto the counter and pushed it towards him. 

"Have a nice day, Mrs Zhao!"

The boy swiped the ring up and placed it into the same pocket as the money, then turned away from her to play with his mobile phone; ignoring her like she no longer mattered, nothing but an inconvenience in his busy life. Tu picked up the bag of powder, placed it into a hidden compartment in the side of her bag and left the shop to begin her long walk home in the cold Irish weather.

#  #  #

It was a wet and windy morning and the sun had still to show itself over the rugged hills of the Zhejiang Province of China. At the edge of a small village, nestled on a hillside overlooking the Qiantang River, the bad weather, and the thought of what this particular day would bring, kept Aiguo Chang in his bed. It would take a great force of willpower to raise him from where he lay. But the soft whispers of his wife, and a not so gentle nudge to his ribs, were enough to get him up and moving.

"Please, Aiguo. It is the first job you have been offered in months! The children are hungry and we cannot go on much longer. You must go!"

Wearily, Aiguo kissed her on the cheek and silently slipped from the bed to get dressed. 

He moved quietly so as not to waken their two young children, allowing his wife a well-deserved extra few minutes in bed and Aiguo the time to exit the house without a million questions from his sons about the new job he had acquired in the big city, at The Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary. Aiguo didn't want to think about it.

His two sons, of seven and five, were too young to understand that their father could feed them no longer. Too young to understand that their family's very existence depended on him swallowing his pride and accepting the job offered to him. He had taught them from an early age to respect the land around them, to appreciate the plants and the animals and live in harmony with the planet. By accepting this job, Aiguo would be contradicting everything he ever stood for and had taught his children to do.

Once safely out of his house and onto the quiet dirt track that would eventually lead him into the city of Hangzhou, Aiguo slowly placed one foot in front of the other, determined to reach his work on time, collect his meagre earnings after a hard day's work and provide for the people he loved. What that work entailed would have to be pushed to the back of his mind, compartmentalised, and dealt with in the quiet hours. It was a job after all, and a job was something to be thankful for. How else would he put food on the table? 

Aiguo was a butcher by trade, but ever since the shop in which he worked had closed down the previous winter, he had not been able to secure another job in butchery. He had flitted from various forms of manual labour, never knowing where the next day's work might come from. It was a stressful and uncertain way to live and raise a family. This job would be a steady source of income, a job he could rely on to put food in their bellies and clothes on their backs. A job his employer knew Aiguo would be good at. A job that would save his employer money by making use of his butchery skills.

It was a long and hard thirty minute walk before he reached the outskirts of Hangzhou and the front gates of the sanctuary. As he surveyed his new workplace, a burly security guard carrying a long wooden cudgel emerged from a gatehouse next to the barriers and demanded his business. He tapped the cudgel against the side of his leg impatiently waiting for a reply. Aiguo was quick to reach into his pocket and retrieve the small slip of paper given to him by Mr Liu. After reading the letter, the guard's initial aggressive greeting melted away and a smile spread across his face. He slipped the cudgel into the belt at his waist and offered a hand in greeting.

"Welcome, Mr Chang. I have been expecting you. Mr Liu instructed me to show you around before you begin your work today. Please, follow me."

Clearly proud of his job and the establishment he protected, the guard showed Aiguo through the gatehouse and into the confines of the park. It was still very early, and although the sun had now risen and the park was slowly coming to life, few people interrupted them. When they did, the guard proudly introduced him as the new Head of the Medicines Department. A title Aiguo would take a while to adjust to.

Aiguo had only been to visit once before. His children had begged him to take them and reluctantly he conceded. Although they had oohed and aahed at the many creatures on display, never having seen the majority before in their short lives, it broke Aiguo's heart to witness these rare and beautiful animals in such squalid conditions. Huge bull elephants swayed from side to side, contained in concrete enclosures no larger than his garden. Sickly, emaciated tigers prowled the confines of their tiny cages, clumsily stepping around piles of their own faeces and urine, and giving off such a pungent smell that it clung to Aiguo's clothes and nostrils long after leaving. How was he going to work every day in this hell hole? 

He would work here for his family. He would close his mind to reality and picture instead all the luxuries he would soon be able to afford.

After a long and detailed forty minute tour, Aiguo thanked his guide when they stopped outside a small non-descript concrete building at the rear of the complex. He was handed a scruffy piece of paper which contained the four digit code to the door before him. The guard walked away, leaving him standing alone and deep in thought. 

Before he could type in the code, the sound of a vehicle caught his attention and he watched as a small open backed van approached him. The driver was waving enthusiastically and a smile was spread across his face showing a huge set of yellow teeth.

"Mr Chang! Good morning and welcome!"

Mr Liu pulled the van up to the doors and alongside Aiguo. He jumped from the driver's seat and raced around to the rear, indicating for Aiguo to follow.

"Your timing is excellent, Mr Chang. We have just had an unfortunate and untimely death. Your services will be required immediately!"

On the bed of the van, a tarpaulin covered an ominous mound. Blood seeped from beneath it and dripped slowly onto the ground. Mr Liu carefully stepped around the pooling blood and paused for effect, staring thoughtfully at Aiguo; assessing his reaction and judging him from behind cold and calculating eyes. With a flourish, he swept the tarpaulin away to reveal the still and very dead form of a Bengal Tiger. The tiger was painfully thin and its ribcage could clearly be seen through its dirty and soil stained coat. A pungent mix of ammonia and death wafted up from the corpse to assault his nostrils.

Aiguo forced a smile and clapped his hands together, keen to impress his new employer.

"A magnificent specimen, Mr Liu. Very unfortunate that it has died, but I must start my work immediately!"

"Excellent, Mr Chang. Please remember, there is to be no wastage. Every single piece of this animal can be used. I will show you."

With a hearty slap on the back, Mr Liu strode off towards the building behind them and waved for Aiguo to follow.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The city of Belfast is small in comparison with most other UK cities, but what it lacks in size and population it makes up for in character and excitement. Daniel Harpur both loved and loathed Belfast in equal measure. As a boy, the streets were his playground and every corner and shop held a distant memory, but the ones he remembered most and the ones that hurt the most, were memories of Jennifer. He didn't realise how much he needed her at the time, but now he knew it. Everywhere he looked, he thought of her. 

Dan's abrupt arrival back in Belfast had been something of an anti-climax. The last time he had been back was with Jenny. She couldn't get enough of the place and only ever lasted a few months in England before flying back to see her family. Her mother's apron strings didn't stretch very far at all. Dan however would have been happy to never return to the city of his birth. There was nothing left for him since his mother had died, and even when she was alive, there had never been the sort of connection between mother and child that Jenny enjoyed. Family ties were strong in his wife's household and blood was definitely thicker than water, as far as they were concerned.

As he lay on the sofa in his apartment in the south of the city, Dan realised what a complete mess he had made of his life. He re-read the solicitor's letter lying across his chest and threw it onto the pile of others which, he noted, were stacking up nicely in the corner of the room.

"I fuckin' hate solicitors."

Dan got up and poured himself another whiskey, a proper home measure. A measure that would save him having to get up to pour another any time soon. As he stood contemplating the very dubious quality of his favourite drink, Dan gripped a handful of fat from his expanding waistline and vowed to get back into shape. He had made the very same vow many times before over this last few years, and he meant it. It just never happened. Some new problem would always surface to turn him to drink. Whether he created and then wallowed in these inexplicable quandaries for a reason to drink, he wasn't sure. But drink he did, and wallowing in self-pity seemed to be his only pastime. 

In the morning he would get fit, but for now he would drink. This was a cycle of events he had become familiar with. 

He lay back down on the sofa and looked up at the ceiling. The whiskey sank down and warmed his stomach, but Dan knew that he couldn't cheat time. He would be thirty six years old soon. He decided he would make an effort and at least try to regain some of the fitness which used to come with such little effort a few short years ago. 

Dan had always played sport and kept fit. Since he joined the army as a boy of seventeen, it had been a major part of his life. His body and mind yearned for the simplicity of the military. Train hard, fight easy. That is exactly how it had been for him during his time in the army. Everything was laid out in plain and simple terms. You are clothed, fed, given (modest) accommodation and paid a wage! Days were filled with training. Follow orders and all was well.

Dan had excelled, and after only a few years in the regulars, his unit was given a presentation by the Special Air Service. A recruitment video was shown to them and Dan soaked up every single detail, staring in awe and wonder at the mysterious men in black as they fast roped from choppers, blew up buildings and jumped from high altitude to land deep behind enemy lines. The Recruiting Sergeant was small and quiet, nothing at all like Dan had expected. When the presentation was over and everyone had left, Dan approached the man as he packed away his equipment.

"Excuse me, sergeant. Can I have a word?"

He turned and looked at Dan, taking in every detail of the young man before him without saying a word.

"Is it worth it? You know, all the training to pass that selection process. Is it worth it to get in to the SAS?"

"If you're asking that then you need not apply, boy. Did you not watch the video? The SAS is the best Special Forces unit in the world, bar none. What do you think?"

"I'm not sure if I would be fit enough. Selection looks tough."

"Men die during selection. That's how bad they want to get in. Make your own mind up."

With that, the sergeant walked away. He didn't need to sell it. Dan applied for selection the very next day.

 No-one was giving Dan orders now though, and he was all alone. No brothers-in-arms to help him out of this one. He had tried desperately to maintain a high level of fitness and self-discipline, to regain some of his previous conditioning, but life as a "civvy" was difficult. With a lack of training, and more importantly the time to exercise, it wasn't long before his body felt the strain. The battle against the bulge wasn't over, but he was losing ground.

Those early years had been the best. With Jenny at his side and the world at their feet, nothing was impossible. She never asked any direct questions about what he did and where he went, but she was no fool. Dan knew that the last four years of his service had taken a terrible toll on Jenny. At the end she had begged him to leave, to return home to Belfast and settle down. Like a "normal" couple, she said. Dan Harpur was anything but normal. He had a skill set that no other employer would want or need.

Dan recalled the last real conversation they had. He had just returned from a tour in Afghanistan. He was on a high. All had gone well - a successful mission. Winding down with a pint and a laugh with the boys was at the top of his list. Not another domestic with the missus about turning his back on the only thing he was good at. 

He spent all the time he could with her, far more in fact than the other men did with their wives (and they let him know it). They enjoyed their time together, but she always wanted more.

"What would I do, Jenny? I'm a soldier."

"We could sort something out Dan, we have plenty of family back at home and dad said he would help you find something." 

"Aye, your dad loves me." 

Dan laced this comment with as much sarcasm as he could muster. Her dad despised him. Looking down at his beautiful wife, he saw genuine fear in her eyes. Even now nearly three years later, he could remember the look on her face as she knelt in front of him. The woman he loved. He remembered his last words to her.

"Get up, Jennifer. I love you, but I'm not leaving The Regiment."

She left the next day.

With Jenny gone and no-one to keep him on the straight and narrow, Dan went completely off the rails. For the first few weeks he thought she would come back, and while work kept him busy during the day, he took to drinking in the evenings. She couldn't have left him at a worse time. Just back from a tour in Afghanistan meant that he would be rested for a while, with his duties comprising of various forms of training and exercise. On any other occasion he wouldn't have had so much time to himself. The Regiment would usually be either gearing up for a deployment, or be deployed. Now was the time he would have spent with Jenny. As the weeks turned to months the drinking got worse and he started to gain weight. He found himself becoming irritable and bad tempered. Not a good combination for a man living amongst some of the world's most formidable soldiers. Needless to say, Dan started to come to the attention of his authorities.

 In the beginning he received invites to the houses of friends for dinner. They knew what was happening. It was a well-worn path and they had seen it all before. Life in the military was not "normal", and a lot of the wives simply could not adjust to the long periods of loneliness that came with their role. Some turned to other men, some kept themselves busy with children and some simply walked away. That was army life. However this was the SAS, a cut above the rest and a completely different ball game. The Special Air Service would not suffer fools, and Dan had already received a few inspirational talks from his superiors. The kind of talks that skipped around the elephant in the room, but still left him in no doubt that it meant, "Buck your ideas up arsehole, or you're out".  Dan got the message loud and clear, but he just couldn't live his life without Jennifer. 

Why did he not realise this before? How could he have ignored her pleas for so long? He was bored, depressed and angry with himself. Who was she with now? He resigned from the army and returned to Belfast. 

Jenny didn't return his calls or texts. He had called her parents to see if they would tell him something. They had never liked him, and the conversation didn't go well.

"You're not welcome here, Danny. You never were and you never will be."

"Please Margaret, I'm begging you. Just let me speak with her?"

"No. She's going to find a nice man and settle down here. Just sign the bloody divorce papers and let her go."

"I can't, I love her. Just tell her that will you?"

"She's changed her mobile number and wants nothing more to do with you. I can't believe she's lasted this long. Did you not know she used to phone me in tears all the time, Danny? Crying her eyes out, worried about you and where you were. She was bored and lonely son, and you were out trying to save the world. I hope it was worth it. Now don't be annoying her any more. If my Jim gets his hands on you, there'll be hell to pay. So don't be comin' to the house."

Dan got drunk to forget her; the woman who put an end to his military career and left him poised on the edge of self-destruction. But he could not fathom how he was still so much in love with her. She was gone. Already shacked up with another man and living the life she wanted. Living the life that Dan wanted with her. But it was too late.

With his team talk over and thoroughly depressed, Dan sank what was left in the glass and closed his eyes. In the morning it was work, gym and healthy eating all day. He would put Jenny behind him and focus on the future.

Another nightcap to help him sleep wouldn't do any harm he thought. Just one more.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

On his journey home that evening, Aiguo wrestled with his emotions. He was both amazed and disgusted at what he had encountered. When he felt bad at what he had done, he stared down at the bundle of notes in his hand. It immediately lifted his mood and placed a spring back into his step, hurrying him back along the dusty road to his wife and children. They would eat well tonight, and for the rest of the week.

Mr Liu and Aiguo had not seen eye to eye at the beginning of the day. When confronted with his new working environment and the tools he would be using to complete it, Aiguo had complained continually, refusing to operate in such conditions. It was dirty and cramped and the heat was stifling. As he worked, flies swarmed around the body of the tiger, eager for their own small share in its death. 

His employer had been prepared for his complaints and smoothed over any issues Aiguo raised with a wave of his hand and a flash of the huge bundle of cash in his pocket; a portion of which Aiguo now clutched tightly in his hand. Promises of future work and wealth had washed away any doubts that remained for Aiguo. His niggling conscience would simply have to put up with its lot. If Aiguo didn't butcher the tiger then someone else would do it, and Aiguo and his family would go hungry and homeless.

He thought back to what he had learned that morning.

"Very good. Very good work, Mr Chang. But you must waste nothing. Every single piece of this animal will be used and will fetch a princely sum in the city. The park already has many buyers eagerly waiting for their share. Rich city workers will pay a small fortune for the pelt, restaurants all over the world will fight for the meat...and the bones...the bones will be ground down for many different medicines. The bones alone, from this single specimen, are worth more than most will ever see in their entire lives....That is why I need a master butcher such as you, Mr Chang. Your work and loyalty to this park will be well rewarded."

"Will there be more work for me after today, Mr Liu?"

"Oh yes! Of course there are many unfortunate deaths in our establishment. Thankfully the law allows for the disposal of this body in such a way, if it is a captive animal and a natural death. But we don't want the deaths of our wonderful animals in the park to be discussed with anyone. It is not good for business. You understand this, Mr Chang?"

Aiguo looked around the small room in which he worked. As he carefully jointed the tiger, peeling back its beautiful gold and black stripped coat so as not to spoil it, others lurked in the background. They packaged and stored the meat, eyes, genitals, teeth and claws. Whisking the parts away as fast as they could before they spoiled in the oppressive heat of the small windowless building in which he worked. This was not just a wildlife sanctuary, and a poor one at that. This was a farm. A farm for wild and endangered species, where their body parts, bile, bones and their very being were used to line the pockets of its owners, and employees, after their unfortunate deaths. 

Mr Liu waited patiently for his reply, his constant smile gone for now and replaced with a thoughtful frown. Aiguo looked down at the half butchered tiger before him, the unfortunate gunshot wound that killed it all too evident at the base of its skull.

"I understand. I am very grateful for the opportunity to work for you here, Mr Liu."

The smile quickly returned to Mr Liu's face, and he left Aiguo to finish his work in silence.

Later, as Aiguo approached his house he could hear his children calling. They ran to greet him with smiles spread wide across their faces.

"We missed you Daddy! How was your first day at work?"

"Good children. Good. You should have seen the tigers!"

He led them back to the house amidst a dozen questions about his day and the many wonderful animals he cared for at the zoo.

#  #  #

When his mobile phone rang for the third time, Dan sat up from his alcohol induced and uncomfortable sleeping position on the sofa and let out a weary groan. He fumbled around the coffee table with half closed eyes and knocked over an almost empty bottle of whiskey in a painful attempt to answer the call.

"Hello."

"Where the fuck are you, Danny? It's seven o'clock and your night shift started an hour ago. You needn't think that because you're some sort of fuckin' war hero that you can....."

Dan removed the phone from his ear. He didn't need it that close to be able to hear the irate voice of his supervisor Cahill Murphy screaming down the earpiece. He decided that talking to Cahill would be worse than not talking at all, and terminated the call. 

As he rubbed at his temples to try to ease the pain in his head, the doorbell rang and he wondered how things could possibly get any worse. He thought better than to tempt fate and lay back down on the sofa, hoping that that one simple act might help to ease the waves of pain currently pulsing through his skull. 

     These last few months, Dan had found employment at a security firm on the far side of town. It was mind numbing and monotonous work, driving around the city in the dead of night checking on properties of clients on the payroll and chasing off vandals and burglars. Hardly a good use of Dan's specific skill set, but considering his current status as a part-time drunk, he could at least manage the tasks set to him with his eyes closed – drunk or sober. It paid the bills and Dan was grateful for it. Cahill Murphy just wasn't as sympathetic as the recruitment agency that had found him the work.

The doorbell rang again. This time it was followed by a voice he recognised from the flat next door. 

"Mr Harpur, I know you're in there. Can you help please? It's Rou. She has fallen and hurt herself."

It was the quiet old lady that had moved in recently. She and her husband lived there now with whom, Dan assumed, was their daughter. He hadn't met the old couple yet, but Rou Zhao, as she had introduced herself, was a pleasant enough woman. They never bothered him, but often he could hear them chattering in Chinese through the thin walls of the building.

Wearily, he moved to the kitchen table where he knew another whiskey bottle would be waiting and poured himself a drink. He sat for a while and stared at the divorce papers sitting next to the bottle, willing them to say something. This was a ritual he had gotten used to in the evenings.

The letters had found him along with a heap of other legal documents courtesy of his long-time friend Michael Ross. Dan had never left an address for forwarding post on purpose; he told Michael to keep an eye on it and burn the lot if it kept coming. Every so often though, an envelope would arrive containing a few letters and a note asking Dan to call. He assumed that Jenny had been in contact with Michael and she had tried to persuade his friend to disclose his whereabouts, but so far Michael had been true to his word and Dan had expected no less from the man whose life he had saved on a dusty battlefield in Afghanistan. At that time, Jenny had needed his whereabouts to serve the divorce papers that he had been desperately avoiding. The papers that ended his marriage and left him with debts he could ill afford.

A sudden urge to talk came over Dan and he picked up his mobile, quickly scrolling through a very short list of friends and contacts until he found the number he wanted.

"Hello, Mike. It's Dan."

After a long pause, Dan smiled at the sound of his friends' excited voice.

"Fuck me, Danny, I thought you were dead!"

"No not yet, but I'm getting there. How's you?"

"I'm good. All the lads are still asking about you but I'm not sure what to tell them anymore. It's been a few years mate. What are you doing with yourself?"

Dan talked with Michael for the best part of an hour and in the end he opened his heart and let all his worries pour out. He told Michael everything about his sad lonely existence, his spiralling debts and how he missed his life in the army. In the end, it felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

"Right, Danny, that's it. I'm coming over and we're going to get you sorted out!"

"No. I'm all right, Mike. Don't worry about it. I miss The Regiment that's all. Things were simpler then. Is it still the same?"

"Same shit, different day. Look, you have to move on, Danny. Put Jennifer behind you and get those bills sorted. Solicitors have a way of twisting things, but you have to admit she did give up everything she could have had to follow you around in the army, and now that she's gone, you owe her. You need to get off the drink as well mate, that's not helping. I'll take a few days and come over to see you, OK?"

"It would be good to catch up."

"That's it settled then. I'll be on the first flight over. I'll call you when I land. It'll be in the morning if I can make it."

As the conversation came to an end, Danny could hear raised voices from the hallway outside. The old woman had returned and he could hear her arguing with Rou, just outside the door. 

He said his goodbyes to Michael, glad that his good friend was on his way, and stood listening to the women outside. He lifted a half-filled glass of whiskey to his mouth, tasting the fiery amber liquid on his lips, but instead of tipping it up and finishing the glass, he slowly set it back onto the table and walked away. He ran his tongue over his lips, savouring what he hoped would be the last taste he might ever have. The whiskey represented so much of what had gone wrong with his life, if he could just forget it for one day then that would be a start. How could he meet Michael in the morning with alcohol on his breath and bloodshot eyes? Michael Ross would be in peak physical fitness and everything Dan once used to be. No, he wouldn't greet his friend like that. Michael was coming to support him, so Dan would take the first steps to help himself.

As the argument outside his flat trailed away, it was replaced with a gentle sobbing. Dan moved closer to the door to listen. He didn't want to get involved, but something was wrong and he knew they would not bother him if it weren't important. 

He opened the door and found the old woman crying. Rou cradled her in her arms and the two of them were rocking back and forth. Rou was sporting a badly bruised eye and a cut to her head that at first glance would need stitching. They both turned to look at him with teary pleading eyes and Dan knew that whatever it was would be trouble he could well do without. But buoyed up by his conversation with Michael and how he had dropped everything to come to the aid of his friend, Dan was feeling a lot more charitable than his normal self. Still a little bit drunk, but charitable. 

"What's the problem?"

In her hand, Rou held a small plastic bag containing white powder. She held it out in front of her, showing it to Dan; staring at it like it was the epitome of evil and just touching it might taint her forever.

"This is the problem."

Hearing this, the old woman burst into fresh floods of tears, buried her head into the folds of Rou's clothing and renewed her sobbing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Lei Wu was a man who craved order and discipline. He felt that if either of these elements were missing in his life, then chaos would ensue. When he gave an order he expected it to be followed. He did not find this concept difficult, but obviously others did. This made him angry. Anger was an emotion he found difficult to control, but it was that very emotion that made him the man he was today, and he was proud of who he was.

In the open and cavernous space of the Carter International Logistics warehouse, Lei could let his frustration and anger loose. The cause of his current situation was the focus of his attention and was tied to the rear of a van, squealing like a pig and pleading for mercy. 

Through gritted teeth, Lei felt the need to explain his actions.

"I told you not to sell the fucking goods until all debts were paid in full! And I told you that if I found out you were skimming profits from me that I would fucking kill you!"

He smashed his fist down hard on the young man's nose. The satisfying crunch of bone and the responding screams of agony from his victim eased his anger slightly; but he wasn't finished. 

The man was a liability. When Lei had arrived to collect the takings from Laohu's Chinese Medicine Shop, he had been presented with a diamond ring as payment for some of his goods. This in itself was not an altogether bad thing, as he judged the ring to be of excellent quality and particularly valuable, easily worth a gram of the powder. It was the £700 in cash that Lei had found bulging in the man's pocket and the mixing agent callously discarded in the rear of the shop which roused his suspicions. 

He was young and naïve, born in the west and softened by its comforts. Under light interrogation he had immediately confessed to cutting the powder in order to increase the quantity and therefore skim a few sales off the top of Lei's profits. This was not acceptable, although he could still be of some use. He could serve as a warning to everyone else that Lei Wu should not be crossed. If this growing business venture was to succeed, then in the early stages at least, order and discipline must be maintained.

With a speed and precision gained from many years of practise, Lei drew a knife from a secret sheath in the small of his back, and with one fluid movement stepped forward and inserted the narrow blade underneath the chin of the driver. He drove it hard, pushing the long, slim steel blade through his mouth and deep into the brain. Lei released the handle and watched the driver squirm and thrash until eventually his head lolled back and his eyes stared lifelessly up at the ceiling. 

In the silence that followed, only the dripping of blood onto the grey concrete floor could be heard as it echoed around the warehouse walls. For now, Lei's anger subsided.

The triads had been Lei Wu's life since before he could remember. His position in Ireland was his first as a number 432 "Straw Sandal" and he wasn't about to let his masters faith in him falter. As a trusted Liaison Officer he was now much more than a humble foot soldier like he had been for years, and it was his responsibility to ensure that Gabriel Carter, the owner of Carter International Logistics, continued to work and remain profitable. 

It was a very simple and lucrative arrangement. Kojo Selassie, from his many contacts in Africa and Asia, sourced the goods that were required - tiger, leopard, bear, reptiles, fish, ivory and any other illegal or hard to find wild item that was in demand. Mr Liu, used The Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary as a front, to keep and breed endangered animals; this legitimised their presence in the country and, with the adjustment of a few figures and statistics, enabled Liu to absorb the wild product as his own. Gabriel Carter then shipped it around the world; either as an official cargo of animal by-products from the sanctuary or disguised and buried beneath more legitimate cargos. 

To date, everything had been running like clockwork. But the lazy, sloppy and greedy mannerisms of the western people never ceased to amaze Lei. They did not have the same sense of pride in their work that his fellow countrymen would always show. Here at the docks in Belfast, Northern Ireland, Lei was a million miles from where he wanted to be and dealing with useless imbeciles unused to working to his exacting and specific detail. They would learn.

He would not bother his overlord with his problems; bringing his competence into question so soon into his promotion and the operation overall. Lei Wu must deal with this himself, like a true leader and officer in the triad ranks. At his disposal on this cold barren outreach of the European continent, Lei had only five men under his command. Three secretly working in the ships and involved in the haulage of the goods from Belfast to every other corner of Europe via land and sea, and two who stood beside him right now as muscle; so often required in this line of work. 

They stood behind him at a wary distance, knowing all too well Lei's explosive outbursts of violence and his need to satisfy an all-consuming bloodlust when the moment took him. He had heard their laughter as urine flowed down the legs of the man, just before Lei released him into death. They too were hard and cruel, and without a strong arm to lead them, like dogs they would turn on their master.

"Shut your mouths and get this piece of shit out of my sight! And find a suitable replacement to work at Laohu's. I shall go to see Mr Carter and make sure he understands our predicament."

From the built up and industrial docks of Belfast, Lei drove one of Carter's delivery vans out of the city and deep into the lush green countryside of Ireland. He would pay a surprise visit to Gabriel Carter, who lived in a huge and lavish house not far from the city, just outside the village of Hillsborough. Carter was soft and weak. He needed to understand what happens when rules are broken. He would also have to store the powder arriving from China securely until Lei could safely distribute once more.

When they had first met in the docks in one of Carter's many warehouses, he had warned Lei to never visit his home. Carter wanted to distance himself from his dirty work. He wanted to enjoy the money that he was being paid for his services, without ever exposing his family to the dangers of who he was dealing with. Lei felt it was time to remind Carter of just who was in command of their business relationship. Although Lei would have to tread carefully of course - without Carter there could be no shipping. These were the responsibilities placed on Lei's shoulders on his promotion, and he must play his part well or suffer the consequences himself. 

He pulled up at the gates barring entrance to Carter's home and pressed the buzzer attached to a small post which sat neatly amongst well-tended flowers and shrubs in a border next to the road. He could not see the huge sprawling mansion from the roadside but Lei knew it was there, and he knew it housed Carter, his overbearing wife and two spoilt grown up children, all used to getting what they wanted at daddy's expense. 

After a few minutes, a woman's voice crackled over the loudspeaker and Lei put on his best pigeon English accent to greet her; staring into the video camera attached to the buzzer with a crooked smile on his face.

"Delivery for Mr Carter please!"

"We don't accept deliveries here. Bring it to the office in Belfast."

"This is special delivery for Mr Carter only please!"

The speaker cut off and a few minutes later the gates opened, allowing Lei to make his way slowly up the long sweeping driveway, admiring views of the rain lashed countryside as he went. At the front of the house, Gabriel Carter stood waiting to greet him. 

He was tall and slim, about sixty years old Lei would have guessed, with hair thinning on the top and greying at the sides. His skin was as white as Lei had ever seen and it stretched tight over his bony frame, leaving very few wrinkles on a long hard face.

Lei got out and slowly walked up the steps to the house.

"Hello, Mr Wu. Did we not discuss this already? I don't accept deliveries at my home."

"Hello, Gabriel. How did you know it was me?"

Gabriel Carter took Lei by the arm and led him from the door, around to the rear of the van, away from any prying eyes. Lei let himself be led, aware of the ever tightening grip on his arm.

"I only have six Chinamen working for me and only one with a dragon tattoo on his neck! Now what on earth is so important that a phone call won't suffice?"

The rain had eased a little, but it was still heavy enough for Lei to watch as it quickly soaked the thin hair on Carters head. Several large drops of water formed and slid down the side of his pale white face. His eyes were large and wide and they bore into Lei as he waited for an answer.

In a flash, Lei's arm darted forward, his hand clasping Carter's throat in an iron grip. Simultaneously, his other arm swept round in a vicious arc and he struck Carter on the side of his neck with the edge of his hand. The strike sunk him to his knees, groaning in pain. Lei kept a firm grip on his throat to steady Carter as he spoke. 

"Who do you think you are, Gabriel Carter? Do you think it is me, working for you? I killed a man today inside your warehouse for stealing from me. Do you think you are beyond such treatment? I am here to inform you that deliveries to Belfast containing my product must cease for now. You will store them securely until such time as I am ready to recommence business. Do you understand?"

He watched Carter struggle for breath, weakly pulling with pale wrinkled fingers at Lei's hand to release the pressure on his windpipe. Slowly, Lei released his grip and Carter slumped to the ground gasping for breath.

"I understand. But this is not how we do business and I cannot have your product on my property unnecessarily. If it were found by the authorities then it could cause us all sorts of problems."

"No, it could cause you all sorts of problems! I'm told that you are a man with influence, and you have contacts within the police and other agencies. I suggest you use them wisely."

 "For God's sake you can't just run around killing people! There is more than one way to skin a cat you know."

"Ha, very good, Gabriel. In a time of crisis you are still able to crack a joke. Skin a cat...I like it... Just remember the nature of our product. It is rare and very valuable. Or maybe I should seek a new distributing partner?" 

"No, no. That won't be necessary."

Carter clambered to his feet, looking around at his house and garden for any who may have witnessed their exchange. Satisfied they were alone, but obviously wary of prying eyes, he soon regained some of his earlier pompous manner. He pointed arrogantly at the large white van in which Lei had arrived.

"Thank you, Mr Wu. You can go now."

Lei took a step closer to Carter, who shifted nervously backwards.

"Remember your place!"

A woman appeared at the door to the house. She was much younger than Carter, pretty as well. She looked over towards them, then up at the clouds which were growing black and heavy.

"Gabe! What are you doing? It's awful weather to be out. Come back inside!"

Lei looked to Carter, who waved over to his wife like a scolded child. Lei smiled to himself as he gazed over at the woman, letting Carter notice the focus of his attention.

"Run along, Gabe!"

Carter gave him a wary sideways glance as the heavens opened and he ran for the sanctuary of his home. Lei climbed into the van and drove back towards Belfast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The next morning, Dan was woken by three sharp knocks on the door. He had never been one for lying in his bed, but lately, working shifts and drinking hard, he had taken to it readily.

Just when he thought he may have been mistaken, there were three more knocks; lighter this time, followed by the quiet voice of his neighbour.

"Hello, Dan. It is Rou. You told me to call this morning?"

His body protested as he swung his legs out of bed and checked his watch. It was nine thirty, a point in the day he had rarely witnessed these last few months. His head throbbed and his mouth felt dry and sticky. A wave of nausea swept over him and he quickly lay back down when his stomach lurched and vomit entered his mouth. He swallowed it down.

After his act of charity on the doorstep the night before, and obviously still tipsy from drinking hard for hours beforehand, Dan had been pleased with himself. So pleased in fact, that he finished the bottle of whiskey in his kitchen, just for completeness sake; drawing a line under his alcohol abuse once and for all. He struggled to remember what Rou had told him; something to do with powder and a wedding ring, but it didn't really matter. 

No sooner had he agreed to help her, than Michael had texted back with details of his flight. He would be arriving in Belfast at mid-day. Dan had arranged to meet him at his favourite coffee shop, not far from the airport and, as if it was meant to be, just across the street from the place Rou needed to go to. 

He heard faint footsteps walk away from his door and sighed to himself. Whatever it had been, Dan had made Rou a promise of help - he remembered that much. Why on earth she would want the help of a drunk, he didn't know, but he was glad that someone needed him and excited that he would see his best friend so soon.

Tenderly, Dan sat up, gathered his clothes from the floor where he had thrown them the night before and headed for the bathroom. He splashed water onto his face and looked at himself in the mirror. It wasn't a pretty sight, he conceded, and reached for a comb to straighten his long unruly brown hair. Then he brushed his teeth, gagging now and then on the strong minty taste of the toothpaste. He decided against a shave. The thought of the slow and delicate process, hindered by his shaky detoxing hands, putting him off immediately. 

He dressed, cleaned up his apartment as best as he could, which mostly meant getting rid of the empty whiskey bottles and take-away food wrappers, and made his way over to Rou's. He wrapped on the door and fixed a smile onto his face. Something that it hadn't experienced in a long time.

 

Forty minutes later, Dan and Rou had walked most of their journey in silence. This was mainly due to the biting northerly winds which keep their coats pulled tight around their faces, and the fact that Dan was still feeling nauseous from his previous evenings binge. They took shelter from a heavy downpour underneath an archway between two small shops on the Lisburn Road in the south of Belfast city and Dan took the opportunity to quiz her more thoroughly on their errand. 

"So, Rou, to be honest I didn't get the main gist of what the problem was last night, I was a wee bit worse for wear. Sorry about that. Give it to me from the beginning again, before we get there."

Rou, her bruised face and badly scarred head hidden since she stepped out of her apartment, pulled down her hood before she spoke. Dan was startled at the extent of her injuries. The cut had been cleaned, but traces of blood still oozed from the scarring beneath a stained white bandage and stuck to her long black hair. Her eye had swollen shut and the bruising puffed her skin out in shades of black and red. He winced at the sight of her, instantly regretting it as she looked away from him and replaced the hood.

"My mother and father came to live with me these last few months. They are elderly and have no-one else to look after them. My father is sick. He lies in bed and my mother tends to him. He tells her that it is only the power of the tiger that keeps him alive. So she spends every penny they have to buy it. They have very little money, so she has begun to sell her belongings. Nothing I say to them will change their minds. They both believe, along with millions of others, that the bones of the tiger, ground down into a powder and added to drinks or food, is magical. They say it gives strength, cures disease and, most importantly for my father, prolongs life. They will not be dissuaded in this belief."

Rou handed him the small bag of white powder she had shown him the night before and continued.

"Laohu's Chinese Medicine Shop sells this powder, along with other items no doubt. In exchange for this bag of powder my mother gave her most prized possession – her wedding ring. My father's condition grows worse and I fear that if he finds out she has done this, it will be the end of him. I would like the ring back, before it's too late."

Dan, head still fuzzy and in dire need of coffee, was confused. Old people were superstitious, Chinese more than most, but why did she need him?

"What's the problem then? Just take this back to the shop and tell them. I'm sure they'll understand.  I don't mean to sound callous, but why do you need me?"

"Dan, this is not a legal purchase. This is not like vitamins or tablets you lift from a shelf. This powder is farmed all over Asia, illegally. It is in such high demand that huge sums of money are exchanged for the tiniest amounts. My mother owes hundreds of pounds to these people."

Dan could see desperation and fear creep onto Rou's face as she spoke. He was becoming ever more lost in her story, unable to fathom why anyone would believe the ground down bones of a tiger could help their medical condition, and the concept of a tiger farm was almost impossible to comprehend. On top of it all, an intense headache had begun to build at the back of his head, preventing his full concentration. He let her continue as he rubbed his cold hands over his face.

"They are not pharmacists, Dan! It is the triads who sell this powder. The man in the shop is not triad, I know his family. But he works for them, selling the powder and other things under the counter on their behalf. I just thought if you asked him for my mother's ring he might listen, before it is gone forever."

Dan checked the time. It was almost midday.

"OK. Look, we'll nip into Clements Café for a coffee first, I have to meet a friend there and I don't want to miss him. He can come with us. He'll know what to do." 

#  #  #

On the second day of his work, Aiguo left home with a heavy heart. It had been the incessant pleading of his wife that had eventually chased him out of the house, back down the long winding road to Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary.

As he sat now on the steps of his workplace, looking out over the decrepit and rusted iron cages that held the tigers, monkeys, bears and elephants, that so many in the city paid to see, he laughed at how ludicrous it all had become. 

Waiting to greet him on his second morning, was a tiger - yet another unfortunate death. Another natural death of course. It was always very unfortunate when the back of a tiger's head collided with a bullet.

Could Aiguo really continue to live with this lie? Butchering these magnificent creatures day in, day out and never questioning the how or why? These weren't cows or sheep! These were one of the world's most beautiful animals, hunted and poached to the edge of extinction! And where did all the tigers come from? Surely not bred at this zoo? To find an answer to his questions and temporarily remove the stench of death from his nostrils, Aiguo took a short stroll around the park in search of the tiger enclosure. 

He didn't get far, fighting his way through the increasing swell of spectators, before he heard the calls of his name. He looked around and found the security guard from the day before, waving his arms and happily greeting him like a long lost friend.

"Mr Chang, Mr Chang, I'm so glad to see you! It is the latest delivery. Are you on your way to inspect it? The driver is most rude! However, he is a special friend of Mr Liu and I don't want to offend him. Perhaps you could assist?"

Aiguo had no time to respond before the hapless guard bustled him along to the rear of the park where a large articulated lorry stood waiting behind closed gates. On seeing them, a huge black man climbed down from the driver's seat and approached. He must have been well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a bald head. His mouth was spread wide with an infectious smile which sat above a long grey forked beard hanging down from his chin. His deep voice boomed out with laughter as he shook the gates.

"Hurry up you stupid little man! I will have your head on a spike if you keep me one more minute at these gates!"

"I'm so sorry, Mr Selassie! I didn't mean to keep you waiting, but I must seek approval for all deliveries. Mr Liu cannot be found. I have however managed to find the new head of the Medicines Department, Mr Chang. He can ensure everything is correct."

The guard slinked forward and opened the gates, pulling them wide open and leaving Aiguo under the intense scrutiny of the giant. His smile had now disappeared and for an instant Aiguo thought he might turn to leave, but suddenly the man stepped forward and reached out a massive hand in greeting. Aiguo received his grasp and was pulled into a bear-like hug. Laughter rang out in his ear once more.

"I am, Kojo Selassie. Old Liu has told me about you. You're here to inspect my goods then? Very astute indeed, Aiguo Chang!"

Before he could respond, Kojo Selassie put a long muscular arm around his shoulders and steered Aiguo towards the rear of the lorry. He pulled his massive frame up and into the trailer and parted a thin canvas curtain which shielded the contents. Then he held out his hand again for Aiguo and with little effort lifted him into the trailer.

As he worked his way to the front, climbing over various boxes and crates, Kojo beckoned for Aiguo to follow.

"Don't be shy, Mr Chang! Everything of importance must be stored in the hardest to find corners of this container. And I must apologise at the condition of these animals. They are becoming more and more difficult to source. What's left are not exactly of the highest quality!"

He turned to Aiguo with another broad smile, like perhaps he was speaking of some gadget or tool. Some easily replaced item or food source that would soon fall out of favour with the people, who would then move on to something else. Aiguo knew this product would not be so lucky.

On reaching what appeared to be the front of the trailer, Kojo moved to where it met with the side wall, squeezing his long thick fingers into a gap which appeared between them and pulling. To Aiguo's amazement the wall slid sideways with a high pitched squeal, revealing a secret compartment. It was dark inside and he could not see what lay beyond the door, but Aiguo could smell it.

"I'm sorry, but I have had to travel far and wide to source these animals. Although I have tried to keep this area chilled to preserve them, it is very difficult as you can imagine. So I have taken it upon myself to deliver this cargo in person. Something which I am not inclined to do, given the risks involved. I hope you and Mr Liu appreciate the gesture."

He stepped aside and waved Aiguo forward. Behind the partition, which covered the full width of the trailer and a further five metres to the true front wall, lay the bodies of three more tigers. Neatly stacked around them, held in place by netting and wires, were dozens of tusks; some small, some large, some with blood and gore congealed and dried into the thick end where the elephant should have been.

"I have come today with this delivery to talk with Mr Liu. I think we need to renegotiate our arrangement. Tigers are hard to find and prices rise sharply as a result. We need to talk!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Clements Cafe was a regular haunt of Dan's. Not only did he frequent it on a daily basis, but on the rare occasions when he had a date to impress - forced upon him by interfering but well-meaning members of his family -  he would often bring them to the café; seeking its familiar confines in which to conduct awkward conversations about how he ended up alone and desperate. Not surprisingly, it never worked. In fact of late, Dan was frequently drinking his coffee alone. 

He quickened their walking pace as the rain grew steady and increasingly heavier and soon found himself huddled up in a corner seat at the window next to Rou. Although the café was busy, the waitress recognised him as she flitted from table to table and called out as she passed with a tray of food and hot steaming coffee.

"The usual, Danny?"

"Aye, black coffee please, Jude."

"And what about your lady friend?"

Rou shook her head and gave an embarrassed smile as Jude hurried past into the kitchens at the rear. Dan ignored her and turned his attention to the street outside, not knowing what to say to the pretty little Chinese woman quietly sitting beside him, with half her face beaten to a pulp and hidden beneath her hood, hopeful that he could solve her problems when he wasn't even able to solve his own. 

Clements Café was situated on the Lisburn Road, which was one of Belfast's main arterial routes into the city centre, but the street outside was almost deserted of pedestrians; the rain now heavy and persistent enough to chase all but the hardiest for refuge indoors. The traffic on the road though was thick with vehicles and Dan hoped that Michael would be impatiently waiting in the rear of one of them, as eager to meet as Dan was. The image comforted him and he smiled at the thought of his friend and the many adventures they had shared in the SAS; lurching from one crisis to the next all across the globe, but always with a smile on his face. 

The humour Michael brought to almost every situation belied the man's true character. He was sharp, intelligent, as strong as an ox and tough as old boots. The Regiment was his life and Michael always joked that, dangerous international military operations aside, it would be the death of him. Dan doubted it. In his eyes, Michael Ross was indestructible. They had seen action together on dozens of campaigns over almost ten years of service together and when it came to the crunch, Michael fought like a demon. With his help, maybe Dan could fight at his side again?

The waitress interrupted his fanciful thoughts when she returned and Dan's mind raced back to the present, and Rou, who was patiently waiting beside him. The very sight of his huge bearded friend should be enough to scare the wits out of any Chinese shop owner and have her mother's ring returned in time for tea. But a little bit of intelligence gathering was always a sensible precaution before any definitive action against an unknown force, so he decided to ask a few simple questions of Jude - she was the biggest gossip he knew.

 "There you go, Danny. Coffee, strong and black as you like it."

"Thanks. Here, what do you know about that Chinese medicine shop down the street? My friends having some trouble with the owner. Anything unusual ever happen there?"

As she expertly balanced a huge pile of plates in her arms, she shot Dan and Rou a quizzical look, arching her well-manicured eyebrows as she glanced from him to her. But she must have recognised a chance to gossip and launched into a long-winded reply as she carried on with her work.

"Unusual? Strange question, Danny. But now you mention it there are always funny comings and goings from that shop. Suspicious lookin' Chinese men never out of here, with their flashy cars and wads of cash....excuse me and all love...They were in here just this morning you know? All uppity...and in and out of that big black BMW of theirs. Parked in the disabled spot so nobody else can use it ...."

The sound of her voice trailed off as she moved on towards the kitchen with the plates she had gathered, dodging and greeting other customers as she went. But Dan had heard her words and sipped at his coffee, deep in thought. He looked at Rou and offered her a weak smile. She slunk down into her seat, visibly shaking at Jude's description of what Dan took to be the triads.

#  #  #

At ten minutes to twelve, and in the true military fashion of being five minutes early to be five minutes early, Michael Ross filled the doorway of Clements Café with his massive frame. A broad smile broke across his face when he spotted them, but as he approached, Dan could see his friend's expression change slightly when he noticed Rou. Her hood had slipped back, exposing the edges of a livid bruise; her nervous eyes suggesting trouble when they avoided his gaze. 

Michael switched his attention back to Dan without a word of concern and his infectious smile soon returned. 

"Danny Boy!"

He spread his arms wide and the two men embraced like the long lost friends they were. 

Michael wore a long heavy overcoat, buttoned up to his chin to keep out the chill, but beneath it Dan could feel the hard unrelenting muscle of a man in peak condition. Michael squeezed him as they parted, and launched into friendly banter as he sat down on the opposite side of the table.

"You feel a bit fleshy, Danny. Have you been eating all the pies?"

"Jesus, Mike, your ass hasn't even touched the seat and you're straight into it! Give me a break. I'm just a little out of shape. Nothing that can't be fixed."

His eyes strayed back to Rou, who eventually offered him a weak smile in return.

"This is Rou. She's a friend of mine with a wee problem. I was thinking we could help her out on our way to the pub?"

Over another coffee, Dan explained the situation to Michael, who was by now happily slurping at his own mug of tea and wolfing down a large Ulster Fry as he listened, interrupting only to burp or ask a pertinent question.

"You can do it, Danny. Triads? Fuck me mate!"

Dan had sent Rou home when he noticed her increasing discomfort in Michael's presence, promising her he would return later with the ring. She had nodded her head and smiled, likely glad she would not need to go to the shop again herself, but she whispered in Dan's ear before she left. Leaving him with a warning he would never forget.

"If he does not agree to return the ring, then please leave without incident. You will already have done more than enough just by asking. He may not want the hassle of foreigners getting involved and just return it to you in exchange for the powder. But either way, please do not underestimate these people."

Dan looked over at his friend, who was wiping the last remnants of his breakfast up with a piece of bread and washing it all down with a gulp of tea.

"I told the woman I would help her. Not too sure why I did that right enough, but I did. If you want to wait here I'll only be a minute. She said she doesn't want an incident, so it's maybe better I go alone. You're not exactly discreet."

"And you're a walking incident waiting to happen, Danny. Who's goin' to watch your back, aye? Maybe you've forgotten how many times I've dragged your sorry arse out of trouble! I'll never forget that time we were in Scotland and you picked a fight with that monster in the kilt. Do you remember? He knocked the shite out of you before I got there. Ha!"

The two men laughed together as Michael recalled several more stories from their past – all wildly inaccurate and obviously added to over the years, but funny nonetheless. 

"I'll go with you just in case. You do all the talkin' and I'll just loiter in the background. I can see a delivery guy going in and out of the shop right now with boxes. So it's as good a time as any. Maybe she's over egging it. Probably just some punk who'll shit himself when he's stood up to. Tiger bones? Fuckin' weird mate!" 

Eventually, with their spirits high and all thoughts of danger pushed aside, the two men casually walked towards Laohu's Chinese Medicine Shop, just across the street.

As they neared the door, Dan could see a delivery man ferrying boxes and made a mental note of the company, which was written in large red lettering on the side of his van – Carter International Logistics. The company had actually offered him a job a few months previously but Dan had turned it down. The early hours and driving duties would have badly collided with his drinking. He wondered if they still had an opening.

The boxes the driver lifted looked heavy and he was piling three of them onto a trolley as they approached. Dan held the door open for him, as he wrestled with the trolley over the lip of the threshold.

"Cheers, mate!"

"No bother. Looks heavy. What have you got in there, gold bullion? 

The man laughed and carried on with his work, ignoring Dan's quip. 

Inside the shop the shelves were stacked high with potions and remedies claiming to cure everything from arthritis to impotence. At least that's what Dan assumed from the pictures on the containers, as their description and uses were mostly printed in Chinese. 

The delivery guy had taken his boxes through a door behind the counter and Dan assumed, due to the empty shop, that the owner would be in there with him, signing for or checking over his goods. He looked towards Michael, who was screwing his face up as he sniffed at the contents of a glass jar on one of the shelves. Dan waved his arms to catch his attention and pointed towards the counter and the door behind it, stifling a burst of laughter as Michael lifted a second jar and retched, after opening the lid to look inside. But before Dan could step forward and call out to the owner, a bell sounded above the door to the shop and three men entered. 

They were very serious looking individuals, walking with a confidence and swagger that Dan had witnessed many times before in his years of soldiering.  Men with the blood of others on their hands and enough weight behind them to fear no-one. All wore smart black suits, and as they entered the shop a breeze followed them through the door, lifting the hems of their jackets ever so slightly. It was just enough for Dan to catch a glimpse of the firearms they concealed in their waistbands. 

The next few moments passed slowly for Dan. And later he would reflect many times on his actions and those of his friend. If he hadn't been hungover and already craving his next drink would things have turned out differently?

He stepped forward to greet the first of them, words forming on his lips that sounded distant and alien. From his pocket he produced the bag of white powder that Rou had given him and held it out for them to see.

"Hello there! Are you in charge? I'm here to return this...this...tiger bone? My friend wants her ring back, her mother made a terrible mistake..."

The first was of a similar height and build to the others, but on seeing the powder his eyes flashed and his face set into a cruel grin. His hair was shaved tight at the sides, showing a dragon tattoo which ran around his ear and down his neck, its tail disappearing underneath the collar of his jacket. The dragon was red with a huge horned head, its mouth spitting fire towards all those who looked upon it. It twisted and turned, moving with the muscles in the man's neck as if it were alive.

He barked out orders in Chinese, unintelligible to Dan or Michael, but the two who followed behind him were quick to obey and spread out across the front of the shop. All three moved their hands to their weapons – ready to draw them in a heartbeat.

Michael sensed the imminent danger and rushed to his side, placing himself between the newcomers and Dan, instantly switching from clown to warrior. His quick movements and formidable appearance caused a reaction in the men he faced that would repeat in Dan's nightmares for years to come.

Dragon Tattoo drew his firearm and released a series of shots which ripped into Michael's body at almost point blank range. A fine spray of blood burst into the air and Michael fell backwards, bloody holes clearly visible in his chest as he spun, crashing into the glass jars he had examined only seconds before.

Instinctively, Dan dived for cover behind the counter and no sooner had he done so than a succession of rounds whizzed through the air, punching into the walls and furniture all around him.

The shooting ended abruptly and was replaced by raised voices and the screeching of tyres. Dan called out to Michael, but his only reply was the eerie silence of the empty shop. He slowly moved out, inching his way forward and out from cover. As he did so he caught a glimpse of a large black BMW as it sped past the windows at the front. 

Dan got up and ran to where his friend had fallen. Adrenaline surged through his body - elated he had survived such an explosive and deadly encounter, and hopeful now that his friend may also be alive.

Michael's body lay at an awkward angle across the display shelves. Fragments of glass and various sized plastic medical containers littered the floor around him. Blood oozed from the exit holes in his back where Dragon Tattoo's bullets had passed through. It mingled with powders and liquids the containers had held, creating a multi-coloured sludge beneath him. His head was twisted to the side, eyes open and staring into space. Dan knelt down and pressed a hand to his neck - praying for a pulse. 

On reflection, it had been a stupid thing to do. Michael was dead.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Swept along by the strong hands and incessant jabbering of Kojo Selassie, Aiguo had little chance of escape. He had tried his best to slip away, but Selassie would have none of it. Throwing back his huge bald head as laughter boomed out with every excuse that Aiguo could muster. 

"No, no, Aiguo my friend! I have travelled far today without a companion. You and I must share a drink. You can keep me company until cantankerous old Mr Liu shows up."

As they walked from the small delivery area at the rear of the park, where Selassie had left the security guard standing to attention and quaking in his boots; protecting his delivery, on pain of death if he moved, Aiguo desperately sought a way out of the mess he was caught up in. 

He had always suspected something to be wrong with the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary and it was only the desperate and jobless situation that he had found himself in, that had brought him to work here in the first place. But now that he knew the full extent of what was going on, he felt sick to the stomach. 

The Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary, under the direction of Mr Liu, was using its legal status and privileged position, to farm and butcher tigers, both captive and wild; then sell on the various parts of the bodies, expertly butchered by Aiguo himself, in the name of medicine. Oh indeed, they did breed these highly endangered creatures and display them for the public to gawp at from behind rusted cages and high concrete walls. But not to save the species from extinction. It was to line their own pockets with cash. From what he had seen in the back of the lorry and from what he had heard during his two days of work at the park, Aiguo was certain that there was much more going on behind the scenes, and he didn't want to be a involved with or know about any of it. 

Only one organisation in the whole of China could run illegal activities such as this. They were feared and avoided by everyone; tough and merciless men who used that fear, and violence, to achieve their goals. They were organised, ruthless and as ancient as China itself. Aiguo broke into a sweat just thinking about the triads.

He had not yet been inside the office of Mr Liu, but when Kojo Selassie bulled past the protesting secretary and entered, Aiguo could only stand gaping in the doorway. In stark contrast to the drab and run-down buildings of the rest of the park, Mr Liu's office was nothing short of opulent. It was spacious and exquisitely decorated with the finest of artwork and antique furniture. Kojo seemed at home and familiar in his surroundings and made his way directly to one corner of the room, where a small bar had been laid out in the style of an American diner. Tall shiny chrome stools sat beneath a wide wooden worktop, and behind it, the wall was covered with bottles of alcohol – optics attached and ready for service. In the centre sat a bulbous golden handle with a tap beneath it and Selassie was already pulling his second pint of beer before Aiguo recovered enough to respond.

"Aiguo! Pick your jaw up from the ground man! Come, take this drink and relax!"

In a daze, Aiguo walked over to him, pulled up a stool at the bar and accepted the glass of beer being thrust into his hands. Kojo picked up his own, clinked their glasses together, causing Aiguo's to spill onto his shaking hand, and downed it before Aiguo had even taken a sip. Kojo then poured himself another as the secretary bustled into the room.

"Mr Selassie, I'm very sorry but Mr Liu is not here yet. I would be grateful if you could wait outside until he arrives. He will be here shortly and I ..."

"Nonsense! If Mr Liu wants what I have to offer, then I'm sure he won't mind extending me the courtesy of a cool beverage while I wait! I have travelled across half of China to make this delivery personally! Mr Chang here has very kindly offered to keep me company until he arrives."

Kojo then commenced draining his glass of beer as the secretary shot Aiguo a look that would have soured milk. He was about to open his mouth to protest when the secretary cut him short.

"Then please make yourself comfortable along with Mr Chang.  Mr Liu will be arriving shortly with business associates. I believe they have a meeting planned."

"Excellent!"

Kojo wiped the froth from his beard and fixed a wide grin to his face once more as the secretary left the room. But the door had only just closed when the smile turned to a grimace, as he made his way over to a set of armchairs at the far side of the room and indicated for Aiguo to follow.

In this section, the floor had been tiled with marble and two huge leather chairs sat either side of a tiger skin rug which had been laid out on the floor. At one point, it had been a Bengal Tiger of exceptional size. Its head was still intact and the teeth showing clearly; forever with a snarl of anger and defiance on its face. Aiguo stared down at it, picturing the magnificent animal it must have been before it was ruthlessly gunned down in its prime. He briefly wondered if it was Mr Liu who had placed the killing shot, before he quickly dismissed the notion.

Kojo Selassie must have been watching him and interrupted his thoughts, pointing a thick finger down at the rug.

"A magnificent specimen. It was the first of many I have sold to old Liu."

Aiguo looked up and it was Kojo's turn now to stare down at the rug by his feet. His eyes sparkled and a smile played on his face before he spoke again.

"We're in this game a long time, old Liu and I. Now these triad thugs come along and want their share for nothing! Well, the money they bring is one thing, but it cannot continue. There are only so many tigers in this world. I can't just magic them up!"

His eyes flicked back to Aiguo, and Kojo took a long deep breath, studying the man before him.

"What do you know about these things I speak of, Aiguo?"

"Very little. I am just a simple man."

"And so am I! But there is rich and simple, or there is poor and simple. Which would you rather be?" 

Aiguo did not reply and averted his gaze from Kojo back down to the rug. That was a question he had been asking himself a lot lately and he was ashamed of the truthful answer.

"Have you met Meizhen Chen before? She is a vision of beauty, you will see, but as deadly as the tigers she so desperately craves. They say she commands hundreds of triad soldiers and has ordered the deaths of thousands of souls already in her short life. She will take your breath away!"

Aiguo wanted to scream. He wanted to tell Kojo Selassie that he had heard enough. He wanted to run from this awful place before Mr Liu arrived with a criminal and murderer, and before they discussed the business of farming and poaching tigers for profit. He didn't want to know any more. He wanted to return to his wife and children to live a simple life in peace. 

But before he could say or do anything, the door swung open and in walked Mr Liu. Aiguo's heart sank. Behind his employer walked a woman of exceptional beauty. Her hair was long and black, flowing down to a thin waistline at the top of long slender legs. She wore a traditional Chinese dress of red which clung to the tight curves of her body as she moved. She was flanked on either side by hard and cruel looking men.

#  #  #

Less than twenty four hours since his friend had been murdered, Dan Harpur was back at the scene of the crime. He was angry and irritable, having spent the night drinking; much heavier drinking than usual, in a vain attempt to push the haunting images of Michael's death from his mind. He hadn't slept, he hadn't spoken to anyone and he had only stopped when there was nothing left to drink and the sun had eventually risen; heralding a new era in his life, a new low plunging him further into despair and depression. 

When the police eventually responded to the shooting, arriving at the scene in a flurry of blue lights and sirens, they had found Dan cradling his friend on the floor of the shop; rocking back and forth in a repetitive fashion, eyes closed and oblivious to their commands. By that stage, Dan had already reached a comatose type state, blocking out reality and all the pain it had to offer.

Dan's initial account of events, written down by the investigators, would now be pored over by teams of detectives, who would scrutinise every word for its accuracy and truth. They would compare it to the accounts of others - witnesses, police, CCTV and eventually the suspects, if ever they were found. The whole process could take weeks, months or even years. He knew little of the police and their procedures, but as they shepherded him away from the shop and sealed it neatly up in crime scene tape, how long the investigation into Michael's death might take was hot on their lips. 

Dan would deny the bastards who did this that time to escape. Procedure be damned. There was no way he was taking a back seat on this one.

He stood now, although somewhat unsteadily, at the edge of the tape, peering over it into the shop. He could see that Michael's body had been removed and a series of yellow evidence markers now traced the outline of where he had fallen. People in plain white coveralls with paper masks over their mouths swept the floor on their hands and knees, searching for evidence. Evidence? The men who killed Michael were Chinese, one so distinguishable that a blind man on a galloping horse could recognise him. He had told them so - but it seemed evidence was much more important. 

Michael now lay on a stainless steel slab at the mortuary in Belfast, with a silly plastic identity tag tied to his toe. His wife and family would be coming to terms with the shock of what happened and be on their way to identify the body. Soon after that the pathologist would set to work with his scalpel and saws, to officially establish the "cause of death". 

Dan did not require the pathologists report. In fact, he didn't even want to think about it. His friend had been gunned down in cold blood whilst trying to protect him - right before his eyes, by three triad gangsters. One with a dragon tattoo on his neck. 

He moved position to look further into the shop and noticed that everything remained as it had been. He could see the jar that Michael had been sniffing, miraculously still stood on the shelf beside where he had fallen. It was one of the only items not to have been shattered or destroyed in the hail of bullets. 

The two friends wouldn't be discussing it, as they probably should have, over a pint of Guinness in The Crown Bar tonight. Michael would no longer make him laugh with his stupid stories and politically incorrect impersonations of various people they had met during the day and over the years. Michael was gone.

As he stood there, swaying slightly, craning his neck for a better look into the shop, with nowhere else to go but back to his flat to continue drinking himself into oblivion, a policewoman approached from the far side of the tape. She stood in front of him, blocking his view and shaking her head.

"Move along please. This isn't entertainment."

Dan looked at her. He couldn't remember her face from the day before and she certainly didn't recognise him. A colleague walked over to join her, and with nothing to say and not wanting to engage, he turned away, but her parting comment cut him to the bone.

"Nothing better to do all day but watch professionals work. Bloody drunk!"

He paused, swallowing down anger and humiliation. He looked down at his shaking hands, then to the stains from drink and dirt on his unwashed clothing. He let a slow cold fury build up inside him. He closed his eyes and sucked in deep breaths of the brisk autumn air to calm himself. 

What had he become? What would Michael say?

After a while, Dan shuffled over to Clements Café. Strong coffee might clear his head. Enough to think straight at least.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

By the time Dan had finished his third refill of coffee he was beginning to sober and realized he had been staring out of the window in the café for almost two hours. At some point he had decided that the old adage of a criminal returning the scene of the crime may have some merit, and took up the position at the window where he and Michael had sat together the day before to keep an eye on the street outside and Laohu's Chinese Medicine Shop across the road. He had read the papers cover to cover, but still no sign of any triads, only hungry customers. He chided himself for thinking his ad hoc observations would come to anything, his lonely vigil at the window only serving to further frustrate him.

He called Jude over from where she stood talking with her friend, the morning rush of customers now behind them, and a steady build-up of trade beginning for lunch. He asked for the bill. 

"Well? You lingered on this morning, Danny. Everything OK?"

"Fine thanks, Jude. I was just killing a bit of time, that's all."

He stood to leave, and as he made his way to the door he watched a large white van with CARTER INTERNATIONAL LOGISTICS displayed on the side, pull up nearby. It parked in the disabled bay and the front seat passenger climbed out and walked towards the café, shielding his head and face from a sudden gust of wind with a paper he carried. Dan felt Jude tugging at his elbow and whispering in his ear as she passed by with a coffee pot.

"Here we bloody go. No BMW today? Well I never..."

He turned his back and ducked into a cubicle, sitting down with the menu and studying it as the man strode up to the counter. He was Chinese and looked like a gangster, but Dan simply couldn't be certain if it was one of the three from the shop. Everything happened so quickly at the time that he never got a chance to study their faces, only the dragon tattoo – which this guy didn't have. The van they pulled up in was similar, if not the same as the one making the deliveries the previous day. What were the chances? It had to be them. Was Dragon Tattoo the driver?

With his heart now racing, Dan struggled to maintain his composure and decide what to do. If he confronted him here in the coffee shop, considering what happened the last time, there was likely to be another gunfight and the café was packed with civilians. But in fact, there wouldn't be a gunfight, because Dan had no gun! If he could make it out to the street then maybe Dan could summon a passing police vehicle or catch the attention of the officer on cordon duty across the road at the crime scene. 

Dan got up to leave before his suspect had placed an order. He made his way outside to make a call on his mobile to the Police, and maybe steal a look at the driver to assess his chances of containing any potential situation. 

As he spoke with an operator and worked his way through the rigmarole of connecting to an actual police officer, Dan exited the café and smooched towards the front of the van, keeping himself shielded from the worst of the weather underneath the canopy attached to the shop front and preventing the driver from seeing his face. 

Neither of his attempts to gain assistance or information were working well. The operator on the phone failed to connect him to the police in Belfast, and instead insisted on asking him for details about his date of birth and home address. The driver was unidentifiable due to the driving wind which now swept rain down the road, blurring the windows of the van and trying its best to knock Dan from his feet. 

As he worked his way back to the café for shelter, the passenger exited the door holding two take-away cups. He looked up at Dan, and Dan looked back at him; a frozen moment in time with all else phased out except each other. Recognition turned to alarm behind the man's eyes.

Momentarily caught off balance, a powerful gust of wind pushed at his back and Dan was bowled forwards into him. The man dropped what he was carrying and launched into a ferocious attack. Dan received several blows to the face and body before he regained his balance, dropped his mobile and entered the fight. It was short and sweet, if it could even be called a fight. After several clumsy attempts at strikes, none of which found their intended target, Dan was knocked on his back with a roundhouse kick which struck him square in the chest. It afforded the man time to run to the van and make his getaway long before Dan could gather himself up from the tangle of tables and chairs he had fallen amongst. 

The van fired up and swerved into the oncoming traffic, performing a U-turn in the road and creating a chorus of horns and shouts of anger from the other motorists as it raced away towards the city.

Back on his feet, Dan was soon greeted by two burly policemen, who had run from the crime scene and were now doubled over gasping for breath.

"What happened here? We watched a bit of a scuffle from down the street. Is everything OK?"

Dan watched the van disappear down the length of the Lisburn Road and turn left onto Tate's Avenue.

"That was two of the guys from the shooting last night. My name is Daniel Harpur. I was there. One of them recognised me."

"What was the registration?"

"I don't know, I was getting my fuckin' ass kicked when I should have been noting it! Any Carter Logistics van will do, stop them all!"

"That's a lot of vans. Carter Logistics is one of the biggest couriers in the country. They're everywhere."

Just then, an old and haggard looking woman approached them. She was waving a walking stick and pointing it at Dan.

"I watched it all, Constable! This man attacked that poor fellow for no apparent reason! It's a disgrace in this day and age. Racism is totally unacceptable!"

Dan shook his head and turned away, hoping for a glimpse of the van in the distant streets. The policemen took out their notebooks and began recording the ladies complaint as she continued to shout and wave her stick in his direction. Others from inside the café gathered around to add their tuppence worth and Dan walked slowly away, pushed along by the driving wind and soaked by the rain, wondering how much worse things could get.

#  #  #

Lei Wu settled back into the deep leather armchair that he knew Gabriel Carter enjoyed so much, and watched as the man shuffled papers around his desk, trying his best to appear in control. 

From what he had told Lei, the police knew little about his identity and even less about the tiger bone and other sought after products that they shipped into the country from China. It was unfortunate that the other had lived to tell a tale, but it seemed Carter had a contact on the inside who assured him the problem would go away without the need for Lei to take action. That was a pity, Lei thought, as he had so enjoyed the unexpected and violent exchange in the medicine shop. It fed a deep hunger that Lei often found lay close the surface. A hunger that yearned for pain and suffering. 

Carter had a lot at stake as the main importer of their product and would not be keen to see his business, and the small fortune he had amassed from it, be taken away from him. In fairness to the man, he continued to come up with ever more inventive ways of storing and shipping their goods – no matter what the quantity. He had connections in every port and airport in Europe, and turning a blind eye to a few containers here and there never seemed to be a problem. There was very little need for Lei in Belfast at all. 

In the beginning it had only been the tiger bone, which due to its relatively small size and composition, had not been difficult to smuggle amongst other similar items. But as their operation grew, Lei's boss, Meizhen Chen, along with greedy old Liu and the reluctant but resourceful African Kojo Selassie, had encouraged Carter to take on ever increasing and varied cargos. Everything from whole elephant tusks to living reptiles was now being smuggled across the globe. Selassie sourced it, Liu bred it and used his 'Wildlife Sanctuary' as a front, and then Carter transported it. Meizhen Chen, with the help of Lei, simply scaled up their operation and provided some much needed muscle.

The profits to be made from selling such products far exceeded that which could be made from narcotics or firearms, and it had been Lei himself who had stumbled across Liu and Selassie's little earner. When he had brought it to the attention of Meizhen Chen, and impressed upon her the profits to be made combined with the lack of regulations and policing upon it, she rewarded him with his new revered position as a 'Straw Sandal' or Liaison Officer. Unfortunately for Lei, she stationed him in the furthest reaches of Europe, to where Carter shipped the products from China and from there, onward to their final destinations. 

It was a far cry from his beloved home and the hustle and bustle of Hangzhou City, where Lei now yearned to return; to get away from this quiet backwater town where all he had to do was babysit Carter and muscle a few careless couriers and disgruntled vendors. His boredom was beginning to show, and it was unsettling Carter.

"So, you tell me that you have removed all of the product from this warehouse. Is that not a little excessive, Gabriel, considering that you also tell me you have the situation under control and I have nothing to worry about? Our supply is going to be disrupted as a result of your actions."

Carter pushed papers around his desk. Clearly agitated, his eyes occasionally flicked up to look at Lei as he replied, never lingering too long in one place. Lei helped himself to a glass of the expensive cognac he knew Carter reserved for his most important clients as he waited. It unsettled Carter further still.

"I've already told you. Drawing attention to our business the way you did, is not how it's done here. I have exposed myself and my business dealings to others unnecessarily in a plea for help to clean up your mess. That's money that will have to be recouped from your pockets as well as mine, and a further risk that must be dealt with!"

Lei looked up from his drink and arched an eyebrow at Carter, who quickly buried his head once more into his paperwork. Lei was curious. His methods had never failed him. Fear was a persuasive factor in any agreement or negotiation - Carter was fact and case. 

He watched as a bead of sweat formed on Carter's brow and ran down into his eye. He wiped it away, plucked up the courage to speak again, and continued.

"This whole situation is getting out of hand. I told you to stay away from Laohu's until I speak with my source, and now you tell me that your men were in one of my vans at the shop when they were chased off by a witness!"

"Thousands of pounds worth of product are in the storeroom of Laohu's shop. I cannot afford to lose it! And anyway, Gabe, you entered our agreement with your eyes wide open! You say nothing of the millions you make from our business, but bleat like a goat when any small problems arise. I will deal with this new risk of yours, just give me the details and go home."

"No. We must wait. I have been assured that no connection will be made between our business and the murder. The witness is a drunk, his word cannot be relied upon. That is what I have been assured. We must let the investigation take its course. You must lie low! What the police do have, is a very good description of a man with a dragon tattoo."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

On leaving the café, to the faint sounds of two police officers calling after him, Dan quickened his pace to reach the first corner and then ran as fast as his out of shape body would carry him. After what felt like an age, he ducked into a shop to catch his breath and check behind him for pursuers. When he was confident he was not being followed, Dan set off towards home at a more manageable pace.  

Now he had peace and quiet to think, and considering all that had happened and had been said to him in the last few days, Dan decided it was time for some positive action.  

When he arrived home, after checking that no police cars were waiting for his return, Dan hastily gathered up the equipment he might need. He had decided to do what Michael would have done, had their positions been reversed. Dan was going to find Dragon Tattoo. He hadn't fully decided what he would do if he did find him, but he would worry about that later. For now he would follow the only lead he had and the one the police were unbelievably choosing to ignore – Carter International Logistics. 

After gathering up a holdall and filling it with gloves, a hat, binoculars and a crowbar, Dan paused to think. His plan was to watch the Carter Headquarters in the docks for any sign of Dragon Tattoo. Then enter the premises and either capture or kill him. But he had no weapon, no firearm, no rifle, and no back-up. Dragon Tattoo and his men had all these things in abundance, and were more than willing to use them. He had no chance! He wondered what would happen if he just sat back and waited; picked up the whiskey bottle in the kitchen and waited. Would the killers of his friend ever be brought to justice if he did nothing? 

Just then there was a faint knock at the door. 

"Danny? It's Rou." 

He moved the door and stood there behind it, resting his hand lightly on the frame. Should he answer? He was angry and in no mood to talk. All Dan wanted to do right now was leave this depressing building behind him and seek out justice for Michael. Kind words and sympathy, he could do without. 

"I heard about your friend, Danny. I feel awful. It's all my fault. I'm sorry." 

No matter what had happened, he couldn't leave Rou without a word. What happened wasn't her fault. She had warned him well. No blame lay at her feet and she needed to know that. 

He opened the door and waved her in, giving the corridor and the stairwell a quick check as he did so. Then he returned to his holdall and finished packing as he spoke. 

"It's not your fault, Rou. I should have listened to you...those men surprised me...Michael never stood a chance..." 

"If I hadn't burdened you with my problems then this wouldn't have happened...I should have gone myself. I'm sorry... Is there anything at all I can do for you?"  

"You can tell me about these men. Tell me where I can find them. Tell me anything at all?" 

"No! Please, you must forget them." 

"I can't." 

Dan finished packing and turned to face her. Fear was once more etched across her face. She looked away from him, nervously tugging at the sleeve of her shirt as he laid out his plan. 

"I'm going to find them, Rou, with or without you." 

"I only know they are evil, and even if you kill them, more will come." 

Dan placed a hand on her shoulder and forced a smile onto his face as she looked up at him. 

"Don't worry. If you think of anything just let me know. But I have to try..." 

Three loud and solid knocks shook the door. 

"Daniel Harpur! This is the police. Open up!" 

Dan grabbed the holdall and whispered to Rou. 

"It's not your fault. Go home. Tell them you're looking after my flat and you haven't seen me for days." 

She nodded and grabbed his waist, pulling him into an awkward embrace.  

When the police called out again, she pulled away and answered back to stall them. 

"Hold on! I'm coming!"  

Dan smiled at her again, then quietly opened the window in the kitchen and jumped down onto the garden below. He closed it behind him and made off into the city streets; mind made up. Partly anyway. 

#  #  #

The sun was dropping slowly from the sky, casting long dark shadows across the cranes and huge industrial buildings of the shipyard, as Dan watched the comings and goings at the Carter International Logistics Headquarters.

He'd caught a taxi from the city and got dropped off at the entrance to a disused warehouse, a few hundred metres along the road, and on the opposite side from the Carter buildings. He prised away a flimsy sheet of chipboard covering the door and slipped in behind it, leaving a small gap to spy through while scoping out the warehouse from a distance and waiting for darkness, when he would chance a closer look. While he waited, he surfed the web to find out as much as he could about the business, and its owner.

Not only did Gabriel Carter own a state of the art multi-million pound headquarters in Belfast, but he also had one in China. Carter International Logistics shipped goods worldwide, to and from both locations, but Dan found it interesting that after only a few minutes of searching he had already found a link between China and here. If what Rou had told him about tiger bone and triads was true, then it wouldn't be a huge leap of imagination to deduce that they would transport it to here from China using Carter.

Carter had secured a prime position for his company, and as ships containing cargos from all over the world arrived at the docks, Carter could dispatch his freight lorries to collect their goods from only a stone's throw away; then either store them in his warehouse or move them on by road or sea to their ultimate destination. Vans, lorries and other company vehicles moved in and out of the premises at a mind numbing rate, and Dan had lost count of the number of similar vans he had seen in the last few hours of his observations. Although interestingly, none of them were being driven by Chinese men.

By now, most of the staff had gone home and the traffic had thinned, leaving only a security guard on the gate with the occasional late delivery or returning vehicle to occupy him. Dan wondered if Carter himself was still inside the building, or if the men he wanted so badly were skulking in the cavernous corners of the monstrous storage facility, waiting for darkness to make good their escape. Would Carter even be aware of what his shipments contained? Was it just a case of one of his employees taking advantage of the already set in place supply network to distribute drugs, or was Dan simply making something from nothing? Maybe the whole episode was a coincidence and they had inadvertently stumbled into a racketeering operation, freaked out some trigger happy gangsters and Michael had paid the ultimate price. 

He reached into his pocket and toyed with the small bag of powder it contained. Was Michael really murdered for this rubbish? Had they stumbled upon an organised triad crime gang operating in Belfast and shipping tiger bone worldwide? Rou certainly seemed to think so, her grave warning now returning to haunt him.

As he mulled these questions over in his mind, his mobile phone rang. It was a number he didn't recognise, but he answered the call through boredom. The quiet and shaky voice that spoke was one he should have recognised immediately. 

"Hello?"

"Hello, Danny? It's Kelly."

"Who?"

"Kelly Ross, Michael's wife?"

"Oh sorry, Kelly. You caught me off guard there. How are you?"

Kelly Ross broke down in response to his question and Dan kicked himself for being so stupid and insensitive. How are you?! The woman had probably just identified her murdered husband and was still reeling from the shock and pain of it. 

He had met her many times before on any number of drinking adventures he and Michael had embarked upon, and although she blamed him often for the sorry state her husband arrived home in, they had always got on well together when they met. 

It took a while before she could compose herself enough to continue.

"I found your number on Michael's phone and I know you were with him yesterday....he was very excited you called him... he always spoke so fondly of you. Can you tell me what happened? The police aren't saying very much at all."

Dan closed his eyes and took a moment to think before he responded. What could he tell her to ease her pain? Why had her husband died? Was it Dan's fault?  

"He died saving me, Kelly. It was my fault. I should have walked away or done something else...I don't know what to tell you...he was my friend and he saved my life." 

Kelly Ross broke down crying once more and Dan held the line, not knowing what else to say. Eventually she stopped and there was a long silence before she spoke again. This time the quiet shaky voice was replaced with an intense and fuming anger."

"Get them, Danny. Get the bastards that murdered my husband. Promise me you'll get them!"

What could he say? Dan was all alone, building up an unquenchable thirst for alcohol and with the police hot on his tail for a racially aggravated assault. She wouldn't understand that. She wanted to hear the closest friend of her husband, the only man who had witnessed his murder, to tell her that he would make it better. She wanted revenge and she wanted Dan to get it for her. 

Dan wanted it himself. Why else was he hiding in a derelict building outside the only location he thought the killers might be. It was now Dan's turn to get worked up and emotional.

"I'll get them, Kelly. Mark my words. I swear it."

#  #  #

Under the cover of darkness, Dan scaled the high mesh fence at the rear of the Carter International Logistics warehouse. With the holdall awkwardly slung over his back, the climb had proved difficult and he landed on a steep grass verge on the inside of the fence with a thud; rolling to break his fall and receiving a sharp jab in the back from the crowbar the holdall contained as reward for his clumsiness. He quickly moved to the cover of some near-by bushes before he opened the holdall and removed the binoculars to take a closer look for his quarry.

The large expansive yard behind the warehouse was well lit and filled with dozens of vans; all of the same make and colour to the one he had previously seen, with the registration plates varying only slightly. Occasionally, a forklift would exit the warehouse carrying boxes on a pallet, load it onto a waiting lorry, and return to the warehouse for more of the same. The lorry driver stood idly by his vehicle watching the forklift work, drawing on a cigarette. At the front gates, Dan could make out the flickering glow of a TV inside a small security hut, where a single guard manned the entrance. The whole place seemed depressingly normal.

He sat hunched in position and watched the yard for signs of life – in particular, Chinamen with dragon tattoos. For thirty more minutes, only the forklift and lorry provided any kind of movement, and eventually, with his load stored and several more cigarettes disposed of, the driver pulled out of the yard and made his way into the night with a lorry full of whatever. It left the warehouse deathly quiet, and when the large shutter doors that the forklift had been using slowly rolled down and closed, Dan seriously considered scaling the fence again and abandoning observations along with his half-baked plan to find Michael's killers. 

How then could he avenge the death of his friend and fulfil the promise he had made to Michael's wife? What other lines of enquiry were open to him? When the police caught up with him and arrested him for God knows what, Dan's investigations really would be over and the triad murderer's gone forever.

After a few more minutes of contemplation, he watched a long black BMW saloon car pull up to the gates. He could see the arm of the security guard wave out through the window of his hut as the barrier lifted, and the driver of the BMW replying with a wave of his own. It turned left and drove out of sight to the front of the warehouse. He could hear the deep throaty engine of the BMW cut out and then the slamming of its doors and the 'Beep! Beep!' of the alarm being set. 

In the silence of the night, where Dan could only hear the faint noise of Belfast's traffic in the distance, a new sound drifted across the open yard of Carter International Logistics – Chinese voices.

#  #  #

In his haste to apprehend Michael's killers, pumped up on a fresh surge of adrenaline, Dan had moved quickly from his position at the fence-line and found his way into the main warehouse through a door, wedged open at the rear. Before entering he made a call to the Belfast Police Control Room, requesting back-up for the arrest of potentially armed suspects involved in the murder of Michael Ross. It had been a hostile reception when he was eventually patched through to an actual police officer and it had been anger that had spurred him on to engaging with his suspects before the police arrived – he was beginning to regret that decision.

Considering Dan was conducting unauthorised surveillance on his own, wanted for assault on a member of the public and now entering the premises of a well-known and respected businessman as a trespasser, he didn't blame them. But Dan prayed to God they would trust his judgement, and the end result might just be worth it.

"Police! Police! Drop your weapons!"

In response to Dan's somewhat exaggerated and inventive demand, a barrage of gunfire rained down on his position. Rounds thudded into the boxes he hid behind, some ricocheting from the hard concrete floor near his feet. 

The two men he challenged had once again not been shy on producing automatic weapons. When they eventually realised Dan was on his own, it wouldn't be too long before they spread out and cut him to pieces. At no other time had he wished to hear the approaching sirens of the police more than he did now. 

He needed to stall them, pin them down where they hid and make them believe he wasn't alone.

"You're surrounded! Throw down your weapons!"

After a few tense moments and an elaborate exchange of Chinese voices, Dan couldn't believe his luck when he heard the metallic clank of their firearms striking the ground. He sneaked a peak towards them and watched as they raised their hands above their heads and slowly moved out into the open.

"Down on your knees! Hands on your head!"

As the two men complied, Dan moved out from cover and approached them. He quickly picked up one of their weapons and shouldered it, pointing it back towards them, but they grinned at him like he was a friend, or the whole episode was a game. Dan didn't like what was happening and his nerves were starting to get the better of him. Something wasn't right. 

He wasn't sure, but these men had to be two of the three involved in killing Michael. But where was Dragon Tattoo?

When he was just a few feet away, he struck the nearest of the two on the side of the face with the butt of the rifle.

"What the fuck are you grinning at?"

Neither man spoke, and the one that Dan had struck picked himself up from the floor and spat at his feet. A sticky globule of blood and saliva splattered over the edge of Dan's boots. Tension grew between them and in the silence of the cavernous warehouse, Dan could hear the wailing of sirens in the distance as police made their way across the city towards him. He smiled down at his captives as his spirits picked up once more. 

In the seconds that followed, he watched one of the pair flick his eyes to the side, focusing on something behind him. Dan swung around. 

The last thing his eyes focused on before he was engulfed in pain and his vision filled with searing light, was a dragon. Its eyes blazed out from a huge spiked head and from between long curved white teeth, it spat balls of fire towards him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

A thick fog stubbornly clung to the treetops of the Panna Tiger Reserve, Madhya Pradesh, India. It wrapped the forest in an impenetrable shroud of secrecy, preventing the rangers on the mountain tops above from tracking its dangerous and unwanted visitors. Not illegal loggers or settlers, not a rogue tiger or bull elephant – poachers were their quarry. For the last three years, poachers had been the single largest threat to the reserve. They were determined and heavily armed; in stark contrast to the rangers seeking them, who were underpaid and ill-equipped. 

Heather Walsh, the sole representative from the Wildlife Investigation Agency, cursed the weather and her bad luck, as she lay on a hilltop overlooking the last known location of the small but prolific band of poachers they had been tracking. It would be hours yet before the sun burned away the fog to reveal the beauty of the forest beneath, and allow the rangers to once again pick up the trail of the men who preyed on the highly endangered tigers that roamed the forest. The tigers that the reserve so valiantly tried to protect. She was heading up the hunt personally – incensed and driven by her investigations into the illegal trade in endangered wildlife. But she was totally out of her depth.

The rangers were tough and resourceful men and women from the local area who could see the benefit of the reserve and appreciated the delicate balance between nature and man. But they lived in a world where others - neighbours, maybe even relatives - were drawn to the huge sums of cash offered for the body of a tiger. Money that they would never possess in any other circumstance, or in any other way. Money that would feed their families and educate their children. 

Heather ran a hand through her long red hair. She tied it up into a ponytail and replaced an ill-fitting and floppy camouflaged hat onto her head before returning to their camp in a hollow they had found on the mountainside in the darkness of the night before. She was sore and tired. They had fought their way through the thick Indian forest from dusk till dawn, tracking the poachers. The rangers knew what they were doing and were well experienced in their role, but it was the Wildlife Investigation Agency funding this particular expedition and it was Heather Walsh, the sole WIA representative present, that they turned to for their every decision.

The leader, known as Sahil, a small insignificant looking man with a bushy black beard almost as big as his head, greeted her with a solemn nod. He commanded great respect from the other rangers and had a knowledge of the land and forest that bordered on mystical.

"I have sent four patrols out already, Miss Walsh, the fog is too thick to resume tracking. We must wait until it clears."

Heather thought through her options, checking off each possibility. 

When the poachers made their kill they would slip back into the forest with yet another prize for the wealthy elite, via the hands of crooks, criminals and middlemen such as the infamous Kojo Selassie. If Heather allowed them to escape, then the WIA and the rangers would have to wait for another lucky break, if such a thing ever happened again, and embark upon the whole escapade once more. Lucky breaks were as rare as the tigers themselves. Selassie, however, could call upon the services of violent men if he needed to, so people in the region remained tight lipped about the poachers and their quarry, and rightly so. 

It had been Selassie that she had spent her time and effort investigating. It was Selassie that had drawn her out from the comfort of her office in London to scour the globe in search of him. He would be her prize. He was the man that the vast majority of Asian tigers died for; the fence, the fixer, the go to person for anything endangered, from tigers to tusks. Every source she questioned, every government contact she spoke to from Vietnam to Egypt, all pointed to one person. Kojo Selassie.

Like everything else in life, Heather's actions had consequences. She had spent every penny allocated to the WIA in the hunt for Selassie, used every favour and 'I owe you' she could think of. This hunt was the culmination of years of work, and without a result it would all be in vain. Her bosses didn't want the poachers – they were ten a penny. They wanted Selassie. He was the prize above all else and her orders were clear. Don't come back without him – hands dirty and guilty as sin.

To help her in her mission, Heather had been given every piece of technology that the WIA could muster. Helicopters, weapons, satellite communications, drones. As useful as they were, she quickly learned that all paled into insignificance compared to the experience and knowledge of the rangers, and the noses of the Belgian Shepard dogs they used.

"What about the dogs? Have they not picked up the scent again?"

"Even the dogs are tiring, Miss Walsh, and either way it is too dangerous to track in this fog. None of your technology is of any use to us until Mother Nature decides she is ready."

"And your contact in the village? Is he sure they will meet Selassie?"

"He is sure. They must return with a tiger, and Selassie will buy it."

"What of the pregnant female, the one with the collar? You said this was her territory. Have you found her signal yet?"

"I have sent a detachment higher into the mountains with the receiver. They should be reporting back soon."

She thanked him and strode towards her tent; the small thin and uncomfortable camping bed within it, which prevented her sleep so well the night before, becoming suddenly inviting. Inside, she pulled the flap closed and lay back with a weary sigh.  A magnificent Bengal Tiger would be killed today and she wasn't trying to stop it. In fact, she wished it would hurry up and be done with. This irked at her conscience. 

To catch Selassie she must follow the poachers, not stop them.

#  #  #

In the thick fog of the forest, Aadit Kulkarni, crept stealthily forward. It was dusk and he had lain in his position overlooking the carcass of the sambhar deer they had killed, for the whole night long. His brother and son-in-law slept comfortably in their camp a mile away with five other trusted men from the village, down-wind from the carcass and far enough from it to avoid the suspicion of the wary big female cat that patrolled this area. Aadit had caught sight of her only once before, but he remembered her well. 

He promised Kojo Selassie a magnificent animal and he would get one. The money he would receive would be enough to keep Aadit's extended family comfortable for many months to come. God himself must have been watching over him on this particular journey, as not only did he quickly find the tiger he sought, after only one day of searching, but he had also found her lair and the newly born cubs it contained. These cubs he would take with him also. They would be his nest egg. He could feed them and watch them grow from the comfort of his home, until they were ready. Then Selassie would return as always, and without even entering the forest, Aadit could barter for their worth. Three tigers for the price of one. A gift from God indeed. 

He knew that the scent of the sambhar deer would be irresistible to a hungry mother, and the poison he had infected the carcass with would be enough to down an elephant. But it was with great respect that he now approached the body of the tiger. One swipe from her huge paw would easily be enough to cut him in two, and how then would his family survive?

He had watched her gorge on the deer for an hour, before the effects of the poison became apparent; slowly staggering on her feet, losing balance and co-ordination as the poison quickly flowed through her veins. Eventually, as the light of the new day began to show through the forest canopy, the tiger had fallen.

It was only then that he noticed the collar around its neck. The tracking collar that would lead the rangers to his position. The rangers with their dogs that would follow him to hell and back if needs be. It was then that Aadit changed his plans.

When he was close enough, Aadit threw a stick. It struck the tiger on the leg, but she did not move. He threw a second to be sure. This one bounced off the great big head of the cat and although again the body lay still, he noticed movement from its mouth; its chest rising and falling ever so slightly as it struggled for breath. Confident now, he rose from his position and checked his rifle. It was loaded and ready if the tiger was not fully subdued, but he didn't want to spoil the prize. Aadit had lost valuable money on his last kill when the bullets from his rifle had spoiled the pelt, punching irreparable holes in the black and orange stripped coat. Aadit learned from his mistakes. 

He stood now only a few feet from the cat and it looked up at him, paralysed by the poison and moments from death. Its wild bright eyes glossed over and seemed to stare into his very soul. It unnerved Aadit. What did this creature know of his life and his needs? 

He turned away, unable to hold its gaze, and called out to his brother on the two way radios they carried. 

"Reyansh! Wake the men. Get the cubs and meet me here. And hurry!"

When Aadit turned back, the tiger had died. The spark had gone from its eyes and he was glad of it. He cut the collar from its neck and threw it to the ground. The rangers would find it and he knew they may not be far away. Security in the area, and especially in the forest, was becoming tighter as the tigers became fewer; the damn dogs never far away. But the Madhya Pradesh was a huge area and Aadit was smart; smarter than a dog and its pompous ranger handler. He would not be captured – the future of his family depended on it.

As he waited for the others to arrive, he formed a plan. He would divide into three. His brother and son-in-law would each take a cub and leave the forest in opposite directions; one straight to the village and the other to a farm owned by a relative many miles in the opposite direction. Aadit would stay with the adult female - the main prize - to meet Kojo Selassie far away from his home and the greedy, jealous eyes of the other villagers. The rangers would have their work cut out if they found the collar, and Aadit and his family would be sure to retain at least two out of the three tigers, in his worst case scenario.

#  #  #

Heather had only just rested her eyes and fallen into a dreamless sleep when she heard her name being called from outside the tent. She swung her legs from the bed and rubbed at her tired eyes, but she answered immediately, knowing she would not have been disturbed unless it were important.

"Yes?"

"Miss Walsh, please come. We must move immediately!"

Heather exited the tent and took in the surroundings of their small impromptu camp. Men and women hurriedly packed, and no sooner had she stood to greet Sahil, than behind her, the tent she lay in was being dismantled.

"What's happened?"

"The patrol found the signal from the collared female. It is close by, but it has not moved for a while. The fog is lifting a little and the dogs have picked up a scent which leads towards it."

Heather quickly gathered her belongings and stuffed them into her bag. She hoisted it onto her shoulders and followed Sahil down the hillside towards the forest. He seemed greatly perturbed at the news and eager to take up the chase once more. He set a gruelling pace through the forest and it wasn't long before Heather was sweating profusely in the stifling heat. She hacked and tore at the dense undergrowth that surrounded them, forcing a path towards the dogs who excitedly yapped and strained at the leases that their handlers held firmly. 

It wasn't long before the team entered a small clearing, where Heather caught up with them. She sat down on a log to rest and took in huge gasping breaths - it brought the stench of death to her nostrils. She looked up to Sahil, who had a sad and distant look in his eyes. 

In his hands he held a brown leather collar with a small metal box attached to it. The collar had been severed and Sahil ran his fingers over the rough edge of the cut as he spoke.

"It is her collar. We found it next to the carcass of a sambhar deer. The poachers must have poisoned the meat."

He pointed to a small hollow in the ground behind her, about thirty metres from where she sat. What was left of the carcass was swollen and putrid. One of the rangers retrieved samples from the flesh and placed them in a plastic container. It would be tested later, and might prove vital to a prosecution if they were to find the poacher in possession of the original poison. 

Sahil continued with more news. 

"The dogs have picked up tiger scent on three trails leading away from this site, heading in different directions - north, east and west. There is no sign that the tiger has been butchered, but the poachers have divided. The northerly trail leads back towards the village, but which should we follow?"

This was unexpected. How could it be? Should she gamble that the tiger would be taken direct the village? Or would Selassie meet the poachers elsewhere? Maybe the poachers would stash the animal in a hideout far away from the village? 

"But how can there be tiger scent on all three?"

"I don't know! But we have no time to ponder it. The dogs are reliable. If we are to keep up, then we must move. We cannot follow all three, we do not have enough people and it would be too dangerous."

"Fuck!"

The rangers relied heavily on the dogs for their keen sense of smell and consistent results. If they detected a tiger scent on all three trails, then as impossible as it seemed, she must choose one. 

"The trail going north. Let's head for the village."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Monotonous daytime television played out in the background as Dan sipped at his coffee in Clements Cafe on the Lisburn Road in Belfast. He kept his head down and his back to the door, not wanting to engage with the locals and regulars who frequented it. 

This was his first attempt at socializing for six months. Six months of sobriety and a gruelling self-enforced training regime which had transformed his body from flabby to fit. His body felt better but his mind was lagging behind and this was his first real foray back into civilisation since the incident at Carter International Logistics. 

It wasn't going to plan.

"Well, Danny? I heard what happened to you love, and it's a disgrace. I can hardly believe it. You know....."

Dan let Jude ramble on with her heartfelt sympathy. The woman was only trying her best, in her own way, to make him feel better. But Dan felt awful. He couldn't sleep. Eating was a real effort. And socialising was out of the question. Dan had tried hard to come to terms with what had happened, but none of it made sense and the more he thought about it, the angrier he became. 

He felt his heartbeat quicken and an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia swept over him as the heat in the café increased to an unbearable level and the noise from within it became deafening. He reached for his coffee and missed the cup by an inch, knocking it to the floor to smash at his feet. His sense of perception and the judging of distance had not yet returned – it maybe never would.

"...don't worry about that. These things have to be expected in a man with your condition. And is your head still sore? I'm sure you'll get used to it. You know, my cousin lost a leg one time and..."

Dan stood up from the table and brushed past Jude, almost knocking her down. He raced for the door and ran outside into the crisp autumnal morning. 

A light breeze swept leaves up the street, the weather promising rain later that day. He sucked in lungfuls of fresh moist air and prodded absently at the hole in his face where his left eye had once been. 

He turned to examine his reflection in the window; his face, as always, appeared alien. Angry red scars ran down from his hairline and across to where his eye had once been. The surface of the skin was rough to his touch and the damn thing itched continually. Forever reminding him of what used to there.

From behind the glass, a mother and small child stared back at him. The child, maybe three or four years old, gaped in horror, frozen to the spot. Then she ran to her mother who held her close, soothing the child. He read her lips, 'It's OK', he heard her say, 'It's OK'.

It wasn't OK.

Dan drove his hands into his pockets and made his way home. He avoided the inquisitive gaze of passers-by who stared at his face and the damage that had been caused. It steeled him and fired up a hatred and anger that he had been suppressing for months. But what could he do?

When he arrived at the door of his apartment, he reached into the pocket of his jacket for the key and as he placed it in the lock he looked up to the small hole in the woodwork dead centre on the door. Right at eye level - even he couldn't miss it. 

The hole had been created by a nail, on which had hung his wallet and a small empty plastic bag. The bag that had once contained tiger bone. It had been placed there for him to find, on his return from hospital. It had been placed there to warn him that they knew where he lived. Placed there by the man that had struck with a crowbar. The blow that had knocked him out cold, fracturing his skull and eye socket and irreparably damaging his eye. The blow that had lost him his job and aided the police in successfully prosecuting him for a racially aggravated assault and burglary.

He pushed the door open and entered his home, slamming the door and its constant reminder behind him as he went. A red light flashed on his answering machine indicating a new message and he pressed the button to listen as he passed through the hall towards the kitchen. Dirty dishes crowded the sink and worktops, like they had done for weeks, and Dan's anger released itself in a scream. With a sweep of his arm he knocked the dishes to the floor, where they smashed and rolled, spilling what was left of their contents all over his already cluttered and filthy kitchen.

The voice of John Cunningham, his ex-wife's dogged solicitor, sounded out from the answering machine in the hall as Dan sat down at the table contemplating the mess that was his home and his life.

"Hello? Hello? This is a message for Mr Daniel Harpur. It's John Cunningham here, from Cunningham and Sons, Solicitors. I am still waiting for your last three months payments, and to be honest, I'm sick of this constant game of cat and mouse! Since you clearly don't intend co-operating in the payment plan we agreed upon, I have gone back to the court to demand payment in full! You will be receiving a letter forthwith!"

The machine clicked off and Dan was left staring once more at his messy kitchen floor. Was there no end to it? He'd lost his eye, his career and his whole bloody life for the ground down bones of a tiger! 

The answering machine then automatically played the remainder of the messages it had stored. Messages that Dan had chosen to ignore. One played out from his mother, promising to call round to visit. Two more were from Kelly Ross. She didn't leave much in the way of a message; just enough to twist the knife into Dan further still.

"Danny? Are you OK? It's Kelly Ross... Have you any news?"

After a few moments to gather his thoughts and quell the anger that rose within him, Dan grabbed his laptop from the table and moved out of the kitchen to the living room. He switched it on and vowed to leave it that way, until he had found out everything he could about tigers, tiger bones and who was involved with them. 

The people involved had murdered his friend and destroyed Dan's life. 

He would not stop until he had done the same to them.

#  #  #

The weather in London was cold, grey and dismal in comparison to the warm Indian climate Heather had only just returned from. As she looked out of the window from her small dingy office at the WIA Headquarters, she felt that it matched her mood well.

On her return from the Panna Tiger Reserve, having spectacularly failed in her bid to capture Kojo Selassie, she had been greeted with paperwork and bills demanding eye watering amounts of money for equipment and services used in her expedition. No commiserations from her authorities or encouragement to try again. Only grim faces and complaints. The head of the WIA, Peter Blackthorn, summed it up when he called her in for a debriefing.

"We had a lot riding on your endeavours, Heather. Perhaps I didn't emphasise the importance, or maybe I should have sent someone else instead? Not only did you allow Selassie to escape, but you allowed him to escape with one of the last breeding females on the reserve and her cubs! It's been a calamity, Heather. Too risky from the very beginning. I should never have let you talk me into it in the first place."

"That's unfair, Peter! You said it yourself. The only way to stop the poachers is to follow the chain to the top. To the dealers! Selassie and whoever he works with are the ones we were after. We agreed that a tiger must be sacrificed in order to follow it, did we not?"

"We did. But you've lost that tiger, Heather! It's been two days now and we've heard nothing."

"We're so restricted, Peter! I had to play everything by the book and my hands were tied. What we need to fight these people is free rein and a strong arm internationally. Selassie is greasing the palms of officials all over Africa and Asia, and crossing borders at will. Following that tiger out of Indian jurisdiction and into Nepal, Bhutan or China, or possibly all bloody three would have been a nightmare!"

"Which is precisely why we needed to catch him in India! Get back to your office and compile a report on the matter. I have to apply for more funding in the near future, and God only knows, without results the Wildlife Investigation Agency itself could become as endangered as the animals we're trying to protect! We rely on charity, Heather. A high profile arrest such as Selassie would have produced interest and funding from all angles. But now...well..."

"I was close, Peter. It boiled down to a matter of luck. We also rely on good luck and sparse information from oppressed and frightened people. If we had some muscle! Some way of fighting these criminals that would hit them hard!"

"Look, your efforts are appreciated, but we have few enough resources and manpower as it is. We operate within the law. We're not mercenaries. Anyway, there are perhaps more manageable projects we could look at – African elephants, illegal logging in the Amazon, plastic in the oceans. A depressingly endless list."

"But, Peter, we're so close to catching Selassie! Just give me a little longer..."

He lifted his phone to make a call and waved her away. Heather left his office deflated and frustrated. She racked her brains for any other way she could have played it, but it always boiled down to the same thing. Luck. 

If she had had her way, Heather would have marched into the village of the poachers and knocked some heads together. She would have locked them up and beat them until the whereabouts of Selassie and the tiger had been told. 

Every single person in the village to which they had tracked the trail had remained silent. The rangers knew who the poachers were, and the poachers knew Selassie. It wasn't rocket science, but all were so infuriatingly intertwined and the area so vast and isolated, that it made life very difficult indeed. Within minutes of arriving in the village, the tiger, if it was one, must have been whisked away in the back of a vehicle to join the scores of others heading for China. The trail had gone cold just like that. Needles and haystacks sprang to mind.

She averted her gaze from the window and back to the papers, as the phone on her desk began to ring. 

"Hello. Wildlife Investigation Agency. Heather Walsh speaking."

"Hello. I'd like to speak to someone about tigers?"

Thinking it a prank from someone in the building, at her expense, Heather wasn't amused.

"Is this a joke? I really don't have time for this..."

"My name is Daniel Harpur. I found your details on the internet. I believe you head up investigations into endangered tigers in Asia and their sale on the black market? I have information that could be of use to you. But it's a two way thing. I want information in return."

"What information do you have, Mr Harpur?"

"Three Chinese gangsters killed my friend, over a tiny bag of tiger bone in Laohu's Traditional Chinese Medicine Shop in Belfast. I found the men at Carter International Logistics Headquarters in Belfast Harbour. You'll not be surprised to hear that we don't have tigers in Northern Ireland, so I'm guessing it was shipped into there from somewhere else."

"Are you a police officer?"

"No. They don't seem to be very interested in this case."

"There's not a lot of solid information there, Mr Harpur, but I can look into it. With regards to exchanging information...well...it really would need to be first class intelligence for anything like that to happen."

"I understand... what if I could find out more? What exactly is it that you need to make it first class information?"

"I need to know what quantities are involved. Criminals move tiger bone all over the world, as powder, in wine, meat for restaurants, decoration. You may have just stumbled across the end product. To be honest, I need the supplier, not the street dealer or the user, and I need to trace the powder back to wherever it originated so I can try to stop it. Look, Mr Harpur, dangerous criminals are involved in this business. It is mostly the Chinese who demand these products, so the triads will be heavily involved. They are well organised and very dangerous. You should leave any investigations to your local authorities."

"They don't want to know. It's been six months since my friend was murdered and the police are no further on in their investigation. His killer is still walking free."

"You said you wanted to know more. What is it you need to know?"

"Everything."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Aiguo had become numb to his work. His hands taking on a life of their own; cutting, hacking, stripping and cleaning the tigers that ended up on his worktop. They arrived at such an alarming rate that Aiguo had often wondered from where they had come. But by now, six months into his job as the Head of Medicine at Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary, and a regular attendee at management meetings thanks to the backing and endorsement of his new found friend Kojo Selassie, Aiguo knew exactly where the tigers originated. 

Kojo Selassie had taken a shine to him, Aiguo had no idea why that would be and simply put it down to Selassie needing someone to talk to - someone who didn't talk back. On his regular visits to Hangzhou, the big man would seek him out, and once quenched of his insatiable thirst, he would regale him with stories of his adventures across Africa and Asia in pursuit of wild creatures. Often, when he had drank too much of Mr Liu's expensive liquor, Selassie would let slip some of the finer details of his smuggling antics and his growing hatred of their triad partners.

Even Selassie agreed that the wild tigers were far superior in size and condition to their farmed cousins and it was easy to distinguish them from the pathetic and skinny examples that were bred in this facility and dozens of others across the country; all secretly shipped here by Kojo to be expertly butchered by Aiguo. 

As he listened to the conversations that were conducted in the comfort of Mr Liu's office, usually with a pint of that disgusting lager forced into his hand, it took a huge effort not to gasp out aloud at the sums of money being discussed and the lengths they were prepared to go to, to source the tigers. It seemed that Meizhen Chen intended to wipe the world clean of tigers as soon as possible, and her reasoning was both calculated and chilling. 

He recalled their latest meeting and its outcome, remembering the triad bosses hypnotic beauty, quiet melodic voice and her deadly intent.

"In the last year the value of tiger bone has doubled! This gentlemen, is good for business. Demand is high all over the world, and from here in Hangzhou with the cooperation of Carter International Logistics, we are perfectly situated to ship our product out into the East China Sea and onwards. We have, of course, been helping to drive these prices up by controlling the quantity of tiger product available. We have been stockpiling our stores and preparing the market. Now is the time to reap the benefits of our hard work! Soon you will all be rich beyond your wildest dreams!"

A round of applause greeted her comments and Mr Liu hurriedly instructed his secretary to open a bottle of his favourite gin to celebrate. Aiguo noticed how he received a much smaller portion than the others, as the secretary poured it out with a sneer towards him. 

Meizhen Chen continued, but before speaking, she bowed low to a hated figure in the room, whose reputation Aiguo had heard whispered. He had come to know the figure well in a short period of time. A hard uncompromising man with a penchant for violence.

"Over this last few months you have all met my trusted lieutenant, Lei Wu. To his credit, he foresaw the potential for this excellent venture. And since then, apart from a few teething problems with the distribution network overseas, due to which he has returned to us for a while, we have transformed what was once a local side show into an international event. The profits in this operation now far exceed that of other business interests we have in cannabis and cocaine. In addition, the risk to us is minimal. Things could not be better gentlemen!"

Kojo Selassie and Mr Liu shifted uncomfortably in their seats as she fixed them with a withering gaze. Her eyes slowly moved over to Aiguo, who sat quietly in the corner, out of his depth and wishing he were somewhere else. 

"Of course some of you have proved your worth and continue to impress. Mr Liu, your facility here in Hangzhou offers the best possible location to conduct our business from. Mr Selassie, your contacts and global reach allow us to supplement our product, and sell other sought after items; ivory being one of those we must also seek to develop very soon. And you, Mr Chang. I am impressed with you. Without your skills and input we would not have such a highly prized end product to supply in the first place."

She offered him the faintest nod and smiled, showing a beautiful set of perfect white teeth behind full and inviting red lips. In any other situation her compliment would have sent his heart racing, but he knew that behind her stunning good looks, lurked a barely contained monster capable of heinous crimes. She continued.

"However, it has been brought to my attention that others in our network have not been quite so generous. It seems we must all be reminded of what happens when you bite the hand that feeds you."

She waved at Lei Wu, who immediately marched to the doorway. The door was swung open and two of Wu's henchmen entered, carrying the body of some poor bloody and battered soul between them. Dark, congealed clumps of blood dripped to the floor from the head, and Aiguo noticed how Mr Lei squirmed as he watched the body fall. He wondered if it was in fear of what might happen next or because the blood was staining his no doubt expensive carpet. 

A faint groan could be heard as they hauled the semi-conscious person in front of the group. One of the henchmen grabbed black and matted hair to expose the face of someone Aiguo knew well. A new wave of fear swept over him as he took in the horrendous cuts and bruising to the head and body of Biyu, a girl who worked in the Medicines Department ferrying the meat from his table to their respective buyers outside the park, and transporting the bones to the rear of the building where others set to work cleaning and grinding them to a powder. 

She had been pleasant and kind, often telling him light hearted tales of her five small children. To Aiguo she had been a hard worker, rarely taking a break from her duties and always keen to keep the clutter of meat and gore away from his table.

Meizhen Chen rose to her feet and slowly wiped non-existent dust from her dress. All eyes moved to her as she approached Biyu.

"This disgusting little wretch has been stealing from us. Lei Wu has found out she is taking parts of the tigers and attempting to sell them herself. If we let this sort of behaviour pass then what would happen to our operation? Would others not think it is OK to steal from us? An example must be made of her."

Aiguo was desperate. He must help this woman. He wanted to speak out, but struggled to find the courage. Meizhen Chen was not seeking an answer to her questions. But surely he must do something? 

He looked to Selassie and Lei, both appeared nervous, playing with their drinks and avoiding the constant attentions of Meizhen Chen. Neither seemed moved enough to help the poor woman before them. Aiguo was forced to say something and spluttered out a response.

"Please...Miss Chen, there must be some mistake! Biyu is a hard worker, she..."

In a flash Lei Wu appeared beside Aiguo and struck him hard on the side of the head. Aiguo fell to the floor from his chair and landed at the feet of Kojo Selassie, who for his immense size was quick to rise from his own seat and stand over him, preventing Wu from a further attack. The two men glared at each-other, Selassie towering over Wu and holding out a huge hand to prevent his approach.

As they growled at each-other, Meizhen Chen intervened.

"Enough! Who are you to speak out for this peasant! She is a thief and will be dealt with accordingly!"

Kojo helped Aiguo back onto his seat as Wu strode back towards his master. She indicated for him to administer punishment, and without hesitation, Lei Wu pulled a knife from a sheath at his back. The two henchmen held the frail and struggling body of Biyu tightly between them as Wu slowly hacked and cut at the wrist of her right hand, until it came loose and fell with a sickly thud to the floor. Biyu's high pitched screams of pain were mercifully cut short, when she fell unconscious soon into the operation. 

The henchmen left her on the floor where she lay and followed Meizhen Chen out of the room. Lei Wu was last to leave, shooting Aiguo with an evil smile as he closed the door behind him.

Since that last meeting, Lei Wu had taken a special interest in Aiguo. He often visited the building where he worked and loitered in the background, studying what was happening and watching Aiguo closely. 

A noise dragged Aiguo's mind back into the present and he stopped what he was doing on the tiger before him and stared at his bloodied hands. How would he ever get away from this mess? This dangerous, life threatening, criminal work. His family were thriving on the money he made. How could he possibly end it all? Would they even let him go? Never.

It was at this moment, with Aiguo deep in thought, that Lei Wu entered the building. One of his goons trailed in his wake as Wu sauntered through the room, studying its contents, lifting this and that and barking orders at the others who worked there.

"Busy today, Aiguo Chang?"

"Yes. Always."

Wu stood close behind Aiguo, close enough that he could feel his warm sour breath on the back of his neck. Aiguo continued with his work, but his hands shook with fright as he cut flesh from bone. Absently, Wu stepped forward and lifted the huge paw of the tiger, examining its long sharp claws as he spoke.

"Would you ever steal from us, Aiguo?"

"No, Mr Wu."

"It would not be advisable. You have two beautiful children. Do you plan for more?"

The scarcely veiled threat shook Aiguo further still and he struggled to use the knife in his hand as Wu turned his back and began to swagger around the room, often glancing over to check on Aiguo with a cruel look on his face. 

Aiguo ignored his question and inserted the knife into the nape of the tiger's neck, pulling back the skin as he went, to slowly expose the precious flesh beneath. The skin and coat peeled away with relative ease as he sliced the underside with the knife to remove it. But his hand was unsteady and every time Lei Wu spoke it slipped with fear, cutting into the dead flesh and missing Aiguo's fingers by a only a fraction on several occasions.

"I expect you will be moving out of your little house in the village near the Qiantang River very soon. Maybe move into the city?"

It was then that Aiguo found something unusual. Underneath the skin of the tiger lay a small plastic capsule. It was tiny, only the size of his fingernail, but he could clearly see a coil of wire at one end of it and some sort of circuitry at the other. He looked up, but Wu had moved out of sight. He placed the capsule in the palm of his hand and nervously looked over his shoulder. Wu appeared behind him, the dragon tattoo on his neck flashing before Aiguo's eyes as he move around to stand beside him. 

Once again he played with the claws of the tiger. Aiguo could hardly contain himself. His fear of Wu and his awful threats, almost overwhelming. 

"What is this?"

Wu pointed down to Aiguo's hands and Aiguo thought he might faint. He gripped tightly to the small capsule he held, wishing it would disappear and wondering why he felt the need to conceal it in the first place. He looked down at his weak and shaking hands as Wu continued.

"It seems the master butcher is not so perfect after all!"

Wu grabbed a hold of the knife that Aiguo held and released it from his grip. He rested the point of it against the back of Aiguo's hand - the hand holding the capsule. With his heart racing and the tension within him building to an unbearable crescendo, Aiguo braced himself to run. To run away from this place, gather up his family and run for their lives. But fear froze him to the spot.

"You have cut yourself, Aiguo! What sort of master butcher would do such a stupid thing?!"

Wu laughed in his face and shoved him to the side. Aiguo wanted to cry with relief. He stood there numbed with fear and yet elated, inspecting the slice across the back of his hand. The knife he used was sharp, and Aiguo had not felt the cut. Only a thin trickle of blood seeped out from the wound giving away his error. 

"Go and tend to your injury master butcher. I will finish this."

Aiguo wrapped his hand in a cloth and left Wu with the tiger; slicing meat from bone with a sadistic concentration on his face. 

He stepped outside into the open air and soon found a quiet bench overlooking the leopard enclosure from where he could think. He unwrapped the towel from his hand and lifted the capsule for a closer inspection. Aiguo had never seen one before, but he knew what it was.

A microchip.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

After his call to the Wildlife Investigation Agency, Dan was in no doubt of what needed to be done. The WIA was not a government body. It relied on the charity of the public to fund its work, and the good will of whichever country it operated within to assist in their investigations. He had googled all day long, through innumerable cups of coffee and a hastily prepared ready-meal, before he had absorbed every detail the web had to offer on the trade in tigers. It was shockingly little.

From what he could deduce, the WIA were the only organisation actively targeting and investigating the trade in tiger bone, but from what he had read, and unfortunately for them, the WIA was all bark and no bite. They were based in London but operated all over the world, frequently falling foul of other countries laws, religions and general tolerances to crime and criminals. Still, they might have detail that Dan would need. If he could assist them and do what they could not, what no regulated body could lawfully do, then they might be generous with what Dan required – like who and where Dragon Tattoo was. Someone must know something!

Various articles had been published on the plight of tigers; along with detailed information on the demand for tiger products and how it was handled. Everyone knew that the Chinese triads had the lion's share of Asia's crime network. It would hardly be a huge assumption that they would be involved in the sourcing, shipping and distribution of the powder. Many folks in Asia and beyond craved tiger product like a drug – and they were willing to pay a fortune for it. It was of no surprise that tiger, along with ivory and other endangered wildlife, was raking in billions of dollars worldwide. Or that organised criminals were taking advantage of it. It was poorly and rarely policed! For all his internet searching, Dan struggled to find more than a handful of stated cases of wildlife crimes and the subsequent prosecutions through the courts of the perpetrators. 

Dan reached over to the SIG Saur P226 handgun sitting on the table next to his laptop. He lifted it into his hands, feeling its familiar weight and rubbing his thumb over the rough metal where its unique serial number had once been. Kelly Ross had sent it to him months ago, a gift from her and The Regiment. There had been no note attached to the gun. Its meaning was all too clear.

He placed the Sig back on the table and resigned himself to his mission, focusing on how he could find his target. Everything led back to that small bag of tiger bone. Did the old woman honestly believe it could cure all ailments? It would take more than a bag of ground down bones to replace Dan's eye that was for sure! The only thing that would make him feel better would be seeing Dragon Tattoo through the sights of his gun. He had dreamt of that image for many a sleepless night, and now nothing else would cure him. Nothing else would remove the sad, sorry feeling in his gut of what had happened. Nothing else would quench the fire in his belly that had steadily grown and was now feeding on the new hope of vengeance he had found. 

What Dan needed was a proper look inside the Carter Logistics Headquarters. He had easily gained access before and could do so again. Except this time he was sober. This time he would be prepared and this time, he had a gun.

#  #  #

Gabriel Carter sipped on a large cognac and lifted his feet to rest them on the desktop. He swirled the glass in his hand, releasing the full flavour of the dark liquid it contained, before slowly sipping it again, finishing off with an appreciative smack of his lips. Gabriel could appreciate the finer things in life. The taste of expense alcohol, the feel of the quality silk shirt that he wore and the knowledge that his retirement, and all that he had planned for it, would be secure when he closed the last major deal of his career.

On speaker phone and talking to him from China, were his business associates, Bai Liu and Kojo Selassie. They had brought good news to Gabriel, and although the men had met in person on only a few occasions, they had a great working relationship and conducted their business in an open and friendly manner. The news of a huge shipment in the near future was causing them some concern at the moment and Gabriel was finding it hard to convince them otherwise.

"But gentlemen, this is a wonderful opportunity to flood the market. If demand is at an all-time high then it must be likewise for the profit. We will renegotiate with Meizhen Chen. Our share must reflect that of theirs!"

"Oh no, Gabriel! We will do no such thing! She has said we will be rich and that is the end of it. There is no negotiating with her! Kojo and I have witnessed first-hand what she is capable of. She is not to be questioned!"

"Nonsense, Bai. This is a business arrangement. Of course it is negotiable!"

"It is OK for you on the other side of the world, but things are different here. And do not think for one second you are untouchable. Lei Wu is to return to you with the first and largest shipment. He is to resume his position at your headquarters overseeing the distribution of the goods. Do not cross him."

"That man is an animal! As you have said, things are different here. I cannot maintain a low profile with that thug in my hair all the time. The men here now are quite capable of handling more product. I must speak with Meizhen Chen about Wu. And anyway, one person's idea of rich may not be the same as another! I plan to retire soon and this will be my nest egg."

"I beg you not to do that, Gabriel! Lei Wu will be overseeing an expansion of the operation. Not only will you be shipping powder, soon it will be ivory and live animals. Others are doing this and making huge profit. Meizhen Chen wants to dominate the whole market!"

"What are you on about, Bai? Carter International Logistics is mine and mine alone! We will renegotiate and become rich beyond our wildest dreams. Don't worry."

Gabriel terminated the call and took another slow and thoughtful sip of his drink. Old Liu must have lost his mind! This was his chance to retire, make a killing on a few big shipments and leave it all behind him. He may have to put up with the arrogant Lei Wu for a little while longer, but once he secured a fair share of the profits, it would surely be worth it.

#  #  #

As he sat in his car waiting for the onset of the darkness that would conceal him, Dan subconsciously moved a hand to his hip; feeling the familiar bulge of the SIG Saur that was there. The feel of the firearm, with a fully loaded magazine, was a reassuring comfort. After his last visit inside the warehouse he was sure he couldn't do without it. 

He was reluctant to use it outside of the army, the full force of the law would undoubtedly come to bear if he were caught; especially here at the site of his last interaction with police. He had gotten away lightly with that one, just a slap on the wrists really; only bullet holes and his own broken body to corroborate Dan's story. The Magistrate had shown sympathy, the injuries he sustained as a result of the incident being quoted as a life sentence of their own. 

Dan knew that Dragon Tattoo and the other two men had vanished. Just as soon as his wounds had healed, he had secretly returned to the docks of Belfast and laid siege to Carter International Logistics. Day and night he watched the property, from the confines of a banged up old car he bought just for that purpose, to a dozen different locations around the warehouse perimeter. Dan had waited patiently for a glimpse of the men. 

He planned and schemed of what he would do when he found them; his actions varying wildly from calling the police to make an arrest, to marching straight down and confronting them himself. What he had eventually settled on was something far more calculated and brutal. 

Dan would kill them. 

He couldn't risk another firefight with three against one, and neither could he risk another botched investigation by the police. When he received the Sig, he knew what to do and what was expected of him. He would shoot them dead, then disappear into the night and rebuild his life. 

All his plans came to nothing. 

Over the course of his observations, Dan realised that Dragon Tattoo and his men had been replaced by others. He watched them strut around the yard, examining this box and that, then leave in a flashy car just like the one before. Mirror images of the men they replaced. Dan had tired waiting for his chance. The brutal realisation of his hopeless plight eventually creeping up to smack him on the face like the crowbar that claimed his eye. So he returned to his apartment to wallow in self-pity and sorrow. 

Now there was a new plan, forced upon him with the Sig and born out of sheer boredom and anger. If Dan couldn't find Dragon Tattoo, then he would take down what Dragon Tattoo had worked for. He would destroy the very reason for his existence in Dan's world and maybe, just maybe, find some small comfort from that. 

From the seat beside him, he lifted a small crowbar. He weighed it in his hands, running his fingers along the length of it, feeling the hard lines of the metal and remembering how it felt when a strike from one eerily similar to this took away what remained of his sorry existence. Once a professional soldier and an integral part of an elite force, now a physical and emotional wreck and a drain on society. 

A set of headlights lit up the road ahead and from his position opposite Carter Logistics, Dan could see a flashy black Mercedes Benz, cruise away from the building. With darkness now on his side and the greatest threat – the triads - gone, it was time to move. 

He crossed the road and slipped up the side of the fence between Carter Logistics and its neighbouring building, following the fence like he had done so many times before until he reached the rear of the compound. The ground steadily rose up to a point where he had adequate cover, in the form of a large overgrown evergreen shrub. From here, he could watch the comings and goings in the main yard from an elevated position and in relative comfort beneath the shrub. CCTV cameras dotted the perimeter, mounted on poles, but never once during his observations did they move and never once had he been discovered. Neither did the security guard patrol. Dan assumed the guard wasn't getting paid well enough to get cold and wet. Not once had he witnessed anything other than the guards arm leave his hut at the entrance, and even that was only to wave at vehicles as they came and went. 

As usual, several lorries waited to be loaded by a busy forklift truck, which scooted in and out of the warehouse carrying breathtakingly large loads. The drivers congregated at the entrance, talking to the guard and waiting their turn. 

It wasn't long before Dan found an opening, when the forklift driver stopped what he was doing, lit up a cigarette and joined the truckers at the entrance.

This was his point of no return. This was the time when Dan could call it all off, return to his apartment and live out his currently sad and sober existence. Until he scaled the fence and entered the warehouse, Dan had done nothing wrong. Once he did so, Dan would have crossed the line. Former war hero turned armed criminal. 

It only took a few seconds for him to make his decision. When his heart rate increased and that familiar surge of adrenaline pumped through his body, Dan returned to his old self. He had found a goal, a mission, and a reason to live. He needed to be somebody. 

He jumped over the fence and quietly slipped inside the warehouse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Aiguo was quick to confirm that the small plastic cylinder he had found under the skin of the tiger was a microchip. It stood to reason that such an expensive and endangered animal such as a tiger would have an identity tag of some sort. Would it be a chip from the Hangzhou Sanctuary? Aiguo doubted it. Mr Liu had never mentioned it before, and he was sure that with the amount of animals moving through the park, both legally and illegally, that an identification tag keeping track on the animal's movements, would be the last thing that Liu and Kojo Selassie would want. 

So where did it come from? This question should not have concerned Aiguo, but it did. Part of him wanted to throw it away and simply continue with his work, providing for his family and remaining blissfully ignorant to the goings on at the park. Another part of him was sick to the stomach of what was happening and tired of turning a blind eye. One day, would it be Aiguo's own hand that cut the flesh from the very last tiger in the wild? Would he be an integral part of the reason why his children would never see a tiger living free in the jungles of his homeland? 

For the last six months, Aiguo had been living a lie. His family did not know the true extent of his work and he was ashamed of it. Could this small plastic chip release him from the confines of his own concrete cage? He was as captive now, in the grips of the triads, as the tigers themselves. And if he stepped out of line it would be Aiguo Chang who would be put to the knife – just like the tigers he butchered.  

It was at the end of the day, and after he had cleaned up the mess left behind by Lei Wu's lack of butchering skills, when Aiguo made his mind up and figured out what to do with the chip. After locking up, he made sure to loiter around the building, feigning forgetfulness and pretending to return to his office. Once he was sure all the others had gone, he slowly walked to the gates and sparked up a conversation with the ever friendly guard. 

"Ahh, Nakia, I wonder could you help me? I need to get into the Veterinary Department to retrieve some chemicals. I must use them to clean and sterilise my equipment before the morning. I have none left of my own and Lei Wu has left my premises in a most unsatisfactory condition. I will be very busy tomorrow and Mr Liu will be most upset if I cannot complete my work. I'm sure you understand."

"Of course, Mr Chang! Triad scum have no respect for working people. How can a man set to his work with someone like Lei Wu forever looking over his shoulder? If I had my way...well... I would rid the world of men like Wu forever!"

"Yes, of course, but they are still very dangerous people and it would be best if we keep thoughts like that to ourselves."

Nakia nodded his agreement and reached into his pocket for the large bunch of keys that allowed him access to every building in the park. 

"I have my rounds to complete. I will meet you back here in ten minutes if that is OK?"

Aiguo thanked him and walked off towards the Veterinary Department, where he hoped to find a microchip reader. He was certain that the tiger he butchered was not from the Hangzhou Sanctuary – it had been way too healthy and in much better condition than any animal the park could produce. 

If Aiguo could establish the origins of the tiger then maybe something could be done by those who had lost it. Maybe the park would be closed down. Maybe Mr Liu would be forced to run it as it should be. Maybe Aiguo could retain his job having done his bit for the tigers and other wild animals of Asia. Maybe not. 

He was willing to take the chance. 

If he could establish what information was held on the chip and anonymously make contact with someone who could do something about it, then he would have played his part. Others could investigate how this animal had ended up in this park, and if they had any sense at all they would discover the many other animals that pass through it every day - that was their job. 

Small though it was, his actions might be enough to ease his niggling conscience, but not so much that Lei Wu and his friends might find him out.

#  #  #

Up in old Liu's office, Lei Wu slowly sipped on an ice cold glass of lager. He enjoyed locking himself away in the comfort of the old miser's office; drinking his expensive imported alcohol and smoking on his Cuban cigars. 

It had been a long day. Preparations for their largest shipment ever were under way and under Lei's watchful eye. Men had toiled all day to secretly store the many skins, bones and ivory that Lei and his men would escort across the oceans to Europe and beyond. It galled him to return to that cold barren rock they called Ireland, but Meizhen Chen had ordered it, and so it would be.

For now though, Lei eased back into the comfortable surroundings of Bai Liu's office and studied the CCTV images from around the park. Canny old Liu had installed a huge bank of monitors in a storeroom at the back; secretly watching the comings and goings of his workers on hidden cameras selectively positioned at important locations. Lei watched as peasants finished their days work and returned home to their hovels with the small reward of but a few coins; mere droplets in the ocean of profit being made through the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary. The irony brought a rare smile to his face. 

Lei promised himself he would never return to the dirt and squalor of the city streets. It had taken him years to rise to the rank of Straw Sandal and he vowed never to return to the slums he had grown up in. These shipments would make him rich beyond belief. Richer than any man he knew. Nothing would get in his way.

On the screens before him, Lei watched as Aiguo Chang, the parks trumped up Head of Medicine, stopped with the security guard. Then strangely, instead of walking out of the gates with the others, he turned left and with more than a few backward glances, disappeared inside the park. Lei scanned the remaining cameras for sign of Chang and soon found him opening the doors to the Veterinary Department. What was he up to? 

Liu had not placed cameras inside of the buildings, for fear of the expense most likely, and it was a full ten minutes before Chang eventually emerged and hurriedly returned to the gates to meet with the guard. 

Lei had never warmed to the meddling Head of Medicine. He made a mental note to speak with the guard, and then to Chang. 

#  #  #

Heather's second day back at work in her drab and dreary office in central London was proving to be a somewhat more productive experience than she had expected. After her phone call the day before with the mysterious Irishman, she had searched through old intelligence documents gathered together by the WIA. 

The procedures set in place for intelligence gathering and its dissemination were such, that when the information was found to be non-actionable by the WIA itself, then it was passed on to the relevant authorities around the world. Unfortunately, most of it was very low grade and with the limited resources at their disposal, mostly non-actionable. 

Heather did however find a document containing information relating to Laohu's Traditional Chinese Medicine Shop in Belfast, Northern Ireland and after a little bit of googling research of her own, found a newspaper article dated six months previously reporting the death of a man at that property following a shoot-out with unknown assailants. She had followed it up with a call to the local Police Chief. His secretary had informed her that he hadn't arrived in work as yet, but was expected soon, so Heather was excitedly waiting for a return call when a new e-mail popped up in her inbox. 

It was from her mysterious Irishman, Daniel Harpur. There was no text or explanation, only a series of attachments. They were photographs taken in low light and sent direct from a mobile phone. As Heather scrolled through them her jaw slowly dropped. The mug of tea she held in her hand, poised at her lips to drink, poured its contents onto the desk, where it slowly dripped onto her lap as she stared at the screen in a state of shock. 

Ignoring the spillage and never taking her eyes from the computer screen, Heather reached for the phone to called Peter Blackthorn. 

"Peter, I'm forwarding you an email I have just received. I'll give you five minutes to look at it and then I'll be up to explain."

Without waiting for a reply, Heather hung up the call and began to print the images; forming a plan in her mind and a pitch that Peter Blackthorn would find hard to refuse. When the printer finally stopped churning out the dozen or so pictures, she gathered them together and leafed through them; her brain hardly able to register what her eyes were seeing. After one phone call and less than twenty four hours, Daniel Harpur had produced evidence that she could only dream of. 

She stopped at a picture that showed the side of a large plastic crate. Displayed on the corner of the crate in faint black ink were the words CARTER INTERNATIONAL LOGISTICS. Laid on the floor in front of it were some of the crates obviously more legal and documented contents – row upon row of small plastic containers of varying shapes and sizes. Some of these containers still lay neatly packed into one half of the crate, but beside them and deep down inside, close to the bottom, was what sent Heather's heartbeat racing. 

Two tiger skins were laid out along the bottom of the crate, the orange and black stripes standing out in stark contrast to the bright white plastic surrounding them. On top, and wrapped in cellophane, were four large blocks of pale white powder. Next to that lay a pile of bones, each wrapped tightly in cellophane, and from what Heather knew of anatomy, and guessing from what she saw before her, probably consisted of the remainder of the two tigers that once wore the skins. As if that wasn't enough, the next picture she came to showed a similar crate. This one crammed full of coats and jackets of every size and description. Wrapped up in some of them were the tusks of elephants, so crudely and hastily removed from the animals, that the jagged ends were they were cut and ripped from the elephant's body still sported blood and gore. 

What Heather had before her was cold hard evidence of the illegal trade in endangered wildlife, and it had been found on British soil! Not only had Harpur captured evidence of the cargo here in the UK, but he had discovered it still contained in the crate it was shipped in, on the premises of the company that shipped it!

Excited, and with her hopes set high for an international investigation, she gathered up the photographs and made her way up to the office of the head of the Wildlife Investigation Agency. 

Forty minutes later, Heather slouched behind her desk. Her hopes once again dashed. The excitement she felt at reigniting her quest to save the tigers all but disappeared and buried under a mound of red tape and bureaucracy. Peter Blackthorn, although interested and surprised at the images she had presented, had shot her hopes of any kind of investigation down in flames.

"Heather, this is impressive, really, but how did this person obtain these images? Was he sanctioned by the WIA to enter a private property and snoop around? I bloody well hope not! Who is he? What are his motives? Will any court in the land accept his oath? Are these images even real? Maybe he just staged the whole thing to bring bad press on this Carter Logistics place, or worse still, to make fools out of us!"

"But, Peter, what if they are real? These very animals could have been taken from the Panna Reserve! Surely we must at least look into it?"

"The man is an unknown quantity, Heather. If we could confirm his identity it might be something, but as it stands I will not jump head first into an international investigation on the word of a stranger and a few grainy images. More work needs done before I even think about it. Without verification of the intelligence and Kojo Selassie's name stamped on the ass of one of those tigers, it's a no go."

On a scrap of paper at the edge of her desk, Heather absently printed the name DANIEL HARPUR. Beneath it she printed CARTER INTERNATIONAL LOGISTICS and beneath that, TIGERS AND TUSKS. Slowly she circled each one and joined them with a ragged line. Then she settled her head on her hands and rested it on the desktop to think. 

She didn't get a lot of time to do so because two things happened in quick succession.

Firstly, her phone rang. The police in Belfast returned her call. They told her that Daniel Harpur was a disgraced former soldier whose evidence could not be relied upon due to his problems with alcohol. They also suggested that Harpur had developed an unhealthy interest in Carter International Logistics following the death of his friend. 

Secondly, her friend and colleague, Tracy Coburn, burst into the office waving a sheet of paper in her hands. She jumped up and down excitedly, and in a high pitched voice told Heather that she had just received a call from the Panna Tiger Reserve in India. They told her that a man called Aiguo Chang in China had recovered a microchip from the body of one of their tigers, and he wanted to talk to someone who could do something about it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

On a hilltop overlooking the Irish Sea, Gabriel Carter stopped the buggy he shared with James McFadden and carefully selected a club from his golf bag. McFadden had been whinging in his ear for the last three holes and Gabriel had just about had enough of it. He needed silence to think, and strode up to the edge of the rugged clifftop beyond the closely cropped grass of Cairndhu Golf Course to let the cold autumnal wind blow away some of his pent up anger, in the hope it might clear his head. 

In the distance, sailing slowly through the choppy waters between the County Antrim Coast and Rathlin Island, he could just make out the long dark hull of a cargo ship heading for the Scottish port of Stranraer. Piled up on its deck where long metal containers of red, blue and green; scraped and battered from hard years of service on the seas and on the backs of lorries streaming out of ports across mainland Britain and Ireland. Inside those containers would be the very items that were now feeding James McFadden's surge in greed and causing Gabriel some considerable grief. Gabriel knew the ships manifest would read differently to its actual cargo, but he also knew that its captain would be well paid to ignore such detail. Even so, things were beginning to become complicated and he didn't like it.

Once again, his main warehouse had been hastily cleared by his Chinese employees. Lei Wu was contacted and informed of about the developments; his plan to rectify the situation was predictably blunt and brutal. Although Gabriel would have no direct part in it, and he did not agree with the triad's violent ways, drastic action did need to be taken – his business and future retirement were at stake.

Behind him, he heard the familiar thwack of a golf ball being struck. It was swiftly followed by the now all too familiar sound of James McFadden, warning the following golfers to mind their heads.

"Fore!"

Gabriel shivered as the breeze picked up, blowing cold salt water onto his lips and chilling his ageing bones. He didn't need worries such as these with retirement not far away. So what was he to do about the pictures? 

When he received the call that morning from James, he had been in high spirits and gratefully accepted the offer of golf at the Cairndhu Course later in the day. During the call, James had eluded that it was more than just a game of golf he wanted with Gabriel, and more of a private conversation out of earshot that was required. He also let him know, on a more official level, that potential evidence had surfaced from the Wildlife Investigation Agency in London - crimes of poaching and smuggling. Images had been sent to the WIA showing endangered wildlife products, allegedly located inside Carters warehouse at Belfast. The dogged former soldier, Daniel Harpur had sent them and the WIA had been in contact to verify Harpur's credentials. This information had then been passed, as per procedure, along with the photographs, to Her Majesties Customs and Excise.

McFadden was well placed as a secretary to a senior Customs and Excise Official, making him privy to all sorts of information useful to Carter. He had certainly earned his money on this occasion.

Gabriel walked back to the buggy and teed up his ball. McFadden was watching him closely, and Gabriel knew the man was just bursting to speak.

"Go ahead then, out with it."

"I just can't believe you have nothing to say about the pictures I mentioned. Once again I have stuck my neck out for you and averted a potential disaster for your company."

Gabriel dragged his eyes away from the beautiful view down the fairway and turned to face him. Not often in his life did he lose his temper, and right now it took a great deal of effort to contain himself as he replied. He knew what James wanted, even though James himself had not the balls to ask for it. But he suddenly felt the need to bait the man and push him a little further. 

"We are alone together on a hilltop. Just speak plainly man. What is it you want from me?"

McFadden's face screwed up and he looked shocked, like he'd just been slapped. But he soon recovered, and after a quick glance around to ensure no others were within earshot, he took a few paces forward and spoke in a hushed conspiratorial tone, his eyes flicking around in their sockets searching for non-existent danger. 

"I've been thinking...and I believe we could reach a mutually beneficial arrangement. I mean, I'm sure you could do with a security advisor at Carter International Logistics, could you not?"

Gabriel gripped tightly to the club he was holding. Squeezing and twisting it in his hands, he imagined it to be the neck of the rat that stood before him. He continued the charade, forcing James to complete his threat.

"Why would I need a security adviser?"

"Because you are involved in the shipment of illegal and endangered wildlife. You have connections to the Chinese triads, and Daniel Harpur would give eye witness evidence to support that theory. He also has photographic evidence which, supported by a thorough investigation, could put you and Carter International Logistics on a very sticky wicket."

Gabriel turned away from McFadden to address his ball. He took a deep breath to calm himself, allowing McFadden to continue.

"As part of our new arrangement I am willing to handle this developing and very dangerous situation, but I will expect to be suitably rewarded. Financial compensation of £250,000 and, eventually, a full-time position as a security adviser in your company on a salary of...shall we say £200,000 per annum?"

For now, he would humour McFadden. But Gabriel knew what he must do. Harpur and McFadden would always be a problem. Lei Wu could deal with them both.

#  #  #

Dan rose from the sofa, feeling groggy from an impromptu nap. The TV was still playing in the background and he checked his watch for the time. It was eight in the evening. He had never been one for day time sleeping, but he had not returned from the docks until the early hours of the morning and foolishly decided to stay up; thinking he would make it through the day without the need for sleep, like he had done many times before in the days of his youth. It didn't work out that way, and late in the afternoon, still waiting for a reply from Heather Walsh, he could resist the urge no longer and fell asleep. For once though, he felt pleased with himself and walked with a smile to the bathroom to splash water on his face.

His venture inside the Carter International Logistics warehouse had been a complete success. He had chosen a small area at the rear of the huge building, hidden amongst crates and boxes piled almost to the roof, where the forklift and its driver seemed never to visit. 

The very first crate he prised open had been like a treasure chest. Although the skins and bones had been well hidden, it was the smell that alerted him to their presence; a rancid and pungent mix of rotten flesh and strong chemicals. Timing his activities with the comings and goings of the forklift, Dan was able to remove, photograph and then roughly replace them before slipping out of the warehouse the same way he had entered. It had taken him most of the night. 

When someone examined the crates, they would know they had been tampered with, but Dan hoped by that stage it would be too late and enforcement officers of some description, whether police, Customs or the Wildlife Investigation Agency themselves would be swarming all over Carter International Logistics. He had sent the images direct to Heather Walsh and was still waiting for her call. She should be suitably impressed and ready to fulfil her end of the bargain. The thought of hurting the triads and perhaps taking one step closer to the men who killed Michael brightened his day.

As he examined his face in the mirror above the sink, Dan traced a finger along the scar leading towards his eye. It was a depressing sight to be greeted with, even when his mood had lightened. The stubble on his chin had grown now to the best part of a full beard, and combined with the scars, it seemed to age him in body and mind. So he searched the drawers beneath the sink for a razor, and set to removing it. 

Once he had finished he felt better and packed the razor away from where it had come. As he did so, his hand brushed against cloth at the back of the drawer, this made him curious and he reached down to examine the item. It was an eye patch; black and simple, like something you would have seen on a pirate. Dan bought it not long after he had returned from the hospital but discarded it immediately, thinking he looked stupid wearing it. 

He raised it now to his eye and held it there briefly. It wasn't as bad as he remembered and it covered the worst of the scarring to the socket. Dan placed it onto the edge of the sink, then he brushed his teeth, combed his thick unruly hair into place and took a long deep breath. He pulled the thin elastic strap over his head and settled the patch into his empty eye socket. Out of sight, out of mind seemed better.

He walked to the bedroom, fiddling with the patch as it tickled at the skin on his face and decided to leave his apartment for something to eat; braving the public with a patch over his eye like Long John Silver. For a moment he contemplated buying a parrot to complete the transformation and chuckled at the thought it.

"Oh arrgh!"

 It was the first time he had laughed in months.

The sound of the door to the apartment crashing in, jolted Dan back into reality. He quickly looked down the hall and caught a glimpse of two men rushing through and into the living room. Both were hooded, with their faces covered. The first carried a sledgehammer and the second a shotgun. On finding the living room empty, they called out to each other in Chinese.

Dan ran to the bedside and reached down beneath it to retrieve a baseball bat. It was his only form of defence - the SIG Saur he desperately needed being under the cushion in the sofa where he had been sleeping. Weighing the bat in his hands, waiting for the intruders, it felt wholly inadequate. 

He darted around the bed and stood behind the door, pressing his body tight against the wall. The sound of heavy footsteps and the excited voices of the two men grew louder as they neared the last room in their search. 

Dan knew they would kill him. He had an idea the triads might return for him, guessing he was involved in the second burglary of the Carter Logistics warehouse, and he had every intention of moving out just in case. But how could they be here so soon? Had Heather Walsh organised a raid on the building within hours of receiving his photographs? Not likely. 

Had the triads found the opened crates already? Then suspected his involvement and returned to finish what they had started, and what they probably should have finished on that fateful night six months ago? 

Dan wasn't about to die. Revenge was still fresh in his mind. He hated his life, his looks, the emptiness he felt every morning when he woke, but now Dan Harpur had a mission. He was no pushover either, and the first man through the door would find that out to his cost.

The door burst open and the two men entered. Dan stepped out from behind them and swung the bat at the nearest. It connected with his head with a sickening crunch and he crumpled to the floor. Dan had no time to swing the bat again and dropped it. He rushed towards the second man who had turned to face him. The shotgun he carried already in his shoulder and the barrel swinging wildly past Dan as he took aim. He corrected it, just as Dan stepped in and took a firm grip of the long black barrel. He pushed it up and away from his body as the trigger was pulled. The explosion next to Dan's ear was deafening. He felt the instant warmth of the barrel against his skin and a strong smell of cordite filled the room. But instead of cutting him to pieces, the lead shot passed close by his face and punched a hole in the roof. As he wrestled for control of the weapon, the second barrel fired off, smashing the bedroom window to pieces. 

Knowing the weapon was now useless, Dan released it and grabbed the man's head in his hands. He pulled it in towards him and cocked his own head back. With all the power he could muster, he drove the top of his head into the man's face. He felt the breaking of bone as the man's nose smashed. Blood streamed down his face, and for an instant, the armed intruder stopped his struggle; releasing his grip on the shotgun and Dan. 

Dan seized his chance, drew his fist back, and punched him repeatedly. He lost track of time as he rained down blow after blow. 

Moving backwards, the pair tripped on the redundant shotgun and fell to the floor. Eventually, under a torrent of punches, the intruder struggled no longer. But Dan continued. His fist and arm slick with blood and the carpeted floor wet and sticky by the time he had finished; exhaustion the only thing stopping him.   

Dan rolled off the body and sat up on the floor of his bedroom. He stared at the two men lying dead on his floor. What a mess! How on earth was he going to explain this one? On impulse he searched the bodies of both men for identification or some sort of clue. He found nothing other than a huge roll of cash in the pocket of one of them. Dan transferred it to his own. 

A chill wind blew in through the shattered window carrying with it the sound of approaching sirens as they echoed through the streets of Belfast. He rose to his feet, gathering together a few items of clothing and personal belongings from his wardrobe. He stuffed them into a bag, along with his Sig, as he made his way to the door. 

He couldn't face the police again. Dan would finish this himself, once and for all.

After one last glance around his apartment, he kicked aside the remnants of his broken front door and made off into the night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

In the dark and dusty streets of Mogadishu, Kojo Selassie trod carefully. It was a dangerous city, filled with a poor and desperate people. He relied heavily on a select few of the more influential amongst them to secretly transport his goods out of East Africa and into China via the bustling shipping port that fed the city, or on this occasion, the equally busy airport. They shipped food, grain and every other cargo known to man, in and out Africa. 

Amongst it, sometimes buried beneath the official cargos or often brazenly displayed for all to see, were the illegal goods. Many palms needed crossed with silver to co-operate, many others needing violent persuasion. It was Kojo Selassie who made these things happen in the African continent, and all involved knew him well. Even so, with a consignment such as this, Kojo could expect to have his throat cut around every corner, for just a fraction of his current load. In the rear of his truck, he carried a huge shipment of ivory. It was one of the largest he had ever transported, and with it the risk was colossal. 

Old Liu and Kojo had been placed in such an impossible position by Meizhen Chen, that he had been forced to work day and night to supply her with the excessive quantities of skins, bone and ivory that she demanded. The impossible situation being that she would cut off his hands and rip out his tongue for failing her. 

If she was to be believed, then in a matter of weeks, money and riches would flow freely into their hands and the hard work and risks they were taking would be well worth the reward. Her overall strategy being, that having starved the consumers of their goods for so long, she now wanted to flood the market and charge extortionate rates. Unfortunately, to do so meant transporting large quantities at one time, rather than smaller more manageable loads that could be more easily guarded and concealed. 

Right now, as he walked up to the gates of the airport, Kojo had his doubts.

He had travelled for two days across some of the wildest and most barren country in all of Africa, all the while deep in fear of betrayal and attack. The men he brought with him he had known for years and used on many such ventures. They were coarse men, battle-hardened from a lifetime of fighting all across the continent, bristling with weapons and a confidence that only an armed mercenary could. But this cargo was by far the largest they had ever seen and the same men knew well its value. Kojo had slept little on their journey from where it had been safely cached, till now. Always one eye remaining open, waiting for a knife in the back or a bullet to the head.

The Chief of the Airport Security, a grizzled and veteran soldier, simply known as Rab, emerged from a building at the side of the gates to greet him. He cast a wary eye over the truck and the men who now stood idly smoking at its rear, rifles casually slung over their shoulders. Kojo had known him for years and Rab had grown rich from turning a blind eye to what entered and exited the airport. It was obvious he had heard of Kojo's current cargo, as he slowly walked around the vehicle taking his time to inspect what lay poorly disguised beneath the tarpaulins. 

"Taxes are high for such a valuable cargo, Kojo! I think we must discuss this in my office."

Kojo suppressed his anger and followed him into the building after giving a nod to the mercenaries at the truck, who quickly gathered up their rifles readying themselves for action. More armed security streamed out of the building to stand in front of the gates, barring the road into the airport. An uneasy standoff ensued. 

From the confines and privacy of his office, the Head of Security, a large and imposing man himself, stood with his back to Kojo as he watched his men fan out across the road. He allowed an uneasy silence to grow between them before he spoke.

"The Chinese gangs have no sway here in Africa, Kojo my friend. You and I may have a longstanding arrangement for your more regular shipments but..."

As he turned to finish his sentence and press home his increased demands, Kojo stepped in and swung a mighty right hand towards Rab's head. It connected with the side of his jaw and Rab collapsed to the floor. Kojo reached for a small ornate dagger, which he carried under the folds of his shirt. The blade was curved and the hilt embossed with a huge glowing emerald, secretly removed from the mines of Zambia as a gift from a grateful customer. He knelt down with it and pressed the blade against Rab's neck. A thin trickle of blood ran down from the point at which Kojo applied most pressure. Rab extended his neck as he tried to ease himself away from the knife but Kojo used his other hand to pull his head towards him as he whispered into his ear.

"You do not need to worry about the Chinese. You need to worry about Kojo Selassie! I will cut the throat of your wife and have my men rape your children, before I skin you alive! Do you hear me?"

Rab slowly nodded his acknowledgment and Kojo withdrew the dagger, replacing it into his clothing after wiping the blood from its blade on the shirt of the fearful Rab. Then he stepped back allowing the cowed security chief back to his feet.

"We have had a long-standing agreement you and I. Let's not disagree about taxes. You will get your pre-arranged cut when the shipment is safely delivered, as always. Now let me pass. I am tired and irritable, and still there is a long flight I must endure in the company of vile men."

Kojo strode from the room and as he climbed into the cab of his truck the gates to the airport slowly opened. He breathed a sigh of relief when the guards parted, making way for him to pass.  

#  #  #

After the long walk home from work, Aiguo paused on the doorstep feeling more nervous than he had ever done in his life. For the most part of the journey two men had tailed him. As he searched for his key, he cast a glance over his shoulder to where the men now sat. They made no secret of their actions and stared back at him coldly from the far side of the street as they lit up cigarettes and spoke quietly together. 

Aiguo opened the door and then quickly closed it behind him. With his back to it and his heart pounding, he reached into his pocket and removed the microchip. He rolled it between his fingers as he thought of what to do. Why was he being followed? It must surely have something to do with the chip, but how could they know? 

Aiguo's first thoughts were to hide it. If it were found by the triads or Old Liu, he would surely be killed! The tiger it had been removed from had long since gone and Aiguo would have no excuse to having it in his possession. 

The English lady who had returned his call had sounded very excited and given strict instructions to keep the chip safe until she arrived in China, and most importantly to speak to no one about it. Aiguo had not been happy with this course of action. He wanted no part in meeting with her or anyone else. But the English woman had pleaded with him that the chip delivered directly into her own hands was the only outcome that would work, so reluctantly, he agreed to meet her at the airport, far away from his work, his home and his life. It would be the day after tomorrow before she arrived in Beijing. Aiguo would take a long overdue day off work, meet her and return to his house without anyone ever knowing.

But did they know? Men were waiting outside his home. What on earth had he gotten himself into? He reminded himself again that if anyone had known he had found a microchip in a tiger they would have come to him by now. So why was he being followed?

The sound of his children running down the hall to greet him raised his spirits and he replaced the chip into his pocket. When the English woman arrived he would hand it to her and walk away. He would meet her far from his home and his work, tell her what he knew, and then she could deal with it. She had promised him that no harm would come to him or his family and that any investigation would be conducted with the utmost discretion. If that meant losing his job and returning to random back breaking labour, then so be it.

So for now he must put his trust in a foreign stranger and pray that she is able to rid Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary of the corruption and rot that had set in.

He convinced himself that Lei Wu was just an envious man, and had probably sent his lackeys to intimidate him for no other reason than his hatred and suspicion of Aiguo's new founded standing and his loss of face when Kojo Selassie prevented any further punishment on the floor of Mr Liu's office. 

For now at least, he was all out of time to worry and think. His two small sons were barrelling down the hallway towards him, begging for tall stories of how their daddy was helping China's ailing tiger population.

If only they knew.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Tired from a poor night's sleep, but buoyed up on determination and coffee, Heather Walsh hurried into the ground floor reception of the Wildlife Investigation Agency. A taxi waited outside, with her hastily packed clothing stored in a small wheeled suitcase on the seat in the rear. The driver whistled a cheery tune as he waited for her return, commencing his first of many fares that day from the city to Heathrow Airport.

Knowing her journey would be long and cramped in economy class seating, Heather applied minimal makeup and wore comfortable, loose fitting clothing. She had tied her long red hair back in a ponytail, but as she fought against the swelling tide of morning commuters between the roadside and the building, loose strands fell around her face, protesting against their restrictions and refusing to remain no matter how many times she replaced them. She was only here to grab her ticket and had no intentions of engaging with anyone other than the receptionist, who was holding her tickets and expecting her. She was soon to regret her relaxed approach to travelling, wishing instead she had worn something more appropriate to meet a tall, dark and handsome Irishman. 

"Morning, Heather. Here's your ticket, Heathrow to Beijing. You'll have to hurry. Check-in is open in forty minutes."

Heather received the tickets with a smile and turned to leave, but the receptionist called her back.

"Oh, sorry love! I almost forgot. There's a man over there. He was waiting at the doors when I opened up this morning. Says he needs to speak with you."

The receptionist winked at Heather and chuckled to herself as she pointed across the large reception towards the waiting area. It consisted of two rows of chairs, placed at a ninety degree angle to each other. A glass coffee table had been placed in the centre, on which sat bundles of magazines and brochures detailing the work of the WIA. A man sat at the table reading one of the papers. He looked up when the receptionist laughed.

Heather was in a hurry and not expecting a meeting today. Her diary had been cleared for the following week after her conversation with Aiguo Chang. Knowing the importance of his testimony and the information he could supply, her boss, Peter Blackthorn, had given her strict instructions to take her time with Chang. He had ordered her to concentrate on Chang, who unlike Harpur, had unequivocal evidence in his possession. Chang had seemed reluctant and nervous on the phone and Heather was to gently tease what she could from him. Confirming the data held on the microchip before Blackthorn authorised any further costly or embarrassing operations. This was Heather's chance at redemption.

The taxi driver blared his horn as he watched Heather walk away from the reception desk and towards the stranger, rather than him. She waved apologetically through the glass frontage of the building and prepared herself to brush off the unknown and unexpected visitor. 

The man watched her exchange and stood up to greet her. When Heather heard his accent, she knew exactly who he was before he said it himself.

"I seem to have caught you at a bad time, Miss Walsh. My name is Dan Harpur. We spoke on the phone yesterday and I sent you some photographs by email. Did you get them?"

Heather's mouth dropped a little as she took in the man before her. He was slightly taller than she was, with rugged good looks, spoiled by a patch covering his left eye. The faint outlines of a scar lead away from the patch and into his thick wavy brown hair. He wore clothes which looked like they had been slept in and were in dire need of attention – faded blue jeans and a worn old brown jacket. His right eye was a vivid blue, and it bore into her as he waited. 

"I'm sorry, Mr Harpur, but I'm in a hurry right now. I have a plane to catch. Something important has come up and I must deal with it immediately. Can we speak another time?"

He smiled at her. Not a happy smile. A polite smile, that in fact, told her he wasn't happy.

"No not really. You see, two triads tried to kill me in my home last night. I don't want to go back there for obvious reasons. At least not until I have progressed my own enquiries into this tiger bone setup. I hoped you would find the images useful and be willing to help me in return, like I suggested? Things are moving now at a speed way out of my control."

The taxi driver blared his horn again to emphasise his point, laying further pressure on Heather. For some reason she didn't want to leave this man. He looked exciting. His demeanour portrayed a confident and calm individual, but beneath his dishevelled appearance, Heather could sense an undercurrent of barely contained violence. 

Warning bells were ringing, but she wanted to learn more. How did the triads know where he lived and how did they get to him so quickly? Was he hell bent on revenge, and on who? Could he help her to catch Selassie or some other major player, and more importantly, could he do it without Blackthorn finding out? 

Against her better judgement, Heather gave him a snippet of what was happening.

"I found the images fascinating, but my boss didn't. He says there is too much at stake to rely on the word of a stranger. We can't act on your information at this stage I'm afraid."

"So the police or customs must have raided Carter's instead then?"

"No. They were quite clear that you were not to be relied upon. 'Loose Cannon' were the words they used."

He smiled again. It had a different meaning to it this time. His mouth curling up at the edges to show genuine humour.

"It seems to me that the Wildlife Investigation Agency could do with a loose cannon, and if you will just listen to me, then maybe I won't be a stranger for much longer. Look, the triads tried to kill me last night. It's not impossible that they found out someone had tampered with the crates, but to assume it was me and then arrive within a few hours at my home is a bit of a stretch. Don't you think?"

"I'm flying to China within the hour, Mr Harpur, and my taxi is waiting to take me to the airport. It all sounds interesting but this isn't the time."

"All I have now is time, Miss Walsh... I'll come with you."

"What?"

"I have nowhere else to go and China has suddenly become somewhere I want to visit. I'm not asking for your permission and I'm not asking you for anything other than your company on the journey. What do you say?"

"Well, it's a free country I suppose. If you want to travel to China on the same plane as me, I can't stop you. Right?"

He offered her his hand.

"Exactly. Now let's get the stranger thing out of the way. I'm, Dan."

She took his hand in hers. His grip was firm and strong, and she allowed it to linger, enjoying the warmth of his touch as she studied him closely.

"I'm Heather. Call me, Heather."

#  #  #

The guard had proved to be a tough old nut to crack.

After Lei watched the curious exchange between him and Chang, he wasted no time looking into it. Chang had gone home by the time Lei reached the gates and so he had sent some men to keep an eye him, while he spoke to the guard. If Chang was up to something, he wanted to find out before he asked him directly. Lei would take great delight in wiping the smug look from his face if he lied or twisted the truth. 

He assumed that it could be a simple case of theft, either with, or as it now seemed, without the help of the guard. Old Liu paid his employees pittance, and God knows Lei would consider theft himself if he worked for the infamous miser. Compounding the matter, Chang was in a prime position to steal from them. He was the butcher - the Head of Medicine. If anyone was best placed to steal, Chang was.

"Release me, you triad scum! I know nothing! I simply handed keys for the Veterinary Department to Mr Chang, at his request. Release me!"

Lei was beginning to tire now of the old guards disrespect; although he certainly admired his courage in the face of adversity. He knew nothing of importance and now only served to irritate.

He was standing now, barely restrained by two henchmen, fuming at the hour long repetitive questioning about Chang and his movements. The Vet himself had been summoned to check over his office. Nothing had been taken or moved.

Lei launched a savage punch to the body of the guard, who doubled up at the unexpected blow. He followed this up with a strike to the side of his neck, felling him unconscious. He needed question him no more. The guard had told him nothing he hadn't seen for himself on the cameras.

Something was amiss and Lei wasn't satisfied. Chang hadn't returned to the Medicine Department like he had told the guard, to clean up the mess left behind. There was no mess! A search of the building found ample supplies of chemicals and equipment to clean and sterilize, so why had Chang lied? He had left the park empty handed. Or had he?

"Get rid of this fool, and bring me Chang!"

Men instantly marched off and Lei settled back into one of the comfortable leather armchairs in Liu's office. It was getting late, and he was tiring. Not even the sight of the impressive rug beneath his feet could lift Lei's spirits. The snarl on the tigers face seemingly mocking him as he waited.

Tomorrow, he was due to meet Kojo Selassie with the last of the ivory, then load it onto a waiting cargo ship and sail across the oceans. Back to the cold and windy outpost of Ireland, from where he would supervise the distribution of the world's largest consignment of tiger bone and oversea the expansion of their operation into ivory and other profitable products.

He removed a small vial of cocaine from his pocket and snorted a portion of the contents into each of his nostrils. It would keep him alert long enough to extract the truth. There would be plenty of time for rest on the long monotonous sailing to Ireland. For now he would enjoy his last few hours in China and take out his anger on Chang.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Dan left his seat and fought his way off the plane, just a few steps behind Heather. They squeezed their way through the aisle towards the exit, avoiding people, bags and excited children as they clambered for overhead luggage, keen to leave their seats after ten long hours of sitting. Heather looked over her shoulder and gave him a friendly smile. A very friendly smile. He grinned back at her. 

Having spent most of the triad's cash to buy himself a ticket to Beijing, Dan used the remainder to bribe the businessman next to Heather to swap seats with him. Heather had been impressed with the amount of money he had paid to sit with her, so had the businessman, but Dan didn't disclose where he had got it from. He didn't want to disappoint her just yet, by living up to the loose cannon image that had been painted for her.

Heather was a genuine woman, passionate about her work and the wildlife she tried so hard to protect. She was also intelligent and beautiful. More than once she had caught him checking her out. Far from being offended, she seemed flattered. Or was that just the wine taking effect? 

Dan, although sorely tempted, had stuck to coffee throughout the journey and was secretly pleased with himself at this small accomplishment. He knew that it wasn't just willpower alone that had helped him. It was Heather. When they weren't engaged in deep and meaningful conversation about the state of the world's wildlife, Dan found himself able to just sit and relax in quiet companionship with her; sneaking a glance now and then at the inviting lines of her body and the warm smile that permanently played on her lips. 

Over the course of the ten hour flight, sandwiched between rows of other passengers and with nowhere else to go, Dan had talked more with Heather than any other woman in his life – his ex-wife included. He had gone too far on some subjects, disclosing to Heather – the stranger he had met only hours before – personal details about himself, both before and after his life changing injury. She understood his anger and didn't seem at all put off by the patch he wore over his eye. 

This woman, with her easy way and infectious smile, had caught him off guard. Dan was already losing sight of his mission. In all the planning and scheming he had done over the last months, Dan had not factored in meeting a woman. A woman he liked – a lot.

In Beijing it was two in the morning and, according to Heather, still six hours away from the prearranged meeting with her Chinese informant, Aiguo Chang. If Dan had understood her correctly, Chang worked as a butcher at a wildlife sanctuary in the city of Hangzhou, over seven hundred miles to the south. During the course of his work he had found a microchip in the body of a tiger. The chip traced back to one from a cat which had been poached from a reserve in India. Heather had become very animated at the mention of it and Dan got the impression she was taking this job personally. Much like he was, just without the intended violence. 

Heather had little information that Dan could use to find the killers of Michael. She had told him everything she knew of the tiger bone operations and it had all been vague and general. In response, and under intense scrutiny, Dan had twisted the truth of why he so badly wanted to find Michael's killers. Telling her instead that he wanted to see them behind bars for what they had done, rather than dead and buried like he dreamed of. He also got the impression from her that she was frustrated at the lack of bite her role with the Wildlife Investigation Agency could administer and she longed for a free hand to deal with the criminals behind the barbarous acts against wildlife she strived to prevent. Maybe Dan could help her out with that?

At the carousel an awkward silence commenced. They had spoken freely together on the plane for the last ten hours, but suddenly they were lost for words. Dan was unsure of what to say. So unused to having a woman show obvious interest in him, he was tongue tied. 

"So...you have a room somewhere nearby?"

"Yeah. For the next three days anyway... I need a shower, so I'll go there now and come back at eight. He said he would meet me at the café in the Arrivals area. He refused to meet me anywhere closer to Hangzhou, so I told him I would pay for his flight to meet me here."

"Look, Heather, I'm really only here because of you. I have no other leads. It's one man that I'm after, and China's sort of big to find him on my own. I hope you realize by now that I'm not some sort of nut job. I just want to find the people that killed my friend. Maybe your contact knows him? Can I hang around a bit longer to see what he says?"

Heather dipped her head and watched the cases as they slowly made their way around the carousel, slowly switching herself back to the serious investigator he had first met in London; all trace of the sexy and flirtatious woman gone in an instant.

"OK. But I'm warning you. You don't speak. I'll do all the talking. This guy's on tenterhooks, and if my boss finds out you're here he'll pull this whole operation."

"Understood."

She grabbed her case as it passed them and loaded it onto a trolley, then looked at him one more time. Dan couldn't read her face, but she lingered for a second and he hoped she would ask him to come with her.

"I'll meet you in the morning then. Seven thirty at the café in Arrivals, OK?"

"OK."

As she walked away, Dan offered her a feeble smile. She offered him the same one back. 

Then he looked around for a vacant bench. He was all out of money with six hours to kill.

#  #  #

Pain, like he'd never felt before, surged through Aiguo's body. His muscle and bones protested when he moved, so Aiguo lay on the floor and summoned what strength he could muster. Lei Wu and his cronies were taking a break, having beaten him relentlessly for the last hour.

An overpowering stench of ammonia filled his nostrils, preventing him from fully retreating into blissful unconsciousness where the pain would at least stop briefly. Aiguo's face was swollen and bloody. His hands bound together and secured tightly behind him. The thin bonds, causing considerable pain on their own, bit into his wrists, numbing his fingers – but that was the least of his worries.

A wave of nausea brought vomit to his mouth and he opened his eyes to the cruel world he had left just moments before, spewing the vomit onto the floor beside him and at the feet of his tormentor. 

"Mr Chang! You do not respond well to rough treatment! But this is only the beginning for you. I'm thinking of keeping you here until you're just about dead, then letting your family watch as the tigers maul you to death. A poetic end to your story, no?"

Aiguo's eyes slowly came into focus and his heart sank further still. This was a nightmare of epic proportions. He lay on his side on the cold damp floor of the tiger enclosure at the rear of the Medicine Department; the one were the animals were brought for destruction. Thick metal bars enclosed an area of twenty square metres. The floor was rough concrete covered with old and dirty straw. Here and there, pools of blood had dried into it, mixing with the urine and faeces of the frightened animals awaiting their deaths. Aiguo imagined that if they had known what was happening, it would have been a merciful release for those captive, malnourished creatures that ended up here. But for him it was simply hell on earth. The roles had reversed on this occasion; animals on the outside and the people within. 

A bucket of ice cold water was poured over his head, rudely awakening him from his revere. He forced himself to a sitting position to address his captors, in one last attempt to convince them he was telling the truth. 

"I swear to you, Mr Wu, I have told you everything. Her name is Heather Walsh. She works for the Wildlife Investigation Agency in London. She is meeting me at eight o'clock this morning at the café in the Arrivals area of Beijing Airport. She said I will know her because she has long red hair and she will be sitting alone. I am to hand her the microchip. That is it!"

 "What does she know?"

"Only that I work here at the Hangzhou Sanctuary and that I found the chip in the body of a tiger. I used a reader in the Veterinary Department and the chip came back to a tiger reserve in India. I contacted them, and she called me back."

"Does she know what you look like?"

"No. Please, Mr Wu. Don't hurt my family!"

Lei Wu held the microchip in his hand, examining it closely, ignoring Aiguo's pitiful plea.

"You planned to deceive us! To sell us out for this! Did you not hold a respected position in this sanctuary? Do your family not live well from the money you receive to work here? You will rue the day you ever walked into this park, Aiguo Chang. You will remain here until Meizhen Chen decides what to do with you. I can tell you this. You and your family will suffer!"

Lei Wu turned and strode out of the enclosure. The cage door locked securely behind him and Aiguo was left alone. He slumped back down onto the floor and his tears mixed with the shit and blood beneath him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

By the time Heather arrived at the café in the Arrivals Lounge, Dan was on his second cup of coffee. He had exchanged the small amount that remained of his own cash - the few notes and coins that were in his pocket when he made the altogether rash decision to jump onto a plane bound for China - and used it to buy breakfast.

He spotted Heather from a long way off as she walked across the large open area between the entrance and where he sat. She easily stood out from the crowd with her long red hair and pale skin. And today, he noted, she opted for a much more formal business suit rather than the relaxed casual travel clothes from before. As she moved closer and the details of her face became clearer, Dan felt one of those rare and unusual smiles working at the corners of his mouth. 

He gave in to the urge, as she sat down on the other side of the table from him with a smile of her own proudly showing on her face. He hoped it was for him.

"Morning. Did you sleep well?"

"No, not really. I had to sleep on a bench over there."

He indicated to a row of seating at the far side of the building where he had spent the night. Heather looked over in the direction he was pointing. As she did so, Dan sneaked an appreciative study of her from closer up. He breathed in the sweet scent of her perfume which was wafting towards him and wondered if she regretted leaving him last night when she did.

"Oh dear. It doesn't look very comfortable."

"I've slept on worse."

She smoothly brushed over his pathetic play for pity and got straight down to business.

"Look, I told him I would be alone and he's really jittery. So if you don't mind, can we sit at different tables? Maybe if you sit behind me or over there? Just so he doesn't link us together. I don't want to spook him."

The change in Heather was obvious. She was all business now. Gone was the cheery, likeable woman from the flight. Here was a professional, ready to set to work. Dan got the message loud and clear; chiding himself for losing sight of what he himself had come to do and instead acting like a love struck puppy towards a woman way out of his league.

"OK, but remember, if you get a chance, ask him about a man with a dragon tattoo."

"Once I have everything I need, I'll ask him."

Dan stood up and walked to the till. He bought another coffee and sat down at a table behind Heather. She didn't look at him as he passed by, even though he was looking at her, and Dan felt miffed at the change in her attitude. His back was to her but he was close enough to hear her shuffle papers, as she removed them from a briefcase she carried and arranged them on the table top. She was close enough that he could still make out the perfume she wore over the smell of coffee wafting up from his cup. 

Dan shook his head, forcing his mind away from her. If he was to get anywhere, he would really need to get over this woman. 

#  #  #

As she waited, the clock slowly making its way towards eight, Heather spent her time studying the information Peter Blackthorn had sent her about the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary and the Panna Reserve in India. It seemed that the microchip, found by this man who claimed to be a butcher in the Sanctuary, traced back to the pregnant female tiger that had been taken from beneath her nose in India! The significance of the information Aiguo Chang could provide was not lost on her. Heather fully intended putting all else aside until she could squeeze every last drop of information out of Chang – including the very attractive but distracting Daniel Harpur!

She was aware of his presence behind her, brooding over a coffee after she had very unsubtly dismissed him, but he would have to wait. This was the break she had been praying for. Someone on the inside. Someone with enough knowledge to allow the WIA to make an impact on the illegal trade in tiger parts. If she could just tease out a few names of those involved, maybe some locations, movements or tactics used in the smuggling network. Then just maybe she could find a way to stop them. She might even get her hands on Selassie.

As she thought through what she might ask him, a man approached her table, stopping in front of her and offering her nothing but a nod of his head in greeting. Heather wasn't sure what Chang looked like, and quietly cursed herself for not asking him on the phone, but this was not what she expected. He wore jeans and a T-Shirt and looked barely out of his teens. Thick gold jewellery adorned his neck and wrists, and his arms were covered in crude, badly drawn tattoos. He didn't speak, he just nodded with his head again, indicating for her to follow and walked back across the open area towards the entrance. 

On the phone, Chang had sounded nervous and elusive. Maybe he wanted to take her somewhere quiet to talk and to give her the microchip in private? Maybe he had sent someone else in to check things out and bring her to him? She had nothing to fear. This was an international airport with thousands of people already bustling in and out of the terminal. 

Heather couldn't let him leave. She quickly stored the paperwork back into her briefcase and hurried toward the entrance.

#  #  #

Dan watched Heather walk away from him, without so much as a sideways glance. It was eight o'clock exactly. Where was she going now? No-one had come to meet with her, he was sure of that, so what was going on?

She had a certain urgency in her step and was heading straight for the doors. It wouldn't be long before he lost sight of her as a gradually increasing number of travellers blocked up the terminal, keen to return home, begin their holiday or just get on with their business. 

At the doors she stopped and he thought he could see her talking with someone, but with all the people around and the angle at which she was stood, he couldn't be sure. After only a few seconds, a car pulled up to the kerb. The passenger door opened and a figure emerged, walking straight over to Heather. Something about this newcomer raised the hackles on Dan's neck. The way he walked, how he was dressed in a smart black suit and the expensive Mercedes car in which he travelled. 

Dan kept his eyes on the couple as he vaulted the railings defining the seating area of the café and ran towards them. He lost sight of her a few times as the crowd thickened and he negotiated families pulling luggage, and holidaymakers in no particular hurry to move out of the way. But when he heard her screams, Dan increased his pace, shoving those barring his path out of the way with renewed strength and determination.

As his path cleared, Dan could see Heather struggling against two men who were trying their best to force her into the rear of the waiting Mercedes. Each had an arm, pointing her towards the open vehicle door as she wrestled wildly against them, kicking out and screaming at the top of her lungs. None of the passers-by stopped to help her and the few who stood close to the ruckus quickly moved; chased away by the man in the suit who barked at them and waved his hands in the air, scattering any would be witnesses like frightened children. 

Dan called out as he closed the final few metres to the vehicle.

"Heather!"

It was only then, when the suited man turned at his call and was within touching distance, that Dan recognised who it was. It was Dragon Tattoo. 

Caught up in his whirlwind trip with Heather, he had lost sight of his objective; distracted by a beautiful woman, he had allowed himself to become complacent. How could he not have recognised the man who had haunted his dreams for so long and driven him to some of the craziest decisions of his life?

Dragon Tattoo's arm raced out, slamming against Dan's chest, the forward motion of his run adding to its power and driving the wind from his lungs. He pitched backwards and fell to the pavement, but quickly rolled to the side, avoiding a vicious kick aimed at his head. 

As he recovered, Dan could see the two men struggling with Heather hesitate just long enough for her to squirm loose from their grip and break away. He surged to his feet, relieved she had escaped and turned to face his opponent with all distraction gone. 

Dragon Tattoo calmly walked forward to face him. The cruel grin Dan remembered from the medicine shop was there again, slowly creeping across his face. The creases it created on his cheeks touched the mouth of the dragon, which writhed and rippled its muscles in response. A shiver ran down Dan's spine at the sight of it. All those memories of Michael and the nightmares of his murder racing back to tease him once more.

"It's the knight in shining armour! Still in search of the ring to return to your fair maiden? Must I now take your other eye, Daniel Harpur?"

Dan circled warily, ignoring the comments and searching for a weakness he could exploit; any advantage at all he could find to finish it once and for all with the man who killed Michael. He would take his chance right now if he could. He would kill him here on the doorstep of Beijing Airport if he had to. His blood was up and he had nothing to lose. What life he had before was gone and he had no intention of returning to the pitiful existence he left behind in Belfast. It was now or never.

The area around them had cleared of people, and the two goons, with Heather long forgotten, instead focused their interests on Dan. They spread out around him, cutting off any potential escape route; which was good for Heather but very bad for Dan, even though escape was the last thing on his mind. The odds were badly stacked against him. 

He bunched his fists and readied to attack, throwing everything he had into a full frontal assault. If he could just grab hold of Dragon Tattoo, clamp his hands around his neck or get his head in a choke hold, Dan wouldn't let go. He would squeeze the life out of him, until all his strength was gone.

The shrill blast of a whistle echoed around him, and in the distance, Dan could see several police officers running towards them. For a fraction of a second, Dragon Tattoo glanced over his shoulder, searching for the danger. Dan seized the moment and launched himself forwards, swinging his right arm in a wide arc to throw every ounce of strength and power he could muster into his first punch. His fist connected with the jaw of Dragon Tattoo with a satisfying crunch and they both fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Dan continued to punch, kick and claw at his opponent on the ground; fighting for all he was worth. The other two joined the melee, striking Dan on the head and back, and pulling at his body to remove him from their master. He couldn't keep a hold of Dragon Tattoo, and a brutal kick to the side of his head ended all hope of claiming his prize. 

From the ground, he watched the unconscious body of Dragon Tattoo being dragged into the waiting Mercedes as one of the goons drew a firearm and shot at the approaching police. 

At the sound of the shots, panic ensued in the airport; screaming people running for cover everywhere. Several rounds, returned by the police, struck the Mercedes, and with windows down and guns blazing from within, it sped away from the entrance.

Dan slowly rose to his feet. He wiped a trickle of blood away that ran from his head and down onto his face, then joined the fleeing crowd before the police arrived.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Kojo Selassie pulled up on the roadside outside of Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary and turned off his truck. He stretched his back and legs, grunting with satisfaction when his cramped right knee gave loud crack, releasing the tension that had been building in it. 

He had been travelling for days now, cooped up in this dirty and temperamental old truck, but the journey was almost at an end. With him were three of Meizhen Chen's soldiers, assigned to protect the valuable cargo of ivory and ease his path through China. They were crude and horrible men, not unlike the ones he left behind in Africa, and Kojo couldn't wait to be rid of them. 

His orders were to meet old Liu here at the sanctuary, collect some fabricated paperwork from him, and then use it to load the ivory onto a waiting cargo ship, which was bound for Europe in the morning. Kojo didn't give a damn about the who, what or where, after it left his hands – he just wanted his money. But first, he would settle for one of Liu's ice cold glasses of American beer.

"Stay with the truck. I'll collect the paperwork."

Kojo jumped down from the cab and made his way to the gates. It was late in the evening and the sky was growing broody. Dark clouds threatened to block out a full moon which threw shadows across his path, coating the sanctuary in an eerie white blanket. The muffled distress calls of the caged animals within, added to the dark gothic atmosphere. The whole scene reminded him of a cemetery in some old horror movie.

Kojo had never liked the place, and hoped that this might be his last venture inside its walls. He much preferred the wide open plains of Africa, where the animals roamed wild and plentiful, and the sun was always warm and inviting. If this job finished as he hoped, then maybe he would return there. Far away from the reach of the triads and the unattainable demands of Meizhen Chen. Kojo had no family to concern him, but thoughts of beginning one with his impending wealth, before old age overtook him, were no longer unwelcome at the back of his mind. 

Over the years, Kojo had grown used to his solitary and nomadic lifestyle. Seeking his own counsel in times of trouble and worrying of no-one's needs but his own. Of late, he had sought out company where he could; people to listen to his stories and far fetch tales of adventures across Africa and Asia. That was why, instead of heading directly to old Liu's office, Kojo decided to first call into the Medicine Department. He hoped Aiguo might still be there, and they could enjoy a drink together, as he told him about his journey across Africa with the ivory and the perils he faced to get here. Aiguo never spoke much, and Kojo liked that about him, there was never enough room in the conversation for them both to talk.

As he neared the entrance, Kojo could not see the guard. He was always there, day and night, running out to greet him even before he reached the gates. Kojo was almost disappointed at his absence. The guard was gruff but likeable, like a faithful old hound. He wondered where he might be. 

The gates were closed, and on peering through the window of the small gatehouse, instead of the ever present guard, Kojo found a triad soldier lounging in a chair. He recognised him from his previous visits to the park and knew him to be cantankerous and lazy. He was asleep, and jumped up from his seat as the door opened, but soon settled back when he watched Kojo enter; balancing on the chairs back legs as he raised his feet again and placed them on the wall, barring Kojo's way.

"You're early. Meizhen Chen said you weren't to linger here, drinking and filling your fat gut. There has been a problem in Beijing and she wants the cargo loaded onto the ship tonight. Lei Wu will meet you at the docks."

The thought of rushing his long anticipated beverage, accompanied by the young man's disrespectful tone, infuriated Kojo. But so close to his goal, he held his temper in check.

"What problem?"

"The butcher has been talking to the police! Lei Wu found him out and was attacked in Beijing Airport this morning. We don't know everything Chang has told them yet, so Lei Wu is returning to the docks tonight to protect the cargo at all costs. Meizhen Chen is coming here to deal with Chang herself! He's locked up in the tiger's cage. Ha! I can't wait to see what she does to him. Have you seen her with a knife? She'll cut him slowly and...."

Kojo brushed past him, kicking the leg of the chair he sat on with his foot as he did so. The chair toppled backwards, sending the man sprawling onto his back. Kojo could hear him cursing as he stormed off towards the Medicine Department.

What his intentions were when he got there, Kojo had no idea. But he wanted to see Aiguo before Meizhen Chen arrived – before she flayed him alive and cut him to pieces. He wanted to speak with him one last time. What had Aiguo said? And to whom? A sense of panic gripped him as he hurried to the rear of the Medicines Department where a lone triad soldier stood smoking at the door.

"Where is Chang? I need to speak with him."

The guard flicked his head, indicating the door behind him and wisely stepped aside for Kojo to pass. Inside he found Aiguo, locked in a small cage and bound at the wrists and ankles. He was sobbing quietly, propped up with his back against the bars and his knees to his chin. He was barely recognisable. Bruising to his face had swollen it out of all proportion and blood from various cuts had dried across his head and body, turning his skin red and black. Dirt and straw from the cage floor stuck to the blood in places, giving Aiguo the appearance of a fairy tale monster.

Kojo opened the lock and entered the cage. Aiguo didn't move as Kojo knelt down beside him, but flinched at the sound of his voice when he spoke.

"Aiguo, it is Kojo. What has happened my friend?"

Tears began streaming down his face and it was a long time before Aiguo stirred. The words he spoke were strained, through cut lips and broken teeth. They bit deep into Kojo, filling him with pity.

"I didn't tell them about you, I swear it...only the microchip...please don't let them kill my family!"

"Who did you talk to?"

"Heather Walsh."

Kojo knew the name. The WIA had been dogging his every move for years, getting closer every time; but still they had not caught him. 

Even though Aiguo had betrayed him, Kojo could not leave his friend like this. Meizhen Chen would indeed kill him and his family for what he had done; the triads were in a different league when it came to wanton violence. But he just couldn't walk away and leave him to suffer. 

Maybe this is what needed to happen. The WIA closing down the triad operation and Kojo slipping away into the night to resume his business in Africa unhindered by Meizhen Chen in the future. But what about his money? The huge sums of cash promised to him might never then materialize. Would that be the price of his freedom?

For another few minutes, Kojo quizzed Aiguo on what he had done. Then, satisfied he was telling the truth, he made his decision.

"Listen my friend, if ever you are caught, I was not here. Do you understand? This I will do for you and no more."

Kojo drew his knife, cutting the bonds on Aiguo's arms and legs and helping him to his feet. He half carried him to the door, then rested him against a wall out of sight of the sentry. He studied the knife in his hand, affirming in his mind his actions before committing to them. 

"Hey there!"

The sentry entered the building with a cigarette still in his mouth and hands in his pockets. This made it easy for Kojo, as he grabbed him by the hair and drew the razor sharp blade of the knife across his throat. He placed his foot in the small of the man's back and pushed him away. Blood sprayed across the floor as he fell forwards, where he silently squirmed on the ground and gripped at his fatal wound in a vain effort to hold back the floods of life giving blood leaving his body.

"Wait here for five minutes and then run for your life." 

Kojo replaced the knife into its sheath and strode out of the building towards Liu's office. He was aware of the secret cameras hidden in the park and to anyone watching he had done nothing wrong – simply visit the doomed Chang to question him, before collecting his papers from Liu.

When he reached the office, Liu was there, hurriedly burning documents in a fire lit up in the corner of the room. With each handful of papers he fed into the hearth, the flames rose higher. Casting long shadows which flickered and moved with the flames.

"Is this the end then?"

Liu looked up from his work and raised a worried eyebrow.

"I don't know. Meizhen Chen said to destroy all the records. We don't know yet how much they know. The next shipment is still to go ahead though. It is loaded already, except what you have. It is too late to remove it and too valuable to abandon until we know more. Your papers are on my desk."

Kojo lifted the papers, folded them and placed them in his pocket. Then he walked over to the bar and poured himself a drink. His last taste of the cold American brew he thought, so he wanted to enjoy it. He took a seat in one of the chairs in front of the tiger skin rug and watched Liu at the fireplace. He checked the time and wondered if Aiguo had successfully escaped and, if he did, how his life might turn out. 

"You should go, Kojo. Meizhen Chen will be here shortly and she is in a fury! Deliver the ivory and that might calm her for now. A small fortune is on that ship and we must see it safely away. Chang only knows of the animals, not where they go to from here. That shipment should be safe, if nothing else is."

Kojo downed what was left in his glass and stood to leave.

"Good Luck."

Old Liu didn't acknowledge his parting comment, he just continued to shove papers into the fire like his life depended on it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

"I guess this is what they call a stake out. You done many of these?"

Dan looked across the car they had rented towards Heather, who shot him a withering glare.

When he found her in the airport, she had been in an awful state. Traumatised by her attempted abduction at the rough hands of the triads, she was tearful and hyperventilating. It had taken some serious talking to calm her down and gently coax her to where they were now. He had a feeling she was regretting that decision.

"Look, if you really want to stop these guys then you have to think outside of the box. All we know is that Aiguo Chang worked here at the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary and that he found a microchip belonging to a tiger that should have been in India. Right?"

"Right! But we've been over this, Dan. I was only supposed meet Chang and find out as much as I could, not start an international incident on the doorstep of Beijing Airport with bloody gangsters! And against the express permission of my boss, I'm with a man wanted in Belfast for murder and now wanted in China for involvement in a gunfight!"

"That's harsh. Anyway, this wasn't my fault or yours. The triads must have found Chang out and taken his place in order to question you about what you know. They would have killed you, Heather."

"But I should have stopped it there! I should have found the police and stayed at the airport. Not let you talk me into some wild goose chase across half of China. I'll lose my job over this, that's for sure."

"You've done nothing wrong. You escaped because a stranger stepped in to help you at the airport and you came to Hangzhou for a look because it's the only lead you have to find Chang. As far as anyone is concerned, I'm not with you."

"Yeah, it just so happens that a crazy one eyed Irishman was in China at the same time as me and helped out. What a coincidence, huh?"

Her comments cut Dan, just as surely if she'd used a knife. Is that what she thought of him? He needed air. 

"I'll take a walk around the perimeter."

Dan stepped out of the car into the dark, quiet street. 

They had found the sanctuary at the edge of Hangzhou city. Close enough to tempt the wealthy city slickers inside its walls, but far enough into the countryside so that the calls of the animals, that he now heard piercing the night-time quiet, wouldn't annoy too many local residents. He walked, assessing what lay behind the high walls and tall fences of the park as he went, and wondering had he gone too far. Had he dragged poor Heather into his own dangerous and very personal vendetta? Was he using her as a means to an end? He didn't think so. If Dan had not been at the airport to help her, Heather would have been abducted by Dragon Tattoo, and God knows what he would have done to her. 

It seemed to Dan that his own goals and those of Heather were intertwined, whether she liked it or not. And everything he had told her was true. She couldn't have stopped him buying a seat next to her on the plane, just the same way as she couldn't stop him confronting the triads at the airport. Those were his actions, not hers. The fact that he had then convinced her to buy him a ticket on the next plane to Hangzhou from Beijing and avoid reporting their violent encounter to the local police at the time, may have muddied the waters a little, but she was a big girl and he knew that deep down she knew that she needed him, just like he needed her.

During the flight to Hangzhou, Heather had however, reported back to her boss in London. Dan could tell from the one-sided conversation that he wasn't best pleased with what had happened, but at the same time these people, these Wildlife Investigation Agency people, had the scent of blood in their nostrils. They were closer now to whatever it was they wanted, to not demand she return with her tail between her legs. Their quarry, Dan's quarry, was on the run. The hunt was on.

Heather had explained their new arrangement to Dan in no uncertain terms.

"The WIA is not the police or a government department. We are funded by charity and everyone who works there is passionate about what they do. We don't break the law, Dan, and we can't associate ourselves with those that do. That being said, I can't stop you. If the WIA are asked about your involvement with them relating to any of this, we will strenuously deny it."

"So, I can come along for the ride and do your dirty work, but if I'm caught I'm on my own?"

"Pretty much. They won't even refund me the cost of your flight from Beijing, but I guess I owe you that for saving me. Bottom line is - there is to be no connection and no trail that leads from you to the Wildlife Investigation Agency." 

Dan couldn't say he liked the arrangement that much, but for now it served his purpose well. He didn't care about trails of evidence and where they lead. All he was interested in had stood face to face with him at the airport, and got away. He still had unfinished business with Dragon Tattoo. If Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary was the only link in China that they had to him, then that was where Dan needed to be. If the WIA needed to find their star witness, Mr Aiguo Chang, and Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary was where he found the microchip in the first place, then that is also where Heather needed to be.

He walked a bit further, searching for an easy crossing point in the perimeter walls to climb over and take a closer look at the buildings within, when he heard a commotion. The sound of raised voices cut through the quiet night, coming from the direction of the entrance to the sanctuary just ahead and around the corner out of sight. A deep booming bass rumbled across the open street and a high pitched Chinese chatter replied. 

Before he could turn or slip into the shadows, a huge figure rounded the bend and crossed the street in front of him. It was a man of immense size, with jet black skin, a shiny bald head and a long grey forked beard. As the two drew closer, Dan dipped his head, unable to avoid him, but they passed in silence; the huge man still grumbling to himself at whatever argument he had been engaged in. 

For a second, he looked at Dan. Probably as much wondering at the strangeness of seeing a one-eyed Irishman on the streets of a Chinese city as Dan was at seeing him. 

Dan turned left into a side street, not wanting to expose himself to whoever traded insults with the mystery giant at the gates of the sanctuary. He waited for a minute, then turned and walked back the way he came, giving some thought to assessing the perimeter for an easier crossing point on the far side of where their car was parked. 

The rumbling of a diesel engine sounded from the street in front of him and a beat up old truck emerged, pulling out of the junction and forcing Dan to a stop. The drivers face was just visible through the grimy, dust laden windows. A round, black face sporting a grey forked beard.

The vehicle joined the road running along the perimeter of the sanctuary, on which Dan had been walking, and disappeared into the night. He could still hear the high pitched revving engine as he climbed back into the car beside Heather. 

She had a smile on her face now and seemed much more content than when he left her.

"Any developments?"

"Yes. London called. They've been in contact with the Beijing and Hangzhou Police Forces and explained what's happening. I'm to wait here until they arrive. They're going to conduct a search of the sanctuary, looking for Chang, triads, tigers, everything. What about you, see anything interesting?"

"Nothing unusual by today's standards. Just a huge, black man with a forked beard coming out of the sanctuary."

"Are you joking?"

"No. He drove that way in a beat up old truck."

Dan pointed over his shoulder in the direction the truck had taken and watched Heathers confident smile disappear from her face, to be replaced with what resided there before – shock and indecision. 

"Did I not tell you about Selassie on the flight to Beijing?"

Dan thought back to their journey from London, recalling only her warm smiles and an information overload about international wildlife investigation.

"I remember you saying you were chasing a man called Selassie in India, yes, but you never gave a physical description. Was that him?"

"Yes! I can't let Selassie get away again. God knows what's in that truck or where he's going to. The police will be here soon. They know what to do and they have a description of Dragon Tattoo."

Heather started up the car, gunned the engine and spun it around in the road. She stopped on the far side of the street and looked over at Dan.

"Are you with me, or would you rather wait here for the police?"

"Let's go."

 Heather hit the accelerator and drove as fast as she dared after the truck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Heather and Dan soon caught up with the truck, and it wasn't long before they realised where it was heading. She slowed down and pulled into the side of the road, as Selassie came to a stop at the entrance to Hangzhou Port. 

From inside the cab, he shook his fist at two armed security guards refusing him entry. They shouldered weapons, affirming their decision, until two men jumped out from the rear of the truck, from behind tarpaulins draped over it. On seeing them, the two guards smiled, lowered the rifles they carried and lit up cigarettes; offering one to each of the newcomers. After a few minutes of banter, the men returned to the rear of the truck and the security guards opened the gates to let them enter. They closed them when the truck passed and took up their positions again outside the gates.

"What now? The port is huge. They could hide in there forever! Look at the size of those cranes and the ships they're loading."

Dan looked over to where Heather was pointing. The busy port was well illuminated, allowing workers to load and unload cargo from a never ending stream of ships docking in the port. He watched the arms of three huge cranes swing to and fro, loading large rectangular cargo units from stacks beneath them to waiting ships. The port was truly colossal, and Dan had no idea how they would find Selassie amongst it all.

As they watched, a steady stream of vehicles passed through the gates. Some were stopped by the guards, with their contents roughly checked, and others waved through with a smile or a grunt. 

As time slowly passed, Heather became more agitated.

"What will we do? We need to get inside. This is your area of expertise now, Dan."

As the guards checked inside a large articulated lorry they had stopped, a small queue of vehicles began to form. Dan looked behind, and the last to arrive and blare its horn at the hold-up was an old, shabby looking lorry with an open back and a dark canvas cover stretched over the rear. The sharp corners and outlines of various sized boxes could be seen beneath the canvas but it sagged in places between them, where nothing appeared to be stored and where two fully grown adults could squeeze in unnoticed. The driver had stepped down from the cab and was idly chatting with the driver in front of him, gesticulating towards the waiting ships and pointing to his watch.

"Follow me."

Dan got out of the car and waited at the roadside for Heather to join him before they both moved off towards the truck. The driver never noticed them, as a rumble of thunder filled the sky and the clouds above them opened. Droplets of rain slowly beat down as they moved out of sight behind the lorry. Dan slipped underneath the canvas and Heather hesitantly followed. They wormed their way to the middle where Dan had seen the gaps. The space was smaller than he imagined, but he couldn't complain when Heather moved in beside him. She squeezed her body next to his, amongst the crush of the wooden crates; their faces so close together that he could feel her breath on his cheek when she whispered. Something stirred within him again.

"This is madness. I can't believe you're making me do this."

"I'm not making you do anything, Heather. We can go back if you want to. I'm only here because you want Selassie. I've left what I want behind."

He fixed her with as serious a look as he could in the circumstances and she smiled back. Once again his mind wandered to the woman beside him; her warm skin rubbing against him and the sweet smell of perfume playing in his nostrils. 

"I didn't mean it like that...I...I'm just so used to playing everything safe. This is exciting!"

Dan reached over and touched her face. He couldn't see her in the almost total darkness, even though she was only inches away, but he could feel her move closer in response.  

The sound of the rain beating off the canvas above them drowned out all other noise, not that Dan would have noticed, but he could feel the movements of the lorry as the driver returned, climbed into the cab and slammed the door. The engine started up with a shake and a puff of fumes almost choked them, shattering their moment and dragging them back to the reality of what was happening.

Dan put a finger to her lips, indicating for her to be silent as the lorry rocked and swayed, making its way towards the entrance.

#  #  #

On the cargo ship 'Salamine', men busied themselves under the watchful eye of Lei Wu. 

After the incident at Beijing, Meizhen Chen ordered that he go direct to the port, board the ship, protect its contents at all costs and ensure she sailed as planned in the morning. This would also keep Lei out of harm's way if the police recognised him and were looking for him. It meant spending an extra night in the cramped berth he had been allocated for the long journey to Ireland, and as a result, Lei was in foul mood.

He nursed a painful bruise at the side of his head where the Irishman had struck him, but Lei marvelled at the tenacity of the man who had survived a crushing blow to the head with a crow bar, administered by Lei himself, losing an eye as a result. 

When they found out Harpur had survived, Lei wanted to finish the job and be rid of him for good. But Gabriel Carter would not hear of it and complained to Meizhen Chen behind Lei's back, who ordered that Harpur be left alone for fear of drawing further attention to themselves by the local police. It had been a poor choice and when Harpur returned to cause yet more problems, by photographing tusks and skins inside Carter's warehouse, Meizhen Chen had lost face. She sent two men immediately to his home, but Harpur killed them both and fled, now turning up in Beijing in the company of a WIA official. 

It was a curious turn of events and Harpur an interesting individual. Lei recalled the look of shock on Harpur's face when they met at the airport, which quickly turned to hatred as they squared up and readied to fight. Harpur was strong and fast, a man unafraid of consequences or uneven odds. He was a dangerous adversary. Lei looked forward to meeting with him again, when he would cut him to pieces with his knife and remove the other eye for good measure.

He watched the crewmen toiling beneath him on the decks as they stacked the containers neatly, row upon row along the length of the ship. The manifest Lei held in his hands told him exactly where, amongst the mass of identical metal containers, his goods were placed, and he comforted himself in the knowledge that only he knew where that was. Once at sea, the containers would be safe and Lei could relax. Until that time, he had instructed all his men to be on high alert; ready to defend the goods from any who might take them. 

A horn blared on the dockside and Lei turned to see Kojo Selassie jump down from the cab of a truck and begin to remonstrate with some of the men loading the ship. He waved his arms in the air and Lei could hear his deep booming voice over the din of men and machines working in the dock. He hated the giant and was loath to let him see the bruise on his face. The big man would take great delight in Lei's discomfort. But Selassie carried the last of his cargo and Meizhen Chen ordered him treated well for fear of losing his vital supply of wild tigers to supplement what they farmed.

Lei glanced at his manifest and called down to them, saving the sailors from any further distraction.

"Load it up! Place it in container CTR B 19316, then secure the ship!"

He dismissed Selassie by showing him his back, as Lei returned to his cabin to unpack his belongings for the long journey to Ireland.

#  #  #

As luck would have it, the rain had a dissuading effect on the guards at the gates, quickly chasing them into shelter. So Dan and Heather entered the docks unnoticed, hidden in the rear of the truck. 

Not long into their short trip and miraculously over the not too quiet battering of the rain on the canvas sheet above their heads, Dan heard the same thunderous voice from outside the sanctuary that he now knew belonged to Kojo Selassie. He squeezed past Heather and lifted the edge of the canvas to look out towards it. 

About fifty metres away, Selassie stood on the edge of the dock, waving his arms and screaming at two men who were wrestling ropes around a long wooden crate. Behind him, dwarfing Selassie and all that stood next to her was a cargo ship, heavily laden with containers and boxes of all shapes and sizes. From her deck, Dan heard another familiar voice, and the sound of it sent a chill down his spine. 

He craned his neck and pulled the canvas back further still, to lay eyes on the man he had sworn to kill. But he could see nothing only shadows on the deck of the ship. The dull half-light of the rain soaked dockyard hid his prey, and he wondered if his ears had deceived him. 

The truck they were on slowed a little as it passed and Dan grabbed Heathers arm to pull her forward. With all eyes on the flamboyant Selassie, Dan seized their chance and jumped from the moving truck, neatly rolling to a stop behind a row of containers which would shield them from all eyes on the ship. He waved for Heather to follow. Gamely, she leaped from the truck, cursing Dan's name as she did so and landing in a heap at his feet. He helped her up and the two of them ran the length of the row of containers to the far end, where the ship and Selassie were still visible.

He watched her drink in the sight of her quarry, eyes sparkling and licking her lips with excitement.

"That's him! That's Selassie. The man I've been chasing for years! He's responsible for some of the worst poaching cases I have..."

Dan watched her fall silent and her jaw almost drop to the floor. He turned to see what was happening, following her bulging eyes to the rear of the truck where Selassie now harassed three men as they pulled the covers away to reveal his load. 

Piled high in the rear was a mound of elephant tusks. They glowed white in the darkness surrounding them. Men began pulling them out and placing them onto crates. A forklift arrived within seconds and loaded the first filled crate into a shipping container marked CARTER INTERNATIONAL LOGISTICS. Selassie, settling slightly now that the loading work had begun, dragged a massive tusk from a pile. With the aid of another man, they stood it up on its thick end and with a smile on his face, Selassie posed next to the tusk, holding it firmly against him. The tip of it reached to his chin and he placed a hand over its end to steady it as he passed his mobile phone over for a picture. 

"Dan, that's unbelievable! That ivory is worth a fortune! We have to catch Selassie with it."

Heather pulled out her own phone and began taking a series of pictures of what was happening. She could hardly hold her hands still with the excitement. 

Although he was happy for her, Dan had unfinished business of his own and could barely tear his eyes away from the deck of the ship, searching for a glimpse of the man that had turned his life upside down and murdered his friend in cold blood.

"He's leaving! What should we do?"

Dan looked back to the now emptied truck and saw Selassie climb into the cab, start it up and pull away from the dockside. The arm of a towering crane, swung over the container they had filled and men readied it for loading onto the ship.

"You should call the police, Heather. I can't help you with Selassie any further. Dragon Tattoo is on that ship and I'm going after him. You'll be safe enough if you stay here out of sight and wait."

"What will you do?"

Dan pointed over to the far end of the ship.

"There's another gangplank. It seems much quieter. Maybe I can board from there. I can't let him escape again."

"Wait here with me. The police can deal with him."

"No, this is personal. I don't want the police around for what I have to do."

Heather reached out and took her hand in his, squeezing it gently. Dan squeezed back, then pulled it away from her, his mind set to what must be done.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

At the base of the gangplank, at the far end of the ship from where the loading was happening, Dan crouched behind an unused forklift truck. It was quiet in this part of the dock and only one man now stood between Dan and the ship. The rain had eased a little, but occasionally a roll of thunder could still be heard in the distance, shortly followed by a flash of lightening that lit up the sky above them, briefly illuminating the metallic city of shipping containers beneath it. 

The man stood huddled in the open doorway of an empty unused container, his collar pulled up to meet a baseball cap which kept the wind and rain from the lit cigarette he held in his mouth. At his side, the muzzle of an AK-47 assault rifle protruded from beneath a short leather jacket. Its wooden grip and long curving magazine all too distinguishable to Dan's well trained eye.

He longed to hold it in his arms. To feel its solid recoil and have that familiar acrid smell of cordite surround him as he released round after round. No problems, no fuss, just point and shoot. Kill the enemy and move on. He needed that weapon. Dragon Tattoo was a dangerous man, and with one eye already lost, Dan could ill afford to take him on again unarmed, if he could help it. The rifle would even the odds and drastically increase Dan's chances of success. 

These were no longer times of chivalry and honour, where opponents challenged each-other to a fair fight; the winner walking away with his head held high – justice and honour satisfied. Life was cruel and unfair, with a knife in the back as acceptable a way of disposing of an enemy as a booby-trap bomb. To complete his mission, Dan must play by the same rules as his enemies – that being no rules. Kill or be killed.

He circled wide around the lone figure, coming to a halt as the tarmac dropped away where it met with the East China Sea. He kept low and in the darkest shadows of the ship as he crept along the water's edge and behind the container where the sentry stood.

Stealthily, Dan edged up to the end of the container and slowly looked around the corner. The man was still standing watch over the gangplank, drawing lungfuls of smoke from the stump of his cigarette and blowing rings out into the night sky. He paused from what he was doing for a second, as a clap of thunder sounded in the distance and Dan could see him look out to sea in search of the streak of lightening that would follow the weakening storm. From behind his collar, a set of white teeth showed in the darkness when he found what he was looking for and smiled up at the sky as it faintly lit up the horizon. 

His head turned away and his hand reached back to his mouth to draw the last breaths from the cigarette when Dan moved forward. He circled his right arm around the neck of the man, placing the windpipe in the crook of his elbow, then grabbed his own left arm by the bicep and used his left hand to force the man's head forward. Dan brought his elbows together, squeezing as hard as he could, preventing the man from calling out and at the same time cutting off the blood supply to his brain. Dan dragged him backwards into the darker confines of the container and held him tightly for a count of ten, by which time his body fell limp and unconscious.

Having applied this same hold on several occasions, Dan knew the effects would only be temporary, so he quickly pulled the sling holding the AK-47, over the man's head and slung it over his own. He removed the sentry's jacket and cap and put them on. They were a snug fit, and the disguise would only fool those at a distance if he was lucky. The eye patch would give him away in an instant. So he checked the rifle was loaded and ready, then slipped out of the container, locking the doors behind him as he went.

Pulling the collar up and the cap low, Dan made his way along the gangplank to the deck of the ship. Halfway, he looked to his right to check on the progress of the loading and see if Heather had taken his advice and remained in hiding. He couldn't see her from where he stood and took that to be a good sign. The loading was almost finished and men now loitered in groups as they watched the shipping container filled with ivory being lifted by the crane and swung into position amongst the hundreds of others already on board. No-one noticed him, and once on the deck, Dan entered through the nearest door he could find, not far from where he heard the voice earlier. 

Inside the ships deckhouse it was dark, its small corridors poorly illuminated at various intervals with pale yellow bulbs. Dan slowly inched his way forward, checking each door that he came to and looking inside. He had the rifle out now, with the butt firmly in his shoulder, assessing the view before him over the rigid iron sights of the weapon. His finger rested on the trigger and the safety catch was off; one small instinctive movement to line the fore and rear sights up with his target was all that was required to finish the job.

Thoughts of escape briefly entered his mind. What would happen when the noisy assault rifle burst into life, alerting all on board and within a five hundred metre radius of his actions? Where would he go? What would he do? Did he care? Not really. But maybe he should care. Was Heather Walsh really interested in him or was she just using him to get what she wanted? Should he needlessly throw his life away in pursuit of revenge or should he try to rebuild on what he had and what he might have with Heather?

His palms were sweating and his heart thumping wildly in his chest as he opened the last door in the corridor and looked around the tiny berth behind it. A holdall sat half packed with clothes on a slim metal bed which took up most of the space and a black suit hung from a pipe high up on the opposite wall next to a tall grey locker. Dan was fairly sure who it belonged to and entered the cabin for a closer inspection. 

The locker door lay open and he looked inside to find a few simple belongings such as toiletries and a small radio. On a shelf at the top sat a large bundle of cash with an elastic band wrapped around it holding well-worn notes tightly together. Dan observed they were in British sterling, and estimated the bundle to contain at least two thousand pounds. In Dan's mind, small clues began falling neatly into place. 

The triads were involved in the black market trade in tiger bone, which was why he and Michael were in the shop in the first place. Carter International Logistics shipped the tiger bone and other wildlife products from China to Belfast. Dragon Tattoo had disappeared from Belfast after Michael's murder and fled back to China. Now that the dust had settled, he was returning with a bundle of cash to keep him going and a fresh supply of tiger bone and whatever other illegal wildlife products they had stored in the depths of this ship. Everything was making sense to him now.

Next to the cash was a small blue velvet box, the kind that contained an engagement ring or earrings. It caught his attention because he had owned one very similar himself long ago, and had given what it contained to the woman he had loved when she accepted his proposal of marriage the year before he joined the SAS. She divorced him soon after. 

As memories of his former life washed over him, Dan opened the box and stared at the plain and simple diamond ring it contained. It was the final clue, completing the puzzle. This was the ring Dan had agreed to retrieve from Laohu's Chinese Medicine shop for his neighbour. The ring that heralded the beginning of his present day troubles. 

He stared at it in amazement for a moment. The diamond wasn't huge by any stretch of the imagination, and would probably only be worth a modest sum to a dealer in second-hand jewellery, but the chain of events the ring had set in motion had shaped the rest of Dan's life and ended that of his friends. He wondered how such a small insignificant object could have caused so much pain. 

A voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Fuckin' dealers here wouldn't give me a decent price. Thought I'd try my luck with it in Europe."

Dan dropped the ring and swung around. But before he could raise the rifle, Dragon Tattoo kicked the door of the locker, knocking the barrel away from its intended target and sending a burst of rounds into the wall beside him. He followed this up with a flurry of punches, striking Dan on the body and head and knocking him backwards.  

Dan recovered quickly and this time brought the butt of the rifle up, jabbing the long wooden stock of it into the chest of Dragon Tattoo as he advanced forward. This halted his attack briefly, giving Dan the chance to put the rifle back into his shoulder and take aim. In the time that he did so, Dragon Tattoo reached to the small of his back and in one fluid movement knelt down on one knee and threw a knife. At the same time Dan squeezed the trigger.

The knife deflected off the side of the rifle and embedded itself deep into the muscle of Dan's shoulder. The rounds from the rifle flew harmlessly over the head of Dragon Tattoo, piercing the wall of the corridor outside, leaving black gaping holes in the metal walls of the ship. 

Dragon Tattoo sprung forward from his kneeling position, grabbing hold of the rifle and forcing Dan back against the rear wall of the cabin. The two men wrestled with it, snarling and growling curses under their breath.

The pain from the knife was excruciating, and with every push and shove, the arm below it was beginning to weaken. He could feel warm blood pouring out from the wound and over his chest as his body twisted and turned and the sharp blade of the knife cut muscle and flesh in response to his movements. Soon his strength would fail him. Although bigger and stronger than his opponent, Dan was facing a skilled fighter. During their struggle, Dragon Tattoo was kicking, gouging and placing effective strikes with his knees and feet into Dan's body. In the confined space of the tiny cabin there was little Dan could do, but he must act soon or it would all be over.

Thankfully, Dan had the AK-47 attached to his body by the sling; a force of habit that had been drilled into him from his very first day in the army. He used this to his advantage and released his grip on the rifle, making it look like he had tired and the concession was something entirely unintended. A smile worked its way across Dragon Tattoo's face when he thought Dan had given up and he pushed the rifle hard against Dan's neck, pinning him against the wall.

"You should have stayed in Ireland, Harpur! Now I will take your other eye!"

Unaware that it was attached to Dan, Dragon Tattoo stepped backwards and tried to take the rifle with him. Dan watched the expression on his face change from victory and pleasure to shock and horror, in an instant. In that time, Dan reached over with his left arm and ripped the knife from his shoulder. Dragon Tattoo was only an arms-length away tugging at the rifle, so with a backhand swipe, Dan sliced the blade swiftly across his neck. It bit deep into the flesh and sinew; the perfectly honed edge so sharp, driven through by desperation and brute force, it easily opened a gash from ear to ear. Dragon Tattoo's eyes flared wide with shock and he let go of the rifle to reach up to the wound, clasping his hands tightly around it. Blood sprayed out from between his fingers, covering Dan and all around them in a slick red gore. He stepped away and behind the dying man, who dropped to his knees, gasping and gurgling his last breaths of life. 

By the time he slumped to the floor, the cabin was covered in blood. Amongst it, and almost floating towards him on a sea of red, Dan caught sight of the blue velvet case and the plain diamond ring sitting proudly within it. He reached down and picked it up, wiping the blood away as best he could. 

The ring had brought nothing but death and destruction, and yet looking at it now it had a certain beauty that Dan couldn't quite put his finger on. Maybe that's why it meant so much to its owner, and why Dragon Tattoo couldn't part with it himself. Dan thought it quite fitting that when he looked at it now, small specks of blood tainted it, dulling its shine and lustre much like the lives it reflected. 

In the distance, he could hear sirens. He placed the ring in his pocket and took one last look at the triad on the floor. The dragon tattoo on his neck no longer seemed threatening. From where he stood now it looked old and dated. Nothing to be afraid of any more.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Heather heard a faint and muffled 'rat-a-tat-tat' from where she hid amongst the containers, even over the noisy din of men and machinery on the dockside. It was a blood chilling sound that caught your attention. A sound that you knew would come from no good. Others heard it to and it wasn't long before armed men appeared from the dark corners and rushed up the gangplanks towards it. 

Her first thoughts were of Dan. 

She had watched him as he made his way onto the ship, pausing to look towards her as he went, wearing a different jacket and a hat on his head that he wasn't when he left her. But she knew him from the shape of his body and the way he walked. He was a strong, hard man. Rough around the edges and in some ways badly damaged from a past life she didn't really understand, but there was something about him. Something dangerous, unexpected, but also loyal and brave. She wanted to know more about him. Had he been killed in pursuit of the revenge he so badly craved? She hoped not.

Before the gunmen got far, Heather could hear the sounds of sirens approaching the docks. She had made contact with the police just as soon as she could, and pulled out all the stops in getting them here in a hurry. She thanked God she had taken Dan's advice on that one, remaining in the dock rather than racing after Selassie on her own. The value of what she had observed being loaded onto the ship was far too much to leave unattended and out of sight. Selassie could wait.

The gunmen paused briefly in their tracks then, unsure of what to do; caught between their duty and the approaching police. At that moment, high above on the deck of the ship, Heather watched a figure emerge from a doorway. It was Dan. She breathed a sigh of relief and almost called out to him, but before she could, gunfire erupted close by and sparks flew from the side of the ship around where Dan was standing. He calmly knelt on one knee, ignoring the bullets that could so easily have snatched away his life, and returned fire with a weapon of his own. His rifle flashed in the darkness and Heather watched men around her fall, as well aimed shots struck them down as they fled.

As police cars arrived at the dockside, what men that were left standing disappeared into the darkness again amongst the hundreds of containers and huge warehouses surrounding them. Heather stood up and came out of her hiding place, walking forward to greet them with her hands in the air. 

As she covered the short distance to the nearest vehicle, Heather glanced up to where she had last saw Dan, desperate for a glimpse of him. 

He was gone.

#  #  #

Three months later, Heather Walsh put the final touches to her report. It had been hard for her to summarize all that had happened, and gaping holes still needed glossing over for some of it. But she knew her boss Peter Blackthorn was ecstatic at the results and the WIA had already secured funding for the near future on the back of her findings into the illegal trade in tigers.

Police, along with Customs and Excise, had shut down Carter International Logistics, searched its holdings and were still sifting through paperwork going back years with a fine tooth comb. They had found many other consignments of tiger parts destined for distribution all over the world and Gabriel Carter, the proprietor and owner of the business, thanks to the help of an unknown informant with inside knowledge of his operation, was answering some difficult and life changing questions about their findings and his dealings with the triads.

In China the police had done their best, but Kojo Selassie had escaped once again. Disappearing into the night like a ghost. He could be anywhere in the world, but Heather didn't think she had heard the last of him, and knew with a dreaded uncertainty that Selassie would continue his trade in wild animals, until stopped once and for all.

Under immense pressure from the Chinese police, the owner of Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary, Mr Bai Liu, had come clean about his dealings and was currently languishing behind bars in a tiny cell in one of China's most notorious prisons awaiting his sentence. She didn't doubt his penalty would be weak and pitiful, as many of those people in power who would decide his fate were rich clients of Liu's in the first place. Heather couldn't change that. Not yet anyway.

It had been a happy ending for Aiguo Chang. She eventually tracked him down to a hotel in Beijing, where he had fled with his family. With much cajoling and pulling of strings, she persuaded him to return to Hangzhou Sanctuary and take up the now vacant position of Director. Instead of butchering the animals, he would care for them. With international aid and the backing of the Chinese government, Aiguo had accepted the challenge of making Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary into an actual sanctuary for wild animals and not the farm it had once been.

When she last spoke to him, he had already set to ripping down the old concrete cages, replacing them with modern enclosures more suitable to the creatures they housed. He'd also started a scheme for schools and children, with big ideas of winning hearts and minds for future generations. Visitor numbers had tripled since he took over and reopened. Heather was praying that the people of Hangzhou might now start to show an interest in live animals, rather than the dead ones it previously thrived upon.

As for Daniel Harpur, her mysterious one-eyed Irishman, Heather had heard nothing. Police, on both sides of the world, were keen to catch up with him and had questioned her extensively on his involvement and movements. She stuck to their agreed plan. Thankfully, she couldn't tell them what had happened in Belfast or inside the deckhouse of the 'Salamine', and much to her own personal dismay she knew nothing of his current whereabouts. Not that she would have told them anyway.

All she knew was that he was alive. A woman named Rou Zhao had called and told her so. Rou had received a diamond ring in the post with a note attached, instructing her to call Heather Walsh of the WIA to thank her for its return.

He was simply Heather's guardian angel throughout their travels. He wasn't acting for her or the WIA, and what he did was his own business.

It just so happens that tigers all across Asia, and the Wildlife Investigation Agency, owed him a huge debt. Heather most of all.

#  #  #

Thanks for reading THE BONE FARM!

 

This story is a work of fiction, however, at the time of writing, it was widely believed that in Asia there are more tigers being "farmed",  than tigers in the wild. 

Many people do still believe that consuming tiger - flesh, bone and everything in between - has medicinal and magical benefits. Which it obviously does not.  

My research into this subject lead me to discover some very sad and worrying facts about the farming and poaching of tigers, and the general state of wildlife worldwide. Organisations such as the World Wildlife Fund and the Born Free Foundation are working hard to stop these activities, but in some countries, farming tigers for their body parts is not even illegal!

 

 

 

Gates of Ivory

 

Andrew Jackson

 

 

 

 

 

The gates of horn and ivory are a literary image used to distinguish true dreams from false. The phrase originated in the Greek language, in which the word for "horn" is similar to that for "fulfil" and the word for "ivory" is similar to that for "deceive". On the basis of that play on words, true dreams are spoken of as coming through the gates of horn, false dreams as coming through those of ivory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

A vulture hopped onto the dead elephant's head and stared at Heather. It croaked scornfully towards her and pecked at a staring eyeball with its powerful beak. Heather judged the elephant to be no more than three months old.  

Around her, other carcasses were being stripped by scavengers reluctant to give up their feast at the arrival of humans. Little did they know, that they too would be dead after consuming the flesh of the stricken creatures.

Heather cried out in anger and frustration at the nearest person to her, instantly sorry for her outburst.

"Don't just stand around gawping. Take samples! There are more dead here than just elephants. They must have poisoned the entire waterhole."

Heather Walsh, a senior member of the Wildlife Investigation Agency, a charity based in London dedicated to protecting the world's most endangered species, walked carefully around her gruesome discovery. Hundreds of elephants had been targeted in this latest incident. Their tusks crudely hacked away and bodies left to rot in the hot African sun. Other animals using the isolated waterhole had suffered the same horrible fate. Of no worth to the poachers, their bodies had been left untouched where they lay, to be consumed by the vultures and other animals which would soon also be overcome by the poison and die only a few feet away from their last meal.

She inched forward for a closer look, and the vulture, its fate already sealed with a belly full of poisoned meat, reluctantly hopped off the carcass. When it landed on the hard packed earth the bird stumbled and fell, struggling to raise its blood stained beak for one final croak before it collapsed to the ground. Heather moved closer and could see its eyes were open but quickly beginning to droop. It hadn't the energy to attempt escape, and after a few pitiful flaps of its wings, the bird's eyes slowly closed and it lay still.

Shocked and disgusted by what she had witnessed, Heather turned her attention to the body of a second elephant lying close to the calf, probably its mother. She imagined the scene unfolding as the thirsty herd raced up to the waterhole to drink after maybe days without water in the hot African sun. They would have greedily drunk their fill; bulls, breeding females and calves alike. Judging by the scene around her and the closeness of the fallen bodies to the water's edge, it was unlikely any would have survived. 

As she examined the body she could tell that before it had died the elephant would have been in good health. Its belly seemed full, its skin in good condition. The bloody holes where the poachers hacked away their precious prize was a frightening sight. The fact that this magnificent animal's only worth to some people was its two ivory tusks was a fact that Heather still struggled to comprehend. All this killing and destruction so someone somewhere could fashion an ornament or trinket from the ivory, was still far beyond her understanding.

The sight sickened her, and Heather gratefully turned away from it to summon the Head Ranger for the Hwange National Park in Zimbabwe, who was stood a short distance away with a look of horror etched across his own usually hard and weather-beaten face.

"Abayomi, radio the chopper to pick me up. I need to get a look at this from above. And make sure DNA samples are taken from each and every one of these elephants. This amount of ivory will not be easy to move, and I want the bastards who did this by the balls!"

 Satisfied she had seen enough, Heather strode purposefully to a nearby grove of trees and took shelter from the blistering midday sun. For a time she watched, as the rangers set to work retrieving samples from the many carcasses that littered the area. Hungry birds circled high above them as they worked, eager to claim their share of the killings. Killings so reckless and indiscriminate that every other animal using the waterhole had suffered the same horrible fate. Heather pictured the scene that would unfold before her when the helicopter arrived and she looked upon it from a height. The bodies of lions, hyenas, buffalo and antelope would lie next to the elephants, there along with the herd to quench their thirst in the only waterhole for miles. 

To the heartless poachers, they were simply collateral damage in a lucrative ivory poaching operation that stretched far beyond the boundaries of Hwange National Park. But to Heather, the WIA and the rest of the world, this was a new development that threatened the very existence of the world's fast depleting elephant population.

Heather Walsh was only one voice leading a small organisation trying to protect elephants in the vast continent of Africa. But to her, and those she worked with, their job was essential. In Asia the price of ivory was soaring, driving demand through the roof for more and more raw material. Middle men were growing rich by supplying it and government officials received their own fair share for turning a blind eye to a trade that had been banned in most countries since 1990.

Sitting down on a fallen tree and resting her head in her hands, Heather listened to the calls of the men as they worked, and wondered what would happen if by some miracle she caught up with the culprits. It was highly likely they would be heavily armed and spoiling for a fight, unwilling to give up their hard won prize. Ivory had become a new currency in Africa, used to buy guns, power and influence by dangerous well-organised criminals. Would her merry band of ill-equipped rangers and concerned volunteers really be fit to tackle these hard and desperate men? Of course not. Just like before when she worked with the tigers of Asia, Heather needed help. She needed someone who could fight fire with fire. Someone willing to risk it all. Someone she thought of often.

She turned up the volume on the radio attached to her belt and listened out for a call from the helicopter pilot, who would be checking in with an ETA for his arrival at the scene any time soon. The base from which the rangers and Heather operated was many miles away across hard and unforgiving bush. Land that Heather had patrolled for the last few days in search of this very elephant herd. The chopper would cover the same journey swiftly and just maybe, from the air, she could pick out a trail left by the vehicles which must have been used to transport the huge haul of ivory they had taken. Time was of the essence. Soon the precious tusks would be whisked away, over borders and international boundaries to countries not so friendly to outsiders, and to countries all too keen for the precious white gold that Africa produced. 

Heather already had a fair idea of its final destination - the lawless markets in the Kings Romans area of Luang Prabang, Laos. It was notorious for ivory in all its forms, from raw tusks, to intricately carved trinkets and jewellery. The discerning customer could also avail of stalls selling every animal under the sun, alive or dead, and then relax after a hard day's shopping in one of the many brothels or seedy drinking dens that lined the streets servicing visitors to the area. 

She had been there once before years ago, on the trail of a rare Spinx's Macaw, thought to be extinct in the wild, but reportedly for sale on the website of a notorious local trader. She hadn't found it on her trip and later learnt that the bird had sold for a cool $80,000 to a private collector from Thailand. 

The thought of what she witnessed in the busy streets of Kings Romans and the poor creatures tethered with rope, or crammed into tiny cages, and placed on display at the side of the road sent a shiver down her spine.

The radio at her side crackled into life and the voice of the pilot, a South African named Aiden Jacobs, raised her spirits. Over the last two months, Heather had become firm friends with the pilot as he transported her around the vast expanse of the Hwange Park, always full of humour to brighten her days. 

She removed her wide brimmed bush hat and fixed her long red hair into a ponytail, pulling it up from where it covered the pale skin of her neck. More used to the cold and damp British weather, exposure to the strong African sun was playing havoc with her complexion. So she applied a fresh coat of sun cream to anywhere exposed, before setting off to a clearing at the far side of the waterhole, where she expected Jacobs would land. 

On her way, she passed carcass after carcass. Mothers and calves lay side by side at the water's edge; blood dried and caked onto their heads where the poachers made messy work of removing their tusks. The sight and smell of it was overpowering. 

Since beginning her work at the WIA, Heather had witnessed many acts of brutality and cruelty to animals, but most had been from the comfort of her London office where she pored over photographs and reports sent to her by others working in the field. Her involvement with the elephants of Hwange National Park had been a personal choice, a way for her to conclude unfinished business with a man she was desperate to capture. A man who was personally responsible for the decline in endangered species from one end of Africa to the other - Kojo Selassie.

A short distance from the waterhole she paused next to the body of a buffalo. On top of it lay a huge male lion, resplendent in its bushy dark crown of hair, proclaiming it as king of the beasts, and even now in death still lording over his prize. It had eaten its fill and with a bulging belly of its own, lay down to die; the poison quickly working its way into the lion's system via the buffalo. Such a spectacle could never truly be appreciated in a photograph or video. The raw stench of death assaulting her nostrils, the incessant buzz of flies as they swarmed around the exposed flesh, or the strange look on the lion's face as it lay peacefully across the buffalo. The experience strengthened her resolve more than ever to catch those responsible.

Heather quickly moved away and was thankful for the sound of the approaching helicopter to distract her attention. She waved enthusiastically towards it, waiting at the edge of the clearing for it to land, and for Aiden Jacobs to signal for her to approach, before she nimbly hopped up into the co-pilots seat and placed the headphones he gave her over her ears.

"A grim sight, Heather! There must be hundreds of animals dead."

She searched for his normally happy face and the smile that she hoped would raise her spirits. It wasn't there today, and had been replaced by a sad and serious scowl.

"Take me up and circle the waterhole. We need to look for tracks leading away from here. There must have been some serious equipment used to transport all that ivory."

Without another word, Heather lifted a set of binoculars from the seat behind her and as the helicopter slowly lifted to raise them up above the waterhole, she scanned the thick bush surrounding it for signs of her quarry. 

From a height, the scene beneath her unfolded into utter carnage. The elephant herd had approached from the east, then thirsty from their travels, raced far into the cool water to drink their fill. The outline of several bodies could be seen from her position high above; bloated, half submerged and partially devoured by the resident crocodiles deep in the centre of the pool. 

Heather removed the binoculars from her eyes and inhaled a deep, calming breath.

"Over there, Heather! On the far side of that stand of trees. There are tracks heading south. One big vehicle by the looks of it, and a few other smaller ones."

Aiden hovered close to the ground and pointed down to the tracks he had spotted. Heather indicated for him to land, and when he did so, she jumped out and ran over to the point where the tracks met the tree-line. Just inside, under the cover of the thick canopy, Heather found the evidence she was looking for. The earth beneath her feet had been recently disturbed and pools of blood had dried into the grass and sand where the tusks had been piled up, waiting to be loaded onto the transport.

She called Abayomi on her radio and relayed the detail of what she had found, giving him rough directions to her location before she raced back to the chopper and jumped in.

"Follow the tracks!"

"Are you sure, Heather? The poachers could be militia, or heavily armed rebels. Once we leave the rangers we are on our own."

"Follow the tracks, Aiden! This is the worst I have ever witnessed. If there is a chance we can identify the poachers then we must try!"

Aiden studied her, preparing to override her decision. But before he could make his mind up, Heather put herself out on a limb with a personal plea. 

She placed a hand on his knee, gently squeezing his leg.

"Please, Aiden, for me?"

He held her gaze for a moment and then smiled, laying a hand of his own over hers and squeezing lightly. Then he powered up the engines and lifted them up, heading south to follow the tracks of the vehicles.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

A dozen men lay prone behind their rifles awaiting the signal to fire. They shifted nervously on the hot sand, adjusting their positions for comfort and checking their weapons one last time. Daniel Harpur, their instructor and mentor for the last six months, paced behind them as he briefed a disinterested Colonel from the Nigerian Army who ambled casually in tow. 

Harpur pointed out the finer principles of marksmanship and assured him of the reliability of the ageing FN FAL Assault Rifles his troops carried, being sure to highlight their battle readiness, just as he had been briefed to do the previous evening. 

The Colonel, a small stout man, wearing a chest full of medals and a permanent smile, nodded dutifully; grunting generic responses as they stopped here and there to question some of the men or examine their equipment. They stopped at the end of the row and Dan called out, hoping and praying everything he had taught had sunk in, and the targets, two hundred metres distant at the end of the range, would soon be peppered with tightly grouped holes.

"Watch and shoot! Watch and shoot!"

All eyes now rested behind the sights of their weapons as they waited for the targets to appear. 

Dan had been briefed to impress Colonel Uba by any means. Solitude Security Solutions, a private military contractor helping the Nigerian Army train its soldiers to fight the Boko Haram, was Dan Harpur's "no questions asked" employer. If he wanted to remain in Nigeria as one of their operatives, then Uba needed to be impressed. 

At the far end of the range the life size targets popped up, and almost immediately, the first of the powerful 7.62mm rounds slammed into the thin paper images. Many others struck the high mounds of earth in front of and behind the targets, signified by the tell-tale puffs of dust which eventually melded together to partially obscure the targets. 

When the last man had finished, Dan slowly walked along the line of soldiers to ensure their weapons were empty, before signalling to a waiting aide to march them away. He returned to Colonel Uba with a smile forced across his face.

"The men have done well, Colonel. When I first received them they were raw recruits. Now they are well-disciplined and capable marksmen. What do you think?"

Colonel Uba, who was facing downrange and appeared to be studying the sky and tracing the movements of a flock of birds which were slowly making their way overhead, let out a deep chuckle which was swiftly followed by a long intake of breath. His line of questioning took Dan by surprise.

"What happened to your eye, Mr Harpur?"

"I lost it."

Uba turned to face him, folding his arms across his barrel chest and resting them on an ample belly. He studied Dan closely; examining every detail from top to bottom, before he turned back again and marched off towards the targets. 

With his orders still fresh at the back of his mind, Dan followed.

"I can see that you lost your eye. The black patch covering it is a giveaway. Now please indulge me. I have come a long way to sanction these pathetic recruits you have presented. So tell me something to interest me at least!"

He stopped beside the first of the targets, poking a thin walking cane that he carried through the only hole at the edge of the image. Then he kicked the dirt beneath his feet, indicating the large hole three feet in front of and beneath the target where the majority of the bullets had landed. Uba turned to Dan again raising his eyebrows theatrically. 

"I hope your story is better than their aim."

Dan followed him again as he set off along the length of the targets, studying each one in turn as they walked. If the demonstration had been a proper firefight only two of the twelve enemy soldiers would have been killed. At best, two more badly wounded. But Dan felt that Colonel Uba had more important things on his mind, and the recruits would have passed his inspection no matter how badly they had performed. 

Dan hadn't spoken of his injury for a long time. Most people he met avoided the subject, and those inquisitive enough to ask were soon put off with a wall of silence and a pent up violence that Dan had perfected and could channel into an evil one-eyed stare. Something about Uba told him the stare wouldn't work, and an awkward silence, which had built up following the disastrous display of his recruits, needed breaking.

"A Chinese gangster hit me with a crowbar. It shattered my skull and I lost the eye as a result."

Uba stopped walking and looked at Dan. He studied the scars running from underneath the eye patch and into the hairline at the side of his head. During Dan's time in Africa, his skin had tanned and his dark curly hair turned a shade lighter. It highlighted the network of scars created by the crowbar and the surgery that followed to save him. Dan had grown used to the sight, but strangers still stopped to stare when they thought he wasn't looking.

"Sounds interesting. Let's get out of this heat and you can tell me your story."

The two men walked back to the shelter of the small fortified outpost that Dan had called home for the last year. It had been built by the Nigerian Army to house troops dedicated to fighting the Boko Haram militants who plagued the area and operated from a forest stronghold in the lawless north of the country. The outpost was attacked on a regular basis. 

The Nigerian Army recruited the help of Solitude Security Solutions to train its soldiers to fight the insurgents, and Dan had requested the posting after his dealings with the Chinese triads, to hide away from those who might still be seeking him to answer questions about the trail of destruction he left behind him in both Ireland and China. He had no intentions of returning to either country to "assist" police with their enquiries, and with his Special Forces background in the British SAS, Solitude Security Solutions were more than willing to take him on.

The outpost consisted of four large fortified concrete buildings, surrounded by tall walls made up of sandbags and earth. At each corner stood a sentry post, raised up above the walls and overlooking the wide open expanse of the African plain. A heavy duty General Purpose Machine Gun was manned by two soldiers at each post, constantly scanning the surrounding area and distant hills for signs of trouble. 

Dan waved at the sentries as he and Colonel Uba walked back from the range, through the gates and into the safety of the fort. The Nigerian soldiers knew Dan well, and when they weren't training, he would often sit around a roaring fire with the men and listen as they swapped stories of their past lives and the families who waited for them when they returned home. It often saddened him. Dan had no such stories to swap. He no longer had a family to return to, or a woman to love.

 Waiting for their return, the small bodyguard of soldiers that had accompanied the Colonel had erected an awning to offer shade. Beneath it they had placed a table and two chairs. On the table sat a bottle of Irish whiskey with two glasses. Uba sat down on one of the chairs and indicated for Dan to do likewise, pouring them both a measure of the fiery amber liquid as he waited for Dan to settle.

"I was told you were an Irishman, Mr Harpur. So I took the liberty of bringing this whiskey with me."

Uba held up his glass and nodded at Dan, before downing the measure and refilling. Wary of how the alcohol affected him and how events unfolded when he last indulged in it, Dan sipped at his drink, covering the glass with his hand when Uba tried to fill it.

"So. How did you cross paths with a Chinese gangster?"

Dan took a deep breath and readied himself to disclose the details of events that had changed his life over a year ago. Details that no other person knew of except Heather Walsh, the woman who helped him exact his revenge and in turn received reward of her own. He thought about her often, wondering if she still worked in London, on her own personal crusade to save the world's wildlife.

Although Dan had been in virtual hiding ever since the events, he didn't think that Colonel Uba, who had a bloody war with the infamous and deadly Boko Haram to fight, would consider his story worthy of alerting the authorities to a fugitive. So with the all too familiar whiskey slowly sinking to warm his belly and loosen his tongue, Dan told Uba his story.

"I was living in Ireland at the time, and a friend of mine needed help. Her mother had exchanged her most prized possession, her wedding ring, for a small bag of ground down tiger bone. She's Chinese, and her mother believes the tiger bone has magical and medicinal properties. Anyway, I went with an old army pal of mine to the shop where she bought it, to try and get the ring back. When we were there, three triads jumped us, and that's when my friend Michael was shot and killed..."

"...and you lost your eye?"

"No, that came later. The police weren't that interested in Michael's murder, so I took it upon myself to do a bit of...snooping about. That's when I got hit with the crowbar."

"You seem remarkably relaxed about the whole thing. I mean, for a man in your line of work the murder of your friend and the loss of an eye would be...life-changing to say the least."

"Yeah, it was. I brooded over it for a while, pretty much drank myself into a stupor for six months. Then one day I'd had enough. I went after the man who did it."

"And?"

Dan eyed Uba warily. Even though he had eventually caught up with Lei Wu, the triad gangster who had caused him so much pain, and then dispensed the appropriate punishment that rough justice demanded, Dan wasn't about to admit murder to a total stranger. He took another long slow sip of his whiskey before replying. 

"Let's just say that I was satisfied with the end result."

A huge smile spread across Colonel Uba's face and he finished his whiskey with a flourish, lifting the bottle to refill both glasses before turning his attention to the setting sun and the long shadows it cast across the fort. The two men sat in silence for a while, deep in thought about their past, before Uba spoke again.

"I too have lost many friends in this war. Sometimes it seems there will be no end to it. Sometimes I wish I could just leave it all behind, like you have. At least you found closure for what happened to you. Although you have ended up here, in the arsehole of nowhere, for your troubles."

"It's not so bad. The men are friendly and the pay is good."

"Yes, the men seem to like you, Mr Harpur. It's a pity they must...go to war so soon themselves."

Dan noticed a strange look in Uba's eyes when he spoke. He couldn't tie it down; not grief or concern, more guilt if he had to name it. But Uba quickly recovered. He stood up and stretched, then signalled for his bodyguard to approach.

"Get ready. We leave in five minutes."

Dan was surprised by his decision. Travelling across open country at night was a dangerous move, but Colonel Uba had clearly made up his mind. He strolled over to a large consignment of crates and containers that he had brought with him that day, stroking the side of one of the wooden boxes, searching for his next words.

"These boxes contain RPG's and M40 anti-tank missiles. I will send further orders about their use. They are not to be touched."

Dan found this order strange. Although the activities of the Nigerian Army, and the orders of a Colonel, were not for him to question, the day-to-day running of the outpost was generally left up to him. The arrival of an over-sized shipment of heavy weaponry far beyond anything they would require was an odd occurrence indeed.

"The men are ready, Daniel Harpur. I will send orders in the morning. Good-bye."

He offered a hand to Dan and the two men shook on it. Then Uba climbed into one of three waiting 4x4 vehicles and the small convoy made off. 

The gates closed slowly behind them and Dan returned to his seat, reaching for the whiskey bottle that Uba left behind and refilling his glass. He was left with a feeling of unease. Uba had acted strangely in the end. Like a man with no choice, saying farewell like they might never meet again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

The small convoy of vehicles pulled up to their prearranged meeting point, and its heavily armed occupants gratefully jumped out to stretch their legs after a long and arduous journey. Kojo Selassie was the last to dismount. He slowly hoisted his large muscular frame out of the passenger seat of the lead vehicle and onto the dusty track which had taken them for two miles east off the main arterial route leading south, and eventually, would lead to the border with South Africa.

Here, well off the beaten track and with a haul of ivory large enough to buy him a small country, Kojo's nerves were on end. The men felt it to, and they spread out uneasily, weapons loaded and ready for the slightest chance of betrayal from one of Africa's most notorious warlords. 

Omar Lamidi was waiting for them beneath the shade of a large marula tree, at the edge of a dense growth of bush. His men, all fanatic followers and loyal soldiers in the Boko Haram, were heavily armed themselves and expertly positioned around the clearing in which they stood. Kojo could immediately tell they had superior strength of numbers, and firearms that could obliterate him and his men in a heartbeat. It was a show of strength not lost on Selassie. 

Omar Lamidi was his main customer for ivory on the African continent. Kojo knew that the warlord used the precious tusks to fund a brutal and bloody campaign in Nigeria, constantly striving to seize control of the country from the government, and declare Nigeria an Islamic state.

Kojo had no interest in Nigeria, or who was what religion. He was interested in making money, and the sale of ivory did just that. Finding elephants in sufficient numbers to sustain the appetite of Lamidi, and not forgetting all his other customers from China, Japan and as far afield as the United States of America, was beginning to cause Kojo trouble. This latest harvest from the relatively high concentration of elephants in the Hwange National Park would keep even Lamidi happy for now. The trouble he had gone to, and the considerable risks he had personally taken, would however need to be reflected in the price. So Kojo readied himself for the long drawn out ritual that would follow in the negotiations with Lamidi. 

The weapons on show, and the wicked smile on the face of the warlord as he approached, had him on the back foot instantly. But Kojo fixed a wide smile to his own face as he closed the last few metres towards Lamidi and eased his considerable bulk into the small seat set out beside him. 

"Welcome my friend. You look tired."

"Thank you, Omar." 

Kojo stretched his legs and let out a groan, rubbing the aching muscles and ensuring Lamidi noticed him do so.

"I'm growing old and tired of this work. The rangers are becoming ever more vigilant and active all over Africa. It's hardly worth the risk anymore."

Lamidi's smile widened and genuine humour showed behind his suspicious eyes.

"Come, come now, Kojo! We would not be here talking together if it was not worth it. I know you too well!"

Undeterred by Lamidi's disdainful retort, Kojo continued.

"They are helped in the Hwange by the Wildlife Investigation Agency, an organisation I have had dealings with before. They bring money to the rangers, along with helicopters, satellites, tracking devices..."

"You complain like an old woman! Did you not bring what I asked?"

"I did. We got lucky, that's all. This time it has cost me a small fortune already. The price must go up to reflect this."

Now it was Lamidi's turn to be coy, and he slowly poured tea from a pot at his side; letting Kojo squirm in the silence, as he raised the cup to his lips, savouring the brew and the moment. Kojo watched as Lamidi subtly nodded to a soldier nearby, who immediately marched over to the largest of the vehicles and pulled back the covers in the rear, exposing dozens of tusks, with blood still fresh on their thick ends. 

Over the top of his cup, Lamidi watched as the soldier climbed up into the rear of the vehicle. For a while he poked and prodded the tusks, sifting through them with an experienced eye. Then the soldier used all of his strength to proudly lift a huge white tusk over his head. It was the biggest of them all and Kojo had noted its immense size himself as they were being loaded up at the waterhole. Shouts of encouragement rang out from his comrades when the impromptu show of strength was completed. Lamidi smiled.

"Things are different here in Africa. These foreigners always think they can change things with their money and western ways. Ha! I would like to meet them. I think I could change their minds about the Hwange. Now don't complain to me about your problems, Kojo. Either the ivory is for sale, or it is not. The price remains the same."

As Lamidi returned his attention to the soldier, who was by now expertly sorting through the remainder of the cargo in the rear of the truck, Kojo nervously bit his lower lip; weighing up his chances of leaving their meeting with a decent profit and his life.

"It has not been weighed, I have not had the time, but it must be at least a ton in weight. I need $500 per kilo."

There was an ominous silence as Lamidi gave an ugly sneer and got up from his seat to walk forward and inspect the cargo himself. After a short time, and a quiet conversation with the soldier in the rear of the truck, Lamidi returned and took up his seat with a weary sigh.

"Did you come here to insult me?"

"You know I did not, Omar. I am a businessman. I came only for trade."

"Then trade we shall. There is only half a ton, at the most, and poor quality ivory it is too. Some of the tusks are so small it was hardly worth your effort. I will give you $200 per kilo and that is a generous offer indeed. What do you say?"

"Omar, please, that will barely cover my costs! I..."

"Costs? Do not try to deceive me, Kojo Selassie! A few litres of cyanide could not have cost you much. And I have met you here at great risk myself, ensuring you have little distance to transport them. Costs? Paah!"

"But..."

The distant sound of a helicopter interrupted their negotiations and both men looked to the sky. A small dot appeared in the distance, slowly growing larger as it neared, carefully following the tracks of the convoy to their meeting point.

"This is what I am talking about, Omar."

Without a word, Omar Lamidi rose quickly to his feet and made for the cover of the trees. He called out to his men as he did so, and as one, they spread out in a defensive arc around their leader. The metallic rasping of cocking handles filled the air as the soldiers readied their weapons and took up position. Kojo signalled for his own men to do likewise and hurried after Lamidi. 

He knelt beside the warlord, who watched on with pride, as the Boko Haram soldiers reversed a vehicle into the clearing before them. It was open backed, and mounted on a tripod in the rear sat a heavy machine gun. Kojo had seen these weapons used before to devastating effect. Fast and mobile, the 4x4 vehicle could rain down heavy concentrated firepower and then easily escape or reposition before significant return fire could lock on to it. Kojo recognised the long thick barrel and distinctive outline of the soviet made DShK, and for a moment, he felt sorry for the soft and stupid occupants of the helicopter who would soon be on the receiving end of it. The devastating machine gun could spit out hundreds of armour piercing rounds per minute that would rip through the thin skin of the helicopter, easily killing those on board instantly.

An eager soldier grinned behind the DShK; gripping the twin operating handles at the rear and swinging the muzzle around to track the movements of the chopper. He waited patiently until it came into sight, just peeking over the tops of the trees for a look at the gathered vehicles. The soldier glanced towards his commander, waiting for a signal. 

Omar Lamidi looked at Kojo, ensuring he had his full attention before speaking. His eyes were wide with anticipation and deep behind them, Kojo caught a glimpse of a fanatic, a zealot, a man who did not fear death or wreaking the same amongst others.  

"This is how we deal with interfering foreigners in Africa."

"Be careful, Omar. These people can call on many other resources. This won't be the end of it."

"Have faith my friend. They do not have the stomach for it like we do."

"Some do, Omar. Some do".

Lamidi stared at him quizzically, wondering who or what it was that had frightened the big man so much. But he soon returned his attention to the helicopter, which had by now fully shown itself above the trees and was hovering steadily a few hundred metres away. The soldier, all too aware that he had a clear line of sight and his target was now well within the killing range of the DShK, nodded eagerly.

Lamidi gave the signal.

"Fire!"

Flames erupted from the muzzle of the DShK and Kojo instinctively covered his ears at the loud and harsh noise the weapon made. The soldier struggled to control the heavy weapon as it swung wildly around on its tripod. The vehicle it sat upon jerked and shunted backwards with every pull of the trigger; the energy the deadly weapon created seeking to escape its constraints. 

Kojo followed the rounds, the occasional tracer placed amongst them marking out their path into the sky and towards the helicopter. Fortunately for the occupants, the pilot was good and the soldier inexperienced. The bullets flew wide of their mark in the first few bursts, giving the pilot time to react and swing the chopper away from the clearing and down behind the tops of the trees. Undeterred, and keen to please his commander, the soldier lowered his aim; using the awesome destructive force of the bullets to cut through the slim upper branches of the trees. It was a wild and reckless move. The nearest of the branches, both big and small, were cut down in a hail of bullets; crashing to the sandy ground beneath, amidst a flurry of falling leaves and dust. The soldier's desperate efforts were well rewarded. 

A flash of light, the change in tone of the engine noise and a trail of black smoke streaming behind it as the helicopter limped away, were the initial signs of a strike. The men of the Boko Haram cheered wildly and ran to the edge of the clearing onto higher ground. Lamidi and Kojo followed.

  Out of control and losing altitude, the helicopter slowly dropped out of the sky. It crashed a short distance away, the tail section splitting from the main body on impact. Still spinning rotors dug into the earth as the helicopter toppled onto its side and flames leapt from the wreckage. 

Some of the soldiers began running towards it, firing their AK-47 rifles into the air in salute to their comrade, but Lamidi stopped them in their tracks with a curt command.

"Halt! Halt! We have no time to celebrate. Others will follow. Load up the ivory and move out!"

Obediently, the men returned and began transferring the ivory from Kojo's vehicles to their own. Omar Lamidi watched them in silence, occasionally glancing over to where the chopper had fallen or scanning the clear blue skies in search of more enemies. Eventually, Kojo picked up the courage to speak.

"This could be very bad news for your ivory supply, Omar. They will send others, with enough money and equipment to lock the Hwange up as tight as a drum."

"Let them come. This is Africa, not London or New York! You have gone soft, Kojo Selassie! Your money will be waiting for you with our usual go-between. Leave now, before I change my mind."

Kojo turned on his heel and signalled for his men to mount up and leave. As they drove away he looked back at the downed helicopter in the distance. Dense black smoke curled up into the sky, with the occasional lick of orange flame flashing bright from the wreckage. He wondered who was aboard it and what action might now follow as a result. Could this act of extreme violence be traced back to him? And how would that affect his future trade?

#  #  #

Fire spread swiftly through the helicopter. The smoke it created caught in Heather's throat, threatening to choke her. She wrestled with her seat belt as the flames grew closer, the intense heat they created already scorching her skin. Blood trickled down across her eyes and into her mouth. Her vision blurred and intense pain radiated from her head. Fear and panic consumed her.

She had time for one final look towards Aiden before escaping. His head was slumped to the side, hands still resting on the controls of the helicopter, even in death. It appeared like he was sleeping and Heather almost felt like shaking him awake. 

Sparks shot out from the control panels in front of him, drawing Heathers eyes to holes the bullets had created in it. She looked back to Aiden and the gaping wound one of the same bullets had created in his chest. He had died almost instantly and it was a small comfort to her. 

She clambered up and out of the helicopter, forcing open the door above her head, gasping for clean fresh air to breath. Finding her feet, she stumbled for a short distance, eventually falling onto the dusty earth about one hundred metres away. 

From where she lay, she could still feel the intense heat of the flames as they engulfed the helicopter entirely. Cool moist tears ran down her cheeks just before she gave into the pain and succumbed to unconsciousness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Darkness had fallen and the guard long since changed when Dan reached for the last remnants of the bottle. He'd lost track of time as he sat there sipping on the whiskey, reliving past adventures in happier times. He wasn't drunk, but the alcohol had made him maudlin; wishing he could turn back the clock and make different decisions, choosing a different path for his life. How long could he remain in Africa? Forever? Bored and alone fighting some other man's war. Still in his prime, Dan should be seizing the moment; living life to the full, making up for regrets and bad decisions.

It was with these thoughts in his head that Dan rose to his feet and made his way into the large dormitory he shared with the others. His bunk was packed into a corner next to some of the more senior men of the unit, and with a tall chipboard partition separating him from the others, it was the only place in the outpost he could find genuine privacy. Plain and compact, it contained everything he needed to survive in the harsh African countryside. 

He prepared himself to lie down on his thin canvas bed by firstly checking his own rifle and equipment where battle ready and neatly stored away in the locker beside him where they should be; ready to be lifted and used at a moment's notice.

He knew his Heckler & Koch G3 rifle was oiled and fully functional - he'd inspected and cleaned it that morning himself - just as he knew his rucksack contained everything he would need for a prolonged firefight and was laying there at the base of the locker, where he had placed it, once he'd finished with the rifle. But old habits die hard, and Dan left nothing to chance. The Boko Haram attacked the outpost often - lately with increased frequency - and if he were still a serving member of the SAS, he and his comrades would be doing just the same checks, first thing in the morning and last thing at night. So check it he did.

The G3 rifle was old and battered, just like the FN FAL's the Nigerian soldiers carried, but it had been a favourite of Dan's in the Regiment. Reliable and accurate was much more important to him than shiny and new. Its other main attribute was the use of the standard 7.62mm round. It shared this with the FN FAL and saved Dan any worries of sourcing ammunition. The outpost, and most of Nigeria for that matter, was falling down with 7.62mm ammunition. The popular AK-47 used it as well and, it seemed to Dan, there was one of those rifles in every household from here to Cape Town.

His hands went through the motions of stripping the rifle; checking its working parts, oiling, cleaning. Dan was on autopilot. He had done it a thousand times before, and some of those in the dark. His mind wandered back again to better days, when a bedtime routine involved talking with his wife and not caressing an assault rifle. The memories were distant.

His most recent encounter with a woman, had reignited his need for company. Feelings he had once had now resurfaced. Heather Walsh, a strong and beautiful woman, was never far from his thoughts. He regretted leaving her that night in Hangzhou, China. With his personal mission of revenge fully sated, she was his only reason to stay. But with questions unanswered after the deaths of so many in their whirlwind adventure, from his home in Ireland right across to China, the police would not treat him favourably. It was better to run.

Dan reassembled his rifle, placed it in the locker and lay back on the bed. 

He'd just closed his eyes and was beginning to drift off when an explosion shook the building. Instinctively, Dan was on his feet and grabbing his gear without question. A second and third explosion followed close after, and no sooner had he hefted his rucksack and cocked his rifle to head for the door, when Toben Diallo, the most senior of the resident Nigerian officers, a newly promoted Captain, came barrelling into the building. 

Urgent calls from the soldiers outside followed him in, with sporadic gunfire in the distance following close behind the explosions. The deafening sound of the GPMG's at the sentry posts, answering the surprise attack, startled Toben before he could make his report. He crouched low, covering his head with his hands, like that small action might protect him from the bombs and bullets.

Dan pulled him close, shouting in his ear over the noise.

"What's happening?"

"A huge force has surrounded us! Much larger than before!"

"Stay calm, Toben! Position half the men on the perimeter walls, the other half in reserve under hard cover. Tell the machine gun crews to conserve ammunition until they have a confirmed target, and get re-enforcements on the radio ASAP!"

Dan ran out into the compound and used the nearest set of steps to climb up and onto the perimeter wall. He grabbed a set of infrared binoculars from a young looking soldier crouched down behind the wall with his helmet unstrapped and cocked at a jaunty angle. He was smiling at the man next to him, smoking what was left of a cigarette stump and trying not to burn his fingers. Dan ignored them and focused the binoculars on the pitch black darkness beyond the walls.

Scanning left and right as far as he could, Dan could see vehicles and personnel moving all around. Heavy artillery was being positioned, mortars prepared and large groups forming behind what cover the terrain offered. It was the largest organised attacking force Dan had seen to date in the area. Mostly the attacks on the fort were sporadic and disorganised, usually in retaliation for a Nigerian Army victory somewhere else in the country, but this was on a different level and on a scale that worried even Dan, a seasoned and battle hardened veteran. 

The young soldier flicked the cigarette butt over the wall and climbed up onto his knees. He giggled like a schoolboy, high on whatever narcotic substance he'd been smoking. Enthusiastically, he nudged Dan, knocking the binoculars from his hands as he did so. 

The silence that followed the first probing attack was broken as the soldier spoke in a loud brazen voice. It echoed off the walls and carried out into the night.

"Will we get to kill them now, sir?"

Plaster and dust flew up from the defences around them, as enemy snipers honed in on the only sounds of life around. Dan ducked down under cover, hugging tight to the rampart on which he lay until the shooting had stopped. He turned to reprimand the young soldier for his outburst, but only a limp body remained, hunched over the wall where it knelt. A sniper's bullet had taken off more than half of his head. What remained jerked and twitched sporadically, spilling blood and brain matter over the side of the wall, hitting the dry earth beneath with a sickening thud. 

The soldier who had been sharing his cigarette only a few moments before began to scream, staring at the body of his comrade with wide and terrified eyes. More bullets struck the surrounding wall close by, the force of their impact eating away at the flimsy defences, dangerously close.

Dan crawled forward and slapped the soldier across the face, stunning him into silence and a quiet state of shock. Long intermittent bursts from the nearest GPMG suppressed the sniper fire, giving Dan a chance to breathe. He looked around the interior of the outpost, assessing its current strengths and weaknesses. 

Soldiers cowered behind walls. Some of the braver ones lifting their rifles over the top, while keeping their bodies under cover, to shoot wildly into the night. Under the control of only one hand, the muzzle of the heavy assault rifles drooped and fired rounds into the ground a dozen metres from the outpost. Those foolishly selecting full automatic wasted precious ammunition wholesale, as the relentless force of the weapon releasing round after round in quick succession, lifted the muzzle up toward the stars. 

Months of hard work had been forgotten in an instant, during the first major contact the soldiers had experienced in their short careers.

Dan watched Toben race across the open ground between the buildings and climb onto the wall beside him. He paused briefly to inspect the corpse of the soldier. 

Dan still sensed a feeling of panic in the man and needed him to focus.

"What's the ETA of the cavalry?"

Toben turned to Dan. He kept himself under control, and Dan was glad to see it, because the news he reported wasn't good.

"They're not coming."

"What?"

More sniper fire rained down on their position and both men crawled to a different point on the wall to resume a whispered conversation.

"The nearest significant force is on exercise hundreds of miles to the south. It will be morning before they arrive."

"What about air support?"

Toben shook his head in reply. How could that be? Something was wrong. 

The insurgents were preparing for a full scale attack at any minute. An attack that Dan and the small outpost force could perhaps repel initially, or for a short time anyway, but with no sign of re-enforcements and an unusually large and organised offensive ranged against them, they would soon be overwhelmed. 

He looked around for inspiration and his eyes soon fell on the shipment that arrived with Uba. 

The soldiers could not remain in the outpost. By first light their position would be overrun. They needed to escape, regroup at a defendable location and then keep moving until help arrived or the Boko Haram gave up. Right now they were a stationary target facing an enemy way too large to oppose. 

"Leave a few men on the walls to return fire. Have everyone else prepare to leave. Now!"

With a surprised look on his face, although obviously glad of the distraction, Toben raced to follow orders; whispering to the men along the wall and then climbing down to the buildings below to pass his orders on to the others. Dan took another look out over the walls. The main force of the insurgents had now gathered to the north, facing the gates of the outpost. They were slowly gaining ground, inching closer, unhindered by the inaccurate and sporadic fire from the Nigerian soldiers. East and west, large bodies of men massed. To the south, a smaller force remained in position just out of range of effective fire. 

With his mind made up, and no time to spare, Dan climbed down from the walls and raced over to the crates. He prised one of them open and lifted out an RPG-7. It was a popular weapon in Africa, with a simple point and shoot method of fire and an abundance of high explosive warheads in circulation. There were ten inside the crate, with twice as many warheads, and Dan wondered again what the hell Uba was doing leaving them here. 

He fitted a warhead to the body and then searched for Toben amongst the small crowd of quietly massing men. Panic was consuming them, and it wouldn't be long before they simply broke ranks and ran. So when he caught up with Toben, he relayed his plan as quickly as possible, not allowing the young officer time to think it through.

"Pull the men down from the walls and I'll blow up this pile of RPG's as we leave by the back door."

"Are you joking?"

"No."

Toben stared in disbelief, but Dan allowed no time for argument, positioning himself at the smaller south-facing gate and swinging the loaded RPG onto his shoulder.

"We'll never survive! The men are not ready!"

"We'll be dead in here sooner, Toben. We're a sitting duck to a force that large. No way can we defend this place until morning. At least if we're moving we have a chance. We need to fight through and reorganise on the far side of their blockade. The south side is the weakest point. Aim for that small clump of trees about 1 kilometre south of here, next to the road." 

"But, Dan..." 

Dan pulled him close, not wanting the others to hear what he had to say.

"But nothing, Toben. There's no time to debate this. Men will die here tonight either way. At least if we chose the weaker force and move out to meet them, then we stand a chance. They'll not be expecting it, and by the time the rest sort themselves out we will have moved on, deep into the bush where their vehicles can't follow. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"Now brief the men. Platoon fire and manoeuvre. Meet on the other side, one click south. Go!"

Dan took a deep breath to steady himself, going over in his mind the wild and reckless orders he had just issued. There was no alternative. For a second he doubted himself, but increased fire from the north and the resumption of explosions not far away, as the mortar crews repositioned and honed in on their target again, firmed his resolve.

He nodded to Toben, who swung open the gates. The small force of Nigerian soldiers ran out into the night, several falling to heavy gunfire before they even left the outpost. Dan moved as far as he dared from the large pile of ordnance.

 None of the men had been trained with the weapons, which further added to the mystery of why they were here, but at least the Boko Haram wouldn't get their hands on them and the explosion they would create would serve as a good distraction for his small fleeing group.

Dan pulled the trigger and dropped the body of the weapon as he turned to run; not bothering to follow the smoking trajectory of the warhead towards its target.

The huge blast that followed knocked him off his feet. He quickly picked himself up, pulled the rifle slung over his shoulder around and pointed it south. Tracers whizzed by and he ran past more than one dead or injured soldier as he flicked the weapon to automatic and fired as many rounds as he could towards the enemy.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

From a distant mountain top, Walter Uba watched the attack on the outpost unfold. His eyes followed the path of bright green tracer rounds as they cut through the darkness below in search of their target. Flashes of orange and yellow mushroomed up as the first mortars landed behind the walls of the outpost and exploded. Return fire from the Nigerian soldiers, marked with opposing red coloured tracers, added to the spectacle, forming an amazing display of light that silenced the men around him as they stopped what they were doing to watch.

Walter never noticed the Boko Haram Commander approach and stand next to him. The fireworks below were captivating; with only the occasional burst of laughter from the men around him interrupting the quiet pop of distant gunfire, Walter had let his mind wander. 

"You regret your decision, Colonel Uba?"

The interruption startled him and Walter reluctantly dragged his eyes away from the battle, stuffing his uniform into an old bag and then moving closer to a small fire the men had started. Before he lobbed the bag onto the growing flames, Walter took one last look at the clothes he had chosen to wear for more than half his life. They were old and worn from years of use. He noted that the patch of cloth where the medals once hung proudly from his chest, remained a darker shade of green; the rest of the uniform faded in colour from hours of standing in the hot sun serving his country. Had he made the correct decision? Walter was turning his back on everything that he knew and now it was too late to change his mind. The men below would die, and Colonel Walter Uba, a highly decorated and loyal officer in the Nigerian army must die with them.

His solitary reverie was interrupted once more with the sound of approaching footsteps. Frustrated, he barked out orders to the approaching soldier.

"Prepare the vehicles! We move out immediately!"

The insurgent leader stepped out of the darkness towards him; the flickering light of the fire illuminating his tall thin frame. He wore a black kufi skull cap with a camouflage jacket and trousers. An AK-47 rifle was slung across his chest and a long bladed knife hung from a worn leather sheath at his waist. He stretched his hands out to warm them at the fire and took a long slow breath before speaking.

"You are no longer a leader of men Walter Uba, so forgive me if I do not snap to attention and follow your orders."

Others had gathered at the fireside. Two were Walter's own personal bodyguard, like him, ashamed to watch the unfolding spectacle in the valley below where their comrades fought for their lives. They raised their heads to listen to the exchange, unsure of how he might react, casting wary glances at their former enemies who also gathered to share the fire.

"You promised it would be over quickly."

Walter's eyes flicked down to the cruel looking blade that hung at his side, knowing all too well the Boko Haram's preference for torture and the public humiliation of captured troops. The commander's hand slipped down to the knife and Walter watched a wicked smile creep across his face as he stared into the fire, eyes wide with anticipation.

"It will be over quick enough for some. But I have soldiers who need the experience of battle, and let us not forget the weapons we agreed upon. A heavy hand might spoil our prize."

"We agreed that none of the soldiers would be captured! You will have your weapons, I placed them there myself, and the fort will be yours to take. The men cannot withstand such an attack. That is what I agreed with Omar Lamidi."

"Omar Lamidi is not here! And how the battle unfolds is out of my hands. That will depend on your soldiers. But the westerner was not part of the agreement. He will suffer for interfering here, I can assure you of that."

Walter thought back to his earlier conversation with the quiet Irishman. In another time and place, he would have liked to spend more time with the man. There were many things they had in common and Walter regretted that Harpur was still in the outpost. The orders he had sent to Solitude Security Solutions to have him removed had obviously not yet arrived. 

Walter's decision to take up the generous offer of Omar Lamidi had been at the very last minute, and preparations before the attack had been hurried. After all, Walter Uba had much to do. After betraying the army, he could no longer live in Nigeria and thankfully Lamidi's offer encompassed that fact. With the Boko Haram's prize now assured, by the taking of the outpost along with its healthy arsenal of weapons in a resounding military victory they could crow about for months to come, Walter Uba was to fly to Asia where he would begin his new life. 

As Chief Negotiator for Omar Lamidi, Walter would broker the best deals possible for ivory making its way out of Africa under the control of the Boko Haram. He would receive a healthy commission in return, to fund his new life, away from Africa and away from war. Unfortunately others must suffer. But Walter had suffered long enough himself and the deaths of a few more soldiers did not trouble his conscience so much anymore. 

He tossed the uniform onto the fire and watched as the flames slowly consumed it. Looking up to the men around him, he sought out his two trusted bodyguards. Men who had agreed to come with him on his new adventure, giving up their own lives in return for a portion of Walter's impending wealth. They stood at the far side of the fire, uncertainty and fear etched across their faces, but obediently waiting for his orders. 

"Let's go."

#  #  #

The quiet clinical environment of the hospital was unsettling Heather, and the constant itch from the stitches concealed beneath the bandage on her head was infuriating. After two days of treatment she just wanted to scream and leave.

Her recollection of what happened had at first been cloudy, but she had had time to think it over. Lying in a bed at a private hospital in Harare for two days straight, she'd had plenty of time to think a lot of things over.

Heather pulled the bandage from her head, wincing as it caught on some dried blood which had stuck fast to her hair like glue. She climbed out of the bed and examined herself in the mirror. Her injuries, a gash to the side of her head and mild concussion, paled into insignificance compared to what had happened to the pilot, Aiden Jacobs. 

He had cautioned her not to pursue the poachers and, unfairly, she had played on his emotions to get her way. As a result he was dead. 

As the first bullets struck the helicopter, Heather hadn't time to think or react. She never got a chance to speak with Aiden either, to apologise or beg his forgiveness. Valiantly, he wrestled with the controls of the helicopter using the last breaths in his body, to land it safely and away from trouble. By the skin of her teeth, Heather had survived. Seconds after she crawled out of the wreckage, the Helicopter exploded. 

Although she had passed out and was unaware, Heather assumed that the destruction of the helicopter had been enough to convince the poachers that all aboard it were dead. Abayomi had said that otherwise she may have been horribly tortured, raped and killed. 

It had been Abayomi who found her. He told her that the poachers had gone and that they had not been alone. Local villagers had watched a large contingent of Boko Haram fighters pass through the area at the time of the incident, with the infamous Kojo Selassie in their company.

It was enough to make her blood boil and she kicked the small cabinet next to her bed in frustration at the thought of him. Within seconds the door to the room burst open and Abayomi ran in.

"What are you doing? The doctor said you were to remain in bed! Please get..."

"I will not! Aiden's funeral is tomorrow and I want to be there. Help me gather my things. Please?"

Abayomi let out a long slow breath. He stepped forward, lifting his hands to gently examine the wound to her head. After a few seconds, satisfied with what he saw, he turned away and walked to the window, where he fiddled with the blinds and stared quietly through them. Heather watched him for a while. 

She owed him her life. Abayomi had risked everything to rescue her; commandeering a second helicopter and pilot from the park headquarters to race to her aid, unaware if the poachers were still in the area or even if she were alive or dead. He was a good man, with a lot more invested in the elephants of Hwange than Heather ever would.

"What are you doing here, Abayomi? You should be in Hwange, not nursing me back to health. Selassie will be back, I know it. We need to put a guard on the other main waterholes and..."

"You must return to England. Peter Blackthorn, your boss, called yesterday. All Wildlife Investigation Agency funds have been withdrawn and you must return when you are well enough to travel. It is over, Heather."

"No! That can't be true. We're so close to catching them. We still have the DNA we collected from the waterhole. If we can find the ivory and match it, then..."

"It's over! It is too dangerous to continue. You ask why I am here? The Boko Haram would pay a small fortune to capture you, Heather, and they have eyes and ears everywhere! No-one dares oppose them. If Selassie is selling Hwange ivory to them, then our problems are only just beginning. If the WIA are a threat to them then they will try to kill those involved. It is their way. You must go."

Heather sat on the edge of the bed. She closed her eyes and ran her fingers through her long red hair. The action often settled her in times of worry, and after a few minutes she rose again, facing Abayomi with determination in her voice.

"I will not go back. I am going to Aiden's funeral to pay my last respects and then I will return to Hwange or wherever I must. It's not too late to find those tusks before they disappear forever."

"This is no game, Heather. The Boko Haram are very dangerous. You cannot go against them alone."

"But I am not alone, Aboyami. I have you...and there is another."

She found her phone in the drawer next to the bed and turned it on. Heather had ignored it since the incident, using it only to speak with her parents. She'd ignored the other calls and messages; some of which she knew, deep down, would contain what Abayomi had just told her. 

She dialled the number for Peter Blackthorn then turned back to Abayomi as she waited, stepping in close and kissing him on the cheek.

"Go now. Return to Hwange where you belong. Keep the elephants safe. I'll be fine. Thank you, Abayomi."

On the other end of the line, Heather heard the short, curt answer of Peter Blackthorn.

"Hello? Peter Blackthorn speaking."

"Peter, its Heather. I need a favour."

"Heather? Are you all right? I've been trying to call."

"I'm fine. Look, there's still a chance I can find the ivory. I..."

"You will not! Get your ass back here pronto! That's an order. The WIA have withdrawn from Africa for the foreseeable future and..."

"Then I resign."

There was silence for a second then Blackthorn continued.

"You bloody well will not! We'll reassess once you get back. The withdrawal will probably just be for a while. Our sponsors won't tolerate that level of violence. It's also politically sensitive. You know what they're like. Now, let's not be hasty about this."

"Peter, my mind's made up. I need one last favour."

More silence followed, only intermittent crackling from the long distance line filling the void. 

"What is it?"

"Do you still have contacts in Scotland Yard and MI6?"

"Well...yes I keep in touch with a few old friends. I don't like where this is going, Heather."

"I need you to find someone for me. Someone who can help."

"Who?"

"Daniel Harpur."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

In a nondescript high rise office block in central Johannesburg, Dan Harpur sat uncomfortably at one end of a conference table as he debriefed the management of Solitude Security Solutions. He had only arrived in the city that morning, on a flight direct from Lagos, not sleeping for forty eight hours straight. 

He rubbed the extended growth of stubble on his jawline and reached for the coffee in front of him on the table as he played for time, pondering how best to answer the Chief Executive's questions.

"We haven't got all day, Dan. A Nigerian General has summoned me to Lagos to explain this monumental fuck up and I need to know exactly what to tell him!"

Darwin Marshall, the founder and CEO of Solitude Security was smartly dressed and stood rigidly at the head of the table. As he clenched his fists in frustration, his knuckles stood out white from the darkly tanned skin around them. Although ageing badly, Darwin Marshall was still a bull of a man. Short and stocky in his prime, Marshall now cut a more rotund figure, but Dan knew well from past experience that when he worked up a head of steam there was no stopping him. 

Marshall had done well for himself with Solitude Security, although a healthy investment from daddy and his upper class buddies went a fair way to helping set up the now largest private military contractor in the African continent. Dan had known Marshall for years. He served as an officer in the SAS when Dan had been there, during the good old days when he had the world at his feet. He hadn't known Dan after that, when his wife had left and he turned to the drink. Probably a good thing as it stood. He would never have got the job in Nigeria otherwise. 

Four other men sat between them, two on each side of the table, shuffling papers and taking notes as Marshall paced over to the coffee machine and fixed himself a third shot of expresso.

"Let's just go over it again, Dan. From the beginning. No-one is trying to trip you up here. I just need a bit more detail."

Dan knew where this line of questioning was going and he didn't like it. Darwin Marshall was a slave to money - that being the reason he left the military in the first place. He was passionate about his company and, when topped up with alcohol, vocal about his earnings and the huge income that African countries generated. He wouldn't want that flow of cash interrupted for any reason; least of all one of his employees being instrumental in the Nigerian Army's greatest loss of life in recent times.

"I'll not be a scapegoat for this, Darwin."

"Just tell us what happened, Dan. We're all behind you here."

The members of the committee reshuffled their papers and avoided eye contact as Dan went through again what had happened at the outpost.

"Colonel Uba arrived to inspect the men, just as you said he would. And I bigged them up, just like you asked me to, even though they couldn't shoot for shit and didn't know one end of a battlefield from the other."

Nervous glances were cast about the room as Dan continued.

"He was acting strange, can't quite put my finger on it. Barely looked at the soldiers. Just wanted to shoot the shit with me and then leave. He brought a large consignment of RPG's and M40 anti-tanks with him. Don't know why because the men weren't trained and we weren't expecting a delivery like that. Then he left. A few hours later we were attacked."

"Are you sure Uba left the outpost? The Nigerian General assures me he is unaccounted for. Could he have been killed or captured?"

"Maybe. But not at the outpost. I was the last to leave. I blew up the anti-tanks and fought my way south with the men. We dispersed into the bush and lay low until first light. Then we tracked the road south until we met the relief force. By the time we returned to the outpost it was... a mess. The Boko Haram had gone, leaving more than half of my men dead."

"They weren't your men, Dan. They were commanded by a..."

Marshall leafed through his own papers until he found what he was looking for.

"...Captain Diallo. You were a simple adviser and instructor. Whatever has gone wrong will fall firmly at his feet, not you or Solitude Security."

"He's dead, Darwin. Took a bullet in the chest as we fought through their lines, he was right beside me at the time."

"All the better then. The General's not happy about this. At least if we can place the blame firmly at the feet of..."

Dan jumped up, jarring the edge of the table and knocking the coffee cup in front of him onto the floor where it smashed into pieces.

"Toben Diallo was a good soldier! No-one is to blame, because we did nothing wrong! An overwhelming force of insurgents surrounded us and laid down heavy concentrated fire. There was no way we could have remained behind those walls. You need to ask your General where the fucking cavalry and the air support were when we needed them!"

A few moments of awkward silence followed before Darwin Marshall concluded the session.

"I think we've heard enough here for now gentlemen. Let's resume after lunch."

He stood to show the others to the door, herding them out with nods and handshakes as they passed him by. When they'd gone, he closed the door and walked back to the coffee machine where he poured himself a fresh cup and filled another for Dan. He met him at the window, where Dan stood looking out over the sprawling city below. 

The two men sipped at their drinks together quietly before Marshall spoke again.

"You know how this must play out, Dan. The Nigerians are livid. It's a serious loss of face for them. No matter what happened they need someone to blame. So it's them or us."

"They beheaded them, Darwin... the ones who didn't escape. Piled them up at the gates. A fuckin' mountain of heads. Half of the poor bastards were probably still alive when they did it."

Marshall slinked away, leaving Dan staring out of the window and deep in thought. But he paused at the door, unwilling to let the matter rest.

"The Nigerian Military are the single largest employers of this company, Dan. Without them we'll lose millions, not to mention the other countries that may follow suit. Take some time off until this whole thing blows over. Go somewhere you can't be found. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Dan didn't acknowledge and kept staring out of the window, reliving the battle through the Boko Haram's lines with Toben and the gruesome mound of heads that awaited on his return to the outpost.

"Did you hear me?"

"Yes."

"I'm leaving an envelope with my secretary. Pick it up on your way out. It should be enough to... make you forget."

#  #  #

One hotel bar was as good as any other when it came to getting drunk in Johannesburg. Especially when you had a small brown envelope containing $50,000 dollars resting comfortably in the inside pocket of your jacket. That was how Dan found himself in the five star Regency Hotel drinking cocktails and unsuccessfully avoiding the attentions of several high-end hookers, as he thought through what he should do with the money.

It was a sizeable sum to a man in Dan's position and Marshall knew it. When he collected the money and counted it through, Dan had half a mind to refuse. If he understood correctly what Marshall was saying, then Toben Diallo would be blamed for the military failures at the Nigerian outpost. Most likely the families of those involved would be suitably compensated and Solitude Security would grease the palms of several more high ranking officers to continue supplying their military with expert advice and training. 

Where would refusing the money have got him? Marshall was no fool. This was shut up and leave money. If he refused it, God knows what lengths Marshall would go to to silence him - he ran a company employing mercenaries after all. Would losing millions of dollars' worth of future business justify a quiet contract to be taken out to kill Daniel Harpur? 

The thought brought Dan on nicely to the question of who would even care. Who would turn up at his funeral if he were found dead on a roadside in a Johannesburg suburb? 

He sucked thoughtfully on the long pink straw poking out of his Harvey Wallbanger and looked across to the pretty young woman who had bought it for him. She smiled, knowing her work was slowly beginning to pay off as he sized her up; glancing down now and then at her small pert breasts and the long thin legs that she so proudly displayed. 

Dan reached over for the shot glass of whiskey that sat next to the cocktail and downed the contents, then slammed the glass onto the table. The sudden noise caught the attention of the barman, who lifted his head from the glass he was polishing and raised his eyebrows expectantly.

"Same again, barman! And one for the lady!"

The hooker smiled and saddled up closer; taking up a position somewhere between sitting on his knee and fully mounting him. The closeness of her body and the smell of her perfume made Dan's head swim. He could feel himself slowly giving in to her attentions. What was wrong with a man letting go once in a while anyway? There was nothing holding him back. He had a pocket full of cash and a pretty woman on his knee. Why the hell not? He'd worry about tomorrow, tomorrow.

#  #  #

Dan's mobile rang. Something it hadn't done for quite some time. He opened his eyes, noted daylight still streaming in through the windows and lay his aching head back down onto the pillow. Next to him, the hooker stirred.

He watched her climb out of the bed and silently slip her skimpy dress over her head and wriggle it down over her body. Then she walked barefoot into the bathroom, seamlessly swiping the small pile of cash from the bedside table as she passed. He imagined her counting it as she straightened her hair and fixed her make-up in the mirror.

"Are you answering that phone or what?"

Dan reached over and looked at the phone. He didn't recognise the number and placed it back onto the bedside cabinet where it continued to ring. The hooker, whose name he couldn't quite remember, sauntered out of the bathroom with a smile on her face. The ringing was clearly bothering her.

"It could be important."

"Then you should answer it. There's little important enough to bother me right now."

As she brushed past him to answer the phone he gave her a playful pinch on the ass. She squealed with surprise, almost dropping the phone in the process. 

"Hello?"

Dan watched her pull chewing gum from her mouth, and then suck it back in, as she listened to the caller, probably glad of the distraction in an otherwise boring day. He was contemplating paying her for a few more hours when she held out the handset.

"You're Daniel Harpur, right?"

"Yeah."

"She says it's important. Needs to speak with you. Sounds a bit pissed."

Dan rolled over on the bed, turning his back to the hooker and searching the floor for his jacket where the rest of the money was.

"Take a message."

After a few more seconds he still hadn't found his jacket and rolled back over. The hooker replaced the phone onto the cabinet and sat on the edge of the bed to put on her shoes.

"She said her name was Heather Walsh - sounded posh. Girlfriend of yours?"

Dan stopped what he was doing and sat up with a jolt.

"What did she want?"

"Something about needing your help... and... she would be in Cape Town at a funeral tomorrow if you changed your mind... but then she got angry and said it didn't matter and hung up." 

"A funeral?"

"Yeah, she said it was the funeral of the pilot that was killed in that helicopter crash. The one that was shot down in Zimbabwe the other day? It's been all over the news. Did you not hear about it? Caused a right stink. Bloody ivory poachers did it they said, killed dozens of poor elephants up in the Hwange Park and then shot down the helicopter that was chasing them..."

Dan leapt from the bed, gathered his clothes up from the floor and ushered the hooker to the door.

"It was important then?"

"What was?"

"The call. I said it might be important."

"Yes. Yes, it was important."

Without waiting for a reply he pushed her out the door and closed it firmly behind her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

As she walked from the church to the graveyard, Heather wiped tears from her eyes and blew her nose on a small white beautifully embroidered handkerchief offered by a sweet old lady who had sat next to her during the service. The day was past its warmest, but even so, she sheltered gratefully underneath the shade of a large umbrella she carried for the lady, who took an arm to steady herself as they walked behind the coffin to the graveside. It had been a lengthy service, the church filled to capacity with the friends and family of Aiden Jacobs - the man who had saved her life. 

Heather couldn't bring herself to telling them it was for her that Aiden had flown into trouble. He had tried to talk her out of it, but as usual she'd forced her will upon him, and played on his feelings to do so. On meeting his grieving parents she simply shook their hands, introduced herself as the person last to be with Aiden and comforted them with the knowledge that he hadn't suffered at the end. They thanked her wholeheartedly and Heather moved away, embarrassed that she omitted the vital information of why Aiden was where he was in the first place. 

It was then that the old lady had found her and Heather was glad of the company to see the rest of the service through.

As they waited for the coffin to be lowered into the ground, the old lady spoke.

"He loved animals you know. Always wanted to be involved in conservation. Is that what you do my dear?"

"Yes... well I used to. I'm between jobs right now."

"He loved to fly as well. Such a shame. Africa is so beautiful, but it can be such a dangerous place at times. Who would have thought men would kill each other for the tusks of an elephant."

Heather let out a deep sigh. That thought often occurred to her as well. It was why she did what she did, or used to anyway. On reflection, she had been rash to resign her position. It was an impulsive decision, brought on by the endless bureaucracy of her job and the restraints imposed on her by international law and politics. 

What on earth would she do now? How could she possibly catch up with Kojo Selassie without the help and backing of the WIA? As the days passed, the Hwange ivory would melt away; shipped out of Africa and into Asia where it would be processed and carved up into trinkets and jewellery. The best of it, worked by the world's most skilful ivory craftsmen, would sell for tens of thousands of dollars to hungry collectors. 

It was a hopeless mission. On top of it all, her last great hope of help was shacked up with someone else, not willing to even answer his phone, never mind race to her aid. And why would he? 

Secretly, she hoped he would have made contact with her long before now. When they parted at the docks in Hangzhou, China, Heather felt there was something growing between them. A fiery, sensual chemistry she wanted to explore. Obviously not for Dan. He left without a word and hadn't spoken to her since. Not a call, not a letter, not even a text. Why she felt jealous because a female answered his phone after all this time, she couldn't understand. But she did feel jealous.

Peter Blackthorn was quick to reply to her with the whereabouts of Harpur. Apparently, he had not been that hard to find when you asked questions of the right people. Although the world was a big place, it wasn't that easy to slip away into the background; especially for a one-eyed Irishman with a skill set few others possessed. Heather wondered why she hadn't searched for Dan sooner. Her heart fluttered at the thought of him, but guilt quickly pushed that excitement aside as she watched the remains of her friend lowered into the ground. 

Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks as the minister spoke to those gathered for the final time, and the family, all in floods of tears themselves, moved away. She felt the old woman gently squeeze her hand as the last of the crowd passed and they slowly followed them back to the church.

#  #  #

From a short distance, Dan watched the mourners walk away from the graveyard and return to the church. He spotted Heather almost immediately. She stood out from the rest; her long flowing red hair and stunning good looks elevating her, in his eyes, way above the milling crowd. She shared the shade of an umbrella with an old lady Dan didn't recognise and the two of them huddled together in conversation now and again as if they had been friends for years.

As they neared the church, he watched Heather help the old woman up the steps to the doors and then wave her goodbye. She waited until the old woman was safely inside before turning to leave, pausing at the top of the steps as if deep in thought about what she should do next. It was at this point that Dan chose to step out from behind the car where he was watching and reveal himself to her.

He watched her pause as she descended the steps, taking him in with a wary glance, then resume her chosen route away from the church and towards her own vehicle. Dan stood not far from it and she walked towards him without ever looking him in the eye. Stopping just a few feet away, the familiar smell of her sweet perfume, a memory that stayed with him through the long lonely nights in Nigeria, swept over him. He breathed it in, speechless for a few achingly long seconds as his hungry eyes took in their fill.

She spoke first, and when she did, the words had a disdainful edge to them.

"You got my message then. Interrupting something important was I?"

"I... ah..."

"I thought I might have heard from you before now. Especially since it seems we were not all that far apart."

"Thought I should lay low after all that happened. I wasn't sure you would want to hear from me anyway. I just kept myself busy with a job I wangled from an old friend and..."

"Seems you failed miserably on both counts, Dan. I heard you lost your job, after being directly responsible for a Nigerian army defeat of quite epic proportions. Hardly laying low."

Dan sensed an edge of anger in her voice now. Her comments were not what he had expected, but no more than he deserved he supposed. But how could she have known that information? Her comments did however give him some hope that Heather was harbouring feelings stronger than he had anticipated, and maybe even mirroring his own. 

"I'm sorry, Heather. You're right, I should have made contact sooner. I just wasn't sure if you felt the same way or..."

"Felt what? Forget about it, Dan."

Heather began to walk on, hesitant at first, but then her stride lengthened and she moved with the confidence and grace of her usual self. Dan followed, the scent of the perfume lingering behind her and pulling him along like a dog on a lead. When she reached her car she paused briefly at the door, long enough for Dan to catch up. He couldn't let her go again so easily.  

"You said you needed my help. I travelled all night to get here, Heather."

Fiddling with her keys, she pressed a button and the car bleeped. She swung open the door, threw her bag into the rear and rested her arms on the roof. He watched as she took in three long breaths before speaking.

"Do you know why I am here, at a funeral in Cape Town?"

"I know Aiden Jacobs was a helicopter pilot working in the Hwange National Park in Zimbabwe. And that the chopper he was flying was shot down by poachers. I heard people discussing it as they left the service before you."

She looked him in the eye then for the first time since they met. Only a few feet away now, he could see every shade of green they contained. He drank in the beauty in her face, framed in a shock of thick red hair; although lines of worry now crept across her forehead and reached out from the corners of her eyes. 

Dan was desperate not to let her escape and decided to throw in his lot when he watched her move to sit behind the wheel of the car and place the keys in the ignition.

"I left Johannesburg as soon as you called and travelled through the night to get here. I came here for you, Heather."

When she closed the door and started the engine, Dan felt his heart sink. He had been a fool to think she would be interested in him, and now Heather had seen that fool for herself. 

The window wound down and he stepped closer, sucked into her web like a fly.

"I do need your help, but it's not like last time. I no longer work for the WIA. This time we'd be alone, and it's dangerous. Really dangerous."

"I'm in."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

Horns blared, people bartered and dogs barked. In the distance, just faint enough to hear over the surrounding commotion, a tiger roared. Maybe it was a lion or a leopard. Dan couldn't tell. But every so often he could hear it. The deep resonant sound it made drowning out all other noise around.

As he looked about, Dan could only imagine how the poor creature felt; locked in a small cage, frightened and disorientated, then plunged into an alien environment where tourists poked and prodded at it for pleasure as they passed by. Heather had warned him of such spectacles.

He sat now, sipping on a bottle of water, with his eyes fixed on a small insignificant shop front at the end of the street, waiting for Heather to emerge. She had told him not to worry and that if she hadn't returned within ten minutes, only then should he come looking. Dan checked his watch for the umpteenth time since she entered - another long minute had passed.

Jet lag aside, Dan had spent the last forty eight hours in complete and utter bliss. In stark contrast to the quiet, luxurious surroundings of business class on the aeroplane, followed by a suite in one of Laos' finest hotels, the slums of the Kings Romans District were a mind numbing blend of people and noise.

From Cape Town, Heather secured them tickets on a plane to Laos and accommodation in the Blue Shield Casino, at the expense of the Wildlife Investigation Agency. She reckoned they owed her for years of work and long hours never paid for. Now that she was "Freelance" she felt the need to claim back what was owed. 

Dan was surprised when he heard her story. The WIA had been her life and the capture of Kojo Selassie her personal quest for the last few years. He wasn't sure just how she could accomplish that quest now, on her own, but Heather assured him that he was all she needed in the meantime and that was good enough for Dan.

The plan they formed on the long haul flight was a simple one. Heather would scour the markets and shops where she thought the ivory might end up, asking questions of the dealers and middle men, passing out handfuls of crisp new twenty dollar notes until eventually someone told her something. She was adamant that a consignment of ivory of such immense value would not go unnoticed, and the sight and smell of crisp new notes would loosen a few greedy tongues.  

Dan had argued against it on two fronts. One, the ivory may have been divided and sent to different locations, and two, it was his newly acquired money she intended to use.

"Can you not make contact with some of your people in the trade? Surely they could give you a steer on where to look?"

"Peter Blackthorn has already briefed the building not to help me. The WIA cannot be seen to be actively pursuing this line of enquiry. The British government is a key contributor to the organisation. Any controversial connections to violence in Africa wouldn't sit well with them."

"Controversial? Heather, the helicopter you were travelling in was shot down, killing the pilot! How the hell was that your fault or in any way controversial?"

"I didn't follow protocol. We knew the poachers are well armed and dangerous. I shouldn't have asked poor Aiden to do it... and anyway, I've since learnt that the Boko Haram were with Selassie at the time. They are notorious ivory traders, travelling throughout Africa to source it from poachers at a low price and then selling it on for ten times what they paid. Then they use that money to buy guns and bombs for their war in Nigeria."

Dan placed a hand on Heathers, giving it a gentle squeeze as he did so. It was the first physical contact they had made since meeting and it felt good to touch her. She drew away immediately, seemingly disgusted by what he had done, staring down at her hand as she rubbed at it, wiping away any trace he may have left there. The act hurt him, but he didn't let it show.

"You don't have to do this, Dan. I'll go on alone if needs be."

Dan had enough experience of the Boko Haram to know exactly what they were like.

"The Boko Haram. Small world huh? I'd best have my money back then."

She flicked her eyes onto him, searching for any hint of humour she could find. Dan cracked a smile and continued.

"Sorry, that was a bad joke. I'm coming with you, without a doubt. It'll be just like old times."

Heather settled back into her seat once more. Satisfied with his answer, but not laughing at his poor attempt to lighten the mood. 

"So. What do we do if we find the ivory?"

"We take it back? Destroy it? I don't know, Dan, but somehow we need to establish a connection to Kojo Selassie, and possibly, whoever's buying it. Laos is notorious for its lax laws on ivory and wildlife trade, but Zimbabwe is not. If we can gather strong enough evidence then maybe when presented in the right way, and linked back to Zimbabwe, Peter Blackthorn might reconsider."

"That's a lot of mights and maybes."

"It is, but what else have I to go on? Aiden Jacobs is dead because of me and every elephant left in the Hwange National Park is at more risk than ever before. I have to do something. The Boko Haram's desire for ivory is insatiable. So if Kojo Selassie has truly made contact with them, then he'll not stop until every elephant in Africa is dead." 

It was Dan's turn now to settle back in his chair. He had unanswered questions of his own linking into the Boko Haram. Had it been blood ivory used to buy the weapons that killed Toben Diallo and the other men at the outpost? Most likely, yes. But Dan had already turned his back on Nigeria and Solitude Security Solutions by accepting the money from Darwin Marshall and disappearing. He wouldn't be surprised if the whole incident had already been swept under the carpet and the good name of Captain Toben Diallo sullied forever. It was a sickening thought. 

Any chance of getting one back on the men that killed his friends would be welcomed. Any chance of getting one back whilst in the company of the woman who'd been haunting his thoughts would be welcomed with open arms.

He closed his eyes to rest and felt a warm hand hover over his. He didn't open them again, but his heart lifted and his hopes soared as Heather's fingers interlocked with his and remained there until he eventually fell asleep.

The tiger roared again and Dan checked his watch - nine minutes had passed.

#  #  #

Walter Uba relaxed beneath smooth silk sheets, enjoying the comfort and luxury of his air conditioned suite on the top floor of the Kings Romans Casino. He listened to the commotion of the casinos customers outside as they hustled in and out of the building, eager to enter with the slim chance of winning a fortune on the many card tables or slot machines. They were equally eager to leave, when they lost every penny they entered with, after only a few short hours of gambling. He laughed to himself at the thought of the many people who would make fools of themselves today, squandering their hard earned cash on a simple game of chance or luck. Walter was no such fool. 

He had carefully considered every move he made up until this point in his life, and after some initial regrets - the deaths of the soldiers in the isolated Nigerian outpost being foremost in his mind - he was happy with the results so far. In fact, Walter felt he himself had hit the jackpot.

He climbed out of bed and pulled on the newly pressed dressing gown hanging on the back of the door, where it magically appeared every morning, and strolled over to the window. He watched the intense tropical heat beat down on the already hot tarmac below, blurring the people and vehicles in his vision as they made their way about their business, eking a living out of nothing. Walter had once been just like them, but not anymore. 

Now he was a man of certain importance. A deal maker. A doer, and well paid for it to. He no longer willingly accepted orders from his superiors, placing his life in harm's way at the whim of others to fight a pointless and endless bloody war against an enemy who did not know the meaning of surrender. Walter was now his own boss with nothing to worry about other than what he would chose for his next meal or what clothes he should wear that day. He liked the new Walter Uba a lot.

It didn't take him long to establish the movers and shakers in Kings Romans. Omar Lamidi had been correct in his observations of the ten thousand hectare Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone, set up between the Laotian government and the Hong Kong registered Kings Romans Group. It was a den of iniquity. Prostitution, gambling and crime were rife; it was a lawless playground where the mighty Mekong River divided Thailand from mainland Laos, and where Chinese businessmen came to flaunt their wealth, free from law or scrutiny. It was why Walter had been offered the job. Lamidi wanted the money Kings Romans and its occupants could give him, but his deep moral standing wouldn't allow him to deal with them. Lamidi had visited only once and refused to return, creating the opening for Walter that he now so gratefully filled.

Choosing his best new suit, made to measure by one of Laos' foremost tailors - he was reliably informed - Walter dressed and readied himself for his only meeting of the day. Several of the larger ivory carving factories in the district had recommended this buyer and he was keen to meet his first customer to cement a deal that should make him thousands of dollars; more than he made in a whole year of soldiering back in Nigeria for one hour of work, with lunch thrown in. He smiled to himself again and pushed aside any doubts that still lingered at the back of his mind. This was the new Walter Uba.

Dressed and ready to face the day he called his bodyguards, instructing them to meet him in the restaurant below in thirty minutes. He could not attend the meeting without them. They gave him a certain image that he needed to portray, and if what he heard about the buyer was to be believed, he would need that image more than ever. Walter had swapped one kind of battlefield for another; one where he could not so easily tell friend from foe. Erring on the side of caution he slipped a small revolver into the hollow of his back. The weight of it on his waistband and the feel of the cold hard steel against his skin gave him a certain confidence he did not feel he possessed. 

Walter was not a skilled negotiator, but Omar Lamidi had assured him that, as with all negotiation, fear was a key element. Act confident, look confident and ensure the buyer knew with whom they were trading. All Walter had to do was meet the buyer, confirm the price, with his own commission added on, and shift as much ivory as he possibly could. Easy.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

 

The minute hand on his watch struck ten as Dan was already up and moving towards the shop. When he neared the entrance he could hear raised voices from within. He quickened his pace and barged through the door at a sprint. 

Inside, the shop was air conditioned to a chill. Glass display cabinets lined the walls, showcasing ivory carvings depicting everything from animals to ashtrays. In one corner a till had been placed in front of a small discreet doorway, behind which cowered a small wiry woman with long grey hair. She was talking rapidly on the phone and pointing towards Heather. 

More glass cabinets were laid out along the floor space, reaching right up to the ceiling, allowing prospective buyers to examine the goods on display from all angles. Some of the items were exquisitely carved, to a level of craftsmanship that Dan could only but admire. Why it must be ivory and not wood, bronze or stone, Dan couldn't fathom.

Heather was backing away from a large well-built man down one of the aisles. He was enormous and was shouting and waving his tree-trunk arms at her aggressively. In one hand he held a small wooden cudgel. She nudged slowly towards the door, gamely giving the giant what for, in her own loud but not so aggressive manner. 

A quaint bell above the door let out a high-pitched ding as Dan entered, distracting the pair temporarily from their argument. He stepped around Heather and stood between them with his hands raised.

"OK! OK! Calm down. We're leaving."

"Fucking right you're leaving! Out!"

The man flexed the muscles in his neck, rolling his head around to loosen them as if warming up for a fight. He slapped the cudgel into the palm of his hand repeatedly and took a step closer. His lip curled at one side of his face, twisting his sharp ugly features into a grin. The arm holding the cudgel slipped down to his side and began a long slow wind-up behind him. The giant's body twisted slightly, placing him off-balance, as he concentrated all of his effort into the swing that he thought would crush his new hapless one-eyed opponent. Dan had other thoughts.

Rather than back away or cower with his hands over his head to protect himself as expected, Dan stepped forward, raising his left arm to meet the attack and block the strike. At the same time he grabbed a fistful of clothing with his right hand and pulled the man close, using his attackers own momentum against him to drive his head into the man's face; connecting the hard bone at the top of his skull with the not-so-hard bone of the man's nose. 

The cudgel fell harmlessly behind Dan, but the sheer brute force of the blow drove down on his arm, jarring it and no doubt leaving a bruise Dan would remember in the morning.

As the man staggered backwards, trying to stem the flow of blood that now gushed from his nose and between his fingers, Dan moved forward again. He kicked with all his might, hitting him square on the chest with the sole of his boot. It propelled him backwards, off-balance with his arms theatrically waving in circles, sending him crashing into a display cabinet. Glass showered over him and ivory carvings toppled to the floor. Dan turned and ran. 

Heather was already waiting, holding the door open and calling for him to hurry. They ran as fast as they could, losing themselves in the busy side streets of Kings Romans as they giggled like naughty schoolchildren.

Eventually they stopped to catch their breath and Heather noticed him absently rubbing at his forearm; a large angry bruise already beginning to form.

"Are you hurt?"

"It's nothing."

"Doesn't look like nothing."

Gently she took his arm in hers, holding it at either side of the bruise and lifting it up to eye level. She oohed and ahhed as she examined it; all the while Dan revelled in her beauty. The pain receded as he watched the way her eyes squinted when she focused. The way her hair fell unruly about her face and she continually swept it away. He enjoyed the warm touch of her hand on his skin. Sound faded in and out, vehicles and voices in the busy street melding together into one long insignificant background blur.

"Did you hear me, Dan? I said it's going to leave a crackin' bruise, but I don't think any bones are broken."

"No."

"Are you all right? You've a strange look on your face."

She let go of him then, but it was too soon for him and he didn't want her to, so he took her hand in his and began walking. She didn't pull away this time, and slowly her fingers slid between his as they walked in silence through the thronging streets. 

Not thinking of their direction of travel, only the woman attached to his arm, he turned into a dark and narrow alley. Several shady characters stood at its edges deep in hushed conversation, welcoming them with a guarded assessment as they passed. Dan could sense hidden eyes watching them. 

The end of the short alley opened up into a large well-lit square; their entrance marked by the unmistakable roar of a large cat. The closeness of it stopped them dead in their tracks. 

Through the concentration of dozens of milling people, traders and stalls, it was hard to make out the shape or size of the enclosure they had entered, but a heady mix of pungent smells and distinctive animal and bird calls alerted Dan to the presence of a wide range of creatures before he even set eyes on them.

Heather gave a gentle squeeze of his hand and whispered into his ear.

"Welcome to your first wildlife bazaar."

 A short, fat, balding man approached with his arms spread wide in greeting. He gave them a quick appraisal, probably assessing their likelihood of making him money and how much effort would be required to gain himself a decent profit. But the sight of two foreigners was too much for him to pass on and he greeted them warmly.

"Hello my friends! How are you today?"

Heather took the lead as Dan fumbled for words. He was glad of it. Dan was not a man used to telling lies or working undercover. He was first and foremost a soldier; straight talking and honest. Give him an enemy and a battlefield and Dan could take charge, issuing orders and revelling in the action and excitement of battle. 

"My husband and I were looking for a pet. Maybe a small bird, or a big one! Something exotic. We haven't decided yet."

"If I had such a thing it would be very expensive...I'm not sure that..."

Heather pulled out a huge bundle of Dan's twenty dollar bills from her purse. Some of them carelessly spilled to the floor. The man's eyes grew wide in anticipation.

She pulled Dan closer, hugging him tight and smiling up like a love-struck newlywed making the first real decision of their marriage and spending money that belonged to them both - which it didn't. She was good.

The trader eyed Dan suspiciously, but Heather took up her new role with gusto, sweeping the two of them along, deeper into the bazaar and further from the traders stall, giving him no time to think. Heather knew what she was doing and the greedy trader was soon pulling on the hems of Dan's shirt begging them to look at his wares. 

"Please, please! I have many birds! Over here!"

He turned them around, leading them back to a large stall set up at the edge of the square, close to the entrance. A rough corrugated roof had been balanced on thick bamboo poles and angled against the wall of a building. The whole structure was held together with old, frayed rope that Dan could only imagine would snap at any second. But underneath it, sitting happily amongst crates and cages containing dozens of birds and animals crammed into every imaginable corner, was an old woman. She smiled at their approach, showing them a toothless mouth set into a pockmarked and wrinkled face. The trader and the old woman talked rapidly in Lao between themselves and it was obvious the old woman was in charge when she spat a curt reply to him and began searching amongst the riot of creatures.

"Ahh, you are very lucky today my friends. We have several prime specimens for sale at a very special price, just for you!"

Dan was no expert on animals, but looking around, he could tell that these were no ordinary pets. He knelt down to a large rusted cage at his feet holding three frightened monkeys. They cowered away as he held out his hand, screeching at the tops of their voices. The high-pitched noise irritated the trader who clipped the cage with the side of his foot, shaking it and further distressing the monkeys so they gripped onto each-other in terror. Their eyes flicked between Dan and the trader, unable in their own minds to decide which one to fear the most.

The old woman called out and the trader moved over to help her shift boxes to find the one she was searching for. Heather took the opportunity to whisper in his ear.

"They're Squirrel Monkeys. Very common pets all over the world."

"They look young and frightened."

"They're native to South America. Either captured from the wild and shipped here or bred in captivity and ripped from their mothers as soon as they're weaned. Probably this guy's best seller."

"Are they endangered?"

"No. But I'll bet my bottom dollar he has plenty that are."

The trader returned with a huge smile across his face as he struggled to carry a cage he and the old woman pulled out from behind a pile of old cardboard boxes at the back of the stall. Inside, a magnificent bird preened its feathers in bright contrasting colours of red, blue and yellow. It shifted nervously from foot to foot as the trader proudly placed it on top of the Squirrel Monkey's cage.

Dan was impressed with the bird and assumed it was a rare specimen indeed, but Heather turned up her nose, not impressed at all.

"I know this bird. My friend has one! It's a Scarlet Macaw. I want something she hasn't got. Something better than that!"

She turned away from it to poke a finger through the bars of the cage at the monkeys, feigning disappointment. The trader scurried back to the old woman, whose eyebrows raised and toothless mouth opened on hearing the news. They whispered amongst themselves until the trader returned. 

"I can show you something else, but it is not here. It is rare and would be very expensive."

"I have money, you've seen it, and I have more back at the hotel."

The trader pulled out a phone from his pocket and scrolled through some images for a second before showing one to Heather. Her jaw went slack and her own shocked expression now mimicked that of the old woman. 

"I love it! Can you really get it?"

The trader placed the phone back into his pocket and moved closer, his eyes flicking to and fro conspiratorially. 

"I will need five thousand dollars. Half now, half on delivery."

"Yes, yes of course. When can I have it?"

"Three days from now."

"OK, but there's one more thing..."

Heather pulled the cash from her purse and counted it slowly, allowing the trader to feast his eyes on the money and drawing him in for the sucker punch.

"...I need some information. A big shipment of ivory will arrive, or maybe has already arrived here in Kings Romans. I would like to know where it is or who is in possession of it. Anything at all. It would mean a lot to me."

The trader hesitated as she reached over with the first payment, eyeing her and Dan with a new found suspicion. But the sight of the money proved too much for him and he snatched it from her, burying the notes deep into the bottom of his pocket.

"That sort of information would be dangerous to seek or possess. It is not in my interests to know such things."

Heather pulled a second fist full of notes from her purse and offered it to him.

"I could make it in your interests."

Slowly, he reached out for the money, wrapping his greasy hands around it and pulling. But Heather did not release it straight away.

"Will you try?"

He nodded his agreement.

"Come back in three days."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

 

The Kings Romans Casino Hall was a truly gaudy display of civilisation. From the balcony above, Walter Uba looked down upon hundreds of scurrying people and knew he couldn't have been further from the lush, wild openness of his homeland. 

Dozens of green felted tables were laid out in neat lines, each presided over by a stern-faced croupier and shadowed by an equally stern-faced security guard. Games of blackjack, craps and roulette were divided into their own separate areas across a well-worn florally carpeted floor. Above them huge over-sized chandeliers lit up the chaotic scene, adding to a forced image of grandeur. Around the edges of the hall, and for as far as Walter could see, slot machines greedily consumed the money of any passer-by who dared hesitate; lured in by its multi-coloured flashing lights and the seductive promise of instant wealth for a single spin of its reels; no skill required, no game to play, just the irresistible temptation of wealth.

The noise was quite overwhelming, as excited gamblers whooped and cried at the spin of a dice or the turn of a card, whipping other customers up into a frenzy of their own. It took Walter a while to adjust to the alien environment.

He couldn't have met his first client amongst that endless chaos. So he chose a private room on the first floor where they could talk freely without the distraction of the busy casino; which was already becoming unbearable despite the early hour of the afternoon. 

The room itself was basic, and contained only seating, a table and a small private bathroom. Perfect for taking a short break from gambling, consuming alcohol or drugs - which were banned in the casino - or in Walters case, meeting with a wealthy client.

He took a reassuring glance over his shoulder, at the two loyal bodyguards standing erect either side of the entrance to the room and thought over what Omar Lamidi had told him about dealing in ivory and the complex criminal underworld that serviced it. 

"I have already secured your first customer. She is the biggest buyer in Laos. You would do well to keep her happy. She will take most of our product. The price per kilo has already been agreed upon, but the Chinese are a slippery bunch. She will try to wriggle out of it or secure new terms; paying less or receive more. Do not allow it. She will have the raw ivory carved up in Laos and sell it on for ten times the price she pays. Any deal is already weighted in her favour." 

"She?"

"Her name is Meizhen Chen. She is a triad. I am told they own half of Kings Romans and control almost all of the ivory in and out of the country. But as the supply of ivory fluctuates, so does the value. The price goes up as it becomes scarcer. It changes on an almost daily basis, so you must always have your ear to the ground for the best possible deal. That is why I need you in Kings Romans. It is the centre of the ivory trade; easily reached, little policed and utterly lawless."

"Ahh. And this woman, she knows I am speaking on your behalf and with your authority?"

"Do not be fooled by her, Colonel Uba! Meizhen Chen would cut out your heart with her own hands if she had to. I have heard many stories about her, some of which I find hard to believe, but she will be the source of much income and must be treated accordingly. The triads do not care about the Boko Haram, nor do they fear us. They are only concerned with money. That is what makes them both dangerous and valuable."

"I understand."

"The shipment will leave Africa once you have made the final agreement with Chen as to its quantity and final destination. I have one ton in weight available. If she wants it all then all the better, but the price she pays per kilo will not change. Other buyers will take it for the same price in smaller quantities, it will just mean more work for you."

As he watched the ebb and flow of the moving crowd, Walter noticed a small group enter the casino through the huge revolving glass doors at the far end of the hall. As the group made their way into the packed room, three men formed a discreet wedge and a woman placed herself in the centre of it. The men slowly moved forward, forcing their way through the throng of people as the woman strode gracefully in their wake. Several gamblers, ignorant to the approaching group or unaware of its presence, fell to the floor after a well-aimed punch or kick struck out from the protective wall of men as it carved its way through the hall. The woman glided along in the comfort of her space at the centre of the wedge, and as the group got closer, Walter could make out her features. 

She was small and slim, with long straight jet black hair that reached down to her waist. She wore a tight fitting traditional Chinese dress in green, which was cut daringly short to mid-thigh. The dress accentuated her perfectly formed body which mesmerized Walter with every step closer she took.

Directly beneath him now, she looked up and Walter waved. She would know who he was immediately, from the description he gave - not many black men ventured into the Kings Romans casino. It was clear to Walter, that Meizhen Chen had now arrived. 

The group disappeared beneath him as they ascended the staircase and Walter scurried into the private room to ready himself. He took up a position at the window and steadied himself for an afternoon of intense negotiations with his first, and most important client. 

He turned with his warmest smile in greeting to be met with three hostile bodyguards. Two of them very thoroughly searched the room, while a third frisked Walter from head to toe. When finished, the man who searched him called out in Chinese and Meizhen Chen entered the room. The three bodyguards remained, taking up defensive positions at the window and door. 

Although taken aback by the abrupt and unexpected actions of the men, Walter was impressed at the professional way in which they operated and made a mental note to berate his own bodyguards for their comparatively slack work ethic.

Chen sat on the edge of a comfortable leather sofa in the centre of the room. She fussed with the hem of her dress, arranging it neatly and just how she wanted. Her beauty was breath-taking, and it took Walter more than a few seconds to connect what Omar Lamidi had told him with the woman presenting herself before him. But he swiftly caught up to speed when at last she spoke.

"You are Colonel Walter Uba, the Nigerian army defector that I am supposed to liaise with."

"I...I...I am no longer that man."

"How am I supposed to trust someone who has already betrayed their friends and comrades?"

Her question was like a knife to his heart, and it took a great deal of effort for Walter to compose himself.

"Omar Lamidi trusts me, and so should you. I can arrange a plentiful supply of ivory direct from Africa at the very best prices, with a smooth transition from him to you. You will see."

"Omar Lamidi is a fool! He has no influence in Asia. He simply has a product that I want."

The meeting had not opened with the usual pleasantries he was expecting; Meizhen Chen being everything that Omar had described, and that Walter had dismissed as nonsense. Although anticipating aggressive negotiations, Walter had not been ready for such a direct personal assault. Chen had unnerved him. 

With his confidence slowly leaching away, Walter walked over to a small tray of drinks close to the window and poured himself a drink. He took his time, with his back to the room, preparing himself to resume the discussion from a more commanding position. He was not used to having his orders questioned, and the lack of respect Chen was showing to him was stirring his anger.

Perhaps sensing his changing mood, the bodyguard nearest stepped closer, eyeing his movements closely and readying to pounce at the slightest threat to Chen. Walter steadied himself, breathing deeply and sipping on his drink thoughtfully before he turned and spoke.

"I am not here to argue with you, Miss Chen. I believe the price has already been agreed upon at $750 per kilo, so all we must discuss is the quantity and to where you would like it delivered. I am instructed that one ton of raw ivory is available. How much do you require?"

"All of it, and more! But first I would like to know from where and from whom you obtained it. The origin can be of great importance and therefore have an influence the end price. If the ivory can be traced to a certain region that keeps strict controls on its elephants, then the end product can also be traced back to that same region, and sometimes with the use of the very best technology, even the very elephant it came from. My customers do not want that sort of problem. Once they have purchased an expensive piece of art they do not want some interfering do-gooder taking it from them because it is illegal. So you see we have much to discuss, Walter Uba."

Seating himself opposite Chen on a deep leather arm chair, Walter tried to relax and told her everything he knew about the ivory and how Omar Lamidi had come to be in possession of it. Of course he omitted the fact that Lamidi had shot down a helicopter in the process and in doing so caused an international incident. 

Once again, he was not ready for her reaction to a detail that was, in the large scale of things, insignificant.

"Who? Are you sure it was bought from Kojo Selassie? 

"I am. He is a trusted source of..."

"Trusted? This changes everything!"

"But, Miss Chen, what is the problem?"

"I have had dealings with Selassie before. He sourced me tigers and ivory in a very profitable operation a year ago, then mysteriously he disappeared when the police arrived to close down my operations. One of my men had his throat cut at that time and Selassie was the last person to be with him. He disappeared and has not been in contact since. It has never been explained, so I would like to speak with Mr Kojo Selassie very much indeed. Maybe you could arrange this?"

"Well...I would have to speak with Omar Lamidi of course..."

"Of course."

A phone rang in her pocket and she dismissed Walter with a curt wave of her hand to take the call. Walter used the opportunity to walk out into the hall and make the call to Lamidi.

"Hello, Omar?"

"Yes. Tell me you have secured a favourable deal, Walter."

"Yes, she wants it all."

"Good, good. And how did you find her? Pleasant I hope?"

Walter relayed what was said by Chen about Selassie and her reaction to his involvement in the trade. A long silence developed as Lamidi thought it through. Eventually, he replied with a tone in his voice like Selassie's life meant nothing to him. It gave Walter food for thought as to how Lamidi might react to a similar decision on his own future.

"Selassie has outlived his usefulness to me. Tell her I will send him as a token of goodwill along with the ivory. There are plenty of others willing to fill his old boots. Tell her he will be alive, and to do with him as she pleases."

Lamidi hung up and Walter returned to the room where Chen was waiting for him, sipping from a small glass of water held delicately between finger and thumb. 

"Well?"

"Kojo Selassie will be delivered to you along with the ivory. He is a gift, given as a gesture of good faith between us."

"Excellent. I shall enjoy meeting with him. The finer details of our arrangement can be dealt with later. For now I have urgent business to attend to...and...as a gesture of my own goodwill I will show you one of my processing factories, which is also the location to which I would like the ivory delivered as soon as possible. There has been some trouble there today and I must attend immediately."

Chen got up from her seat and started for the door, sweeping past Walter and out into the hall, bodyguards busying themselves around her and brushing him to the side. Walter had no time to think or move and found himself rooted to the spot, mouth open, still trying to process the conversation and keep up with the break-neck speed at which his negotiations were moving.

Chen stopped at the top of the staircase and called to him.

"Well? Are you coming?"

"Now?"

"Yes, of course now! Please try to keep up, Walter."

She marched off down the stairs and Walter watched as her men formed a wedge again and ploughed their way through the crowds, with Chen gracefully striding along in the middle.

He barked orders for his own two men to follow and hurried after her, praying the day would slow down, yet excited that he was now not far from earning more in one week than he had earned in a year in the army.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

 

Their walk back to the hotel had been in relative silence. Dan glanced over at Heather several times, hoping to find that twinkle of light in her eye which excited him so much. But it was gone. Instead, she paced out in front of him avoiding his eye; in a hurry to return to the hotel and undoubtedly irritated by his presence and pathetic questions.

"So what was that funny looking monkey he showed you?"

Heather tutted and sighed. As if he were interrupting her thoughts like an inquisitive schoolboy. 

"It was a Golden Lion Tamarin. Very, very rare. I recognised a few other endangered species as he flicked through the photos as well. It's unbelievable."

"So what do we do now? Are you actually going to buy it?"

Again, she fixed him with a withering glare and strode out, forcing him almost into a run to catch up. 

Dan had had enough, and when he caught up with her, he hauled on her arm, forcing her to turn and face him. She ripped it away and placed her hands on her hips; anger written all over her face.

"What?"

"Heather, I'm sorry if I'm holding you back. I don't know everything you do. And I thought we were looking for ivory. Now you've agreed a small fortune for an orange monkey!"

"It's a tamarin! And we are looking for ivory, Dan. I'm just ramping things up a bit. Money talks. And I had to use it to get him interested. He's the first trader today that hasn't clammed up at the very mention of an ivory shipment."

Her eyes dropped to the pavement and she turned away to face the wide flowing mass of the Mekong River, which slowly swept along beside them.

Brightly painted wooden barges jostled for position on rickety jetties along its banks, their crews chattering amongst themselves as they unloaded the many provisions required to keep Kings Romans functional. The river bordered Thailand, and on the far bank similar activity mirrored what was happening on the Lao side. 

One sailor near-by stopped to stare at them and this prompted Heather back into a walk, with Dan trailing along beside her again.

"I'm sorry for dragging you into this Dan. It's just..."

"You needed my money."

"No! Well, not just that."

The beginnings of a smile showed on her face as she continued.

"Look, I came to you for help and you've done that already. I'd be mincemeat if you hadn't saved me in that shop! Now we need to pray the trader comes good with the information and I need to call the WIA to suck up to Peter Blackthorn. If I tell him about the tamarin and everything we saw at the market then it might perk up his interest enough to help." 

"But you said he wouldn't get involved with the ivory. That's why you resigned, remember?"

"I did, but if I tell him about the tamarin, and maybe beef it up with a few sightings of other really endangered species, then he might sit up and listen. Plus, if I don't even mention the ivory and the WIA just stumble across it when they're here....well...they're not going to just leave it behind are they? It could work out nicely." 

She marched on. The two of them sweating in silence as the sun slowly dropped out of the western sky, casting its final golden rays across the buildings of Kings Romans, which was already lighting up in garish luminescent shades of red and green.

Their destination was the Grand Mandarin Hotel, a newly built establishment set high up on the banks of the Mekong River. Designed to attract the high rollers and big spenders in near-by Kings Romans Casino, the hotel had been decorated and furnished to very exacting standards. Aiming to cash in on the millions of dollars passing through the district, the management and staff pulled out all the stops to ensure every resident had a pleasant experience. Drugs and prostitution featured high on their list of not so discreet services.

As they passed through the wide glass doors of the entrance, Heather couldn't help but pass comment on the obviously desperate collection of hookers loitering in the foyer.

"Anything here tickle your fancy?"

Dan opened his mouth to defend himself, but thought better of it and closed it again with a sigh. He just quietly followed her up to their suite on the fifth floor and closed the door behind them. 

Too busy working out how he might talk Heather into sharing his bed that night, Dan didn't notice the man in the badly fitted linen suit who followed them. The man who took note of the number on the door of their suite as he passed by, speaking quietly into his mobile phone.

#  #  #

Walter Uba followed Meizhen Chen into a narrow side street off the main thoroughfare and then through a small door built into a high wall topped with razor wire and glass. It led them to an enclosed loading bay where several trucks and a collection of motorbikes sat reversed up to a half-shuttered door guarded on both sides by machine gun wielding thugs. 

The thugs lounged against a wall, their weapons slung over their shoulders and pointing lazily to the ground. They shouted to each other across the width of the door, puffing on long thin cigarettes between conversations. It wasn't until one of Chen's own men called out to them that they snapped to attention, recognising who had arrived immediately - a look of dread and misfortune etched across their faces.

Ignoring them, Chen breezed past and ducked under the shutter, which noisily squeaked and grinded in protest as one of her men pulled a lever on the inside to close it fully. Walter only just made it through before it closed behind them, plunging the space they had entered into darkness before flickering fluorescent strips hanging from the ceiling buzzed into life and lit the way for them to continue. 

Wooden crates and containers of every size and shape haphazardly lay in piles throughout the warehouse, and as Walter weaved his way between them, he peaked inside a few of the opened ones. They contained a variety of different items varying from children's toys to clothing, but each container had been rifled through, leaving the remainder of its contents unevenly packed with the lid off, like a box of sweets that had been passed around a crowd with the least popular ones left behind. He knew exactly what the boxes had contained; their prize possessions greedily rooted out on arrival and set to work upon immediately.

The warehouse sounded like a factory at work; voices shouting over machines in a large open space that faintly echoed each word back, to be drowned out again by yet more industrial noise.

Walter could be nothing but impressed by the scale at which Meizhen Chen had adopted for her business. Workers busily cleaned tusks of every size and shape in one half of the space and then laid them out in the centre of the warehouse for the carving teams to choose their next piece to work on. A huge mound of ivory sat neatly stacked and fussy craftsmen argued over who would take what piece. In the other half, twenty tables had been placed in lines with identical machines and tools arranged on top of each one. Behind each table sat a carver; working his magic on the raw ivory he had chosen, to produce an end product that would be sold for a price hundreds, if not thousands of times more than was paid to the poacher for it in the first place.

"Impressive, Walter Uba, yes?"

Chen had stopped at a carvers table at the end of the line. In her hand she held a long thin dagger. The handle was made of ivory and had been shaped into the head of a tiger; the polished milky white surface lovingly worked by what must have been a master craftsman. Bowed low on his knees before her at the table, with a large tusk ready for his attention, was an old grey haired man wearing an outdated Manchester United football top and worn out jeans.

Chen indicated towards the old man with the point of the knife. 

"This is Bai. He is our most gifted craftsman. Prone to laziness, but a master of his trade none the less. His work is in great demand. This knife for example, will fetch a princely sum to the correct customer if they know he has worked it."

She handed the dagger to one of her men and walked on without as much as a word to the old man, leaving him trembling on the floor at her feet. 

With the noisy warehouse behind them, they passed through yet another well-guarded door and entered a tranquil garden filled with statues, water features and plants of every description. The garden was small but designed as a perfect oasis of peace, and when the door to the warehouse was closed, Walter could almost have believed he was somewhere else entirely. 

Chen led them on, only pausing in the garden briefly to lift the head of a large pink rose. She carefully examined the flower, tracing each petal with a delicate finger, before pulling it closer and breathing in the sweet scent. 

Walter watched her smile as she did so. He didn't think Meizhen Chen smiled that often, so when she moved on and he passed the rose himself, Walter picked up the same flower and breathed in. The scent was indeed exquisite, lifting his own spirits if only for a second. He wondered how a woman like Chen, a triad leader and known killer, who could instill such fear into the hearts of others, could also enjoy the simple beauty of a rose. 

They left the garden and the rose bush behind and entered a small shop front, emerging behind the till to the surprise of an old woman who sat on a stool behind it. A huge brute of a man stood close by with a wooden cudgel that looked like a toy in his massive hand. His face and chest were covered in blood and his nose was twisted to the side at an unnatural angle. When Chen stepped closer to examine him he dipped his head in shame, dangling the cudgel behind his back like a child.

"One man did all this!"

She waved her hands theatrically towards the shop and then used a delicate finger, as she did with the rose, to trace a line around the edge of the giant's broken nose. This time she did not smile. Her other hand snaked out and struck him on the neck in a chopping motion and the giant fell to his knees, levelling him to just below Chen's own height. With grace, and in a display of perfect balance, she performed a pirouette, spinning on one foot and raising the other to strike the stunned giant on the side of the head and knock him to the floor. He lay inanimate and broken, like the contents of the rest of the shop. 

Walter looked around and wondered what could have happened. Floating on a sea of glass, carved ivory lay dotted around the floor, some of it so badly broken it would be irreparable. In the silence that followed, Meizhen Chen walked around the shop, stopping here and there to examine a fallen piece that caught her eye and replacing it onto a shelf or display case. 

Finally, she turned on the old woman, her voice quiet and calm.

"Show me the footage."

The old woman spun a laptop around in front of her. On the screen was video footage from a camera discreetly positioned high in the corner of the shop. It showed a tall white woman with long red hair backing away from the giant with the cudgel. The clarity of the footage was excellent and in full colour. A small clock in the corner of the screen showed it to have been recorded only a few hours previously.

What happened next caught Walter by surprise. Daniel Harpur, unmistakable with his eye patch, and in full High Definition, entered the shop and fought with the giant; knocking him into the cabinets and causing all the damage. Walter was gobsmacked. How could it be Harpur? And what the hell was he doing in Laos? He didn't have time to dwell on it before the old woman spoke.

"I had them followed. We know where they are."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

 

The hot African sun had all but disappeared, giving way to the nightlife and nocturnal scum that occupied every corner and street of Harare City. As he waited in traffic, still several blocks away from the moneylenders shop, Kojo Selassie reached into the glove box and removed his revolver and knife. Shifting his immense bulk from one side to the other, he placed the revolver into the small of his back, and the knife into a secret fold in his loose fitting dashiki top. He would take no chances with the moneylender called Runako. He was as devious and slippery as a snake. Kojo had been dealing with him for over a decade, and each one of his encounters had been worse than the one before.

Runako was Harare's most notorious loan shark. Handing out money to anyone desperate enough to want it, of which of course there were plenty, and handing out a beating to any who failed to pay it back with his wildly overinflated interest fees added on. He also happened to be a Muslim, or so he claimed. Which was why Omar Lamidi had chosen him to deal with the money from his ivory trade; paying out dirty cash to the poachers and henchman he employed without ever getting his own hands dirty and risk linking the good name of the Boko Haram to the illegal trade in ivory.

It was a well-known fact that Runako's love for money far exceeded his religious zeal, and if Lamidi ever found out about Runako's extracurricular dealings with Christians in the region, the moneylender might find himself on the wrong end of a Kalashnikov. It was a thought that pleased Kojo. But with Lamidi usually thousands of miles away in Nigeria, Runako was a convenient point of contact. Who knows who Lamidi might chose instead of him, or where they might be - it could be anywhere in Africa. 

Driving through the congested streets of Harare to visit a man he loathed, and who loathed him equally in return, was not a confrontation Kojo looked forward to, but Lamidi would use no other go-between for the payment, so visit him he must.

Kojo had waited longer than expected before receiving a call from Omar Lamidi, instructing him to visit the money lender. He was beginning to think the warlord had truly twisted the knife by refusing to pay the measly sum they had hastily agreed upon for the ivory. 

It was with the pleasant thought of Runako meeting a grizzly end that Kojo parked up outside his shop on a busy main street in central Harare. It had all the appearance of a legitimate business from the outside, but behind the clean and well-maintained exterior and the smiling face of a well-dressed receptionist who greeted you, lurked a dark and dirty business.

"Good evening, sir. Welcome to Harare Independent Financial Advisers. How may I help you?"

"I'm here to see Runako."

"I'm sorry, sir. Mr Runako is taking no more appointments today. Can I..."

"Tell him it is Kojo Selassie! It will not wait!"

The receptionist barely flinched at his outburst, merely raising her manicured eyebrows and slowly lifting the handset of the phone on her desk. She was probably well used to rough customers in her line of work.

Kojo strode over to a comfortable chair in a small waiting area and took up a position where he knew he would be made to wait. The receptionist finished speaking quietly on the phone and informed him that someone would be with him shortly. Kojo knew it to be a lie. Runako would make him wait. It was a part of his ritual. He'd make him wait out of pure badness.

After only five minutes, and much to Kojo's surprise, one of Runako's burly enforcers entered the room from a door at the rear and waved him over. This was a definite improvement. Kojo could recall sitting in that same chair for over an hour on his previous visit. Maybe Runako had had a change of heart.

He was led into a large office decorated with animal furs and skins of every description. The heads of a dozen different species were mounted on the walls looking down upon a short, skinny man with an over-sized grin across his dark wrinkled face. Two heavily muscled enforcers stood in opposite corners of the room, staring at Kojo with undisguised malice.

"Welcome, Kojo Selassie! Please sit!"

This was not the greeting, Kojo was used to. The enforcers had it right, but Runako was not his normal self. Kojo was used to open hostility after a long wait outside, little conversation and tightly wound bundles of cash being tossed to him by a gruff and mostly silent Runako. He pulled a chair up in front of the desk and sat down, the hairs prickling at the back of his neck in alarm.

"Our mutual friend has left strict instructions for me. You must have outdone yourself this time, Kojo!"

"It is none of your concern. Just give me my money and I'll be gone."

Runako's smile grew wider as he searched through a drawer in his desk. He pulled out a crumpled slip of paper and held it up in front of him. Kojo watched his lips move silently as he read from it. Occasionally glancing around the paper to look at him before continuing to read. 

"I am just checking to make sure I haven't got it wrong. But, unfortunately for you, it seems I was correct the first time. You see I do so enjoy our little meetings and I am sorry they have come to an end this way."

"What are you talking about? What does that paper say? I don't have time for riddles!"

"Ohh but you do. It seems your presence is requested by the buyer, and I am to make sure you arrive there safe and sound along with the ivory."

"What are you talking about you fool?"

Before he could rise to his feet and protest, rough hands grabbed at his arms; pinning them behind his back and forcing him to the floor. He used all of his strength to struggle, but the weight of the enforcers was too much even for him. They held him down, tightly wrapping cable around his hands and feet to bind them together. Then they searched him and found his revolver and knife, pulling them from their hiding places and kicking him over onto his side when they had finished. 

"What is going on? Do you know what you are doing, Runako! I will have your head for this!"

Runako appeared, squatting down close to his face with the revolver in his hands; clearly enjoying himself, with a smile still firmly fixed to his face.

"I know exactly what I am doing. I am following the explicit orders of Omar Lamidi, and it gives me great joy! We will not meet again you and I, and that is such a pity."

Kojo watched Runako raise the revolver and bring the butt of it down in a vicious arc. He felt a sharp blow to his temple before succumbing to a wave of intense pain. Then darkness engulfed him.

#  #  #

The sun was just beginning to show itself on the horizon as Keo made his way home. More than happy with his night's work, and feeling rather pleased with himself, he slipped a hand into his pocket, feeling for the large roll of cash he knew would be there. He'd felt for it a dozen times already since setting off, but the feel of the money as he slowly rubbed the crisp dry notes between his fingers, never ceased to please him.

He picked up his pace, aiming to beat the sunrise and arrive home before his mother got up from her bed. Then he could separate the money and get the figures straight in his head. Half what he had won would go into his personal stash, the rest would go to the business. What his mother didn't know wouldn't hurt her. 

Knowing he was the best poker player for miles around, she had given him the money the two strange westerners had so easily handed over and told him to use it in the weekly gathering at the rear of the market in Kings Romans. Keo had easily won. As with most things in his life, the others had underestimated him. 

He may have looked like a fool, and often played it, but Keo could count cards since childhood. A talent that had seen him barred from every poker game up and down the length of Laos. Kings Romans though was different. Migrant workers moved in and out of the town on a daily basis, and the greed for money, which flowed through the hands of the wealthy who flocked here and half expected to lose it, was enough to hide Keo's gift for a while at least. If he only played a few games here and there, feigning luck or good fortune when he won, maybe even losing a few of the games to the better players, Keo reckoned he could operate for a little bit longer without being discovered. He had to. How much longer could they skulk in the filthy side streets trading in animals? He hated it. 

His mother was getting no younger, and neither was he for that matter, but she loved to trade. The profit margins in the animals were better than anything else they had ever sold before. His mother had come to enjoy it. The more extravagant the creature the more profit to be made. If he didn't keep a little bit of the money in his pocket back for himself, his mother would squander the lot. Using the cash to buy yet more monkeys or birds. Lately, he'd heard her negotiate for a tiger. A tiger! What the hell would they do with one of those?

 Soon Keo would need to win big, and with the money the westerners had promised, he was one step closer to doing that. Then he could enter one of the larger licensed competitions where the winner's pot would be life changing money. Not coppers and coins like he was being forced to play for. 

Quietly, he undid the latch on the small gate at the end of their garden and tiptoed around to the back of the house. He pulled open the door and stepped into the kitchen. 

His mother was already up and waiting for him.

"How did it go?"

Keo cursed under his breath as he closed the door behind him. Nothing got past the old woman. She probably had spies reporting back to her already.

"Mother. I wasn't expecting you to be up so early."

"I couldn't sleep, Keo. Pain in these old bones keeps me awake, son. Anyway, I have to close the deal for the golden tamarin, and I have my eye on a few other items that old miser Ailani has for sale."

"Mother, we have spoken about the tiger already. It is too big and too dangerous to keep! We are better sticking with the smaller...."

"You have no eye for profit, Keo! Now pass me your winnings and be done with it. I have no time for this. I must see Ailani before we open the stall today."

Reluctantly, Keo emptied his pockets and handed the cash to his mother. Her face lit up at the size of the bundle and she excitedly counted it out as he slowly walked to his bed to catch a few hours sleep.

"Did you find anything out about the ivory?"

Keo stopped short, racking his brains for what he heard during the card game.

"Some of the men were talking about a special shipment arriving soon."

"Some of the men? Who and where, Keo? The westerners have promised good money for that information. You need to be specific! I think we can squeeze much more from them than they have promised."

Keo lay down on the bed. He had been concentrating on his cards - that's why he won - not what the other men were jabbering about as they played. 

"It was Bai. He spoke of it."

He closed his eyes, readying himself for some much needed sleep when his mother burst through the door - wads of notes waving around in both hands.

"Bai Kaewdara from the Angkham Gallery?"

"Yes! He's an excellent player. He was trying to distract the others with idle chatter as we played. It didn't work on me though."

"What did he say then boy? Bai is a respected craftsman. If he has said something then it is worth listening to."

Rolling over onto his side, Keo remembered the hatred in Bai's eyes as he told of how the triad leader Meizhen Chen visited his work place that day and caused a ruckus with the workers; all the craftsmen receiving strict instructions to be ready for an increase in workload with a large shipment expected from Africa very soon. The other card players, hung on his every word as he reeled them in with a far-fetched story about a prisoner that would be secretly arriving with the ivory. A prisoner Meizhen Chen herself would be personally dealing with. Keo smiled as he remembered how Bai laid down a straight flush at the end of his tale. Wiping the shock and awe off the faces of the others as he scooped up the winnings in his arms.

"Soon was all he said. He's only a carver mother. But he boasted that security had doubled already at the Angkham Gallery and everyone was walking on eggshells. Something happened in the shop that no-one would talk about. He said that big Jian had his nose broken and Chen's on the warpath."

"Ohh! That is interesting. When the westerners return that is what you must tell them. Except add a little more to the tale, and plenty more to the price tag! Now, do not linger in your bed. I will meet you at the stall later. We have much work to do!" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

 

Although he had hoped to be waking up next to Heather in the bedroom, Dan instead found himself waking from a sound and comfortable sleep on the sofa in the living room.

As soon as they had returned to the hotel suite the night before, Heather had been on the phone to her boss Peter Blackthorn, about what they had witnessed at the market and the potential purchase of the rare Golden Lion Tamarin. The exchange had put her into foul mood, and Dan had kept his distance, knowing all too well her passion for the wildlife she protected and how close she felt to catching up with the ivory taken from Hwange National Park by the same people who killed her friend and almost killed her. 

He stretched and rose from the sofa, making his way into the bathroom to shower. He considered popping out for coffee and breakfast after cleaning up, to surprise Heather and resume his pathetic wooing tactics of a woman for whom he had travelled across the globe, for the second time. 

After showering, he stood in front of the mirror and shaved off the beginnings of yet another beard. He often attempted to grow a decent one to distract attention from the scars on his head leading away from the eye socket, and the patch that covered it. But eventually the untidiness of it bugged him, and he ended up shaving it off and starting all over again a few months later when the notion took him. 

In the mirror he traced the lines of the scars, remembering the day the crowbar struck him as if it were yesterday. It had been a defining moment in his life. One that had set him on a path to where he was right now. A mercenary. A fugitive. A loner. Could Heather change all that? Would she really be interested in a man like him? A violent and disfigured man like him?

Dan settled the patch into place over his eye and wrapped a towel around his waist, then returned to the living room for the remainder of his clothing. 

He found Heather sitting on the edge of the bed waiting for him, her hair untidy and ruffled from sleep, with a dressing gown tied loosely at the waist. It stopped him in his tracks. She was a rare beauty, stunning Dan into speechlessness more often than he liked.

"Oh...I ahh...Did you sleep well?"

She smiled, warm and friendly. Not at all like the night before. Dan felt himself stir.

"Fine thanks. By the time I finished up with Peter it was late. You were sleeping."

"Oh...sorry...I...How did it go with him? Is he interested?"

"I eventually wore him down. With luck he should be on a flight to Laos as we speak!"

"Oh? And what was it that swung the deal? The monkey?"

"The tamarin! And no it wasn't that in fact. It was the ivory."

"The ivory we haven't found?"

"He doesn't know that, Dan. I may have stretched the truth slightly about what we know but..."

She looked down at her feet, tracing patterns in the thick carpet with her toes; an impish grin playing on her lips.

"What did you tell him?"

"That our man with the tamarin knows the exact location of a large ivory shipment, and will only tell us on receipt of the money."

Dan took a seat next to her on the edge of the bed; close enough that their legs were touching.

"So what do we do now?"

She leaned in closer. So close he could feel her warm breath on his cheek when she spoke.

"We cross our fingers and we wait. We wait for our man in the market to come good with something and we wait for Peter Blackthorn to arrive. He can use the WIA connections to pull a few strings with local law enforcement. Rattle a few cages and see what turns up."

"You're back on their books then?"

"No. But he's willing to work on anonymous information at this stage. Even though the WIA want to distance themselves from conflict and politics, there's been a huge international backlash at what happened in Hwange, and the death of Aiden. If the ivory can be recovered discreetly and without further incident by the WIA, then it would look good for them. It's all about the money. Even for the good guys."

Their eyes locked together and Dan moved in for a kiss. She lingered tantalisingly close. Close enough for their lips to brush together. But then she pushed him away playfully, standing up and walking back towards the bedroom.

"First, I need a shower and breakfast. Then we can find something to do that will kill the time while we wait."

She gave him a wink, as she skipped into the bedroom and closed the door. Dan called after her.

"I'll nip out and get us something!"

"OK!"

With a hop and a skip in his own step, like a man on a promise, Dan quickly dressed and left for the nearest cafe.

#  #  #

For the third time since she woke, Heather checked the final text she received from Peter Blackthorn.

YOU BETTER BE RIGHT ABOUT THIS HEATHER. I'M COMING TO YOU MYSELF. I'll BE THERE ASAP.

What had she done? If Peter arrived and there was no sign of a decent ivory shipment, she would be finished with the WIA for sure. But having had a taste of her own personal freedom to do as she pleased, how and when she wanted to, Heather was beginning to second-guess her regrets at leaving the Wildlife Investigation Agency. Maybe it had been a good choice. An eye-opener. A taste of what she could accomplish if given free rein to investigate on her terms and not those of a heavily scrutinised international charity. 

It would have taken the WIA forever to sanction the transaction she made with the trader for the tamarin. Local government and police would have been informed, and invariably, the trader would have gotten cold feet or a mysterious leak would have sprung from the operation informing every Tom, Dick and Harry within a ten mile radius that the WIA were on the ground and sniffing about.

On the flip side, she was out on a limb, and only for Dan's money and protection, Heather would be nowhere. There would be no deal with the trader, and she would have been beaten to a pulp in that last ivory shop by the monster with the baton.

 She found it hard to keep her mind from wandering back to Dan. As much as she concentrated on the ivory and how she could trace it, she always found her thoughts wandering back to him. If he wasn't with her, would she be enjoying herself as much? Although she had been angry with him in the beginning, having no right to be angry in the first place, Dan had dropped everything to race to her aid. He was always close; a strong silent shadow looming in the background. Her protector and guardian. And she needed one.

 It had been a reckless gamble to pin all her hopes on a suspicious and greedy backstreet trader, but Heather just knew the ivory, or at least some of it, would end up in Kings Romans. From her research and investigations in recent times, Heather discovered that Laos was a key destination for African ivory. Kings Romans, situated in the infamous Golden Triangle, with Thailand a mere stone's throw away across the Mekong River and unobstructed borders with Myanmar and China within easy reach, it was a perfect location for illegal trade of any sort. But with ivory being so highly prized by countries like China and Japan, and Laos being so poorly policed with regards to any kind of wildlife crime, Kings Romans was ideal. Rich businessmen could pop over the borders to gamble and whore, and then return to their wives with a beautifully carved ivory brooch or necklace as a gift. 

If Heather could just get her hands on a few pieces and take a sample to test against the DNA lifted from the waterhole in Hwange it would be a start. The first piece of a jigsaw that all other pieces could be built around. She just needed a little bit of luck.

She raced to get ready before Dan returned. Quickly showering, then choosing a loose fitting top and tight trousers to wear. She knew it would have him foaming at the mouth before the coffee turned cold. 

She was brushing her hair in the mirror when three short sharp knocks sounded at the door. In his haste to leave, Heather wondered if Dan had perhaps forgotten his key, but the thought didn't concern her much. She was ready for him, and hungry, so she jumped up from the dresser and swung open the door to the suite.

Heather was greeted with a punch to the stomach. It doubled her over, forcing the wind from her lungs. She staggered backwards slightly, gasping for air, clutching her stomach and helplessly watching on as the huge man from the ivory shop, now with a white plaster spread across the bridge of his nose, strode into the room followed by three others. They closed the door behind them and spread out. Heather felt the sharp point of a knife put pressure underneath her chin, forcing her head up and her eyes into those of her attacker. 

He held a finger to his lips, signalling for her to be quiet. After a moment, one of the others approached and shook his head.

"Where is he?"

"Who?"

Heather felt a sting as the point of the knife pierced the skin beneath her chin. The man silently stared at her with hard, cold eyes, cocking his head to one side as he looked at her, searching out the truth to her statement through her eyes. She felt a trickle of blood run down her neck and onto her chest. The man's eyes followed it, lingering on the gap in her top where he had a good view down onto her uncovered breasts.

"I won't ask you again."

"He's gone. We had an argument and he stormed out. I don't know where he is."

The giant pushed her backwards and into the embrace of another, who wrapped his arm around her neck and held her tightly; squeezing his forearm so hard against her throat she could barely breathe. 

The giant issued instructions to the others.

"We cannot stay here forever. Take her to the warehouse. I will wait with Lok for a while, in case he returns."

Heather felt another small prick at the side of her neck. She struggled initially, but for some reason, within seconds the fight had left her. The arm was slowly and gently released from around her neck and her legs gave way. Unable to hold the weight of her own body, she slumped to the floor. She lost all feeling in her limbs and her eyelids grew heavy, so heavy she could not hold them open. 

The last thing she could see before her eyes closed completely were the ugly grinning faces of two of the men as they pulled and hauled at her arms and legs; carrying her away to God knows where.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

 

Carefully balancing steaming hot coffee cups in one hand and a bag full of fruit and bread in the other, Dan made his way back up to their suite on the fifth floor of the Grand Mandarin Hotel. His mind was racing and he simply couldn't wait to return to Heather.

As he exited the elevator and rounded the corner towards the room, he stumbled, spilling some of the hot coffee over his wrist. In the process of wiping off the scalding hot liquid, he dropped the bag of food; quietly cursing his clumsiness as he did so - more haste, less speed. 

As he gathered up the bag and took a secure hold of the coffee cups, Dan could hear shouting from the far end of the corridor. He looked up to see a maid pushing her cleaning cart towards him, piled high with blankets and replacement goods. She was shouting over her shoulder towards a tall dark figure who disappeared into a doorway near the end of the corridor. It was a big hotel, and the corridors long and wide, but the door looked suspiciously like his.

He walked slowly towards it, pausing for an instant with the maid to show her his key and the large fob attached with the room number engraved on it, praying she understood what he was asking.

"Everything OK?"

The maid was short and stout, with make-up applied inch thick to a young face. Her already animated features scrunched up further on seeing the room number Dan displayed and she hissed out a reply between the gaps of her teeth whilst pulling a well-practised smile. 

"No good. Bad men. No go, mister."

She wandered on to the next door along, muttering under her breath as she went, giving the door a gentle knock and waiting for a few seconds before calling out.

"Room service!" 

Dan walked on, hugging the wall now and stopping short of his room where he placed the coffees and bag onto the floor. He reached across the corridor and lifted a fire extinguisher off a bracket where it hung on the wall. He hefted it onto his shoulder and stepped closer to the door; keeping tight to the wall so anyone looking out of the spyhole wouldn't see him. Then he stretched out and knocked the door lightly, just like the maid, before ducking back out of sight. 

From inside the room, Dan could hear male voices. Asian voices. Chinese, Thai or Lao, he couldn't be sure. But not those of an English woman - that was certain.

The door swung open and a head popped out. Not a beautiful female head, with long flowing red hair and deep green eyes; a huge male head, Asian, with a plaster spread across a crooked nose. He'd seen that face before.

Dan swung the extinguisher in a wide arc, from balancing on his shoulder, out to the full length of his arm and up towards the head of the giant. It connected to his face with a sickening crunch, crushing what was left of his nose and sending him tumbling backwards into the room. Dan followed him in, jumping over his limp unconscious mass as he went. 

A second man came racing towards him. Caught unawares, slumped on the sofa watching TV, he fumbled to pull a pistol from beneath his jacket as he crossed the room. Dan gave him no time to draw; stepping in close to block his arm as it pulled the pistol from the holster at his side. He slammed a fist at the underside of his jaw in a powerful uppercut that lifted the man from his feet, laying him out cold on the floor next to his buddy. 

Dan took the silenced pistol from his limp grip and expertly checked there were rounds in the magazine, a round in the chamber and the safety was off. He held it loosely in his hand as he checked all was quiet in the corridor outside and then closed the door; quickly turning his attention back to the two men. The second was out cold, but the giant lay groaning, holding his twice broken nose in a bloodied hand, and slowly regaining consciousness. 

Dan took the time to search the rest of the suite, the bathroom, the bedroom. Heather was gone.

When he returned, the giant had hauled himself up to a sitting position, his back to the bed and his long thick legs spread out in front of him. Blood poured between his fingers as he laughed and then choked on some of it in the process. Dan felt his anger rise. That deep, simmering anger he had once felt before. An all-consuming rage where shit got bust up and people got killed. 

"Where is she?"

The giant laughed louder, the sound of it cutting through Dan like nails down a chalkboard.  

The pistol came to life in his hand, rising up to point at the giant who stopped laughing immediately. Then he sat slightly shocked as Dan redirected his aim to the second male and squeezed the trigger twice. 

The bullets struck him in the chest and head, his already limp body jolting as they ploughed through flesh and bone, leaving nothing but a spreading mass of blood on the shirt covering his chest and a small red hole in the centre of his forehead. 

"Where is she?"

"They will kill me if I tell you."

Dan fired a bullet into the giant's kneecap and he let out a yelp of pain.

"I will kill you! Where is she? Tell me and you live."

"I don't know! I swear it!"

Dan fired a second round into the other knee.

"You're running out of limbs big lad. I would suggest you think hard about your next answer. Where is she?"

"There is nothing you can do that she will not do to me tenfold."

"Who?"

The giant sighed. His face was quickly becoming ashen and his speech slurred, as blood drained out of him and shock took a hold.

"Meizhen Chen."

The name sent a chill down Dan's spine. He'd heard of her before - a ruthless murderer and leading figure in the triads. She'd been the head of the tiger bone operation he stumbled upon when he'd helped Heather a year ago.

"What does she want?"

"Ivory! Always ivory...a one-eyed devil she said...bring them both back she said..."

Dan reached down and shook the giant, hoping to rouse him and gain more much needed information. But he was beginning to ramble as he fell in and out of consciousness. 

"Where is she damn you!"

The giant's eyes rolled back in his head. Dan released him and took a step away, his feet squelching on the blood-soaked carpet as he did so. One of the bullets must have severed an artery on its way through the giant's leg, and he'd bled out in quick order. 

Dan searched the bodies of both men, pocketing another firearm, a wicked looking hunting knife in a leather sheath and a few extra rounds of ammunition. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, surveying the scene before him - a remarkably similar scene to one he'd been in before back in Ireland, when the triads had sent men to kill him. He'd fled on that occasion, leaving everything he owned behind to find Heather and avenge the murder of his friend. Meizhen Chen was involved then, just as she was now. He should have finished it then, cutting the head from the snake once and for all.

This time he would finish it. He simply wasn't prepared to loose someone else to Meizhen Chen and the triads.

Sweeping up what personal belongings he could carry, Dan left the Grand Mandarin Hotel behind and headed out into the streets of Kings Romans in search of Heather.

#  #  #

Walter sipped on an ice cold glass of plum juice beneath the shade of a small acacia tree and watched Meizhen Chen as she strolled around the hidden garden between the busy warehouse and the shop, stopping here and there to examine different plants and trees. She often disappeared behind large broadleaved specimens or a strategically positioned statue or urn, magically reappearing further along the path she walked, a vision of beauty at peace in a quiet and tranquil oasis.

She had revealed very little the night before about what she knew of Daniel Harpur and his attractive female accomplice. Instead, she curtly dismissed Walter, ordering him back to the warehouse early this morning to explain his own self-confessed knowledge of the intruders. 

Now, instead of questioning him, she chose to spend her time pottering amongst the flowers while they waited for the unlikely pair to be captured. Her lack of emotion and unwillingness to talk about her plans was not helping Walter's nerves any, and he poured himself a third glass of plum juice from a large stoneware jug sitting on the table beside him for no other reason than to kill a few seconds.

He jumped when Chen appeared behind him, mystically moving through the thick collection of plants unseen, to spring upon him like a stalking tiger.

"Do you like my garden?"

She gracefully sat down next to him and Walter filled a second glass, offering it to her with a respectful bow of his head.

"It is beautiful indeed, Miss Chen. But I am more interested in what you intend to do about Harpur and the woman."

She smiled, showing a gleaming set of perfect teeth. A warm and friendly smile that masked her true intentions.

"How is it that you know the one-eyed devil?"

Walter told her of his meetings with Harpur at the isolated Nigerian outpost. He held back the details of what Harpur had told him the last time they had met, when he had asked him to explain how he lost his eye. He also held back the stories he heard from the soldiers of the outpost, who talked of a comradeship they had with the man, and the strong, confident and military professionalism that oozed from his very core. Chen would not want to hear such detail, and besides, thoughts of what had passed at the outpost still did not sit well with him.

He denied all knowledge of the female. But Walter was more than a little intrigued at the presence of a beautiful woman, in the company of a mercenary he thought to be dead, inside an ivory shop controlled by the triads in a lawless corner of Laos.  

After a few moments of silence, Chen began to open up a little.

"What would you do with them?"

Walter sipped thoughtfully on the juice as he considered the situation again, still amazed at Harpur turning up in Kings Romans as he did, and Meizhen Chen, not only knowing who he and the woman were, but positively excited at the thought of getting her hands on them.

"I do not fully understand your connection to them or what they have done to offend you, other than damage your ivory shop of course."

It was Chen's turn now to pause and take a sip on her drink. Walter thought she may not answer, when he watched her eyes drift away across the garden and a heavy silence settled between them. But she eventually returned to herself with a sigh, opening up to Walter and giving him a glimpse of both the woman and the triad boss that lay beneath.

"I once had a trusted soldier named Lei Wu. He worked in Ireland for me, controlling the flow of tiger bone throughout Europe. Wu killed a friend of Harpur's and later took Harpur's eye. Harpur sought revenge. He joined forces with the woman, Heather Walsh, who works for the Wildlife Investigation Agency, and they travelled to China in search of Wu. They destroyed my operation, costing me millions."

The penny dropped, and Walter could now match the two sides of the story up perfectly. 

"Aah, I see."

"Kojo Selassie played his own part in it. Now it seems all three have come back to mock me. With your help though, Selassie will soon be under my knife." 

"Yes. I have been in contact with my man in Africa. You will be pleased to know that the shipment, along with Selassie, will arrive here tonight."

Her smile widened and she brightened just a little; clapping her hands together like an excited child.

"Excellent! How exciting it will be! Walsh and the WIA have been chasing Kojo Selassie for years, but to the best of my knowledge have never caught up with him. Now she will meet him here for the first time! The one-eyed devil can watch as I cut them up slowly, then I will take his other eye as a trophy. How wonderfully tragic!"

The thought of it repulsed Walter. He had no stomach for such things as torture, no good soldier did. But he put on a brave face and began thinking of excuses of why he must leave when the time came. He felt sorry for Harpur. He liked him. But for the second time in the Irishman's case - business was business.

A messenger arrived from the warehouse and whispered into Chen's ear. She waved him away with a flick of her hand and got up to her feet.

"The woman is here. Let us introduce ourselves." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

 

Rough hands hauled at Heather's body and snap-shots of shocked and curious faces passed her by as she tried with all her might to force her heavy eyes open. It took a while for her brain to kick into gear and figure it out, but through the clearing fog in her head, Heather realised that her arms and legs were bound, but she was moving. Her lolling head swung too and fro, and she caught glimpses of a dusty high-beamed ceiling now and then. Someone had a hold of her ankles and another her wrists. They carried her between them, spitting and cursing in their own language, as they struggled with her dead weight. Now and then they would stop, readjust their grip and move on. Sounds of machinery and chattering people filled her ears, mingling with a constant buzz that, combined with the worst motion sickness she had ever experienced, threatened to make her vomit.

Her head was pounding and Heather found it hard to concentrate. She knew she needed to focus, seeking out clues as to her whereabouts for future reference or a means of escape. But they soon stopped carrying her and dumped her on the ground against an old brick wall. They wrapped a thick chain around the bindings on her wrist and secured it with a padlock to a bracket on the wall, then walked away as if leaving nothing more interesting behind them than a sack of coal. 

She hoped that a short period of rest might help her head to clear and she could fully take in her surroundings, but she needn't have worried. One of the men who carried her returned after only a few moments swinging a bucket on his arm. He walked towards her sucking on a cigarette in one half of his mouth and smiling with the other half, then dumped the cold wet contents over her head. 

It had the desired effect, and Heather's senses rushed back to her with a whoosh of cold, wet clarity. 

She blinked away the water from her eyes and spat it out of her mouth, ignoring the foul taste of the liquid she hoped had only been water and instead focusing on the activity around her. 

It didn't take her long to recognise where she was. After only a few seconds she pulled at the chains on her arms, using all her strength in a vain attempt to rip them from the wall, then she screamed at the top of her lungs.

"Let me out of here!"

The man who dumped the water on her stood laughing, swinging the bucket in his arm and still sucking on the cigarette. When he eventually gained control of himself he drew a long skinny finger across his throat and mumbled two words around the cigarette as he shifted it from one side of his mouth to the other.

"Meizhen Chen."

Heather couldn't believe what she was hearing. Her heart began to race and her breath changed to short sharp intakes; fear was taking a firm grip of her.

"What did you say?"

The bucket man laughed again and turned away, a puff of smoke rising up and lingering in his wake before he disappeared through a doorway, leaving Heather alone and afraid. 

She tried desperately to control her breathing and lower her heart rate, taking long slow breaths as she scanned the warehouse in which she was imprisoned. 

Although she had been placed in a corner at the rear of the building, half hidden behind row upon row of crates and boxes, here and there gaps in the rows gave her a good view of what occupied the rest of the space. 

The conflicting noises of man and machine seemed to come from the left side; the buzz and grind from a drill or similar tool, punctuated by shouting or laughter. She could make out men and women at work behind benches. Spotlights shining down on their busy hands, heads only lifting from what they were doing to respond to the person next to them or to search for a different tool. 

To her right, a forklift operated in an open space, racing around with crates stacked high, dumping them in front of a group of workers who emptied the contents into two separate piles; one pile for the goods at the top of the crates and another for the ivory at the bottom.

Heather had never seen the like of it, or even imagined such large scale production existed. 

The various items removed from the top of the crates where replaced and the ivory was taken away to be washed and scrubbed, then stacked in a neat mound in the centre of the warehouse. Every now and then a worker from the left would walk to the pile, examine the ivory, choose a piece to their liking and bring it back to their bench, where the drills would start up again and the ivory would be transformed into jewellery, ornaments or whatever the potential buyer desired. Heather had seen the end product before. Some of it was stunning. Crafted by skilled workmen to the highest possible standards, it fetched a princely sum in the right marketplace. 

What she was witnessing made her feel sick to the stomach. From where she sat, Heather couldn't see the full scale of operation, but the amount of elephant tusks being removed from just a few of the crates and containers in her limited field of vision was mind-blowing.

She didn't have long to dwell on the situation, or her own currently dangerous predicament, before the bucket man returned. He yelled out to the workers of the warehouse, waving his arms in the air for all to see, pointing towards the doors at the far end of the warehouse. Reluctantly, the workers at the benches laid down their tools and exited, leaving Heather alone with bucket man, yanking on the chains that held her and struggling to control her racing heart.

Through the door that bucket man appeared from followed a strange collection of people. The henchmen were obvious, wearing their cheap black suits; muscles bulging and a hard stare fixed to their faces as they fanned out around the two people they protected. 

The first to catch her eye was a short black man, ageing badly with a bulging belly and lines of worry etched across his face. He wore an extravagant tailored suit and looked uncomfortable in his present company. 

The second was a female of immense beauty. She was petite and immaculately dressed for an old and dusty warehouse. Her delicate facial features were brought to life when she smiled and introduced herself to Heather with a very formal bow. Her English was almost perfect.

"Hello. I am Meizhen Chen."

"You'll never get away with this."

"Get away with what?"

"All of this! Even as we speak, the WIA are on their way!"

"Is that so? I would very much doubt it. You see, I control Kings Romans and everything that happens here. There is no-one coming to save you."

Chen reached down and placed a small manicured finger beneath her chin, using a sharp pointed nail to pull Heather's head up and look into her eyes.

"You have been a troublesome bitch, Miss Heather Walsh. You will tell me everything you and the WIA know about my operation before the day is out."

"I will not! You must be mad if..."

Heather's outburst was cut short when one of the henchmen lashed out and struck the side of her face with his boot. It knocked her head back, hard against the wall. 

She could feel the skin swelling around her right eye almost immediately and blood ran down through her hair where her head hit the wall. She slumped to the ground.

As she lay there in agony, Chen took a call on her phone. She screamed furiously at the caller, letting slip her calm and relaxed charade. Then she barked orders to the henchmen, some of whom ran for the exits like their life depended on it.  

Chen calmed herself with a few long slow breaths, slipping the phone back into her handbag as she studied Heather before continuing.

"I have a surprise for you before the questions begin. I think you will like it. But I must go now and see to business. When I return, your gift will be here and you will tell me everything." 

#  #  #

Walter left the warehouse trailing in the formidable wake of Meizhen Chen. She was furious. Every guard and henchmen knew it and they kept a wary and very sensible distance from their master as she muttered and cursed under her breath until she reached the quiet tranquillity of the garden, where she stopped for a moment to take a few deep breaths. It gave Walter a chance to catch up.

"Is there a problem, Miss Chen?"

She rounded on him with fire in her eyes, her voice now calm and smooth but her beautiful features twisted out of shape with anger. 

"Yes there is a fucking problem! Harpur! Harpur, again!"

"Where is he? I thought he would be here with the woman."

"Exactly! Where is he? Jian and another remained at the hotel to wait for him when they found the woman alone. I have just received a call to say they are both dead. Shot with their own weapons inside the hotel room."

"And Harpur?"

"What do you think, Walter? Harpur is gone! No doubt he is out to find the woman. Armed and fucking dangerous! We have a very large shipment of ivory arriving in Kings Romans tonight and a maniac loose on the streets. I do not need this trouble, Walter. Trouble that you have brought to my door!"

Chen stepped closer, and around them her henchmen tensed. Their eyes met and Walter could sense a deep well of fury building behind their dark surface. He began to inch away, struggling to find an answer that might placate her.

"I don't see how I am to blame for this. I already told you all I know about Harpur. It is pure coincidence he is here!"

"Coincidence? He was with her in my shop asking about ivory shipments from Africa! Have you not just sold me an ivory shipment from Africa, Walter?!"

Walter Uba was speechless. He had never witnessed such intense rage. Its power radiated from her eyes, burning a hole right through him. He backed away, tripped, and fell face first into a rose bush. The thorns stuck to him and scratched at the skin of his arms as he scrambled to stand. 

"You will find him, Walter Uba! Find him and kill him. He is a one-eyed white man in Laos, how hard can that be? Dai will help you. Start in the market. They went there after leaving here yesterday. I will ensure the shipment is delivered here safely. Do not fail me!"

Chen marched off. Her small entourage following closely behind. 

A small, grim-faced man offered Walter his hand, pulling him from the rose bush with a grunt.

"I am, Dai. We must hurry. Meizhen Chen will not be happy if we fail her."

Walter brushed himself down and resigned himself to the job at hand. Without Chen there would be no deal. Without a deal, his new and profitable life in Asia would be over before it even started. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY

 

 

Keeping to the side streets and alleys of the already bustling town of Kings Romans, in search of the market where he and Heather had met with the monkey trader, was proving to be a challenge all in itself. Constantly checking if he was being followed, doubling back, slowing, speeding up; Dan used every trick in the book to ensure that no more goons were on his tail. 

He pulled a hood over his head, trying his best to conceal his identity, but the heat of a new day was already building and he knew he wouldn't be able to stand it much longer. Nevertheless, he kept to the shadows, lurking between shops and stalls until eventually he found the entrance to the marketplace he was looking for.

He held back for a bit, watching the stall propped against the wall that he and Heather had visited. The old woman was sat there now, talking with another woman; equally as old and haggard as she was. They waved their arms theatrically, nattering constantly, adding to the noise and bustle of the busy market. Occasionally one would point to an animal or throw her arms into the air, but in the end the toothless old woman reluctantly produced a purse from the folds of her dress and the two hunched over it in silence as money exchanged hands.

The other trader, who Dan assumed was her son and who had made the deal with Heather, was not there and it frustrated Dan; time was slowly ticking away and Heather was God knows where, possibly enduring God knows what. 

He didn't think trying to speak with the old woman would get him anywhere, so he bought a fruit juice from a stall nearby and sat drinking it for a while, thinking over what had happened and how he might find Heather amongst all the chaos that surrounded him. A small comfort was that if they wanted her dead they would have done it in the hotel room. So he had to assume, at this point, she'd been taken for some other reason. 

His only lead was that the giant was the same man from the ivory gallery they had visited and been chased from. But he didn't think he could just ram-stam back up to the doors again and wreck all around him - even though he wanted to. If she was there, Heather wouldn't just be standing in middle of the shop waiting to be rescued. He needed information, intelligence. He needed something to point him in a positive direction towards her, form a plan and then execute it to the best of his ability. 

At least that's what would have happened in the old days - but those days were long gone. In those days, Dan would have had access to intelligence, firearms, equipment and a squadron of experienced and battle-hardened men he could count on to risk their lives for him. 

Now he was nothing but a recovering drunk, lurching from one crisis to the next. The thought depressed him further, as he subconsciously reached down and patted the two handguns in his waistband. Two stolen guns, fourteen bullets and not a chance in hell of finding the one good thing left in his life.

 The trader was his one hope. At least he could speak English and seemed willing to help - even if it was only for money. Dan had plenty of that, and again his hand reached down to squeeze the wad of cash in his pocket. But why would Meizhen Chen send men to find them? Had they asked questions of the wrong people about ivory? Had she simply seen them in Kings Romans and recognised them, seeking revenge for the tiger bone episode a year ago? God knows, Dan had the sort of looks you would remember. A one-eyed white man in Laos with a beautiful woman, asking difficult questions and starting fights about a highly prized and illegal substance wouldn't go unnoticed for long. Not very smart. Either way, he was heavily outnumbered, outgunned, out of information and most likely running out of time. What a fuck up.

As he thought on these things he heard a phone ringing in his pocket. He didn't recognise the ringtone but remembered he lifted Heathers handset from the bed as he hastily left the hotel. He pulled it out and checked the screen. The name Peter Blackthorn flashed up. 

With nothing to lose, Dan swiped the screen and accepted the call.

"Hello?"

"Heather?"

"No. It's Dan Harpur."

"Ohh..."

"She's been kidnapped, at least that's what I hope."

"You hope she's been kidnapped?"

"Yeah. The alternative is that she's been murdered and I'm not ready to contemplate that just yet."

"Murdered?! What the hell's going on?"

Dan explained what had happened since they arrived in Laos, excluding the part where they didn't actually have the faintest notion where the ivory was, just as Heather had done. As he did so, his eyes scanned the streets and he recognised the trader he was searching for as he entered the market through the dark alleyway and stepped into the light. The trader paused for a second and sheepishly looked over to the stall where the old woman sat. His shoulders sagged, a frown covered his face and he diverted from his path; trudging towards where Dan sat with what seemed like the weight of the world upon his shoulders. 

Dan pulled the hood further over his head and turned his back on him as he walked right up to the stall he was sitting at and spoke to the merchant, who chatted idly with him in Lao as he fixed a drink.

"Look, somethings come up here. I need to go."

"No! Please don't do anything stupid! Wait until I arrive. I'll be there soon. I can persuade the police to help. I'll make some calls."

"There's no time for that, Peter. It's already been a few hours since they took her."

Dan cut off the call and replaced the phone into his pocket. He stood up from where he sat and approached the trader, who was still chatting to the merchant as he sipped on his drink. Both men fell silent when Dan stopped in front of them and pulled down his hood.

"We need to talk."

The trader's beady eyes flicked between Dan and the merchant as he stuttered over an answer. Dan grabbed him by the throat, lifted him slightly and propelled him backwards on his tiptoes, past the merchant, steering him into a small shaded area at the rear of the stall gagging and spluttering for breath. The gentle persuasive 'here's loads of money' route wasn't a part of Dan's repertoire. 

He dumped him on a pile of crates filled with oranges, spilling the most of them over as he fell, and then gave him a few seconds to recover before pulling back his jacket to reveal the two handguns at his side.

"Let's start again. My friend has been taken. My female friend, you remember?"

"Yes, yes."

"I need to find her. It might have to do with the ivory we were asking about. So tell me about it. Now."

"My friend, my friend. This is not how we do business!"

The trader looked behind Dan, returning some curious stares from others who witnessed the meeting and were creeping forward for a better look. He began to wipe himself down and stand on his feet.

Dan clenched his fist and popped him with a jab on the nose. The trader let out a yelp and fell back onto the oranges.

"I don't have time for this shit! Tell me!"

The trader nursed a bloody nose and Dan could tell from the look on his face as he considered his options that it wasn't the first time he'd been given a hard squeeze. 

Dan reached into his pocket for the last of his cash and threw it at the trader. Beneath the hands that held his bloody nose, Dan could see the corners of a smile forming.

"A large shipment is expected soon at the Angkham Gallery. It comes from Africa with a secret prisoner."

The trader began gathering up the money, counting it as he went. Dan looked at him incredulously, grabbed a fistful of clothing and pulled him in close.

"Is that it?!"

The trader, his bloodied nose already forgotten, looked down to the money in his hands and shrugged his shoulders. 

"This is not the agreed amount. Your friend said..."

Dan smacked him on the nose again. This time with the butt of one of the handguns and hard enough to feel the bone crush beneath it. The trader fell back with a scream. Dan took a step away, and for effect, slid the chamber of the firearm backwards to load it with a bullet.

"Last chance."

"That's all I know I swear it! I heard it from a master carver who works there. The Angkham Gallery is owned by the triads. If anyone is expecting a large shipment with a secret prisoner it will be them. Meizhen Chen does nothing by half. He also said there was an incident in the shop yesterday, a fight or something. Big Jian got his nose broken and Chen is on the warpath. That is exactly what I heard and all that I know."

Behind him, there was a commotion in the market. He sneaked a look around the side of the stall towards where the noise was emanating. Dan blinked and rubbed at his eye, disbelieving what he saw.

Walter Uba and a handful of goons were roughing up a stallholder at the far side of the marketplace. They tossed him across his display table, sending cages of birds crashing to the ground, squawking and flapping as they fell. Walter Uba? Dan studied the man closely, scarcely believing it. Could this day get any more absurd? 

Picking himself up from the ground, brushing away feathers and dirt as he did so, the flustered man pointed a finger towards the stall with the toothless old lady.

Dan had seen enough. He slipped past the trader without a word and melted into the crowded market, leaving him recounting the money while still flat on his back on top of the oranges, with blood dripping slowly onto his chest.

#  #  #

Keo's face hurt like hell. But the sight and smell of the new dollar notes in his hand took the edge off it slightly. It wasn't as much as he had hoped for, but the one-eyed westerner had other worries now. He'd left in a hurry and Keo didn't think he'd be back any time soon, if at all. Which left Keo in possession of a highly sought after Golden Lion Tamarin that could possibly be sold again! Things were looking up. 

He lay there for a few minutes, ignoring the commotion in the market, enjoying his new found wealth and considering what portion of the money he should keep for himself and what he should give to his mother. It was only the raised voices closing in and the mention of his name from just a few feet away on the other side of the stall that caught his attention. 

He quickly shoved a handful of notes into one of his pockets and the remainder into the other then stood up to take a look. But before he could round the corner, a long black arm flashed out of nowhere and gripped him by the throat. The arm was attached to a tall, well-built man with a scowl on is face, who was followed by another remarkably similar looking man and then a third, shorter, fatter individual. The fat man did all the talking as Keo was shoved back on top of the orange pile.

"Where is the one-eyed Irishman?"

Keo thought he'd been rumbled. But how could he? Old Bai had done all the talking, Keo had hardly asked a thing. And these men obviously weren't triads! 

"What? Who are you? I don't know what you are talking about. Leave me be!"

For the third time that day, Keo received a sharp blow to the nose. The pain shot through him like electricity, watering his eyes and starting a fresh flow of blood over his face. 

"Search him."

Keo protested, but was helpless against the two huge men who emptied his pockets. They leafed through the money and happily count it like it was pay day. They divided it up amongst themselves and tossed his mobile phone, the only other item in his possession, to the fat man. 

Keo lay back on the oranges with a weary sigh.

"You've just missed him. He was here a few moments ago. Gave me my first bloody nose of the day - broke it in fact."

The fat man waved the others away to search for the westerner and stood eyeing Keo suspiciously. 

"Why did he come to you?"

"He came with a woman yesterday looking for an exotic pet. They had plenty of money, so I told them I could find them something special. They were to return in three days. It seems he couldn't wait."

The fat man wiped his sweating brow and took a seat on the edge of an upturned crate. He toyed with Keo's phone in his hands, deep in thought.

"There is something you are not telling me. You have a pocket full of cash and a bloody nose. This is strange. Must I really have the old woman dragged over here?"

Keo thought long and hard on the biggest gamble of his life.

"When he returned I asked for more money than we originally agreed upon. He obviously has a temper and struck me. I lowered the price, he gave me the money and then left. I can only assume he will return in two more days, I will not have his pet before that."

"Did he mention anything about ivory?"

"No."

"You're sure?"

"That is the truth. I swear it."

The fat man mulled it over before tossing Keo's mobile onto the pile of oranges next to him and standing up.

"It better be."

He wiped the dust from his suit, took a deep and weary breath, then walked off into the market after the others.

Keo let his head fall back and sunk down into the orange pile. His pockets were empty, his nose was bleeding and he cursed his luck for meeting a crazy one-eyed Irishman.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

 

Dan was tired of running. He'd ran from the outpost, from the hotel, from the market. He'd ran from Ireland, England, and China. It seemed to Dan he'd been doing an awful lot of running in the last few years - most of it from himself if he were honest. It was time to face the music.

From the corner room of a dank and dirty hotel, paid for by the hour with a combination of the last coins in his pocket and his trusty Omega wristwatch, Dan looked out over the street below. 

Cars, lorries, motorbikes and scooters fought their way along the narrow road with men, women and children dangerously threading in between to go about their business. Horns blared, babies cried, dogs barked and even cows bellowed; the occasional roar of some weird and wonderful beast in the distance no longer shocked him. The overpowering cacophony of sound assaulted Dan's ears like a raging battlefield. 

He remembered a time when he would have relished in what he was doing - stripping and roughly cleaning two worn out handguns as he formulated a plan to enter a well-guarded building in a vain attempt to save a hostage. But as he sat now in the blistering heat with the windows open to cool the room and the endless noise from the street drifting in to surround him, Dan wished he were in some other lifetime entirely. A life without risk, danger, death or sorrow. Those were the only memories he carried with him. From the loss of his wife to the death of his closest friend, everywhere he went, misery followed.

He reassembled the two firearms, tucked them into his waistband and took up a position at the window - far enough back so as not to be seen, but close enough to get a decent look at his objective.

It was well into the afternoon. Heather had been gone for nearly eight hours. Would she still be alive? Would she even be in the Angkham Gallery? Not the front of the shop certainly. But what lay behind the door where the till sat? He'd remembered it from his brief visit the hectic day before when one moment he was fighting a giant, and the next, Heather was gently squeezing his hand as they wandered through the streets together in a daydream. 

He'd RECCE'd the building as best he could, but it had been from a distance. The hidden streets and alleys of Kings Romans were tightly packed. Hastily erected buildings blended together with sheds, shacks and animal housing to create a mind boggling network of habitation. Dan couldn't tell where one building ended and another began.

The trader was right though. Security was tight at the Angkham Gallery. Too tight for any normal shop, even by Kings Romans standards. But did it mean Heather would be inside? And what the hell had Colonel Uba to do with it?

As he looked down at the shop, thugs stood on each corner and on either side of the street, trying their best to blend in with the crowd but all too obviously sporting weapons beneath their clothing. Shaved heads, ugly tattoos and bulging muscles were the order of the day on the street below, and it was making Dan's mission all the more difficult. 

If the giant had been working for the triads then by now word would have got back that he and his friend were dead. Dan's description would be known and every swinging dick in Laos would be out to get him.

As he'd been reminded of this morning, Meizhen Chen does nothing by half.

So if indeed, Chen was expecting a large delivery of ivory to the Angkham Gallery - which seemed all too possible judging by the security on display - and the giant Jian, who worked for Chen, had been instructed to 'bring them back'. Then although weak and tentative, the only location Dan knew of that linked Heather, Chen and the ivory was the Angkham Gallery. Dan needed to look inside, and soon.

Heather's phone sprang to life on the table beside him. Peter Blackthorn's name appeared again.

"Hello, Dan?

"Yeah."

"Any change?"

"I think I know where she is. It's called the Angkham Gallery. It's a high-end ivory shop of some sort. We were in there yesterday. The same goon who took Heather was there too."

"I know, I know. The local police have already been in touch. They ID'd the two men you left behind in the hotel room as triads. They want to speak with you."

"Yeah, yeah. They can join the queue."

"That room was paid for by the Wildlife Investigation Agency, Dan! You have inextricably linked us to two murders!"

"Have you forgotten about Heather so soon?"

There was a long pause as Blackthorn chose his words carefully.

"Of course not. This is just...it's not how we're used to dealing with things. Why are you even there, Dan?"

"Because Heather asked for my help."

"Help? She's missing, presumed kidnapped or murdered in one of the most lawless corners of Asia. Great helping, Dan!"

It was Dan's turn now to fall silent. The truth of Blackthorn's remark had cut him to the bone.

He was about to hang up when Blackthorn continued.

"I'm in Laos now. I've arranged a task force from outside of Kings Romans to search for her and the ivory. That way there should be less chance of any leaks. Now we have an exact location to start at, I can get things moving."

"Security's tight. There are armed goons all over the place. If she's in there she'll be dead before you can get to her."

"We have no other choice. The Lao Police had a tip-off that a large shipment of ivory was due into the country today from Africa. They just don't know where. It has to be what we're looking for. That ivory is worth millions, we must seize it before it disappears for good."

"The ivory? What about Heather?"

"She's a big girl, Dan. The Lao's don't assemble a task force to take on the triads for a missing person. If she's there we'll find her."

"Dead. You'll find her dead, Peter. First sign of trouble and they'll kill her. You know that."

Another long silent pause followed.

"We'll be there in a few hours. Stay out of our way, Dan. You've done enough damage already."

"I haven't even started."

#  #  #

Darkness had fallen as Walter Uba made his way back to the Angkham Gallery empty-handed. Harpur had escaped him and now he must face the wrath of Meizhen Chen.

The fearsome little triad was like a wildcat, and Walter was at a loss as to how he would placate her with Harpur still on the loose. He hoped that the arrival of the ivory shipment, complete with Kojo Selassie, would lift her sour mood and then Walter could return to his hotel to remove his dusty new suit and wash away the filth of Kings Romans that clung to him like a second skin. He was beginning to regret his life-changing decision to move here. 

Why Harpur would visit the trader when the woman had been taken and he was on the run having just killed two men waiting for him in his hotel room was a puzzle. 

Harpur was a strange man. He had chosen to live in one of Nigeria's most distant and dangerous outposts, getting paid a pittance to put his life on the line for someone else's war. Not for all the money in the world would Walter return there, but Harpur had chosen that life. 

Walter had no interest in the comings and goings of a madman, as odd as they seemed, and Meizhen Chen's troubles were exactly that - hers. Walter felt he had done enough to appease her bloodthirsty antics. He had delivered the ivory agreed upon, along with Selassie. As a businessman, his part in the transaction was complete. 

In fact, if his orders had been followed correctly, he expected the delivery to already be in the warehouse on his return. Once there, his part of the bargain had been fulfilled. As far as Walter was concerned, Harpur was her problem. After all he was only one man.

Reminding him of his impending confrontation, Chen's soldier, Dai, spoke up for the first time since the market.

"Meizhen Chen will be furious! We must continue our search. We cannot return without him."

Walter rounded on Dai, his own two guards tensing as he released his frustration on the lone triad.

"I am not her fucking lackey! If you want to continue chasing your tail then feel free to do so. I did not come here to follow someone else's orders. If the ivory has been delivered to the warehouse then my part in this fiasco is over."

"You will regret it, Mr Uba. On your return please inform Miss Chen that I will be watching the trader in case Harpur returns."

The little man turned on his heel and left. 

Walter picked up the pace, desperate to return to his hotel room and rid himself of the day's worries with a bath and a hefty dose of alcohol. His two guards followed close behind.

"Keep your eyes open when we get back gentlemen. Chen is not to be trusted."

 More familiar with the streets and alleys of Kings Romans, now that he had travelled the length and breadth of them in search of Harpur, Walter made his way to the warehouse entrance. From a distance, hidden behind the tall steel gates, he could hear the movement of machinery and the shouting of men. When he entered the yard he was gladdened to witness the arrival of a large red container. It had been reversed up to the steel roller doors where dozens of people busied themselves unloading its contents. His delivery had arrived.

Recognised from his previous visit, Walter and his men were allowed to continue inside the warehouse to meet with Chen. 

He found her in the garden, standing by the rose bush where he'd left her hours before, breathing in its scent as she neatly pruned out a bouquet of flowers. As he approached he absentmindedly rubbed at the scars on his arm that the very same bush had inflicted.

"Harpur is not to be found."

Chen stopped what she was doing and turned to face Walter. He struggled to read her thoughts - her face a vision of beauty and calm.

"He visited the market, but escaped us. I interrogated the trader he spoke with. Harpur was there to pay for an exotic pet. Strange, but I believe it. I have instructed Dai to remain at the market in case he returns."

Walter's heart raced as she took a step closer.

"You interrogated him? How so?"

The delicious scent of the rose bouquet she held in her hand wafted up to Walter's nose as he replied.

"I...I...I don't have to answer to you! He was questioned and I believe him."

Chen waved the secateurs she held in her hand across Walter's face.

"You will witness how to interrogate when I question Kojo Selassie, and you had better pray that Harpur does not return to haunt me."

"My work here is done. I have no wish to witness such a thing! You have your ivory at a decent price, delivered as agreed upon. Good day to you, Miss Chen."

Walter strode past Chen and into the shop which lead to the street. But before he left the garden he turned for an instant to look behind him. 

Chen had not moved. She stood there as still as a statue, utterly absorbed in her surroundings, a tiny vision of beauty in a lush green oasis.

He shivered at the thought of what she would do to Selassie and the woman. Walter turned on his heel and left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

 

With the sun fully set, a strange eerie darkness fell across Kings Romans, and from his viewpoint three storeys above the street, Dan watched as long moon shadows slowly concealed the thugs and gunmen surrounding the Angkham Gallery.

Dan had lingered at the window mulling over his options until his head spun, but he was no further on. The shop was like a fortress. He had no way to breach its high walls, and the soldiers that protected it were well-armed and ready for a fight. The thought of Heather somewhere inside, alone and afraid, mistreated, abused? It made his blood boil. 

Several times already, Dan had to talk himself out of just running up to the doors and unleashing merry hell on anyone who got in his way. But what would be the use in that? If she were still alive it would be for a reason and he hoped it would stay that way for a little while longer until he figured out what he should do. If she were already dead, then it wouldn't matter what Dan did in the next few hours. He would bide his time and exact his revenge on all those involved any way he could.

His plan, if it could be called that, was to wait for the cavalry. Something he had a history of not doing and a plan of action that worried him greatly. Peter Blackthorn and the Lao Police didn't exactly fill him with confidence. Blackthorn's main concern was the ivory, not Heather, and the Lao police were so thin on the ground in Kings Romans, that at times Dan wondered if they even existed.

With their arrival, he hoped to enter the shop in some way unnoticed. Now that darkness had fallen, he wanted to take another look at the perimeter to find a workable way inside. No doubt Blackthorn and the police would arrive with a song and dance to the front doors, for all to see and hear from a mile away. If Dan could be somewhere else at that time and find his way inside amongst the ensuing chaos, then he might just stand a chance.

As he stood to leave, satisfied the darkness would now conceal him enough, he spotted movement on the street below. From the ivory shop doors walked three men. They strode with purpose. Two large and cumbersome hulks either side of a short, fat, balding man in a hideous ill-fitting suit - Colonel Walter Uba.

What the hell was Uba's connection to the Angkham Gallery? It was a mysterious turn of events and the question puzzled him, but the sight of Uba, for the second time that day, leaving the building that Dan wanted into so badly, was enough spur him on. He swiftly gathered up his meagre belongings and headed out into the night.

#  #  #

The warehouse was a hive of activity and Heather strained her eyes, frantically searching between the gaps in the containers that blocked her view and pulling on the thick chain that anchored her in place, in an effort to see what was going on. 

It had been hours since Meizhen Chen had left her, and since then, no-one else had come near. A few inquisitive workers pointed over, stealing a glance now and then as they passed, but none dared approach her. Everyone busied themselves, choosing to ignore the shackled and injured prisoner that squatted in the corner of their place of work. Heather couldn't blame them.

When she thought of Chen, Heather's heart sank that little bit further. What did she have in store for her? What was the surprise she spoke of? Chen was a killer, no doubt. Some of the reports and intelligence Heather had read in the WIA about her had been almost unbelievable. But now, as she sat here with her eye swollen closed and congealed blood matting the hair on her head, her hands and legs bound together and nervously awaiting the surprise she had been promised, Heather believed every word of it. Chen was a maniac. A gangster obsessed with ivory, tigers and the immense profit that both could obtain. She was probably both directly and indirectly responsible for the deaths of thousands of animals and the intimidation and murder of hundreds of rangers, police and government officials all over Africa and Asia.

And where was Dan? Was he dead? Murdered at the hands of the thugs who took her? Chen would recognise him as easily as she did her. Heather hoped he had escaped and she was sorry she had ever dragged him into this mess in the first place. But deep down she prayed he was somewhere out there. Stalking the shadows of Kings Romans, waiting for his chance to pounce and save her from whatever grisly fate Chen might have in mind. Heather had seen him in action before. She'd witnessed first-hand what the man was capable of. Was that not why she had contacted him in the first place? It was of course - but there was something else.

"Please, Dan. Please help me..."

The words slipped easily from her mouth. They sounded pathetic. She whispered them again, but he couldn't hear. No-one could.

The large grey shutters at the opposite end of the warehouse began rolling up noisily, squealing and squeaking in protest with every turn. The end of a large red container unit backed up to the space that the door created. Forklifts and people swarmed like flies around it, removing the contents with speed and efficiency. Most of it resembled what Heather had already seen; wooden crates and boxes which disappeared to be stacked and sorted then emptied of their contents. The ivory they contained was piled high, to be worked at later and then the remainder re-packed to be shipped away again. Heather could hardly muster the will to watch it. It was what all the elephants she was trying to protect were dying for. She wondered if this new batch would be the Hwange ivory. It was very possible, and now she was within touching distance. 

Shouting from inside the red container caught her attention. Angry voices exchanged insults in two separate languages. It was hard to make out what was being said with the noise of man and machine in the background, but there was something faintly familiar about what she heard. 

The voices grew louder and Heather tried her best to get a view. She caught glimpses of bodies between the gaps. The flash of bright clothing here and there and a deep booming voice which thundered around the warehouse, cursing and spitting at the others. 

It grew steadily louder until the exchange was ended with a thump and a groan. The rattling of chains was all she could hear then, as four Lao men dragged a huge black body into the corner beside her. His head was slumped on his chest and his limbs, bound with chains and rope, hung limp at his sides. They dumped him next to Heather and secured the chains to the same bracket on the wall that her own were fastened to. 

Heather moved as far from the newcomer as her restraints would allow, curling her legs up tight to her chest to avoid the small trickle of blood that flowed from the man's head and pooled beside her, not a hand's breadth away. 

The Lao men moved to stand on the far side of the crates that hid her, laughing and joking between themselves and looking back to point out their handiwork as only cruel men could after such an incident.

Without even seeing his face, Heather knew who lay before her. She knew it from the moment she heard his voice. That deep baritone rumble that she had only heard once before but which had been described to her many times by those who had met him. It belonged to the man she had been chasing for all these years. The infamous poacher who led her from England to Asia to Africa and back again. It was Kojo Selassie!

Slowly the big man began to stir. He turned onto his side to look about him, clocking the guards, the wall he was chained to and eventually settling his eyes on Heather. After a while, as recognition dawned, his huge head shook from side to side and he let out a burst of laughter. The four guards called over to him, waving their arms and pointing, but Selassie just smiled and spat blood at their feet as he struggled into a sitting position.

"What a fine place for us to meet. You are Heather Walsh, from the Wildlife Investigation Agency. Yes?"

Heather wasn't surprised that he knew her. She had almost caught him on so many occasions he would have been a fool not to have known. 

"And you are Kojo Selassie."

He took a closer look at Heather. Her injuries, her bonds, and then his eyes settled back on her face. The smile was gone.

"Where are we?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean where are we? Which country? Which city? Where?"

"Kings Romans, Laos. We're in an ivory warehouse belonging to the triads. Look around you. What you see is a product of your very own handiwork!"

Selassie looked about him. Peering through the gaps and stretching his tall frame to see over the boxes, but all around them was quiet now and there was little to see or hear in the quiet gloom of the warehouse.

"Why are you here, Heather Walsh?"

"Meizhen Chen kidnapped me."

Selassie's eyes dropped to the floor at the sound of her name and he became lost for a moment in thought, but his head began nodding as he seemed to join together the pieces of his own predicament, understanding and accepting it.

"It seems then that we are both in some trouble. She's not the sort of person to want a quiet word in our ears. She's more likely to chop them off and feed them to us."

"I got that impression. Why are you here?"

"Now that is a good question indeed. It seems I have been double crossed. I do not know and nor do I care what happens to the ivory, or who buys it from me. But I fear Meizhen Chen cares very much as to who she buys it from. She and I have not met since you and the Irishman caused havoc in Hangzhou. I dare say she would like to ask me some questions."

"Do you not sell the ivory to her directly, like you did with the tiger bone?"

Selassie smiled again and Heather thought he might clam up. What Selassie could tell her about the trade in wildlife across the globe would be mind-blowing. 

Thankfully, he took a deep breath and continued.

"Neither of us has much hope if Chen is at the heart of this. I think I have been gifted to her by the man who buys the ivory from me, one of Africa's most dangerous men. Now what is there left for Kojo Selassie?"

"Then tell me. Tell me everything."

#  #  #

Quietly, Dan climbed up onto the roof of a low-lying building for a better look. He'd wandered the dark unlit back streets searching for a way in for too long now, and he'd ventured as close as he dared to what he thought was the rear of the Angkham Gallery. Guards still lurked in the shadows. Sometimes they gave away their locations with the bright red glow of a cigarette, marking their position in a recessed doorway, or sometimes he heard the shuffle of their feet on the hard packed earth as they paced back and forth to relieve the boredom. 

Dan found a roof almost opposite the tall fenced perimeter and picked out an elevated position of cover to try for a look inside. He found it odd that a small ivory shop would need such a vast and well-secured building to service it, and as he lay behind a chimney scanning the street below, the even odder sound of dozens of voices drifting up from behind the fence reached his ears.

The high corrugated fencing blanked out most of his view, but now and then the top of someone's head would pop up from behind it, moving across his field of vision and then drop away again as quickly as it had appeared. 

He could see a large shipping container, backed up to the building with a small side entrance close by. Some of the heads moved towards it, peaked inside and then left again. This happened several times as Dan watched and he could only assume that what he was witnessing was a workforce of some sort, taking a break from whatever they were doing; talking and smoking until their time was up and they returned to their work.

It was relatively quiet this distance away from the main thoroughfare and Dan listened to the voices as he raised his head to let a light breeze cool his face as he thought through his next move. He rubbed at the empty socket beneath his eye patch, ever more itchy in the oppressive tropical heat.

On the street below, only a stone's throw away, Dan spied two men as they met in the dark alley. They spoke together, swapping a lighter between them as they lit up cigarettes. Dan could see the long muzzle of a rifle peeking out from beneath one of their jackets. How the hell could he get past them and into the building?

Just as he was beginning to despair, the faint sound of sirens drifted across the rooftops towards him. The men below heard it too and one of them pulled a radio from his pocket, urgently speaking into it as the other peered nervously out into the night. 

In the distance, over the rooftops and chimneys of Kings Romans, Dan could make out the pale blue flashing lights of approaching police vehicles.

As expected, Peter Blackthorn and the Lao police were racing towards the Angkham Gallery's front door for all to see.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

 

The triads began to shout again, clearing the warehouse as they did before; chasing the reluctant workers from their jobs and out into the darkness. A feeling of dread seeped through to Heather's bones. Meizhen Chen was coming.

Kojo Selassie had been hesitant at first, but eventually he opened up, telling Heather all she ever dreamed of knowing about poaching in Africa. She might not remember the names he gave, in fact, she might never get to tell anyone about it at all after tonight, but a small piece of her felt satisfied. She'd learnt more in five minutes with Kojo Selassie than she had in five years with the WIA. It was a pity the information might die with her.

"Kojo Selassie!"

With a wicked smile fixed to her face, Meizhen Chen strode into the warehouse. She stopped just short of them, delicately wiped the dust off a corner of a crate with a small silk handkerchief, and sat down on it to silently study the mismatched pair of prisoners squatting on the dirty concrete floor before her. The sight of them obviously pleased her as she remained there for what seemed like an age before speaking again.

"What did you know about the raid on the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary?"

Selassie grinned and spat blood onto the floor at her feet.

"Is that what this is about? Nothing. I know nothing of it."

"Do you know that the informant Aiguo Chang escaped? It was a miracle! A weak and frightened little man beaten half to death was able to release himself from his chains, escape from the cage where he was contained and cut the throat of an armed man who guarded him. A miracle!"

Chen produced a small dagger from behind her back. She toyed with it in her hands, examining the blade and the intricately carved ivory handle. When satisfied with what she saw, she used the knife to point at Selassie.

"He was your friend, was he not?"

Selassie never answered. His eyes dropped to the floor and his head dipped just a little as Chen got up from her seat and walked towards him.

"He still lives you know? I have allowed it, for now. He runs the Hangzhou Wildlife Sanctuary while old Liu dies slowly in prison. Maybe I should ask Chang what happened. I think he would talk. I think he would tell me that Kojo Selassie released him, and that Kojo Selassie had turned against me and bitten the hand that feeds him. Is that the truth of it?"

Again Selassie never replied. But to Heather, his silence was an admission of guilt. It seemed enough for Chen.

"You have caused me great expense and much work this last year. We had a good thing at Hangzhou, you, me and old Liu. Tiger bone is still much sought after in China and now others fill the void we left behind. Why you would throw it all away, I do not know, but you will not destroy what I have now. You will suffer for what you have done. I have no time for traitors and turncoats."

Chen moved over to Heather, waving the knife in her face. Heather flinched away from it, pushing herself as far from the knife as her chains would allow, as Chen traced imaginary lines with its point across her body.

"And you, Heather Walsh. What do you know of it?"

"Nothing!"

"You were there with the one-eyed devil! It must truly be a miracle then. Do you like your surprise? Is it not Kojo Selassie that you have been seeking for so long? Was it not him who led you to me? Here he is then. Especially for you!"

"Leave me alone!"

"What do the WIA know of this place? What do they know about me?"

Heather said nothing; turning her head away from Chen and the knife she so casually swung in her hands.

"Once you have witnessed how I deal with traitors you will answer my questions."

There were no answers. No answers that would release her from her bonds and remove her from this hell-hole.

Chen turned her attentions back to Selassie as she worked herself into a frenzy. 

Spittle formed at the corners of her mouth and her eyes narrowed. Her breath grew heavy and pronounced and the knuckles of her hand grew white as they gripped the handle of the knife. 

"You have been a thorn in my side for too long now, Kojo Selassie! Hold him!"

Two men rushed over and grabbed Selassie. He struggled and pulled against them but several vicious blows to his head stunned the big man into submission. 

"Place his hand here."

One of the men extended Selassie's huge arm to its full length as the other pulled a wooden crate closer, but it wouldn't reach and Selassie was a dead weight against them. The two smaller men looked incompetent in their efforts and Chen grew restless.

"Release him!"

The lock on Selassie's chain was opened and the two men dragged him towards the crate, placing his right hand on the top of it and in front of Chen who stared at it greedily. Injured and subdued as he was, Selassie's strength was prodigious and the two men struggled to contain him.

Meizhen Chen leaped on his hand like a woman possessed, sawing across his wrist with the blade of the knife, easily cutting through flesh and bone with its finely honed edge.

Selassie let out a strangled cry and lashed out. A third man rushed in to hold him still, wrapping an arm around his neck to secure his head. It took all three to wrestle with him and hold him as he tried desperately to pull away. 

When she had finished, Meizhen Chen lifted the severed hand and proudly displayed it for all to see. Blood spurted high into the air from the ragged stump left on Selassie's wrist, spraying blood all over Chen and the surrounding area. Her face and hands were covered with it and Heather wretched at the sight of her; pearly white teeth showing behind a living blood red mask that dripped and splattered all around.

Chen smiled and tossed the hand onto Heather's lap. Heather pushed it away and screamed at the top of her lungs. Chen laughed all the harder.

#  #  #

A high-pitched scream from inside the building was all Dan needed to burst into action. It flicked a switch inside of him, making his mind up in an instant.

He slid down from the rooftop and into the alley just in time to see one of the guards duck through a gateway and out of sight. The second guard had taken up position at the far end of the alley, poking his head out now and then to search for the approaching police; the noise from their sirens growing steadily louder as they neared. 

While the guard was distracted, Dan easily crept up behind him unnoticed and wrapped an arm around his neck, pulling their bodies up tight together, allowing no movement for the man to strike or reach for his weapon. He squeezed tightly, pressing the bone of his forearm against the windpipe to muffle any cries for help. Then he slipped the point of the knife he carried up and under the ribcage, ramming the blade with as much force as he could muster right up to the hilt and into the vital organs, where it pierced the lungs and skewered the heart with a few deft twists of his hand. After a very brief struggle, Dan released him and the guard dropped dead to the ground. 

Dan dragged the body into the shadows of the alley. He stripped him of his coat and pulled it on over his own then removed the snub-nosed Heckler and Koch MP5 that was slung over the dead man's shoulder. He pulled back the cocking handle to load a round, flicked off the safety catch and marched towards the gate the other guard had passed through.

He stood for a second, hand poised to knock on the gate, steadying himself for what was about to happen. A world of pain lay beyond these gates; maybe even death. But so did Heather Walsh, he was sure of it now and she needed him. Dan gave the gate three hard knocks with his knuckles.

From behind it he could hear frantic voices, a mixture of men and women, shouting and panicked. No-one seemed to hear him. He rapped harder, growing frantic himself, this time using the butt of the rifle. The sounds of the sirens drew nearer, almost drowning out the voices. The police were close. 

Eventually, Dan heard the scraping of metal as locks and bolts securing the gate were undone. He pulled his hood down low over his face and held the rifle at his side, turning his back to the gate as it opened. An angry voice called out. It was in Lao and Dan couldn't understand its meaning, but there was a pause before the voice repeated whatever it was, this time with a degree of uncertainty. It was time for Dan to move.

He swirled around, and with a second's evaluation made a decision not to shoot. One man stood before him, short and angry. Behind him, through the gap in the gate, was only darkness. Dan took a chance, deciding not to announce his entrance just yet with the roar of gunfire and grabbed the man instead, dragging him out and into the alley. Dan stuck out his leg and used all his strength to pull the man towards him, twisting at the last second to trip him over his leg and send him tumbling onto the ground. It gave him enough time to draw the silenced pistol from his waist and shoot him square in the forehead. 

Replacing the pistol and readjusting his hood, Dan stepped through the gate.  

Behind the fence, dozens of people milled around in a large open yard. They stood in groups, smoking and chatting nervously. No-one paid the slightest bit of attention to Dan as he entered. But as police vehicles skidded to a halt at the front of the building, their blue flashing lights casting shadows that danced off the surrounding streets, the crowd began to surge for the gate. Dan swung it open to aid their escape and kept moving. He headed towards the container parked up at the doors, ducking beneath it and re-emerging at the far side nearest the small entrance he'd seen from the rooftop. The door was ajar and Dan swung it open. 

The interior was poorly lit, but high-pitched female screams and a deep almighty roar from the far end of what he could see was a large warehouse were enough to start Dan running. He kept to the walls as best he could, ducking behind abandoned forklifts and crates as he went, until the far end came into sight. 

There, behind a wall of crates, one huge man fought against three. He was badly wounded and blood poured from a horrific wound to his arm, covering those he fought in a thick layer of red. 

In the moments that Dan took to gather his wits and access the scene, the huge man tired. The three laid in to him with hands and knives, beating and stabbing, kicking and cutting until the massive beast was broken. Finally, he slumped to his knees. 

All at once, Dan recognised Kojo Selassie and heard Heather's voice cry out for mercy.

"Please! Stop!"

A female figure stepped out of the shadows. She was slim and lithe, gliding across the floor towards Selassie with the glint of a blade in her hand. Captivated by what he saw, Dan remained still. Heather was amongst the group, somewhere. He dared not let loose a shot for fear of hitting her. But there was nowhere left to move to. No other angles, no vantage points to look from. Tall brick walls closed in on both sides and the group were wedged into a corner. Heather was somewhere in the middle of it all.

The woman stood close to Selassie and Heather begged for his life.

"Leave him be! Enough! Please..."

With a guttural scream the woman plunged the blade into Selassie's chest. Three times she did it until the big man swayed on his knees and toppled to the floor at her feet. Then she turned on Heather. 

Dan could hear her crying and he knew that if he were to save her, he had to move. 

The sounds of gunfire from outside, initially unheard by the group, so engrossed were they in their killing, broke the eerie silence and a nearby door swung open. An armed man burst through it, calling to them in a panic. The woman pointed to something behind the line of boxes and one of the men moved forward, knife in hand and a grim look set upon his face. Heather screamed again.

Dan broke from cover, raised his rifle and sent a burst of gunfire towards them. Shocked at his appearance, they froze for a second and Dan centred his fire on the two men closest to where he guessed Heather to be. 

Running and shooting on full automatic was not something Dan had been taught in the army and not something he would recommend to anyone seeking accuracy, but in this case, needs must. Bullets slammed into the floor, the walls, the crates and just about everywhere in front of him. One lucky shot even struck its intended target high in the shoulder, spinning him round and bowling him backwards.

The others ran for the door and the newest arrival, armed with a handgun of his own, knelt on one knee and returned fire. Dan could feel bullets whizz past his head as he zigzagged his way towards him. He swung the barrel around to shoot some more and heard a fateful click as the firing pin struck thin air - full automatic gunfire had a way of spending bullets.

Dan ditched the rifle and dived for the last piece of cover available to him - the row of crates where the group had stood. He landed hard and rolled to a stop against the body of the man he'd shot, just as rounds slammed into the wall behind him. With a quick look to his left he saw Heather chained to the wall. Blood and bruises covered her face, but she was alive. 

He pulled the two handguns from his waist, popped his head around the corner of a crate and took aim on the shooter who had paused to reload. Dan fired once, felling him easily with a head shot, this time aimed and accurate.

With the warehouse largely empty and quiet, bar the bodies that lay beside him and the muffled pops of random gunfire from outside, Dan moved over to Heather. Tears streamed down her face as she quietly sobbed. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"Are you hurt?"

"No. No I'm OK. This is madness! Look what they did to him...She was going to do that to me!"

Dan had no time to dwell on anything or anyone but Heather. She wasn't badly injured and he needed to get her out in case they returned. The appearance of Selassie was just another wonder in the whirlwind of the last seven days that Dan must process later. They needed to get out right away.

He reached for her chains and gave them a tug, but they were secured with a lock at one end. 

"Who has the keys?"

"I'm not sure but..."

Raised voices from just outside the door, in both Lao and English cut her short.

"Police! Police! Drop your weapons!"

Dan rose to his feet unsure of what to do, the pistol still poised in his hand and ready for use. He looked to Heather. Relief was evident on her face behind the blood and bruises.

"It's OK, Dan. We're safe now."

"No. You're safe. Peter Blackthorn is with them. He'll take care of you. I can't stay. The police will want to speak to me about the hotel, and then God only knows what else they might drag up. I have to go."

Dan reached down and wiped a loose strand of her long red hair from her eyes. He kissed her for as long as he dared, savouring the taste of her mouth and the smell of her skin for the long days that he knew would follow. Then he turned and ran away, just as he always did.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

 

A light breeze rippled through the long grass of the savannah as the fading sun cast a rich golden hue across the hills and valleys of the Hwange National Park. Dan had never seen such a beautiful sunset in all his life and enjoyed it for as long as he could before nestling his cheek into the butt of his Heckler & Koch G3 rifle and settling down to kill four men who'd set up camp on the banks of the Lukosi river.

 It had taken him four days to track the poachers. They had been careful to hide their tracks, setting up camps in only the most secluded and well defended locations. They even went so far as to set a regular watch at night. But there was one thing they could not hide - the huge rotten carcasses of the elephants they had killed, which left a trail of death in their wake. 

The bodies of the animals could be seen from miles away, the sight of vultures and other creatures, feasting on them not long after they had been shot, guided Dan in like a homing beacon. When he got there, it was obvious what had killed the elephants - the multiple and badly placed gunshot wounds that riddled the huge hairless bodies. 

Dan had seen much of death in his time. Battlefields, bombs, bullets and knives all left their own gruesome marks on a body. But this was different. This was greed. This was man at his worst. He always felt sad at the sight of it. 

The elephants varied wildly in their age and size, but one thing was always certain - whatever tusks they once sported were crudely removed with axe and saw, leaving a gaping hole in the head of the animal just beneath wide and glassy eyes which asked questions of Dan every time he looked into them.

The poachers were moving fast. Staking out a waterhole or well-used track, then singling out individuals from a herd or small grouping to kill. The AK-47 assault rifles that each man carried were individually unable to fell such a huge beast, so the poachers concentrated their fire onto just one animal. None of them were competent enough marksmen to attempt a swift and merciful killing shot, so the combined and inaccurate firepower of all four was needed to stop the animal, which would die a slow excruciating death; its tusks likely removed from its body long before death could claim it.

It was with anger and revenge for those animals that Dan placed his crosshairs onto the first man. He was sat around a fire with the others, roasting a small antelope they had stumbled across and shot that morning. Before the others could react, Dan was confident he would have shot at least one more of them. Then he would stealthily creep up to the camp and finish off whoever was left; knowing full well the poachers would never run away and leave behind the ivory they prized so highly, or be courageous enough to brave the bush at night, where any score of animals might choose to kill them - for food rather than a prize. 

This was when Dan would rid the Hwange Park of its latest wave of poachers. It seemed to him though that the tide of poaching would never end. Constantly sweeping across the country, leaving only the most isolated or well protected pockets of land untouched. Greed was a powerful driving force, and hunger even more so. More would come, he knew. Heavily armed and willing to use indiscriminate force, the poachers grew ever more daring.

After his escape from Kings Romans, Dan had sought refuge back in Africa. It had been at Heather's insistence he hole up in the Hwange National Park, to discreetly liase with Abayomi Madaki and, in any way, assist him protecting the elephants of the park. 

Dan and Abayomi had hit it off immediately. He was a kind and generous man with a boundless knowledge of the bush and all its inhabitants. Dan wanted to help him, but there was only one way he knew how. 

The small force of rangers that Abayomi commanded were hopelessly outnumbered, covering a vast expanse of land that was under siege from every border. Their equipment was outdated and the rangers poorly trained. In contrast, the poachers were many and driven by a greed for ivory that still amazed Dan, even now, two months later and about to complete his fourth solo mission into the bush.

Although his missions away from the park headquarters were never discussed, Abayomi obviously knew what Dan was up to. On his return, over a warm dinner and a quiet drink, Dan would suggest to Abayomi he should send out a patrol to a certain area. When the patrol returned with the bodies of the poachers, their equipment and the ivory they had taken still lying beside them, Abayomi would give a wry smile.

"It seems The Ghost of Hwange has struck again, Dan. Can you believe it?"

"Unbelievable."

From one hundred metres away on the top of a small mound, Dan could hear the voices of the poachers as they laughed and joked around the fire. The smell of the roasting meat was making Dan's stomach rumble. He'd been living off freeze dried ration packs since he'd been tracking the party and the thought of the warm juicy meat was driving him crazy.

 The men were close to the edge of the park now. They had harvested all they could carry. One more days travel and they would be gone. Tonight they would feast and rejoice at their bounty. But not if Dan could help it.

The rifle felt comfortable in his shoulder, his cheek resting on the smooth black butt where it had been before for thousands of bullets. In that brief instant, Dan felt calm and settled, with nothing to worry about but the trigger and his target.

He squeezed gently in between breaths, smoothly switching his attentions to the next in line once his target had fallen. By the time both men lay still, the others were scurrying across the camp to take what cover they could behind a few fallen branches and the old gnarled trunk of a large Baobab tree, not far from where their tents were pitched. 

Dan crawled backwards, keeping his body low to the ground so as not to break the horizon and silhouette himself against the cloudless greying sky. He covered the ground to the camp quickly, switching his rifle from single fire to automatic as he went. In their current state, the poachers would not know how many guns were against them, so a few bursts across the camp in various locations would both keep their heads down and maybe lead them to believe there was more than just one man pitted against them. He circled as wide as he dared behind the baobab tree, slowly creeping up just short of where the two men lay. 

In the final few metres, a dried twig snapped under his foot alerting the men to his presence. They whirled around, rifles in hand and Dan let loose with all that he had. Bullets ripped into the pair, punching holes in their bodies much like the elephants they hunted. Their rifles fell useless to the ground. One died on the spot, but the last crawled away. His legs were bloody and wouldn't move, but his arms pumped beneath him, dragging his body over the fallen branch towards the camp.

Dan soon caught up and kicked him over and onto his back. He must have been a fearful sight in his eye patch, with his face coated in camouflage and garbed in black from head to toe, because wide and frightened eyes stared up at him; hands raised high in surrender.

"Who sent you?"

The man shook his head and babbled rapidly in Shona, but Dan persisted.

"Who is the ivory for?"

Again the man replied in Shona, shaking his head and pointing at his wounds. Dan's anger was growing. He shot him once more in the leg.

"Give me a name!"

The poachers head fell back and he gritted his teeth, but he understood, and gave Dan the answer he craved.

"Walter Uba."

Dan left him there to his fate. He wouldn't get far. Soon the night's creatures would descend on the camp to gorge on a free and easy meal. By then, Dan would be long gone.

#  #  #

From the comfort of the balcony of his hotel room, Walter Uba could conduct the most of his business unhindered whilst gazing out over luxurious and manicured gardens that swept down to the banks of the Mekong River. It was a far cry from the dusty battlefields of Nigeria and Walter was at least thankful for that.

 He terminated his ninth call of the day to the cantankerous old merchant called Runako, and tossed the phone onto the table beside him. He upended a tall glass of whiskey and ice he had in his hand, barely tasting it or savouring its flavour as he normally would. Instead, he worried about his next shipment of ivory, its weight, quality, arrival time and the diminishing chances of it escaping the clutches of some greedy customs official now that the triads had taken a back seat and the minions of the underworld were squabbling amongst each other over the scraps. 

Walter had not thought his work here in Laos would end up as taxing as it had become. Since the unfortunate raid on Meizhen Chen's warehouse and her subsequent imprisonment until trial - notably for the murder of Kojo Selassie rather than the possession and importation of illegal ivory - Walter's work rate had increased tenfold. Every wannabe ivory trader for a hundred miles was descending on Kings Romans for a piece of the action, to fill the huge void she had created and feed the insatiable and growing market for quality ivory products. Omar Lamidi was struggling to keep up with the demand, and with the sacrifice he had made of Selassie now coming back to bite him, he was employing the services of less discreet and more unreliable figures in the poaching trade to plug the gap. 

These were not Walter's direct problems to deal with of course, but with independent buyers knocking down his door for raw ivory, it was certainly in his interests to deal more directly with a few of them to speed things up. Walter wouldn't get rich quick feeding off small deals here and there, and with Chen incarcerated indefinitely, the monopoly she so enjoyed on ivory was quickly crumbling.

Walter was not sleeping well at night. Rumours had reached him that Chen was not happy. She was blaming him for the raid on her warehouse and asking questions as to Walter's whereabouts. She apparently raved about the excellent timing of his exit just before the police arrived. Was she mad? How could she think he had anything to do with it? 

Unfortunately, her wrath was well-known. So Walter had doubled his guard until he could speak with her directly or arrange a meeting with someone else in the know.

Omar Lamidi did not care one bit. Walter had relayed his fears to the warlord on several occasions, only to be shot down and told that the war in Nigeria was far more important than an insignificant quibble over the death of a notorious poacher, and that if the triads did not wish to continue with their business arrangement then he should seek out clients elsewhere. That was why, Lamidi had reminded him, he had employed Walter in the first place.

With a thirst building for more whiskey, Walter contemplated getting up to pour another but heard muffled footsteps approaching from behind and took it to be his new head of security Maarku Bello. He reached out the empty glass.

"Ahh, Maarko. Good timing. I want you to..."

The thin wire garrotte bit deep into Walter's neck. He had no time to contemplate the words whispered into his ear. Within seconds the wire had sliced through the flesh and set to work on his windpipe, severing arteries as it went; his life spilling out onto his chest and stomach in an irreversible tidal wave of blood.  

"Meizhen Chen sends her regards. Traitor!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

 

Heather gathered up her belongings and left the meeting with a smile. She walked briskly to her office at the far end of the corridor, pausing at the door to remove the sign which read 'Heather Walsh, WIA Investigator'. 

Her meeting with the board at the Wildlife Investigation Agency had gone much better than expected and the day had a bittersweet feeling to it. She was both excited to be leaving for pastures new, and sad to turn her back on everything she had worked for with the WIA. 

Thankfully, Peter Blackthorn had been at the meeting to help her out, chipping in when the questions came hot and heavy and deflecting all blame from Heather when the violent and criminal activities of Daniel Harpur were directly put to her. 

Poor Dan, she thought. She should have defended him. She should have spoken up. He did it all for her after all was said and done. He was still doing it all for her. 

She'd had a lot of explaining to do to convince the board that nothing she had done in her time with them had been illegal. She was also forced to deny that she intentionally recruited the services of a mercenary in Africa or Laos to further her purposes or those of the WIA. What Heather got up to in her own time was up to her, she had told them, and what Harpur got up to in his, was up to him. Heather was becoming quite good at telling lies, but she took comfort in the fact that those twisted truths she sold to the board had been worth it - putting a virtual stop to poaching in the Hwange National Park and closing down, what she believed to be, Asia's largest illegal ivory sales network. Not only that, but her long term adversary Kojo Selassie was gone for good, having first yielded his innermost secrets as to the workings of poaching in Africa. 

For the WIA leadership the seizure of raw African ivory on Lao soil, which by the use of DNA sampling had been matched to elephants slaughtered at the Hwange waterhole, was a victory they could live off for years to come. And a point that blinded them to all other indiscretions surrounding it. Politicians, A-list celebrities and a growing swell of the general public who were outraged at the atrocity were praising the work of the little heard of Wildlife Investigation Agency and funding had already been secured for years to come.

Daniel Harpur's name had been swept under the carpet. Forgotten by all but the Lao police, who already had enough on their hands dealing with the triad backlash at the imprisonment of the infamous Meizhen Chen. Heather doubted the ivory smuggling case would ever reach trial and an international manhunt to question a suspect for the murder of a few local hoodlums was the least of their worries.

She had received a number of emails from Abayomi since returning from Laos. All were, in effect, good news stories. The discovery of poachers, found dead in their campsite, two shots to the body and one to the head, was now a regular occurrence. Poaching in the park was at an all-time low. Stories of 'The Ghost of Hwange' were rife in the region and many of the well-known superstitious poaching crews feared to even set foot inside the park. 

Abayomi had expressed elation and concern. In all his time he had never known the park to be so peaceful, but yet, the discovery of the first poacher's camp had been a gruesome sight and each time he learnt of a new one, his stomach lurched. The poachers should be arrested and tried in a court of law, Abayomi said. Heather tended not to agree.

Dan Harpur disappeared days prior to the grizzly finds and then mysteriously reappeared out of nowhere with a hint or a nudge for Abayomi to follow. It was plain to all what was happening. Could Heather allow Dan to continue helping her? For what reason was he ridding the Hwange of its poachers? For her? It was both a blessing and a curse. Could he change? Would she want him to? Who then would do the dirty work? The work that smashed the trade in tiger bone in Europe and exposed the industrial scale of ivory trade in Laos; the results of which Heather was now riding on the back of. These were questions that troubled her. Could she make a difference on her own without the help of Daniel Harpur?

She began clearing out the clutter on her desk and placing it neatly into a box on the floor when there was a knock on the door and Peter Blackthorn stepped inside.

"Well. This is it then. Do you need any help?"

"No thanks, Peter. You've done enough already. Thanks for sticking up for me in there. It was getting a bit hairy at some points."

"That's OK, Heather. I just hope you know what you're doing. There are rules for a reason you know. At least here in the WIA if you follow those rules you'll have some protection. Who'll look out for you when you go? And please don't say Harpur. The man's a maniac. He leaves a trail of bodies everywhere he goes."

Heather took one look at Peter that told him everything he didn't want to hear.

"Don't say I didn't tell you so, Heather. But good luck, whatever happens."

She gave him a smile and he reached over the desk to give her an awkward, stiff hug that only a boss trying to be your friend could give.

"Oh, one last thing. The Lao police just called. They've found the body of Walter Uba in his hotel room. Apparently his head was almost completely severed from his body. A professional hit they think. Did you not tell me that Selassie said Uba was the fixer at the Lao end of your ivory chain?"

Heather stopped what she was doing to process this new information.

"He did."

"Well, at least we can't pin that one on Harpur!"

Blackthorn left her office and Heather sat quietly behind her desk wondering how this turn of events would affect the ivory network. Uba had played a big part in the operation that Selassie had spoken of. Would someone else now take over? Would the triads seek a new deal with a different warlord in Africa?

In his rapid brief, Selassie had told her about Omar Lamidi, the Boko Haram leader who funded his campaign on the sales of ivory. And the Harare middle man Runako, who paid the poachers, then stored and shipped the ivory to Uba, who in turn sought out rich Asian buyers paying ten times the price given to the poachers. It was a sweet deal. One which Heather was hoping to exploit in her new enterprise as an independent wildlife and environment consultant.

Quite unexpectedly the phone on her desk began to ring. When she answered, the receptionist said her goodbyes and wished her luck then transferred her last ever call to her office in the WIA.

"You've gone and done it then?"

"How did you know?"

"The receptionist told me. She remembered me from the first time I met with you in London."

"Oh yes! She took quite a shine to you."

"So what are your plans?"

"I've already told you. I'm going it alone."

"Alone?"

"Well...I'll need some help now and again. I'm leaving for Zimbabwe in the morning. Maybe we could discuss it some more when I get there?"

There was a long silence and Heather just knew it meant bad news.

"I'll be gone by the time you get here. Walter Uba's name has crept up again and I need to speak to him. I've been thinking about what Selassie told you. Everything makes sense now. Uba was responsible for the death of good men in Nigeria. Men who were my friends. He betrayed them. I need to find out what he knows about Lamidi as well."

"You can't kill them all, Dan!"

"I can."

"Anyway, Uba is dead. They found him with his throat cut."

She heard disappointment in Dan's voice when he next spoke. Like he'd missed out on killing Uba himself. Like it was something he needed to do. The thought made her wonder once more about Peter's warning.

"Then I must find Lamidi."

"And what? What then, Dan? He has an army for God's sake!"

"He must answer for what he has done. I thought you would be happy. Lamidi is the driving force behind the poaching. Is he not?"

"He is. But when he's gone someone else will replace him. I want him arrested and tried in a court of law, Dan. Not dead."

Another long silence followed.

"I'm leaving for Nigeria tonight. Lamidi will answer for what he did at the outpost. Have you forgotten so soon about your friend Aiden Jacobs? Who do you think was responsible for that?" 

A wave of guilt swept over Heather as she remembered Aiden, struggling to land the helicopter that she had demanded he fly.

"Be careful, Dan. I..."

"...I'll keep in touch."

#  #  #

Dan hung up the phone and lay back on his bed. Thoughts of Heather filled his mind. He longed to be with her. To feel the warmth of her skin, to brush the long red strands of her hair away from her face. To kiss her, and to be kissed back in return. But Toben deserved revenge on those who killed him. Omar Lamidi would not stop until he'd won his war or until every elephant in Africa was dead. 

He also knew that as long as Heather had breath in her body, she would be trying to protect the elephants. She might not be so lucky if she every met Lamidi again. 

Dan knew men like Lamidi. He'd known them his whole life. Ambitious, driven, professional warriors with no thought for life. No compassion. No sympathy. Only an overriding desire to complete their mission or win their war, at whatever cost.

Dan was one of them.

#  #  #

Thanks for reading GATES OF IVORY!

 

This story is a work of fiction, however, at the time of writing, it is widely believed that wild elephants could be wiped out within a generation because of the ivory trade and confrontation with people.

It is estimated that fifty five elephants are killed every day for their tusks!

Many countries are banning the LEGAL trade in ivory, but of course many countries still have not. The black market thrives with ivory products and other endangered wildlife, and organised criminals are making a fortune controlling it. Organisations such as the World Wildlife Fund and the Born Free Foundation are working hard to stop these activities. 
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Our planet is still full of wonders. As we explore them, so we gain not only understanding, but power. It's not just the future of the whale that today lies in our hands: it's the survival of the natural world in all parts of the living planet. We can now destroy or we can cherish. The choice is ours.

David Attenborough 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

 

The sea stretched out flat and calm as Heather Walsh and her small team of volunteers raced across its glassy surface. They were speeding north to the Pedra da Risca do Meio Marine Reserve. Local fishermen had reported a pirate ship working illegally in the reserve for several days now, sailing deep within its boundaries under the cover of darkness to scoop up the healthy stocks of fish that lived inside the 3,320 hectare exclusion zone, and laying waste to all else that got caught up in the huge drag net trailing behind it. 

In the few months that Heather had been working in these waters she had already witnessed the aftermath of what the pirate ships left behind. It was almost certain death for any creature caught up in the drag nets - at the hands of the pirates on the deck of the ship or a slow agonising death in the water, wrapped up so tightly that the pirates were forced to cut it loose, unable to swim, feed or sometimes even breathe. Rare turtles, dolphins, sharks and whales all suffered the same fate, as the unlicensed and illegal vessels eagerly hunted for fish that would fetch a premium at the markets.

To the west, a dull orange sun sat low in the sky, threatening to plunge her small team into darkness at any moment as it dipped behind the mass of skyscrapers and high rise buildings that made up the Brazilian coastal city of Fortaleza. Darkness would mask the activities of the pirates and aid their escape across the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. That was something Heather was determined would not happen. If she could just identify the ships, the crew, what they were fishing for, what they had taken, what they had killed... The list was endless, and the chance of success was slim - but she must try. All over the world marine life was under threat from illegal and unlicensed fishing, and here in the south Atlantic, in the rich coastal waters of Brazil, dozens of species were being driven to the edge of extinction. She had to do something.

Heather nudged the throttle forward until it could go no further, clamping both hands fast to the steering wheel and holding on tightly as the twin engines roared in response and the small rib in which they travelled increased its speed. Her two passengers clung nervously to the edge of their seats, all eyes peeled for the hulking shadow of the pirate ship, described by the men who reported it, as an ugly metal monster.

Her heart pounded with excitement and adrenaline surged through her body when they rounded the headland and caught sight of not one, but three lumbering giants. They formed a line along the horizon, uniformly spaced apart, systematically scouring the water with weighted nets that trailed along the seabed in search of their quarry. 

It was what the ships left in their wake that frightened Heather the most. The bodies of creatures not meant for food, would float on the surface tangled in ropes or net. Some would be dead, other more unfortunate ones would twist and turn, unable to escape their bonds, to eventually die exhausted or drowned inside the confines of a marine reserve created to serve as a sanctuary from the dangerously over-fished waters of the open sea. 

As she angled the rib to intercept the line of ships, Heather felt a hand rest lightly on her shoulder and Isaac Garcia, the owner of Fortaleza Sea Tours, a small business set up for tourists to watch the many species of migrating whales that passed through the area, stepped up beside her. He was American - smooth, confident and rich. He was also proving to be very distracting, and had shown more than just a business interest in Heather's activities. 

"Be careful. These men are dangerous. They will not listen to reason, and we have no-one here to back us up. There is no police or coastguard to watch over us. We must keep our distance." 

Heather glanced over to Isaac. He was a tall, slim man with lightly coloured skin and dark brown eyes. He was handsome and smart, but Heather felt he was somewhat disappointed at the appearance of a woman to investigate activities at the reserve. 

It was because of his concerns that the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative had taken an interest. They were a joint initiative set up by countries bordering the South Atlantic, with the objective of recovering the plummeting whale populations. Heather had received the call and, having recently quit her job with the Wildlife Investigation Agency in London, under a somewhat dark cloud, she jumped at the chance to work again. Heather had been briefed to investigate the alarming decline in sea life in the Pedra da Risca do Meio Marine Reserve, an area used by migratory whales to rest and breed on their long journey north. It was supposedly protected by law, but she had yet to find any sign of local or government authority anywhere in the area.

She pulled back on the throttle and slowed the rib to a more sedate cruising speed so they could talk.

"How can we keep our distance, Isaac? Do you want to find out who is responsible or not?"

They had been over this particular topic several times already and Heather was frustrated at Isaac's unwillingness to confront the pirates. His business was suffering badly and she couldn't understand his hesitation. 

"Of course we must, but these men they..."

As she turned on Isaac to argue her point she caught him glancing to the left. She followed his eyes and found them resting on Miguel, her only other passenger. Miguel looked away when he found her staring.

Isaac continued.

"...they are dangerous. That's all I am saying. We just need to keep our distance until we get the proper backing."

"Take the wheel."

Heather handed the controls to Isaac and moved to the back of the rib where she'd stored her bag. From inside, she removed an SLR camera with a huge zoom lens. Smugly, she returned to the front of the rib and pointed towards the largest of the three ships.

"We can keep distance, Isaac. Just get me close enough to get some good shots of the ship. And hurry, it'll be dark soon."

With another sly flick of his eyes towards the silent Miguel, a captain on one of his whale watching cruisers and Isaac's constant shadow, he gently pushed the throttle forward. Heather noted that it wasn't as far forward as the lever would go and hoped that it was simply cautious seamanship that prevented Isaac from racing to the ships and not something more sinister.

#  #  #

"Cut the net you lazy bastards! Hurry!"

Lucas Machado paced the deck of his beloved ship, La Mujer Codiciosa, cursing under his breath. He'd only just dropped the nets and already there was a problem. Looking over to her sister ships on the starboard side he watched as they hauled on nets heavy with fish. Then he cursed some more.

Angry and frustrated, Lucas stormed down to the lower deck where three men struggled at the edge of the rail.

"Put your backs into it!"

He grabbed a handful of the thick rough rope that made up the net and pulled with all his strength to help them. Below, just over the rail, a whale calf lashed and squirmed. It was small for a humpback, born very recently, Lucas thought, but still it was large enough to destroy the net and delay a good day's fishing.

"Hold the winch!"

The net stopped moving, but for the thrashing of the whale, and from a sheath at his side Lucas pulled out a long, wide knife. It was honed to a razor sharp edge and made short work of the netting as he expertly cut and sawed to remove the beast. The delay would cost him dearly. 

With a final sweep of the knife, the whale fell with a mighty splash into the sea, taking a massive swathe of netting with it. Lucas stalked back to the upper deck. 

The men were well versed in what to do next, and from above he watched them work swiftly, retrieving what was left of the catch before swapping the rig for another. 

Lucas rested his head on huge weather beaten hands and sighed to himself. He was thankful the whale had only been a calf; it was well tangled and, if it had been much larger, accompanied with an already impressive catch of fish, the combined weight could have sunk them. 

It was a risk worth taking though. The market in Fortaleza would pay well for what they already had in their holds and each of them would return home with a healthy pay for their troubles - minus what the Terceiro Commandos collected, of course.

Tomorrow, Lucas would dismiss the crew and send them home for a few days. Then, he would visit the city with the profits from the market and meet with Antonio Correia. It was a journey that filled him with dread. He loathed the big city gangsters, who paraded around in expensive clothes, driving flashy cars and waving cash like they'd earned it. But Lucas had no choice in the matter. He must pay or he and all the crew would be out of work. Correia would see his ship sunk and his home burned to the ground. Lucas had witnessed it before, to the captain and crew that he had replaced. A whole fishing ship, from captain to cook, that dared to defy the Terceiro Commando were slaughtered.

"Captain! There's a boat approaching!"

Lucas swung his head to his first mate, Erico, who stood proudly at the wheel. He followed the direction Erico was pointing. Lucas had to squint his eyes into the setting sun and focus for a moment before he could make out the small shadow of a rib speeding towards them. His heart sank. This was yet another problem he must deal with - the whale woman from England.

He watched as the rib began circling them, far enough out to be safe, but worryingly close all the same. He could make out the unmistakable silhouette of the woman. She stood on the prow, tall and strong, with a streaming mass of long red hair that fell across her shoulders. 

The men of his village had talked about her often since her arrival. She was making waves in Fortaleza, dividing the people with notions of work and money - the whales and turtles could save them, she said. Lucas was still undecided. He knew what Correia thought of her. He had made that quite clear on Lucas' last visit.

"We will wait and see what happens, Lucas. The people will do as I say, not some tree hugging do-gooder. Will the whales put food in the people's mouths? Will the turtles send their children to school? I don't think so."

"She says that people will come to see them. People will pay to swim in the reef and take pictures with the creatures that live there. Crews could do that instead of fishing. Then there will be more business for the hotels, restaurants and..."

"You agree with her then?"

"I didn't say that, Antonio. I'm only telling you what she is saying. Isaac Garcia, the one who owns Fortaleza Sea Tours, he is helping her. They..."

"Do you think I don't already know these things? You are not the only person the Terceiro Commandos own. We will wait and see what trouble she causes, if any. Then I will deal with her. Now get out! The stink of fish from you offends me."

   With a shiver at the thought of what Antonio Correia might do to any of them, Lucas reached for a pair of binoculars. He focused them on the rib and watched as the woman raised a camera with a long lens attached and pointed it towards his ship. He pursed his lips, deep in thought. The sun was dropping fast and darkness was on his side, but the woman would have time to take photos that could cause trouble. 

He searched the water for the body of the whale calf, but already it was out of sight behind them. Then his eyes rested on the open deck of the ship. The bodies of nine turtles and what was left of several dolphins and sharks, after the men had cut them from the nets, lay dead in watery pools of blood. It made for a gruesome sight, to one unaccustomed to such a thing, and an image, if caught on camera, that could ruin their ventures into the reserve. 

"Erico, get rid of that mess. Overboard. On the port side. Now!"

Lucas raced to his cabin, fumbling in his pockets for the key to his safe as he went. He returned to the lower deck with his rifle, where he found the rib close to starboard and the woman shouting up to the crew.

"Can I board your ship? I am working for the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative. I would like to inspect your catch." 

Lucas had no intention of shooting anyone - never had in his life. But he must get rid of her somehow and inform Correia of what had happened. He brought the rifle to his shoulder and fired three shots over the heads of those on the rib.

The bullets splashed harmlessly into the sea and without hesitation, Isaac Garcia, the man he recognised at the wheel, turned away and sped for the shore as fast as the little rib could carry them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

 

It was early, and the sun had only just risen when Dan Harpur sat down to his first coffee of the day. He was dog-tired. Dan had travelled by sea on a freight ship from Durban to Santos. It had taken twenty one days. Twenty one days of back-breaking labour, sharing a tiny cramped cabin with five other men of dubious backgrounds, in exchange for anonymity. Then a further nine days of hitching rides as he made his way across the Brazilian countryside to his final destination. 

He looked down at the blisters on the palms of his hands. All the scrubbing and cleaning, and the lifting and hauling of cargo on board the ship had taken its toll on his body. He was no longer the young, fit soldier he used to be. More than once he had been woken in the night with pain in his back and legs. A man in his thirties should not feel this bad, he thought, but then not every man in his thirties had been through what Dan Harpur had.

He rolled his neck and rubbed at its base to ease away the tension he felt building there, then sipped slowly on the strong black coffee, thinking back to better days and a time when the weight of the world lay less heavy on his shoulders. There was hope. A small flicker of light at the end of the tunnel that kept him slogging on.

The sound of laughter drifted across the water towards him and Dan looked out over the huge harbour of Fortaleza, towards ships and crews that had been busy at their work long before Dan arrived along with the rising sun. He'd had little experience of the crews' activities when they docked in a harbour, instead finding himself working on lower decks, as arranged with the captain, avoiding any customs officers or government officials who might ask questions of a one-eyed white man, crewing a ship bound from Africa to Brazil, with no papers or passport to show. 

Travelling under the radar was his only option. It had taken time and a momentous effort, of course. But after what he had done, there was no other way to make it out of Africa undetected, chasing that tiny chink of light at the end of his tunnel to reunite with the woman who occupied his mind almost entirely. 

He had little else to look forward to. No family anxiously waited for him in some quaint suburban household. No wife or girlfriend was keeping a bed warm or a candle lit for his safe return. Why would they? Dan Harpur was a killer, a murderer; a wanted man on as many as three different continents. After losing an eye in a fight with Chinese Triads, Dan had fought and killed his way from Ireland to Asia and all over Africa. He'd killed for justice, revenge and even love. Where had any of it gotten him? He'd gained a disfigured face, warrants for his arrest and made enemies of some of the most notorious warlords and deadly crime gangs in the world.

Before he had a chance to order breakfast, Dan heard a familiar voice from the far side of the street and his heart skipped a beat. He turned away from the ships and faced the entrance to Fortaleza Sea Tours, a small glass fronted building situated amongst other similar tourist attractions on the edge of the harbour, making the most of what the poster displayed in the window described as "...some of the most stunning wildlife displays that nature has to offer." He'd read up on the subject during his long journey across the Atlantic, gaining what knowledge he could of what brought Heather Walsh, his tiny glimmer of hope, half way across the world.

Two figures, a man and a woman, walked towards the front doors of the property. The man, probably in his late forties, tall, dark and handsome, carried a large bunch of keys in one hand, which jingled as he searched for the correct one to open the doors, while he balanced a cup and a bag in the other. Occasionally, he would glance over to the woman who now stood barring his way, hands on hips and voice rising steadily as she demanded his attention. 

The sight of Heather brought a rare smile to Dan's face. It was exactly as he remembered her. Tall, strong, focused and utterly relentless until she got her way. 

Right now, the sun bathed her in hues of yellow and gold and Dan thought she looked glorious. Her hair fell across her face, unruly as always, and as the man eventually found the correct key and opened the door, she pulled the long loose strands back, tied them in a ponytail and followed him inside. She never stopped talking all the while.

"But we need to get back out there as soon as possible!"

"Please, Heather, I have it all in order. Miguel is already there. I sent him out at first light."

"Miguel? Isaac, I needed to see for myself! You know I..."

Heather never noticed the one-eyed man sat on the far side of the street. It would be a bad time to speak with her anyway, she was obviously busy. He thought it would make more sense to order some food and wait it out.

After all, he was about to present himself to her, after three months apart, as homeless, broke and lovesick. He would need to do that on a full stomach.

#  #  #

Dan hadn't long to wait before Heather came storming out of the building. He was only half way through a breakfast of bread and fruit, the most substantial and delicious he'd had in weeks, when he heard a door slamming shut and watched Heather cross the street and march off towards the myriad of warehouses and storage yards that formed the industrial sector of the port.

He finished what he could, threw down some of the last money he possessed to pay for it, and made after her. It took him a few minutes to catch up and get close enough to be heard, and as he did so, all the words he'd planned to say when they met just disappeared.

"Heather!"

His voice sounded weak and reedy, but it was enough to stop her dead in her tracks. She turned to face him, only ten metres away now, and Dan walked slowly towards her, trying desperately to gauge her reaction to his unannounced arrival. As he stepped closer, he could see the deep green of her eyes, fiery and full of life, and it filled him with longing. 

In all his dreams and thoughts of her and how they might reunite, Dan had never considered what happened next. She slapped him hard across the face.

He stumbled backwards in shock, clasping a hand across his cheek where she'd hit him as the skin burned red with the force of it. 

"I thought you were dead!"

"I'm sorry. After what happened I had to disappear. I couldn't make contact in case they were watching you. I...I thought you would have understood that...I..."

Dan found himself struggling for words. She had that effect on him. She was right though. How could she have known? Dan had left her on a mission, hell-bent on vengeance. He thought she understood what that meant. He thought she knew what it was to covertly enter a hostile country, on a one man mission, to assassinate a well-guarded warlord and then escape. 

With his mission complete, Dan had ditched all his belongings, removing all trace of himself and any link back to Heather. One call was all he made, from a phone box in Harare to the Hwange National Park, where he thought she would be. They'd told him she'd gone to Brazil, so Dan had followed.

Heather sighed. Her shoulders sagged and her eyes drifted to the ground, away from Dan's, avoiding his pathetic mutterings. 

"I understand, Dan. I heard what happened in Nigeria. The Boko Haram's greatest warlord, Omar Lamidi, was mysteriously killed in action. Murdered by a lone sniper, some would say. It sparked off a new wave of revenge attacks against the Nigerian Army. Hundreds are thought to be dead as a result."

Dan knew what would happen when he killed Lamidi, but war was war, he couldn't stop it. Lamidi was more than just a warlord who had tortured and killed soldiers under Dan's protection. He was the driving force behind the slaughter of elephants all over Africa. Using their prized ivory tusks to fund his war efforts. Dan had killed Lamidi for his own reasons, yes, but Heather played a major part in his decision to go after the warlord. She was trying to stop the trade in ivory and save the elephants. Lamidi would have killed her. Dan wasn't prepared to let that happen.

He switched the topic from war to her favourite animal, in the hope it might lighten the mood.

"And the Hwange? What about the elephants?"

"Reported incidents of poaching are at the lowest they have been for years. Abayomi said that he has never seen the like of it."

Heather lifted her head and focused on Dan. She examined every part of him from head to toe, as if looking at him for the first time.

"Abayomi also said that he had never seen the like of you. He said you are wild and dangerous - like a cornered lion."

Dan shuffled on his feet, knowing these next few moments could define the rest of his life. He could see the small chink of light he had been following grow smaller and smaller by the second.

"And what do you think, Heather?"

"I think you are wild and dangerous, just as he says."

"Omar Lamidi was a tyrant. He was responsible for the deaths of your friends and mine, never mind all the hundreds or maybe thousands of others he has killed in the Nigerian wars. The world is a better place without him."

"Maybe."

"You knew what I was, long before Lamidi. And what I did was as much for you as it was for myself."

She didn't reply to that, and instead walked away, finding a seat on the edge of the harbour where she gazed out over the water in silence. Dan sat down next to her, following her eyes to the ships in the distance.

"Abayomi told me you had come here to save the whales. Had any luck?"

She sighed again.

"Not yet. It's the same old story. People are too frightened to speak up. Even the man who asked for help is holding back on me."

"In what way?"

"He just seems reluctant. He will go so far, but then...I don't know. I wanted to go out this morning to where we found some illegal fishing ships last night, but he's stalling me. He says he has already sent someone out, and has no other boats to spare. But I need to go and see for myself. That's why I'm here. To record evidence of why the whale population is falling, and produce it to the government. There is something strange going on, I'm just not sure what it is yet."

"Can I help?"

Heather smiled at him then, and Dan smiled back.

"Do you think you could do that without killing anyone or blowing anything up?"

"Probably not. But I could try."

Heather reached up and lightly touched the patch across his eye, then ran a finger across the scars on his head that lead away from the patch and melted into his hairline.

"OK then, Daniel Harpur. It'll be the same terms as before though. You're off the books. I might be freelance now, but if the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative found out I was working with shady characters like you, they wouldn't be pleased. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

"Good. I know exactly where to start."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

 

Lucas Machado supervised the unloading of his catch, left orders to ready the ship, and then swiftly made his way to the office of the Harbour Master, Martim Santos. 

The port of Fortaleza was especially busy this morning and it wasn't long before Lucas got caught up in the crowds, meeting old friends and shipmates from years of working the sea, who wouldn't let him pass without a word or a joke for old time's sake. These men were his friends, or at least they used to be - tough, hardworking sailors whose sweat and toil earned them little enough to feed their families. More than once Lucas caught them staring or cursing under their breaths. "Here comes the pirate Machado", they would say, "He was once one of us". 

Lucas followed a path through the thronging market where merchants and chefs quarrelled over the price of the bounty of fresh produce on display. Row upon row of crates packed with fish and ice were quickly being bought and carried away to be served at restaurants and supermarkets all over Brazil. Some would make it further still, to Mexico or North America, where customers would pay a premium for fish of any shape or size.

Unwittingly, they would pay the same price for fish from La Mujer Codiciosa and her sister ships as they would for fish from the other ships of the Fortaleza fleet. This was why they cursed his name. The captains of the other ships must sail far out to sea for days on end to make their catch. Lucas barely left sight of land.

With the market behind him, Lucas climbed a flight of stairs that lead him up to the office of the Harbour Master, Martim Santos. He knocked on the door, knowing all too well that Santos would be waiting, having spotted him from his vantage point on the floor above as Lucas made his way through the market. 

Santos stood at the window to his office watching the folk below like a vulture on a tree top; waiting to swoop down on any who showed weakness. He'd presided over the comings and goings at Fortaleza for as long as Lucas could remember, and was as famous for his adherence to the rules and regulations of the harbour as he was for his connections to the Tercerio Commandos. 

"Enter!"

Lucas walked into the large furnished office which had been occupied by Santos for the last thirty years. The walls were decorated with maritime artwork of every description, the furniture, old and functional, was made from solid oak and likely passed down through several generations of Harbour Masters. In one corner, a camp bed had been erected and a sleeping bag sat neatly folded upon it. 

Santos stood looking out through the large window. His hands were clasped at his back, like a naval commander surveying his ship with a critical eye.

"Your catch could have been better, Captain Machado."

Lucas approached the window and stood next to Santos. Standing a full head taller than the older man, he looked down on him to speak, but Santos didn't waver and his eyes never once left the activity in the market below.

"We were interrupted last night. My nets had to be cut again. Another humpback got caught up in them, not to mention the dolphins and turtles. The whale woman was there also. I think we might have a problem. She..."

"A problem? Am I hearing correctly? The mighty Lucas Machado is unable to fill his nets in water teeming with fish and a woman is worrying him?" 

"It is hard work. She could cause us trouble and my crew is..."

"Hard work? Maybe I should find another captain for Antonio Correia then. Is that what you want?"

"That's not what I am saying. The woman took pictures of my ship working inside the reserve. It was not yet dark, so she may have something to link us."

"Us? What flag were you flying at the time?"

"The flag of Belize, as we agreed."

"And why were you fishing inside the reserve in daylight?"

"We are under pressure from Antonio Correia to make a return on his investment. I must see him tomorrow to give him money he has demanded. We must fish in daylight so we catch enough to keep up with the payments."

Santos turned away from the window and sighed heavily. He took a seat behind his desk and indicated for Lucas to sit opposite.

"As far as anyone else is concerned you are not a Brazilian fishing vessel. No record will exist of your presence in Fortaleza and your fish will be sold in the market just like all the others. No-one will be the wiser, Captain Machado. I will see to that."

"And the woman?"

"There is a man who also works for Antonio. He will be waiting for you on your ship by now. Go and speak with him. He will decide what should be done with the woman."

Santos reached into a drawer and pulled out a large brown envelope. He tossed it carelessly across the desk. It slid across the shiny wooden surface and landed neatly in Lucas' lap. 

"You must be more careful in future, Captain Machado. Antonio Correia does not suffer fools."

Lucas stuffed the envelope inside his jacket and left without a word. He hurried back to his beloved ship to meet the stranger waiting for him. 

Lucas was seething with anger. He was once his own man, answering to no-one and the creator of his own destiny. Now, he fought for the crumbs from lesser men's tables and took orders like a whipped pup. Lucas was firmly in the grip of the Tercerio Commandos, and the livelihoods, and lives, of all aboard La Mujer Codiciosa depended on him. It was a formidable weight around his neck, weighing him down and threatening to sink him fast.

At the top of the gangplank, his First Mate waited nervously for his arrival. Erico was small and wiry. Not a pick of fat clung to his body and the crew of La Mujer Codiciosa feared his wrath even more so than Lucas himself. Erico was as quick as a viper. Years at sea had hardened his lean body to extremes in temperature and the back-breaking labour that life on a fishing boat demanded. He carried a wicked bone handled dagger in the small of his back, and stories abounded of how quick he was to use it in the heat of a fight.

With a nod of his head, Erico acknowledged his captain and pulled him close to whisper.

"There is a man in your cabin. He is part of that city scum. He calls himself, Miguel. I dared not stop him."

"I know. Make sure the men are ready. We won't be hanging around today."

As he entered his cabin, Lucas found his visitor lounging in a chair and leafing through papers that didn't concern him. He was a seagoing man, Lucas could tell, and the salt smell of the ocean was fresh upon him. His long hair was tied back on his head with a leather strap and although a loose fitting shirt covered his body and arms, Lucas noted the edges of gangland tattoos clearly visible from underneath it. 

"What is the meaning of this?"

The man stood up, smaller than Lucas by a long way, as most men were, but he carried the confidence and arrogance of one unused to authority or fear.

"I am sick of babysitting you. In future you must be more careful in your work. Antonio Correia does not like high risk investments."

Lucas took a step closer. Hoping to intimidate the smaller man with his sheer presence in the confines of the tiny cabin.

"How dare you come to my ship uninvited and speak to me that way! I ought to gut you and throw you overboard for such an insult."

The smaller man didn't flinch and stepped closer still, eyeing Lucas with undisguised contempt from only inches away.

"And I ought to tell Mr Correia he should acquire a new ship, as Lucas Machado is unable to pay his debts. What do you think would happen then?"

"He will get his money!"

"I know he will. But Mr Correia expects a long term return on his investment. So I would suggest you take more care in the future. I will deal with the whale woman."

Lucas was afraid to ask how that might happen and watched as the man left him behind in his cabin; weary from a lack of sleep and worried for the future.

#  #  #

Heather lead Dan through the busy fish market and towards the harbour, where long lines of ships waited impatiently to unload their goods. They'd been close enough last night, just before the crew began firing on them and darkness fell, to catch the name of the ship; La Mujer Codiciosa - The Greedy Lady. She thought it a very appropriate name indeed.

Although Isaac had given her very explicit instructions to stay away from the harbour and the rough fishermen it contained, Heather chose to ignore his warnings. Today she had a new man by her side. A man who strode confidently next to her; constantly searching for danger and not afraid to confront it if the need arose. 

She couldn't deny her feelings for Dan. Although anger was the first emotion to consume her when she saw him, it was relief and excitement that had quickly washed the anger away. Dan was here for her and no other. He'd fought and killed for her. From the very first moment she had met him, Heather knew there was something special about Daniel Harpur. He was focused, professional, determined and above all, loyal. She respected him for that. But on the other hand he was also unpredictable and violent. When she looked at him, with the patch over his eye and the livid scars that ran away from it, a shiver ran down her spine. This was a man that would never desert her, who'd bled and suffered for her. A man who'd given up his life and broken the most sacred of all laws just to please her. 

The two of them received plenty of attention as they walked - the inquisitive whale woman and her new one-eyed friend. Some of the local fishermen she recognised, from the smaller more traditional boats, who were glad she had come to Fortaleza to investigate the drop in whale numbers and who had spoken to her in private about the large commercial vessels plundering the waters of the reserve, did not now acknowledge her presence. They dipped their heads and busied themselves as she passed by, unwilling to even make eye contact. Was it Dan putting them off, or was it something else entirely?

This was the first time Heather had been to the fish market and the first time she had something to look for. If La Mujer Codiciosa was docked in the harbour she could alert the authorities, maybe inspect the ship or speak to the crew. Today, in full daylight and with hundreds of people crowding the harbour, she doubted the danger would be as high as it was last night at the edge of darkness and on the open sea.

Dan didn't seem to feel as confident as she did.

"Heather, we're getting some strange looks from these people. I'm not so sure this is a good idea."

"We're only taking a look, Dan. I told you. If we find the ship, we'll alert the authorities. The police, the harbour master, they're all obliged to help me. The South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative is an intergovernmental body made up from several different influential countries. It's in everyone's interest to help me or questions could be asked at very high levels of government."

"Yeah, but we've been here before. Have you forgotten Laos so soon? There are crooks at every level of society. From fishermen to presidents, they're all the same."

Heather examined the creases in Dan's brow and marvelled at the way he scanned the environment around them, assessing each person or obstacle in their way, judging the threat it posed. He was a soldier, and a damn good one, but his people skills left a lot to be desired.

"I just want to talk, Dan. To look around and talk. This isn't a battlefield."

"It is. Just a different sort than I'm used to."

With a roll of her eyes and a smile towards her new bodyguard, Heather pulled the rucksack from her back and removed the camera she had used the night before to photograph the ship. She scrolled through the images until she found the one she wanted and showed it to Dan.

"This is the ship we are looking for. It was flying the flag of Belize, so there's a chance it's already far out to sea, but we've time to kill until I can get my hands on a boat to take us out to where we saw it last night. So it's worth a look."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

 

Longing to return home and leave behind his growing problems, Lucas made his way topside to the upper decks, to supervise his ship safely out of the busy harbour and home to his family who lay half a day's sailing to the north.

As soon as he reached the deck he knew something was wrong. Too few men tended their duties and a small group had gathered on the starboard side, watching over the rails in silence. He looked and listened for Erico as he made his way over to the group, but the little man's voice was not to be heard as it usually was, cursing and spitting at the crewmen as the ship was being readied to sail.

Lucas shouldered his way through the group to the handrail, which overlooked the busy market and the warehouses that bordered the docks. Hovering on the edge of the group of men, who were whispering amongst themselves like schoolgirls at Lucas' arrival, he found the gangster, Miguel. He also looked down into the crowded docks where crewmen, merchants and businessmen plied their trades. 

"I thought I was rid of you! What is happening here?"

Miguel barely acknowledged Lucas' presence, further infuriating the big man and losing him face in front of his crew.

"Damn you! Answer me!"

Lucas could hear the group at his back shuffle further along the handrail, sensing violence, they put distance between their captain and the newcomer.

With his sleeves now rolled up, Miguel stretched out his arm to point, placing his heavily tattooed arm on display. Lucas took note of the gangland ink that marked him out as a Tercerio Commando, a timely reminder to curb his anger and tread carefully with this man.

Following his finger, Lucas focused on a group of three men who were making their way away from the ship towards the market. He recognised Erico and was about to call out to him when Miguel spoke.

"By chance the whale woman has come to us. I spotted her on the dockside as I spoke with your First Mate."

"And? What has that to do with us? You said you would handle it!" 

"It seems that some people are more committed to our business venture than others, Captain Machado. Erico was keen to help. I think he might like a ship of his own someday."

The threat was not lost on Lucas, but he let it pass as he fixed his eyes on Erico, who was carving a path through the crowd towards the whale woman. 

She was standing at the mouth of the market where the crowd was thickest, her long red hair easily marking her out. She was holding a camera up to a man with a patch over his eye. Lucas had never seen the man before. He looked solid and strong, and stood protectively next to the woman. The moving mass of people stepped cautiously around him. Something in the way he looked told Lucas he was dangerous.

"What is he doing?"

"He is retrieving the camera. The one she used last night to photograph your ship. With luck she has not downloaded the images already. That will be one less problem to deal with."

"And the woman?"

"Just a warning. We do not want someone such as her to come to any harm just yet. It would bring unwanted attention upon us. If she is smart she will listen."

"And if she doesn't?"

Miguel never answered. He just slipped Lucas an evil look that answered his question. 

Back on the dockside, Erico had reached the woman.

#  #  #

For a moment, Dan took his eye away from the crowd to study the images on the small camera screen in Heather's hands. It was at that very instant he was shouldered to the side and knocked off balance. He heard Heather cry out and looked on helplessly as a figure darted in and snatched the camera from her hands. 

Dan regained his balance and stepped forward to give chase to the thief, but two men blocked his path. He could see the glint of a blade in the hand of the smaller of the two as he spoke with Heather.

"No good will come of those pictures. Be gone from this place woman. This is your first and last warning."

Dan could see the anger boiling in Heather as she clenched her fists and squared up to the pair in retort. He laid a calming hand on her shoulder and stepped forward to place himself between them, but Heather pushed his arm away, her cheeks flushed with anger.

"Who are you? How dare you take my property. Give it back!"

The figure who had taken the camera was long gone, melting into the crowd seconds after he'd snatched it. The camera was probably already settled on the sea bed at the bottom of the deep harbour basin. Right now, Dan was more concerned with the two men confronting them and the blade in one of their hands. It was on show for a purpose. The people in the marketplace had seen it and all now gave a wide berth around them, casting wary glances as they passed. 

In her rage, Dan didn't think Heather had even noticed.

 Before he could warn her, she lunged forward and around him to push the smaller man on the chest. Quick as a flash the man's arm snaked out, cutting Heather's hand as she drew it away. In an instant, all hell broke loose on the dockside. 

The larger of the two, similar in size to Dan but younger and more heavily muscled, and who had remained quiet until now, swung a right-handed hay maker punch towards Dan's head. He stepped outside of it, caught hold of the arm as it narrowly passed by the side of his head and twisted it savagely behind the man's back. Off balance, the younger man stumbled forward and Dan pushed him face down onto the concrete floor with his arm still hauled fully up and behind his back. Dan extended the arm, slid his own hands up to the wrist for better control and twisted it some more. He placed a foot on his now squealing opponent's shoulder to pin him to the ground, then he took a moment to look around.

The knife man was advancing on Heather. The knife was held out now in front of him and the blade smeared red with blood from its first cut. Heather backed away, holding her injured hand in the other, close to her chest. The space around them had emptied, the once boiling crowd now thinned out to a few brave spectators who watched on from a distance. None stepped forward to help them and Heather only had seconds before the knife man would reach her.

With all his might, Dan twisted the man's arm further still, stopping only when he felt the bone in the joint of his shoulder snap. The sound of it echoed off the warehouse walls, shortly followed by screaming.

Dan dropped the limp arm from his grasp and flung himself towards the knife man. Barrelling into him from behind after a few powerful steps, Dan wrapped his arms around him to contain the knife in his hand and the two of them fell to the ground. 

When they'd stopped rolling, the knife man lashed his head backwards. The thick hard bone of his skull connected with a crunch against Dan's nose and almost caused him to black out. He released his grip and fought back waves of pain and nausea as he struggled to focus. The knife man was up on his feet quickly and already advancing when a loud voice cut through the fog in Dan's head and stopped the knife man in his tracks. 

"That's enough!"

Scrambling backwards to put distance between himself and his opponent, Dan came to a stop with his back to a thick pillar that served as part of the gateway leading into the market. Heather ran over to kneel beside him and help him to his feet as a giant of a man came striding into view.

"Get back to the ship. Now!"

The knife man paused, glaring at the newcomer with the blade still showing in his hands. Tension began to build and for a second, Dan thought the two would fight. But when the huge man stepped forward and bellowed his commands once more, all sign of resistance disappeared and their attacker sloped away without a backwards look at Dan or Heather. The newcomer waited for him to leave before he moved in closer.

Dan was on his feet by now, using one hand to stem the flow of blood from his nose and the other to steady himself against the pillar. He was in no fit state to defend himself. The sharp blow to his head had made his legs weak and his mind foggy, but even so, he pushed Heather behind him again and shuffled unsteadily forward.  

The big man stopped a few feet away and took a long hard look at them. He must have been close to seven feet tall, with a muscled bulk that warned of prodigious strength. He wore plain working men's clothes that were near threadbare at the cuffs and elbows. Patches of oil and years of hard labour stained a craggy, weather beaten face. 

To Dan's surprise it was Heather who spoke next.

"I know you. You were on the ship last night."

"I don't know what you are talking about, but hear me. I may not be able to save you next time. Do as they say. It is out of my control now."

He turned and strode away, but Heather called after him.

"And what about the sea? What about the creatures that live in it and the people that depend on it?"

He paused mid-stride just long enough to answer quietly over his shoulder.

"People like me you mean?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY

 

 

Back at the cafe, where he'd first saw Heather, Dan cleaned away the last trickles of blood from his nose and marvelled at his ability to find trouble wherever he went. He'd only just arrived where he wanted to be and already bones had been broken. 

It seemed to Dan he was incapable of living a normal life, void of confrontation and violence. Although his real problems only surfaced when he embraced it; when he gave in to buried feelings of frustration and anger, letting loose the demon skulking deep within him. For Heather's sake he tried not to give in, but she was so good at finding trouble herself that Dan wondered if it were some sick joke being played on him. Some horrible twist of fate, or karma, paying him back for previous transgressions. Where would it end? With Dan's death? Or Heather's?

He knew Heather had only just begun in her new crusade. Nothing was going to stop her. Even after all they'd been through in Asia and Africa, she was still willing to rush headlong into danger, mortal danger, and all for her love of wildlife. 

When they'd limped away from the fish market, Heather had been more furious than he'd ever seen her before. It was only the free flowing blood from the cut to her hand and the firm grip that Dan had on her shoulder that prevented her from storming off after the big man.

"He's got to be the captain of La Mujer Codiciosa, Dan. Did you see how the others reacted to him? He was on board her last night. He's the one who fired the shots at us. He..."

"He what? He shot at you?"

"Yes, but he missed. Obviously!"

"Heather, at what point where you going to tell me that little nugget of information? Slip your mind did it? I would never have let you go to the market if I had known."

She sulked then, and they walked from the market back to the cafe in silence. 

Running his fingers along the crooked length of his nose, Dan tried to recall if it was the third of fourth time it had been broken, but couldn't remember. He'd been in so many scraps and fights over the years it was hard to pinpoint which injury had happened when. Although, there would always be one injury he would never forget. And as usual, by force of habit and every time he thought of it, his hand moved across his face to rub at the empty eye socket that had changed his life for ever.

He gave up on his musings, when Heather burst out of the Fortaleza Sea Tours office and marched towards him. She had that look in her eyes again that could only mean trouble. Curiously, her injured hand had been wrapped in a clean bandage and in her good hand dangled a small set of keys she hadn't carried before. She wore a scowl, but a rogue strand of hair swung carelessly across her face as she approached and it brought a smile to Dan's face as he watched her wrestle with one hand to fix it back into place, knowing all too well it would be free again in a matter of minutes.

"I've got us a boat. Are you coming, or have you lost your nerve?"

Dan let out a weary sigh when she stopped in front of him, hands on hips and mouth set in a determined frown. He stood up to greet her.

"Where are we going now?"

"Out to sea. I want another look in the area where we found the fishing boats last night. Isaac says that it has already been checked, but I don't trust him."

"Was it Isaac who dressed your hand in that bandage?"

She looked down at her hand and for a second her eyes drifted away, deep in thought. But she bounced back with a smile on her face, hiding whatever thoughts had surfaced.

"It was. He's a good man, I like him, but there's another who works for him, or at least I think he does - Miguel. There's something about him I don't like. Miguel was supposed to have checked the reserve first thing this morning, and found nothing. The local fishermen have told me time and time again that the big ships leave a trail of dead in their wake, from dolphins to turtles, and anything else big enough to get caught up in their nets. Why would there be nothing this time?" 

She turned and pointed out to sea, beyond the harbour to where the deep blue water met the towering coast in the distance.

"This is the first time I have witnessed the ships for myself, Dan. They were just out there. Three of them. Without my photos I've nothing rock solid to place La Mujer Codiciosa inside the reserve, except my word, which we both know can be worthless in a court of law. But if there were bodies there now, creatures that have died because of the fishing, it might be something. Enough to persuade the police or the government to get involved or take a closer look at the very least."

"Maybe."

"Maybe is all I have right now, Dan."

"What about the crew? If they were the men from last night then their ship could be docked in the harbour right now. They could have been unloading whatever they caught in the reserve."

"Exactly! I put that theory to Isaac and he reacted very strangely. Tried to tell me there was no way that could happen and that the catches are strictly regulated. He said that only legal and registered ships can sell fish, so that the catches can be controlled and the fleet can avoid overfishing. That means they can then comply with international standards and the fish can be sold at a premium all over the world as 'sustainable'. So why were the crew of a pirate ship there? It's something that needs looked into later. For now, we need to get out to the scene of the crime."

There was no way Dan was going to let her leave on her own, and she knew it as well as he did. He made light of it, cracking a joke to distract himself from his fluttering heart that skipped a beat every time she looked at him.

"I'm not great at sea. I hope this boat has plenty of sick bags."

#  #  #

From the window of his first floor office, Isaac Garcia watched Heather, and her new strange one-eyed accomplice, as they climbed into the rib and raced out of the harbour. He stood and watched until they were nothing but a small black dot on the distant horizon, before taking a seat behind his desk to set to work on the mounds of paperwork and bills that had piled up. 

He was startled to find Miguel leaning lazily against the door frame opposite, quietly watching him.

"What do you want now?"

Miguel entered the room with a sly smile on his face, seating himself in a comfortable chair in the corner without saying a word. He toyed with a mobile phone he held in his hand, spinning it on the arm of the chair repeatedly until Isaac became annoyed.

"Well? Can I help you with something? I have work to do here you know."

The Tercerio Commando smiled again, placed the phone into his pocket and studied Isaac through narrowed eyes for another few long and excruciating minutes. 

Isaac could do nothing but sweat. He was an entrepreneur and a businessman, not a gangster. He was unused to dealing with men such as this. Merely being in Miguel's presence, to see and feel the tension and violence that oozed from his very being was enough to unnerve Isaac. 

"Sometimes I wonder what it is that you want, Isaac."

Leaving his question to hang menacingly, Miguel stood up and sauntered over to the window, where he took his own turn to stare out towards the sea in silence.

"What sort of question is that? You know what I want. I am a businessman, Miguel. Peace and quiet to make money. And a fair chance! That is what I want."

"That is why I am wondering, you see. A businessman should know a good deal when he makes it. So why would a businessman risk that good deal over something so very small and insignificant?"

Isaac's hands began to shake with nerves and he placed them on his lap, holding them together so Miguel might not see. He knew to what the gangster was referring. 

"You've given the woman a boat and she is now heading out to sea. To gather more evidence she will try to use to hinder our operations. Why would you do that? We agreed you would tell her there was nothing to see."

"I did tell her that. I couldn't stop her! She has a mind all of her own you know."

Miguel took a long slow breath before turning away from the window to face Isaac.

"Our business together can only flourish if we all have peace and quiet. The woman is disturbing that peace. If she continues with her antics then we will have no option but to kill her. Our fishermen are growing nervous, and we do not control everyone in Fortaleza. There are those that would do us harm and..."

"Harm? Your ships are destroying the reserve and killing everything they come into contact with! That is why she is here in the first place. Whale numbers are plummeting in these waters and my business is almost in ruins!"

Isaac swiped a hand across his desk in bad temper, scattering some of the papers across the floor in front of him. Immediately regretting his outburst, he knelt and began wearily picking them up again. His argument defeated before it had even begun.

Miguel stood and watched until Isaac had settled back into his seat.

"It was you who brought this woman to us, Isaac, and it will be you who helps us get rid of her. If you value what is left of your business, and you still want the compensation the Tercerio Commandos have offered to pay you for your downturn in trade, then you will do as you are told. That is the last time we will speak of it."

Miguel walked towards the door, but before leaving, he left Isaac with a simple choice.

"I have done what I can to clean up the sea of any evidence...but some may remain. If the woman returns with ideas of anything other than leaving Fortaleza for good, then you will dissuade her. If she persists, then call me. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"Good. Your future here in Fortaleza depends on it. In fact...so does your life."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

 

Dan hadn't been sick on their trip out to sea, but Heather almost was. It wasn't due to the weather or the gentle rocking of the boat that had caused it either. It was what had confronted them after several long hours of searching that had turned her, and the fact that not one single thing could be done about it.

When they'd reached the area Heather had thought to be about right, nothing could be seen. The water was dark and a light breeze caused the surface to ripple, reflecting the sun into their eyes. The rib, although fast and manoeuvrable, sat low in the water, and the combination drastically restricted their vision.

It was the noise that had first alerted Dan. A faint splash now and then in the distance that was at odds with the rhythmic lapping of water against the side of their boat. Heather agreed to investigate out of sheer frustration. 

They'd been standing together, with Heather at the wheel, circling the vast openness for hours when Dan had cut the engine and demanded she take a break. They'd been lying back resting their eyes when Dan had recognised the noise as something out of the ordinary. Heather was up like a shot, the binoculars fixed to her eyes before she even stood. 

"Over there! I can see something. Bring us alongside."

Heather let go of the controls and leaned over the edge of the boat. Dan reached over and steered the small craft as close as he could manage to the lumbering mass of rope that had caught his attention. 

It was a sorry sight to behold.  A whale rode the waves, semi-submerged and on its side. It weakly flapped its heavily entangled tail, barely lifting it enough under the weight of rope to make a difference. But gamely, it tried to right itself and fight against the weighted criss-cross of strong nylon rope threatening to sink it deep beneath the surface. One sorrowful eye looked up at the clear blue sky and the two tiny humans in their puny little boat who thought to rescue it. 

All along one exposed side were cuts and lacerations that oozed blood. They were inconsistent with the rope or anything else attached to the animal. Neither were they bite marks caused by the teeth of sharks. 

Dan had seen many wounds inflicted by knives before, and the random and frenzied way in which they had been placed on the exposed flesh could lead him to only one conclusion.

It was clear to Dan that nothing could be done to save the whale, but Heather thought otherwise.

"Help me cut the rope, Dan."

"It won't survive, Heather. Look at the cuts to its side. It's only a matter of time now, even without the rope."

She turned on him then. Tears already streaming down her face, unnoticed by Dan up until this point, baring her teeth and spitting in defiance.

"Bloody well cut the rope, Harpur! I won't let this animal suffer one moment longer! If it is to die then it will die free at the very least..."

Dan searched in a container stored beneath the wheel and found a small filleting knife in a box along with various other random fishing accessories. The wooden handle of the knife was damp and blood stained the blade. He thought this odd considering the time of morning, but said nothing as he switched off the engine and knelt down next to Heather to saw at the rope that had wound itself tight against the smooth skin of the whale. The knife was wholly inadequate, but he continued to hack and cut as best he could as Heather approached the head of the creature and stroked it gently beneath a large black eye that stared up at her.

"It's only a baby. The bastards who did this would have known that."

Dan paused from his work for a moment to take a closer look at the puncture marks on the whale's body. He ran a finger over a small thin slit that bit deep and trickled watery drops of blood onto his hand as he touched it. He thought it a small wound, and a strange weapon that must have been used on such a huge creature. 

Recognition dawned on him as he looked again at the knife in his hand.

Heather was oblivious to his finding. She had taken out her mobile phone and was busy capturing pictures and video of the whale as life slowly left it. 

Over the following minutes its tail beat the water less frequently and with less fervour, until eventually, Dan was certain the creature was dead. He'd been nowhere near to freeing it, he slowly stood up and stepped back to allow Heather a full picture of the scene.

When she'd finished and placed the phone back into her pocket, she slumped down onto a seat on the prow. Dan took a seat himself for a moment, giving her space to grieve before disclosing his theory and moving back over to the whale to prove it.

With his back to her to hide his actions, in case he was wrong, Dan found the nearest and cleanest of wounds. He slowly inserted the tip of the knife into it, using no more force than was necessary and allowing the blade to slip back into the wound it had created. 

The fit was perfect and the knife only found resistance as the top of the small handle came to rest next to the skin. Dan wiggled it a bit to ensure he wasn't wrong, but the knife sat firmly in place, comfortable where it was seated.

"What are you doing?! Leave it be! What kind of sicko are you?!

Heather jumped up from her seat and shoved him out of the way, then stood staring at the knife sticking out from the body.

"It's a perfect fit, Heather. The whale is dead and gone. It can't feel it. What's left is just flesh and bone. It's in pain no longer. Try it yourself. That blade, or one very similar, was used to make those injuries."

Heather looked at him quizzically at first but slowly she knelt down and raised a shaking hand to grip the handle, pulling it slowly out. She stopped with the knife poised over the body, uncertain of what to do next. Then she looked to Dan for help.

"Chose a small one, where the blade will have had a clean entry and exit."

He moved over next to her and gently laid a hand over hers, directing the point of the knife towards a different area.

"Some of these wounds are larger and ragged where the blade has been used to slice and not stab. Here, this one will do."

As he angled the knife in her hands to mimic a stabbing action he could feel resistance from her, but she allowed him to continue as her eyes flicked between him and the whale in horror. When the point of the knife hovered over the wound she stiffened up, not allowing it to go any further.

Dan pressed on with his theory in an effort to convince her.

"When I removed that knife from the box the handle was wet and blood stained the blade. Is this boat used for fishing trips?"

Heather's brow furrowed and she lowered the knife to rest on her lap as she thought.

"Possibly. This is mostly a scouting boat though, used by Isaac to search for whales. We used it last night to reach the ships. It didn't leave the harbour yesterday as far as I know. I suppose it could be used for fishing sometimes, but not in the last twenty four hours."

She stared down at the blade and then back to Dan.

"Are you sure?"

"As sure as I can be. See for yourself."

Dan watched her as she gritted her teeth and raised the knife back up towards the whale. Hesitantly, she slowly pushed the blade into the wound, paused for a second in thought, and then quickly removed it again. Then she tossed the blade onto the floor of the boat and removed her phone to take a picture of it. 

"Miguel was sent out here this morning by Isaac, to search like we did. I was told he found nothing. That bastard did this!"

"We don't know that for sure, Heather. It's only a theory."

Dan looked over to the body once more and absently ran a hand over the smooth skin and across the scarred tissue.

"Although, these wounds are fresh and were still bleeding. If this had happened last night the whale would have been dead already. Why would anyone use such a small weapon on such a large creature?"

Heather stepped over to the wheel and started the engine.

"Because there was nothing else to hand. Because he is evil. He wasn't expecting to find anything alive out here, or anything so big that he could do nothing with it. He was probably hoping it would die and sink to the bottom with everything else."

"We'll never know for sure without a post mortem."

"And that's never going to happen. We'll never get the body ashore with this boat and it will be gone by the time we gather the resources we need. I knew there was something strange about Miguel. And Isaac must be in on it! But why?"

Without waiting for an answer, Heather shoved the throttle forward, knocking Dan back into his seat, as they raced back towards the harbour.

#  #  #

Like a fish out of water. That was how Lucas Machado felt every time he entered inner city Fortaleza. 

As he walked, he gazed up at skyscrapers that jostled for space, each one growing taller than the next, seemingly blocking out all light from falling on the tiny people below, who scurried to and fro in their shadows, urgently rushing from one place to the next. 

The skyscrapers reached right up to the sandy beaches. So close was he, that Lucas could still taste the salty tang of the sea, and every so often, as he rounded a corner, a fresh wind would carry the scent of the ocean towards him, reminding him of its closeness and calling him back like a sultry mistress. 

Lucas yearned for the open sea. The feel of a swaying deck beneath his feet and the fortunes of a sturdy ship at his command. Although, he wondered if the destiny of La Mujer Codiciosa was really in his control anymore? 

He'd bought a stake in her with his life savings not long ago, along with a healthy investment from a local "businessman". Lucas should have known better, but the thrill of a ship of his own and the chance to make his fortune was irresistible. More likely his destiny lay firmly in the hands of the "businessman" he was about to meet. 

Antonio Correia sat at the head of the Tercerio Commandos in Fortaleza. He was the godfather of crime in the city and there wasn't a hook or scam in operation, or in the making, that he didn't know about. 

The thick wad of cash Lucas carried seemed to bulge out of his pocket. It weighed heavy upon him, and he couldn't wait to get rid of it and return to the coast; to his family and his home. He knew, however, that Correia would have questions needing answered. Questions posed by that snake from the fish market, who'd set Erico on the woman and turned his most trusted sailor against him with promises of money and a ship of his own. Lucas' ship, truth be told. And Lucas didn't like that one bit. In fact he was seething.

He stopped at the base of a plain nondescript building that sat a short distance from the bustling city centre. Nothing made it stand out from similar structures either side of it, and a cracked glass door with a small silver buzzer mounted on the wall next to it was the building's only entrance. 

Through that door millions of dollars flowed.

Lucas carried a tiny fraction of that money in his pocket right now. Money that would line the pockets of gangsters and hoodlums. Men who had never worked a day in their lives, who'd never been to sea in a storm, who'd never felt the pain in their backs from hauling net after net full of fish. Men who would cut your throat for the change in your pocket rather than earn it themselves.

Lucas sighed as he put a finger to the buzzer and pressed it. Was he any better than those men? At one time maybe. But not now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

 

"Isaac, you must help! Tell me the truth. Please!"

Heather reached into her pocket and retrieved her phone, then thrust it towards Isaac, forcing him to watch the video. 

As he did so, Dan studied the dishevelled looking man sat behind the desk. 

Their eyes met from time to time as he nervously watched the footage, glancing up now and then to check on Heather or himself. He was like a broken man, caught between a rock and a hard place. Dan knew how that felt, but still he sensed that Isaac was holding something back, and for all of Heather's pleading he wasn't opening up.

When the video stopped, Dan got up from his chair in the corner of the room and strolled across to the window. It held a spectacular view across the harbour and was the focal point in an otherwise dull and dreary office space. 

Heather continued with her bombardment.

"Well?"

"It proves nothing."

"Proves nothing? Isaac, am I actually hearing this? We found that calf smothered in fishing net and covered with stab wounds from a knife that we found in your boat! A boat that Miguel was in this morning, in an area where the pirate fishing ships worked last night! Are you serious?"

"This is not England, or the USA. Things like this are more complicated here. Have you shown that footage to anyone else?"

"Why? What does that matter?"

Heather moved over to face Isaac, and planted both hands firmly on the desk in front of him. She was leaning closer and closer to the man, who seemed to visibly shrink under her intense scrutiny. It was time for Dan to step in.

"That's enough, Heather. Give him some space. Let's just calm down for a second."

Isaac looked Dan up and down.

"And who are you?"

"Just a friend. I'm here to help."

Isaac raised his eyebrows in exaggerated horror and pushed back from the desk.

"I need the bathroom. Give me a moment please."

When he'd gone, Heather turned her anger onto Dan.

"He was about to talk then! I know he's hiding something."

"He's never going to talk if you don't give him some space. Just take it easy. I think he wants to tell us, but there's something holding him back. If he's in some kind of situation then we need to give him a reason to confide in us. Let's give him a chance and coax it out him."

"That's rich coming from you. I'm surprised you haven't killed him yet."

Dan gave an innocent shrug and Heather took a seat where he'd been sitting and released a long slow breath.

"OK. When he comes back, it's over to you. Daniel Harpur the negotiator. This should be interesting."

A few minutes later, Isaac returned and took his seat behind the desk. He'd obviously had time to compose himself. His shirt was straightened and he'd combed his hair. As he walked, his back was a little straighter, but his face couldn't hide the fear that lay beneath. Fear from what? 

Dan needed to make it a fear of him, and more than whatever else was playing on his mind.

"I think we should wait. The..."

Dan reached out and grabbed the back of Isaac's head, pushing it with enough force to smash his face hard off the top of the desk.

With a groan, Isaac slumped from his chair onto the floor. Heather jumped to her feet and ran to help him.

Dan reached down, gripped Isaac under the arms and hauled him back into the chair.

"Let's start again. You were about to tell us what we need to know. Carry on."

Isaac looked from Dan to Heather a few times before laying his head back on the chair and tenderly touching around the large black bruise forming on his forehead.

"They'll put me out of business - probably kill me. You don't understand these people."

"Oh, I think you'll find I know them well enough. Try me."

Isaac got up and stood at the window with his back to Dan and Heather. It took a long moment before he spoke again, during which Heather shot Dan an incredulous look for smacking him, pointing at the desk and mouthing something unintelligible.

"I came here for the wildlife. It is beautiful, untouched. The Brazilian government is encouraging outside investment in this region and I took the chance to come down here and settle. I spent every penny I have on this business. When I started, it was amazing. The whales breed here you know. They rest, and mate, after a long journey north. It was an ideal place to set up beside the reserve, and a dream business for me."

He turned with a sad look upon his face and sat once more behind his desk, shuffling the papers into neat piles before he continued.

"Then they came. Just a protection racket at first, a few heavies muscling me for money each month - sort of expected it if I'm honest. But when the dead whales started showing up, along with everything else, I panicked and made some calls to conservation groups. That's when you arrived."

He turned to Heather and showed her a weak smile.

"You were exactly what I wanted - a keen and proactive investigator. Unfortunately you are exactly what the Tercerio Commandos did not want. When they found out it was me who brought you here, they sent Miguel to keep an eye on you. He bribed me with a cut from their fishing racket inside the reserve. I was, still am, to get rid of you by claiming I was wrong about the whales, or whatever, but you wouldn't listen. Now...."

Heather was livid and she paced the floor in front of his desk like a caged tiger.

"You bastard! I knew you were up to something!"

"I had no choice! They were squeezing me each month for more and more money. Then when they offered me a cut from the fishing racket to keep quiet and get rid of you...well...it was that or lose everything. I'm sorry."

"Well, I don't need you any more, Isaac, and I'm not going anywhere! I'll bring this footage to the police, and when the SASC get a copy, they'll put pressure on the government. You'll be finished either way!"

"So no-one else knows about the footage yet?"

"No. Why are you so interested in whom I've shown the footage to?"

Isaac dropped his head to rest on his hands at the edge of the desk. He undid his neck tie and the buttons at the top of his shirt. Eventually, he rested back in the chair with his eyes closed.

"You must leave here now. Go quickly. I will stall them."

"Who?"

"Miguel and his Tercerio Commando friends. I was to call them the minute you returned. When you showed me the video I panicked. He's on his way. They will kill you, Heather. You and him. They are like the mafia of Brazil. You cannot win."

At the sound of screeching tyres outside, Dan rushed to the window. He looked out to see a car pull up across the street. Four men got out and headed towards them.

"It's too late. They're here."

#  #  #

From the top of the staircase, Dan watched four men enter the building. They spoke in hushed tones as each one drew a firearm from beneath their clothing and the first of them cautiously lead the way up the steps. Dan nipped back into the office and closed the door.

The room in which they were trapped was small, with only one entrance and exit. There was no way of escape and not a single place to hide.

Dan looked over at Isaac, whose face had turned ashen. 

"Have you a gun?"

"I am a businessman. Of course I don't have a gun!"

Heather was busy rummaging through a pile of scuba diving equipment stored in the corner, when she pulled a long slim length of metal from behind a bag. It had a pistol grip at one end and a long length of rubber tubing at the other.

"Spear gun?"

With only seconds to spare, Dan ordered Isaac to find a spear and load the gun before he positioned himself behind the door. Isaac fumbled with a spear he retrieved from deeper within the pile, frantically pulling at the rubber tubing and dropping the spear several times in the process, when there was a light knock on the door. 

With no further time to ready themselves, Dan pointed at the desk and nodded for Heather to hide behind it. She snatched the spear gun from Isaac, who had only just managed to load it, and took up position behind the desk and out of sight. Dan signalled for Isaac to open the door. 

He placed a finger to his lips and whispered into his ear.

"Try to get rid of them."

With a shaking hand, Isaac slowly opened the door, just a fraction. 

"They've gone. I couldn't stall them any longer. They..."

A tattooed hand reached in and pushed Isaac backwards. Dan tensed and pressed himself tighter against the wall. Through a small gap between the hinges, he could see the others, guns held loosely by their sides, gangster style. He hoped that might be their undoing.

The door swung open further and the first of the men entered. He held a revolver in his hand, pointing it at an angle towards Isaac, who cowered away with his hands held high.

"Miguel! Please!"

Dan slammed the door shut and turned the key to lock it, then threw himself at Miguel. He caught him off-guard and from behind and the two of them barrelled forwards to fall on top of Isaac. The revolver skidded across the floor amongst the tangle of limbs, and shouting from outside was soon followed by heavy thumping on the door as the others tried to force their way in.

Miguel was thin and wiry, but deceptively strong. Dan was just about able to wrestle his way on top of him and reign down several hard punches before he heard the splintering of wood behind him as the door gave way. 

He rolled away from Miguel towards the revolver and snatched it up from the floor, turning in time to see the door crash open.

As he brought the revolver up to take aim, Dan watched the first of them stop dead in his tracks, as a spear buried itself deep inside his chest. He stood there in shock, blocking the entrance, with his eyes and mouth wide, hands feebly clutching at the shaft, before toppling forwards and sending the remainder of the spear through his chest with a wet crunch as it hit the floor.

Dan took the opportunity to train his sights on the next in line and fired two shots. The first hit him square in the chest, and the second glanced off the side of his head, carving a path of blood and gore along his face. The powerful revolver's rounds sent the man sprawling backwards, hampering the last of them as he tried his best to return fire, but instead he only managed to shoot his own friend in the back.

On the floor next to Dan, Miguel had recovered. He was slowly climbing to his feet and pulling a knife from a pocket in his jacket. Dan fired one round into the back of his head, exploding his skull and felling him in a hefty splattering of brain matter. 

Dan smoothly climbed to his feet and advanced forward to finish off the last of the four. He placed two shots into the hapless gangster's chest, as he struggled at the top of the staircase to push the body of his friend away from him.

Satisfied they were safe, Dan moved back inside and found Heather slumped behind the desk with the spear gun resting across her lap. She was in shock. Blankly staring between Dan and the gun with uncomprehending eyes and a slack, quivering jaw.

He placed a soothing hand on her shoulder and moved the spear gun away. Then he helped her up to sit on the chair. She had no visible injuries and he left her there to check on Isaac, who was also in a bit of a state. He was wedged into the corner of the room, staring at the lifeless and bloody body of Miguel, who lay face down on the floor in a pool of blood, with the back of his skull opened up enough to see brain matter spilling out from within.

"We need to go. The two of you need to pull yourselves together and move."

Dan looked out onto the street below. At the moment, all was clear. The car the gangsters had arrived in was still parked across the street, and the occasional pedestrian moved about their business as normal. 

Dan began searching the bodies of the gangsters as he waited for Heather and Isaac to respond. He gathered up a significant arsenal of guns and knives, along with the keys to the vehicle, before turning his attention back to Heather. 

She was still slumped in the chair where he had left her, her skin pale and clammy. He slapped her across the face, hoping to jolt her into action.

"Heather! Snap out of it! It was us or them. You did the right thing."

"I...I...I killed him!"

"You did. Just before he would have killed you."

He could see the colour slowly begin to return to her face as they talked, and comprehension dawned on her.

"It might be no big thing to you, Dan, but I am not a killer! Did you see the way he looked at me? What have I done?"

Heather began to sob uncontrollably. Great lungfuls of breath, followed by floods of tears. Over the sounds of her crying the faint echo of sirens could be heard. 

Dan left her for a moment and turned his attention to Isaac, who was standing now, wiping off speckles of Miguel's blood that had sprayed over him.

"Isaac! Heather was not here for this. Do you understand? It was me who killed these men. Only me."

Isaac just nodded his head and stared at the blood on his sleeve that he'd wiped from his face.

The sirens grew louder and Dan threw an arm around Heather, hauling her from the chair and out into the street.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

 

On a map mounted to the wall of his office, which bulged with multi-coloured pins holding grainy photos and hastily scribbled notes, Andrei Sousa attached a photo onto the small blue area of marine reserve next to Fortaleza. 

He stood back for a while and examined his work. In his head he knew every connection or furtive link between the markers - the map only serving as a reminder. For a court of law, in any country, he'd need a damn sight more.

Operation Dorsal had been dumped on him from the upper echelons of Interpol, and was looked upon and laughed at as a poisoned chalice by his peers. Dutifully and without complaint, he'd worked on it in the background for years. He'd never truly written it off, and constantly added to the worldwide picture developing before him. Andrei considered each piece of the jigsaw carefully before he added it to the map. 

Now, with the final piece in position, Andrei could make a move on the ship, La Mujer Codiciosa. With luck, he could now seize her, arrest the captain, her crew and her unofficial owner - the Tercerio Commando godfather and jewel in the crown, Antonio Correia. Like a house of cards, a fishing operation spanning five years, that he knew of, would come crashing down. Charges of fraud, corruption and bribery could be laid at the feet of those responsible. Unfortunately, these crimes would not include the damage and devastation the ship had caused to the sea, the creatures living in it and the local communities of fishermen who relied upon it. 

Andrei suspected La Mujer Codiciosa to be fishing illegally, under various names and flags of registration, throughout southern hemisphere waters for more than a decade. His aim, now he had her located, was to capture her at sea with all those on board. Simultaneously, Antonio Correia would be arrested and his headquarters searched, likely exposing multiple other unrelated crimes ranging from theft to murder. It was a bold and reckless plan, but one that could easily be accomplished with quality intelligence and a little bit of luck.

Returning to his computer, Andrei scrolled once more through the images sent to him by the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative. Their scant report on the activities of unlicensed Belizean fishing vessels entering the small protected reserve off the coast of Fortaleza, was in itself unworkable. But, combined with the information he had already gathered, it could be enough to tip the scales in his favour and at the very least he could confiscate La Mujer Codiciosa until the end of legal proceedings, whether successful or not, which could be many years down the line.

He'd been office bound now for over a year and he yearned to get back out into the field. Rio, for all its beauty, was not where Andrei Sousa wanted to be. He was a field agent and revelled in the thrill of the chase. Typing on a keyboard in a high rise office block in downtown Rio was not his dream assignment. Now he had something to go on, he'd get to stretch his legs and visit the city of Fortaleza, on the wild Ceara coast. 

Although much work was still required to coordinate such a mission as he dared to propose, the bare bones of it now formed enough suspicion to take an official look. With the Tercerio Commandos involved he must of course tread carefully. Coordinating resources between Interpol, local Brazilian police and the coastguard could prove difficult. Preventing a leak of his plans to the men he wished to capture would be paramount to the operation. So his presence on the ground would be essential. 

That's what would be going into the report he would submit to seek authority for the venture, and so he typed it up with haste after booking a flight onto the next plane for Fortaleza.

#  #  #

"Stop bloody fussing, Dan. Nobody knows that I live here."

Dan moved away from the window and resumed his pacing across the room. The action was clearly infuriating Heather and she was quick to let him know.

"Will you stop that, please?! Look, we need to do something other than sit in this apartment. I'm going stir crazy cooped up in here."

She stomped into the kitchen of the small one bed apartment, in which Dan had been sleeping on the floor, and rustled around in the cupboards before returning with a bottle of water and settling back down behind her laptop. 

He too was frustrated. For two days now they had locked themselves away, out of sight and out of mind. The apartment was plain and functional. It must have at one time been the upstairs section of a house, which was now divided into two apartments, the bottom section facing the street being another set of two. It was on the far side of town from the harbour, close to the airport and a short walk from a large mall. Dan had only ventured out once for various essentials and to properly dispose of the gangster's car they'd used. He'd driven it to the outskirts of the city, to an old disused industrial site and set fire to it. Then he'd picked up what he needed and returned as soon as he could. 

The weapons he'd acquired from the gangsters were hidden both inside and outside the apartment, in strategically chosen positions to aid in escape or be easily at hand if he needed them. Dan didn't expect the infamous Tercerio Commandos to forget about the four of their number that lay dead in the office of Isaac Garcia. And with Heather set on remaining in Fortaleza to see her mission through, he needed to be prepared for the inevitable violent backlash if they were found.

Heather tapped heavily on the keyboard, checking her emails for the hundredth time, before slamming the top down and pushing herself back into the seat to sip on the water.

"Still nothing. I thought I would have heard something by now."

"These things take time, Heather. You know that. If you were still in the Wildlife Investigation Agency and you received intelligence like that, what would you do?"

She let out a long weary sigh.

"I know, I know. I would want to know all about the source of the intelligence. The who, what, where, when and how of it. Then there would be endless meeting after meeting with management, liaising with outside agencies, blah, blah, blah. Thank God I'm not tied down like that anymore."

Dan caught the beginnings of a smile in the corners of her mouth as she thought of something. He was glad to see it. Heather had been in a bad place since their fight with the gangsters. The gruesome image of a spear, shot by her, protruding from one of their chests was something she talked about often, and only now was she beginning to come out of her shell again.

"What are you grinning at?"

"The man is an unknown quantity."

"What?"

"That's what I was told when I brought the photos from your email, to my boss in the WIA. Your first email. Do you remember? That shipment of tiger bone and ivory?"

She sat up and pulled a face, then repeated the words in a funny voice, in an effort to mimic her old boss, Peter Blackthorn.

"The man is an unknown quantity, Heather."

"He never liked me."

Her expression changed, and she cocked her head to the side, looking at him strangely.

"Not many do, Dan. Trouble, and death, seem to follow you around."

"A bit harsh! I went for years without getting into trouble or killing anyone actually. Desperately tried to drink myself to death if you must know. I can't help who I am, or what I've become. You only have to ask and I'll leave, if that's what you want."

"I didn't mean it like that."

She lay back on the chair and curled her legs up to her chest, hugging them tight to her chin.

"You've really made the difference, Dan. When you sent those photos of the illegal animal products the triads were smuggling, I could have fainted. For all the money the government and charities threw at the WIA, we could never have got the evidence you did. Everything you've done since has been...invaluable. Without you I couldn't have stopped that triad smuggling operation, and neither could I have stopped the poaching of ivory in the Hwange National Park. All those things happened because of...what you did."

"No, you did all the hard work, Heather. I just dealt with the messy parts that the law can't seem to do for itself. I don't suppose our current predicament is much different."

"Agreed. The pirates won't stop until there's nothing left in the marine reserve here and by then it will be too late. As always, the government is slow to react. We need to push on and gather more evidence to force their hand, or try to join the dots of what we've already got so the police or someone in authority makes a move."

She reached forward and cleared the small table of cups and plates, making a space to lay out a sheet of paper on which she began to scribble. Dan pulled up a chair and sat opposite, trying to keep up with her racing mind as she continued.

"OK, so Isaac notices the drop in whale numbers and calls the SASC, my current employer. I arrive and dig around. Local fishermen will talk to me, in private only, about over-sized illegal fishing ships plundering through their waters and especially inside the reserve. I get close and they panic. We find the crew of La Mujer Codiciosa, one of the ships involved, in the fish market the next morning."

Heather made a circle with a question mark inside it and drew a line to that point in her notes.

"It turns out, Isaac has hopped into bed with a major Brazilian crime gang, the Tercerio Commandos. They are making enough money from illegal fishing to justify attempting to intimidate and, when that didn't work, murder us."

"Sounds about right."

She drew a line underneath her summary and continued.

"So what are our options now? Return to the market and find out what the crew were doing there? Selling their illegal catch we suspect. But to who?"

She made another circle with a question mark and linked it to that note.

"Can we go direct to the police ourselves with what we have? Do you think they would make some enquiries into the market or go searching for the ships? What about the coastguard?"

"We know from past experience that local police can sometimes be...sketchy?"

"Riddled with informants and corrupt you mean? Yes, sometimes, but there are more good people than bad, Dan, I truly believe that. We're talking about fraud worth millions here and attempted murder. Not something easily swept under the carpet."

"We've already discussed this, Heather. You were never there. I killed those men, and Isaac witnessed it happen. I won't be presenting myself to the police any time soon complaining about our attempted murder, considering I'm still alive and four others are dead."

Isaac had called Heather once since the incident, to tell her he was leaving and that the police didn't seem overly concerned about the murder scene they'd left behind in his office. He said he told them he'd befriended a loner that day - Dan - who'd happened to be there to defend him when the gangsters came calling for money. He said they'd notched it up as yet another gangland killing and got the feeling that they wouldn't be spending a whole lot of time chasing someone who'd disposed of four of Fortaleza's most dangerous criminals for them. In fact, they seemed positively cheery about the fact, laughing and joking around the bodies with a macabre humour that was the final straw for Isaac in his decision to pack up and leave.

"They were gangsters, Dan, and you were defending me and yourself. I can't imagine the police will try to pin a murder charge on you for that. Especially with Isaac backing you up."

"I'd rather not put that to the test, Heather. I'm already wanted for scarily similar incidents in Laos and China. Even back in Northern Ireland there's a warrant for my arrest. All justified actions, as far as I'm concerned, but still probably enough to have me locked up forever."

She let out another sigh and reached across the table to touch his hand. She held it lightly against hers and rubbed his palm with her thumb.

"You don't have to do this, Dan. You've already sacrificed so much."

Dan took her hand in his, revelling in the warmth of her touch.

"I have nothing left to lose, except you, and I'm not about to let that happen."

She smiled at him and nodded. Accepting his committal with a gentle squeeze of his hand.

"Then it's settled. I'll go to the police tomorrow with the pictures, see if they can do anything or have any interest in what we've got. If not, then we'll head back to the fish market and ask around ourselves. They have to get rid of the fish they catch, so someone must know something down there. Not everyone is afraid."

"Certainly not you, Heather. That's for sure." 

With another warm smile and a promising wink of her eye, Heather rose from her seat.

"Right now, I need a shower and a meal. Somewhere nice. Outside of these four walls."

Battle plans drawn up, Dan felt more relaxed and at ease. She was right. They couldn't hide away forever, and his immediate future was now looking a whole lot better.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

 

Erico tossed the camera onto the table next to Antonio Correia and waited. He'd taken a huge gamble in approaching the crime godfather of Fortaleza, but now, with all that had happened, he had no other choice.

Lucas Machado, his onetime friend and mentor, had thrown him off La Mujer Codiciosa, vowing to kill him if he returned. It had been a heated and emotional argument that followed his return from confronting the woman. Lucas' words had cut him deeper than any knife.

"You were my friend, Erico, I trusted you! Why did you get involved?"

"It was only a woman. She is nothing to us."

"Nothing? Can you not see what is happening? They will kill her! Will you do that if they ask you to?"

Erico said nothing to his question. He had killed a man once before in a drunken brawl. It had meant nothing to him and still didn't. He had gained nothing from it and felt nothing in return. But to purposely kill someone for money, freedom, a ship. Would that be worth killing for?

"He offered me my own ship, Lucas. What could I say?"

His friend had turned on him then, furious at the remark. In the confines of his small cabin, Lucas had seemed a giant, and he loomed over Erico with his teeth bared and fists clenched.

"My ship! He offered you my ship! It is bad enough that we must live under the yoke of these city filth, but to actively aid them in their crime...and murder...You disappoint me, Erico."

"Don't stand there and lecture me! It was you who decided to accept Correia's offer. It is you who goes cap-in-hand to collect his coin for us all. You are no better than he is. None of us are."

Some of the fight left his eye then and Lucas sat down on the edge of his bunk, deflated. Erico noticed lines in Lucas' face he hadn't seen before and a slight tremble in his hands that had never showed. 

"What have we become, Erico? Listen to us."

He threw his legs up onto the bed and closed his eyes. Erico was about to leave, to resume his duties, thinking the matter dealt with.

"We have been putting to sea together for years, Erico, but no longer. You have crossed a line. If I had not stopped you, what would you have done? Would you have murdered her? When we leave tonight you will be gone or I swear it I will kill you myself."

"But, Lucas? Nothing came of it. I still have her camera, Miguel has not collected it yet, we could..."

"Miguel won't be collecting the camera any time soon. He is dead, along with three of his friends. The one-eyed stranger saw to that. If you have any sense left in you, you will destroy the camera. Now go! All I want to do is get away from here and get out to sea. Life is much simpler there."

Leaving behind a huge part of his life, Erico walked away from his friend and La Mujer Codiciosa.

Correia examined the images contained in the camera and then pushed it back across the table. He sat for a while staring at Erico before speaking. Erico shuffled nervously from foot to foot, wary of the man before him, but more wary of the two heavily-armed henchmen who stood directly behind him, sneers spread wide across their faces, dismissive of the small quiet fisherman who demanded an audience with their boss.

"So, what is it you want little man?"

"Work. Money. What does everyone want?"

"And what is it you think you can do for me that I cannot do for myself?"

"I can find the woman."

Correia steepled his fingers and stretched his neck, theatrically sucking in a deep breath through his teeth.

"Can you now?"

With a jerk of his head, Correia motioned to the two henchmen, who sprung forward. One of them held Erico tightly, with his arms pinned behind his back, while the other roughly frisked him from head to toe. When they'd finished, the man who'd searched him placed Erico's bone-handled knife on the table in front of Correia.

"He's clean, boss. Took this off him though."

Antonio Correia picked up the knife and examined the blade.

"And how is it you know where she is?"

"I looked through those pictures on the camera. When you look at the ones before the ships, you can see several of them are at the same location. It's a street I know on the far side of the city. I have friends living nearby. I spoke with them and they have seen her around."

"And you would find her for me in exchange for what?"

"A ship. A ship of my own. I can do what Lucas Machado can do."

"Ahh, Captain Machado! He is a proud man. Very reluctant to help me in these troubled times. Miguel did not think much of him."

Correia stood up and walked around the small table to face Erico. He was tall and slim, with a handsome face. His hair was immaculately groomed and his suit of the best quality Erico had ever seen. He still held the knife in his hand and used it to point at Erico, tapping the tip of the blade on Erico's chest several times to emphasis certain points.

"I have many men. Why would I need another?"

"Because I can find the woman and kill her for you. I can also captain a ship better than Lucas Machado. He is old now, and weak. I will serve you better and make you more money than he can."

Correia let out a short burst of laughter, showing a gleaming set of pearly white teeth.

"I like you, Erico! It is a deal. Find the woman and kill her, and you shall have your ship. The next time we speak you will be Captain Erico! The man, this one-eyed fighter that killed poor Miguel and my men, if you can, I want him alive. I would very much like to meet him."

With a theatrical wave of his hand, Correia slammed the knife into the table, burying the blade deep into the wooden top. He left it there, smoothly swinging to and fro, as he turned back to face Erico.

"But if you fail me, or if I find out you claim to be something you are not, I will skin you alive! Now go."

Erico reached forward and freed the knife. He slipped it into the pouch in the small of his back, then left the building with a smile once more on his face.

#  #  #

Dan had chosen to sit in a booth in the corner of the restaurant opposite the entrance. From here he had a good view of the people entering, and a decent angle out through the glass frontage to the street beyond. The lighting in the quaint Italian restaurant they'd found had been dimmed and a small candle in the centre of each table was enough to provide an intimate and cosy atmosphere for diners. 

Opposite him, Heather shuffled in her seat and read through the menu. She wore a black dress which was cut low around the neck, exposing her shoulders and the top of her chest. A tiny silver necklace, which Dan had never noticed before, rested against her pale coloured skin. She looked beautiful, and Dan couldn't help staring at her as they sat in comfortable silence.

He listened to the idle chatter of the couples next to them, discussing the weather, their families, jobs, subjects Dan had once discussed with his wife. His former wife was but a distant memory now. The woman before him, however, was an entirely different matter.

"So where will you go to when all this is over?"

Heather closed the menu and rested it on the table, looking at Dan with a twinkle in her eye. She wore make-up for the first time since he'd known her and it too enhanced the natural beauty of her features, framed in her trademark long red locks, which even now threatened to cover her smiling face.

She answered his question with one of her own.

"Where will you go?"

"Wherever I'm needed I suppose. It's not hard to find work for someone like me. There are any number of war-torn hell-holes to choose from."

Her smile faded and she reached out to caress the scars on his head that ran from beneath his eye patch.

"Have you not had enough of that sort of work?"

"What else would I do?"

She dropped her eyes back to the menu on the table and picked it up again, twisting a finger through the long threads of hair that ran across her shoulders before she spoke again, to answer his original question.

"I'll go wherever I'm sent to. Like war-torn hell-holes, there are any number of ecological and environmental disasters to choose from."

The waiter arrived and they ordered. The mood between them had soured a little and the silence grew uncomfortable once the waiter had left. Was Heather upset by his answer? What did she want him to say? That he'd travelled the world to be with her and would never leave her again? That was the truth of it, but Dan wasn't ready to just blurt it out to her yet. He had no idea if she was serious about him or not. So he decided to lighten the mood and change the subject.

The tactic seemed to work, and the two of them chatted and eventually laughed their way through the rest of the meal. Dan tried to keep the conversation on Heather. Asking her questions about her past and her obsession with the natural world. She responded well to the conversation and it seemed that in no time they'd finished their meal and were heading for the door.

Outside, the night was drawing in and a fresh breeze brought a slight chill to the air. Heather shivered and Dan drew his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. She responded by snuggling in closer to him and wrapping her arms around his waist. As they walked back to her apartment, Dan felt more relaxed and at home than he ever had in is life. Why would he leave her? Why did he not just tell her that when she asked?

Not wanting to spoil the night, he put those questions to the side, hoping they would answer themselves in time. 

In the apartment, Dan took a seat on the sofa, which had also been acting as his bed since his arrival. Heather sat next to him with a mischievous grin. She bounced up and down lightly on the cushion, testing it.

"Not so comfortable eh?"

Dan smiled back at her.

"I've slept on worse."

"I'll bet you have! But not tonight..."

She took his hand and stood up, seductively drawing him towards the bedroom. Dan's heart leapt in his chest, and he followed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

 

The smell of strong coffee was what greeted Heather when she woke the next morning, and when she opened her eyes, it was Dan who sat on the edge of the bed presenting it to her. 

He wore only trousers loosely belted at the top, and in the bright shafts of clear morning light that streamed in through the window she could easily make out old scars and wounds left behind on his body from years of conflict. 

She traced a finger over the worst of them as they sipped at their drinks. Then, unaware of what she was doing, she quickly forgot the scars and began running her hand over the hard rippled surface of his muscles. He allowed her to do it for a time, before giving in and pulling her close. The two of them kissed and cuddled on the edge of the bed until the coffee grew cold.

Reluctantly, she threw the covers back and climbed out.

"Well, I suppose we should try the police this morning. You up for that?"

Dan lay back, nestling himself into the space she had just vacated. He stretched his arms behind his head, further exciting Heather with the exposure of yet more flesh and bulging muscle.

"Not really, but I'll go with you. I don't want you out there alone. I can see you safely to the police station and then wait until you come out again. But remember, you haven't seen me since we came back to the harbour on the boat."

"I know, I know. It just doesn't feel right."

"If you want to go through with this then there's no other way."

Heather nodded her agreement and walked away leaving Dan on the bed watching her. His eyes roving over her body didn't make her feel embarrassed or self-conscious at all, in fact she liked it. 

Heather got herself washed and dressed and eventually Dan did the same. She could hardly keep her eyes off him as they did so and more than once the two of them lapsed back into love-struck schoolchildren, giggling and rolling on the bed or kissing wildly like they might never do so again.

When they were ready to leave, Dan insisted on going outside first to check the street, and as Heather hung around at the window she could see him reach in behind a wall at the rear of the apartment to retrieve something. The object was hid from her view as he had his back to her, but when he slipped a gun into the small of his back and pulled his top down to conceal it, Heather's giddy mood was quickly replaced by a feeling of fear and dread.

Daniel Harpur, the man she had spent the night with, was a stone cold killer. She knew he was preparing for the worst, for what had already happened and they had only just survived because of him, but even so it sent a shiver down her spine and once again she pictured the look of horror and disbelief on the man's face as the spear she had fired plunged deep into his chest, piercing his heart and ending his life in an instant. She had told herself repeatedly that if she had not done it then he would have done the same to her, but even so, taking the life of another was a monumental act. For some it was easy. For Heather it was not.

She knew that Harpur would not flinch in the face of death and would think nothing of killing another human being. But in her heart of hearts, Heather truly hoped that he would know the difference between necessity or self-defence, and murder. Sometimes she wasn't so sure.

A few moments later, Dan stepped back in through the downstairs communal doors and called up for her to join him. Heather locked the apartment, made her way outside and found him at the corner of the block, standing in the shadows, looking up and down the street. 

She stopped beside him, linked her arm into his and pulled him out to join the other pedestrians going about their normal business on a weekday morning. 

"Dan, I can't slip from shadow to shadow all the way to the police station. Let's just walk like a normal couple until we get there. Then we'll separate while I go inside."

Hesitantly, Dan gave in to her idea and his initially tense body soon settled as they mingled with the crowds and made their way across town to the nearest police station.

About a block away, Heather could feel him tense again. She slipped her arm out from his and kissed him lightly on the cheek. 

"There's a cafe across the street from here. Wait there for me."

"OK, but we passed a mall on the way here. I'm going to go back that way to get a phone, we need to stay in contact in case something happens. I just need some money?"

"Oh...yeah...of course."

Heather took out her wallet, handed him her bank card and told him the four digit pass code. Dan looked sheepish as he explained himself.

"It's just that I ran out of money a while back. In and around the time you took all I had and spent it on a monkey, if I remember right."

She smiled at the memory, and his awkward joke.

"It was a tamarind! Now go, I'll be fine."

Heather turned on her heel and walked off towards the police station. After a few steps she couldn't resist a peek, so she stopped to look back. Dan hadn't moved and was still there, watching her. She smiled at him again. 

At that point, he looked less like a killer and more like a kitten.

#  #  #

Once Heather had identified herself to the officer on the desk at the police station, she didn't have long to wait before a smartly dressed female approached to introduced herself.

"Hello, my name is Detective Inspector Salma Portillo. This way please."

Heather followed the woman through a door at the side of the waiting room which led into a long thin corridor, bounded on both sides by tall frosted glass partitions. She could hear hundreds of fingers tapping on keyboards, phones ringing and the inevitable chatter and banter of many people crammed into a small space. Some of the doors on either side were open and Heather caught a glimpse of life in the Brazilian police as she walked by. 

It was the same, she assumed, the world over and not a million miles away from her own former job in the Wildlife Investigation Agency. She felt sorry for the people stuck behind a desk, trapped there by red tape and bureaucracy, and vowed never to return there herself. She'd had a taste of life on the outside now, and for all the danger it entailed she wouldn't swap it back for all the world.

The woman led her through a door at the end of the corridor which opened up into a spacious office. She indicated for Heather to sit on one of two comfortable chairs facing each other and then closed the door behind them. It blocked out most of the background noise, leaving an uncomfortable silence between them as the Detective Inspector gathered up a pen and some paper from her desk then slowly settled into the chair beside her. 

"Miss Walsh, we were beginning to worry about you. Mr Isaac Garcia had expressed some concern over your welfare after the incident at his premises."

"I wasn't there."

Heather regretted her quick response immediately and the quizzical look on the detectives eyes left her ill at ease. 

"Yes that is what Mr Garcia has told us also, but your friend, the one with the eye patch, he was?"

Heather was startled and unprepared for such a direct line of questioning. She was still unsure about the lies she had to tell, and although she knew they would want to know something about Dan, her instincts told her this officer could see right through her.

"I don't know where he was, or what he did or didn't do, detective. You'll have to ask him yourself. We had an argument when we returned from the marine reserve and I left him outside Isaac's office. I haven't seen him since. He's not a friend as such...we just...know each other...sort of..."

"Umm..."

"Look, I came here to show you these photos I took of the damage illegal fishing ships are causing in the reserve and..."

"Yes, I understand that, Miss Walsh, but I am investigating the murder of four men, and my only suspect is a friend of yours, last seen in your company and involved in a brawl, with you, at the harbour's fish market. I think that might take precedence over your complaint."  

Detective Inspector Portillo eyed Heather suspiciously. She was a plain looking woman, wearing no makeup and with her hair tied neatly back. Her suit was clean, but worn at the edges, and her eyes bore into Heather as if searching her very soul. Her face was heavily lined and her mouth turned down into a permanent frown.

This was it. There was no avoiding what she must do. Dan had already prepared her. If she stood any chance of continuing her work, and staying out of prison, then she must lie. She must give Dan up to save herself. At the minute she was stalling, mumbling and looking like a fool.

As if sensing her indecision, Detective Inspector Portillo changed her tone and switched her scowl to a smile.

"Look, you're not in any trouble, at the moment, Miss Walsh. I only know of the incident at the Harbour and linked it to the murders because of your friend and his identifiable features."

She tapped a finger to the side of her eye, indicating Dan's eye patch and continued.

"At this time, I know you were in the company of a suspect in a multiple murder case, just before it happened. I am running forensics at the scene and making the relevant enquiries, of course, so if I find out you are lying to me or withholding information...well then you would be in very serious trouble indeed. So, let's start with who he is and then we'll look into your allegation about the fishing."

"Allegation?"

"At the moment it is an allegation, yes. In fact, an agent from Interpol has arrived from Rio this morning to speak with me about it. You contacted them also? So, you may get your wish after all. I will introduce you once we have concluded my business. Now, let's start with your friend's name."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

 

Andrei Sousa had waited long enough. He'd come to the police station to liaise with the local law enforcement, but he wasn't prepared to sit around all day when his star witness was also, by chance, in the same building.

Earlier in the morning he'd found his designated liaison officer, Detective Inspector Portillo, to be a cold, uninviting host and Andrei was already growing suspicious of her loyalties. When they'd met to discuss the seizure of the ship La Mujer Codiciosa, and the raid on Antonio Correia's headquarters, she had openly laughed in his face.

"Mr Sousa, please, what you are suggesting is a massive undertaking. Such a thing has never been done before. It would require a huge task force and we simply do not have the numbers required here in Fortaleza to mount an operation on that scale."

"That is why Interpol have sent me here, Inspector Portillo. I will assemble and coordinate the resources. The coastguard, military, navy and police can all work together under the direction of Interpol. Everyone is on the same boat, if you pardon the expression. We all wish to see the same result - the end of worldwide crimes such as these. The Tercerio Commandos here in Fortaleza have a wider reach than you may suspect. The ship currently named La Mujer Codiciosa has been plundering the seas for decades under the flags of many different nations. Now it is operating here in these waters we have a good chance of catching her and her crew in the act."

Portillo didn't seem convinced of Andrei's plan and he could tell her patience was wearing thin already.

"And this witness, the whale woman, Heather Walsh, what do you know about her?"

"Very little. She is working for the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative. They sent her here to investigate the decline in whale numbers in the area. She has photographed ships fishing inside the reserve during the course of her work. One of those ships is La Mujer Codiciosa, which, when the SASC sent me the report, I recognised from my own investigations as a vessel used all over the southern hemisphere to fish illegally. It is an international crime generating a small fortune for organised criminals and so Interpol have taken an interest, to assist and coordinate the relevant law enforcement organisations. Any crimes uncovered here in Fortaleza will be yours to investigate. Any credit due would of course be yours also."

Inspector Portillo pursed her lips for a moment and looked at Andrei quizzically. She was about to reply, negatively he suspected, when her phone rang. She answered the call with a few short replies and hung up. Then she stood and made to leave. 
"It seems you are in luck, Mr Sousa. Heather Walsh has arrived here to see me. I need to speak with her in private first, to question her about the Tercerio Commando murders and this mysterious friend of hers, but I will send for you when I'm finished with her."
Before he could protest, Inspector Portillo marched out the door and left him sitting alone in her office. As he sat deciding what to do next, a secretary arrived and escorted him to a small canteen, where he'd been waiting ever since.

The police station was small and Andrei easily found his way back to her office. Angry at his treatment, he entered without knocking. Inspector Portillo was sitting with who he presumed to be Heather Walsh. They were facing each other on two comfortable looking chairs and Portillo was writing on a notepad. Both women looked up as he stormed into the room.
Heather Walsh a beautiful woman. The contrast between her and Inspector Portillo could not have been more extreme. Walsh had a natural beauty. Her long red hair framed a delicate face, which led down to a slim, toned body. Portillo, on the other hand, looked plane and frumpy in comparison. Both women stood to greet him, Heather Walsh with a smile and Portillo with a frown.
"I'm not quite finished here, Agent Sousa."
"I'm sure you have enough to be getting on with after all this time together. You can finish your investigations later, Inspector Portillo. I have sat around long enough today. I have some pressing questions of my own which need answered."
Andrei reached out his hand and Heather Walsh shook it firmly.
"Hello, Miss Walsh, I am Agent Sousa. I work for Interpol. I received your report from the SASC."
Walsh's smile broadened
"Excellent. When do we start?"
"Right now I hope. Shall we go somewhere more...neutral?"
Heather Walsh walked out of the office without so much as a backward glance or a word to Inspector Portillo, who stood furious, notebook still in hand. She called out before they could leave.
"I'll be in touch! I haven't finished with you, Miss Walsh!"
She said nothing to Andrei. But she did cast an especially angry glare, as he swung the door closed behind him and left her standing alone in her office.

#  #  #

From the terrace of the cafe, Dan had a good view along the street to the police station. As he waited, he programmed Heather's number into the new phone he had bought - the only number he could think of that he would need.

The night before had been like a dream come true for him and he was still thinking about it, floating on cloud nine, when he saw Heather on the far side of the street. At first he didn't notice that she was in company and he just sat there, drinking in her beauty before he realised she was talking with someone. The two of them were deep in conversation. The man had the look of police about him - his hair was cut short, back and sides, he had a solid build and was smartly dressed. 

As they approached the cafe, Heather made no move to cross the road and didn't even look over in his direction.

Dan called her up on the phone.

"Everything OK?"

"Hi, Mum. Yes everything is fine. How are you?"

"Who's he?"

"Good, yes, I'm working right now. I'm with an agent from Interpol. You know, about the whales? It's very interesting, yes."

"Where are you going?"

"I'm heading home right now, I'll be there soon. Call you later, OK?"

"OK."

Dan hung up. The appearance of Interpol was a good thing for Heather, but most certainly not for him. He let them walk on for a bit, until they were almost out of sight, before leaving the cafe to follow from a safe distance. 

#  #  #

Heather had been deep in conversation with Agent Sousa from the moment they met. His intervention during her interrogation by Detective Inspector Portillo had been like a godsend and his knowledge and interest in the illegal fishing ships was second to none. Unbelievably, he had wanted to take her for lunch at the cafe where Dan was waiting and all she could think of to put him off, even though she really wanted to hear all he had to say, was to pretend that she wasn't hungry, and could he walk her home instead. Thankfully he had agreed and the journey flew in as they exchanged ideas on what could be done about the illegal fishing. He had disclosed to her the high level of organised criminals involved and the need for absolute discretion and good personal security.

"You see, Interpol collates the information on a world-wide scale. We have very few actual powers on the ground though and it's up to the local police and government bodies to take over juristiction. All we do is present the evidence and try to liaise and coordinate the relevant people. Sometimes that can mean across different countries and even different continents. In this case I hope it will only require the local Fortaleza police and perhaps the coastguard - in the beginning at least."

"Ahh, the lovely Inspector Portillo? She wasn't so keen to hear what I had to say about the fishing."

"Yes, I spoke with her at length about that. The murders she is investigating are those of four Tercerio Commando soldiers. Men under the orders of Antonio Correia, the man I believe to be behind the illegal fishing scam. Her other witness, Isaac Garcia, believes they were there to kill you because of what you have been doing. But instead it seems they happened upon a friend of yours?"

Sousa raised his eyebrows in question but Heather skipped past it as best she could.

"Yes, I've told Inspector Portillo everything I know."

They walked on for a moment in silence before Sousa continued.

"So you are aware then that your life is in jeopardy? With this development I must insist that you come into protective custody. I can arrange it instead of Inspector Portillo, if you like?"

They had reached the door to her apartment block and Heather stopped outside, searching for her keys.

"Do you really think that is necessary? It's a big city Agent Sousa and..."

Over Sousa's shoulder Heather could see five men round the corner and enter the alley. They spread out to cover the breadth of it and advanced towards them. They were maybe twenty metres away before she recognised the man in the middle of the group. He was holding a knife in his hand, just the way he had the first time she'd seen him.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

 

 

The sound of smashing glass echoed through the hall and Andrei raced up the stairs as fast as he could as thousands of shards spilled onto the floor behind him. Heather was waiting at one of two doorways at the top of the stairs and waved him inside as the first of the strangers climbed through the broken entrance behind them.

"Hurry!"

Andrei stepped in and Heather bolted the door. Within seconds, a heavy thud sounded against it as the men tried to force their way through. Andrei pulled out his phone and redialled the last call he'd made.

"Inspector Portillo?"

"Yes. Who is this?"

"It's Agent Sousa! We're being attacked. Send a squad car to..."

Realising he had no idea where he was, Andrei passed the phone to Heather.

"Tell her!"

He took up position against the door, bracing it against the heavy strikes on the other side. He could hear the men arguing in between their efforts, as they organised themselves. The door was not especially strong and Andrei knew that very shortly it would be breached.

Heather tapped him on the shoulder and handed the mobile back.

"She didn't seem especially moved, but a car's on its way - or so she says." 

The beating stopped and the men fell silent. Andrei backed away from the door.

"Maybe they've gone? Who are they?"

"I only recognised one of them. I think he's a crewman on La Mujer Codiciosa. He was the one who attacked me at the fish market and stole my camera."

Andrei relaxed for a second as the silence lengthened and he thought about what she was saying.

"That would make sense. But they know where you live now, so we need to get you..."

Behind him, the door flew open with an almighty crash. It hit Andrei on the back and sent him flying forward. In through the door stepped a thin, lean man with a knife poised menacingly in his hand. He was followed by a large, heavily-muscled man who carried a sledgehammer which looked small in his massive hands.

It was at times like these that Andrei wished he carried a gun. Interpol didn't routinely arm its agents. They didn't feel the need to. Interpol was not supposed to be actively involved with criminals. It was simply an intelligence database to assist others. Andrei, however, did not always work for Interpol. At the beginning of his career he worked as a cop on the tough streets of Sao Paulo, Brazil's largest city. After several years working the streets, he made detective and moved on to serious and organised crime. It was then that he realised the police would always be one step behind the determined and well-organised criminal gangs, of not just Brazil, but the world in general. When an opening came to work with Interpol, Andrei jumped at the chance. Since then he'd travelled the world with his current employer, and now, in his last years of service, he'd taken up a position in his home country of Brazil to settle down and prepare for retirement. Things just weren't working out that way.

Andrei scrambled to his feet and he and Heather backed away from the pair into the corner of the small living space. He watched as the eyes of the smaller man flicked between him and Heather. He was clearly confused as to what to do, and indecision was taking hold. The men must not have been expecting to find him here and Andrei needed to play on that fact.

"I am Agent Sousa from Interpol! The police are on their way!"

The men hesitated for a second, weighing up this new information, but as Heather backed away a little further, she knocked over a lamp sitting on a small table behind her and the noise seemed to jolt the men into action.

The smaller of the two leaped forward with his knife held high. Andrei rushed in to greet him and grabbed hold of his wrist. The two of them wrestled for control of the weapon as Heather let out a loud scream when the larger man made a lunge for her. She dodged his grasp and bolted for the bathroom, locking the door behind her. The huge man hefted the sledgehammer and readied himself to swing at the door.

The knife man was fast, and much stronger than his slight frame belied. He punched Andrei several times in the ribs with his free hand and launched a crippling strike with his knee into Andrei's groin before Andrei crumpled to the floor, barely able to hold off the point of the knife as the man fell on top of him and pushed with all his might to ram the evil looking blade into his chest.

It was the sound of gunfire from the hall outside that distracted the knife man and gave Andrei the chance he needed to swing the fight in his favour. Instead of resisting, Andrei gave in to the pressure and directed the point of the knife away from his body and into the floor beside him. At the same time, he shifted his weight to one side and allowed the knife man's momentum to throw him off balance. It was then that he put in a strike of his own, catching his opponent on the side of the head with a punch that knocked him out cold.

  Back on his feet, Andrei kicked the knife away from the stunned knife man's hand and turned to face the door, where a commotion was now ongoing just outside of it. Several more shots rang out before a figure staggered backwards into the room. He held a long thick machete in one hand. 

Tripping on a piece of the shattered door, which lay on the floor at his feet, the figure spun around. Andrei could see his other hand was clutching his chest and blood flowed freely between his fingers. For a second, he stared in amazement at Andrei and then at the bloody wound to his chest, before crumpling face first onto the floor.

Smoking pistol in hand and now pointed directly at Andrei, the gunman stepped cautiously into the room.

#  #  #

Following from a safe distance behind Heather and the Interpol Agent, Dan was able to watch events unfold before him and react with relative speed.

Deep in conversation, Heather had not noticed the two suspicious vehicles parked up across the street from her apartment block, and had her back turned when five burly men climbed out of them to follow her. He was already in full sprint, gun in hand, when he heard the smashing of glass and turned the corner to see the last of the men enter the building. 

As he skidded to a halt at the entrance and began climbing through what was left of the door, Dan was struck with a blow to the back of his head that knocked him to the ground. The gun fell from his hand and slid across the slippery tiled hall floor that was awash with glistening glass. Out from the shadow of the stairwell stepped his attacker.

Rising to his feet, Dan got a quick look at the man who had struck him as he stood at the foot of the stairs, and at the top, at the entrance to Heather's apartment, the other four were taking turns to batter on her door.

His attacker called out as he advanced again on Dan and one of the men at the top of the stairs stopped what he was doing and raced down towards them. Dan could tell by the look on their faces that they recognised him and he was in no doubt that they were here to finish off what they had attempted in the office of Isaac Garcia. The men battering on the door renewed their efforts and Dan could hear the wood give way as the man before him closed the space to reached out and wrap him in a bear hug.

His opponent was much bigger than he was, taller by a foot and maybe sixty pounds heavier. He clasped his hands behind Dan's back and squeezed tightly, forcing the air from his lungs and lifting him off the ground to smash his body against the wall. With his arms free, Dan grabbed the back of the man's head with one hand and forced the thumb of his other into the eye socket. He pulled with his hand and pushed with his thumb as hard as he could between nose and eye until the big man squealed in pain and released him. 

Only for the seriousness of the situation, Dan could have laughed at the irony of the fact that a one-eyed man was trying to rip an eye out of another. Would his opponent think it was sheer spite and jealousy? Dan knew it was neither. It was just bloody painful and one of the only actions available that might get the man to release him.

 As his feet hit the ground, Dan propelled himself in a desperate dive towards the gun which lay at the base of the stairs. The second male was almost upon him as Dan reached for it and brought it to bear. As the gangster loomed over him ready to strike, Dan shot him once in the head. He fell forwards from the first few steps of the staircase and dropped dead to the floor with a thud. 

By the time Dan had swung himself around, his half-blinded assailant was already climbing through the broken door frame and running up the street.

With that threat now disposed of, Dan got back to his feet and began climbing the stairs. Waiting for him at the top was a machete wielding third who, on seeing the pistol and what had happened to his comrades, stood nervously in the doorway. For an instant the man considered entering the apartment to where the others had forced their way, but as Dan closed on him he changed his mind and stood his ground, swinging the machete wildly in front of him. 

Dan was in two minds as to what to do. Of all the people he had killed, of which he had to admit there were many, they had mostly been in self-defence, or at the very least for a greater good. This man posed no threat if he kept his distance, but Dan needed to get past. He wished he'd just step aside, or walk away, but he knew that was never going to happen.

Dan's decision was quickly made for him when he heard Heather scream. In a clinical fashion that he had practised many times before, he placed two bullets in the centre of mass. The man staggered backwards, clearing the doorway and falling flat on his face.

Inside, Dan watched three things happen all at once. A small, thin man, whom he faintly recognised, picked himself somewhat unsteadily up from the floor, took one look in Dan's direction, staggered towards the open window and threw himself out of it. A second man, large and cumbersome, ran towards him with a sledgehammer raised over his head, and the Interpol agent in the centre of the room raised his hands in the air.

Switching his aim quickly to the immediate threat, Dan released three shots, hitting the big man twice, before ducking back outside to narrowly avoid the sledgehammer which came crashing down only inches from where he'd been standing. The man toppled forward and, not taking the chance that the first two shots would kill him, placed two more into his back before he could rise. He slumped to the ground where he lay and Dan coolly returned his aim to the Interpol Agent.

"Don't shoot! I'm not armed!"

Dan glanced down, to where a distinctive bone handled knife lay on the floor between them. The Interpol agent saw him do it.

"It's not mine. It was...his."

He glanced over his shoulder to the open window and nodded his head.

"Heather!"

"Dan?"

Slowly the door to the bathroom opened and Heather stuck her head out through the gap.

"Are you OK?"

Heather walked into the room, looking first at the dead man on the floor, then the Interpol Agent with his hands still held high in air, and lastly at Dan.

"Yes. Yes, I'm fine. Put the gun down, Dan. This is Agent Sousa, from Interpol."

Dan lowered the gun, but kept it by his side, as Sousa breathed a sigh of relief.

"Thank you. Your Heather's friend I assume?"

Dan ignored the agent's question and paced over to the window. Beneath them on the street he could see a figure limping over to one of the waiting vehicles. He turned for a second, pointed up to where Dan was standing and climbed inside before it sped away from the scene.

Then Dan turned back to Heather.

"Gather up your belongings. Quickly. We need to leave."

The sound of sirens filled the air as four police vehicles skidded to a halt on the street outside.

"Let's go, now!"

As Dan made for the door, Heather stood still, flicking her eyes between him and the Interpol Agent. Indecision was written all over her face.

"But...Agent Sousa said...that I should go with him...to..."

"Heather, we've been here before. It's not safe for you anymore, anywhere! Please, come with me."

Dan felt crushed as she slowly shook her head.

"I need him, Dan. He can help me make a difference."

"Is that not why I came?"

"It is but..."

Calls from the police outside echoed into the room as Dan turned his back on Heather. With little time to spare, he raced down the stairwell past two more dead bodies that would be notched up against his name, and ran out into the street. He was all alone, again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

 

 

Heather toyed with the phone in her hands, constantly checking the screen for any indication that Dan was returning her calls or texts. She felt awful for not siding with him and nothing that Andrei Sousa said could make her feel any better about it.

"You're doing the right thing, Heather. Your friend cannot protect you like I can. The streets of Fortaleza have no place to hide from the Tercerio Commandos."

"Is that supposed to help? Dan is out there right now. Will he be safe?"

Andrei Sousa sighed heavily and sat down opposite Heather at the small table in the canteen of the police station where they had both been that morning. Inspector Portillo could barely hide her glee at their return and, after questioning them thoroughly about what had happened at her apartment, had sent them here to wait until she could decide what to do. In fairness to Agent Sousa, under intense questioning from Inspector Portillo, he had been defensive of Dan's actions when confronted by their attackers. Even going so far as to commend Dan on saving his life when the crewman she recognised from La Mujer Codiciosa advanced with a knife in his hand intent on murder. Portillo wasn't convinced.

Agent Sousa continued with his attempts to placate her.

"Look, Miss Walsh, your friend seems very capable of looking after himself. I'm sure he will be fine."

Heather got up from the table and paced over to the door. There were no windows in the canteen and the small pane of glass set into the door was her only view out. They were alone, and had remained so for a very long time. All the waiting around was grating on her nerves.

Of the half dozen times she had called Dan while they waited, he had answered the phone only once. Well she hoped that he had, because he didn't speak. All she could hear in the background was music and the clinking of glass. After pouring her heart out, whoever it was on the other end hung up. She prayed it was him and his anger would subside.

Through the window in the distance, past the milling throng of busy police officers going about their endless work, she could see a window. Outside it was now dark. Four or five hours had passed and they were still waiting. Where was Dan? Was he OK? Why did she not believe in him when he begged her to? She knew he had been devastated when she refused to leave with him. Would he understand why she had refused him and return?

But Agent Sousa from Interpol was surely her best bet to help the besieged marine reserve. When he told her of his plans and the power he could summon to carry them out, he had won her over instantly. Dan, as good as he was, could never do what Interpol could. He just didn't understand that fact. Yes, once again, he had saved her life and Sousa's, but brute force and violence would only get them so far. To truly save the precious marine reserve in Fortaleza she needed help at governmental level and Interpol's Agent Andrei Sousa could get her that. She just prayed that Dan would understand.

She turned away from the window and took up her seat opposite the Interpol Agent.

"Please, call me, Heather."

He offered her a smile and a faint nod of his head.

"And you must call me, Andrei."

Heather smiled back and turned her attention to the vending machine in the corner of the room where bars of chocolate and crisps sat invitingly under a bright neon light.

"I'm starving. We've been here for ages. How much longer do you think we'll be?"

Andrei noticed her interest and searched his pockets, pulling out some change as he walked over to the machines.

"I've asked Inspector Portillo to make the necessary arrangements for your security and accommodation. At such short notice it will be a difficult task."

Heather watched as he chose two bars of chocolate and returned to the table.

"She is not exactly thrilled to have three more dead bodies on her doorstep. I'm afraid your friend Mr Harpur is leaving quite the impression on her."

He handed her a bar of the chocolate and Heather wolfed it down. It was the only thing she'd eaten since breakfast and she needed it badly. She used the time to think more about Dan and where he might be. When she'd finished, Andrei was still eating a bar of his own, taking his time to chew thoughtfully as he looked at Heather. He continued with a smile.

"He's quite a character this, Daniel Harpur. The forensic results have come back from Isaac Garcia's office. They have found fingerprints and DNA linking Harpur to it."

Heather could feel a further revelation coming as Andrei pushed his seat back and pulled a small notepad from his pocket. His tone of voice and posture changed to a more formal stance when he began reading.

"Joined the British Military at the age of seventeen. Served several years in the regular army until he was recruited into the Special Air Service, where he served with distinction and honour until his unexplained voluntary discharge a number of years ago. It seems he then returned to his homeland of Ireland to work a series of menial jobs before losing an eye in an altercation with a Triad. Since then he has been alerted as "Wanted for Murder", along with various other misdemeanours, in Ireland, China and Laos. Everywhere he goes he leaves a trail of dead bodies in his wake. The bodies of villains and gangsters in fairness to him, but bodies none the less."

Andrei paused from his reading and looked up at Heather. She innocently shrugged her shoulders. He flicked to the next page in his notes and continued.

"His first contact with you was just prior to the issuing of his first international arrest warrant. And thereafter, wherever you go, he follows. And the body count keeps climbing."

Andrei returned his notebook to his pocket and rested back in his chair waiting for a response. Heather got up and walked back over to the door, if only to avoid his accusing eyes. She peered out of the small window, frantically searching, like something out there might have all the answers for her.

The people Dan had killed had all been evil. Gangsters and criminals who would have killed him, or her, if they had been given half the chance. People who were directly involved in poaching, shooting and even farming wild animals for profit. It wasn't Heather's fault that Dan had done the things he had. She hadn't asked him to. Well, not directly anyway. So why then did she feel so guilty under such scrutiny?

Heather felt the need to defend him.

"He's a good man. A lot of what has happened was in self-defence. Today for example, he saved your life, and mine, again."

"He did. I can't deny it. But he is not the law, Heather."

"He is to those who don't respect the law. He's exactly what is needed in certain situations."

"He is. I'll give you that. But sooner or later he will meet his match or his past will catch up with him and drag him down. Will he drag you down with him?"

"Never!"

Andrei paused thoughtfully for a moment thinking hard on something, then continued.

"Men like Dan Harpur will always be needed. I think it was George Orwell who said, "People sleep peacefully in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf." I am a firm believer in that. But, Heather, this must stop now. Inspector Portillo is throwing every resource she has into catching him. He will not get far. I will try my best to help him when he is eventually caught, in return for saving us, but for now we must keep you safe and try to capture La Mujer Codiciosa. Will you help me?"

Heather pushed any further thoughts of Dan to the back of her mind. Andrei was right. Dan was a big boy. He could look after himself. The reserve should be her first priority now that she had Interpol to help her.

"Of course I will"

"Good. Then let me find Inspector Portillo and see if we can get moving. We are doing no good cooped up in here."

#  #  #

Salma Portillo sat patiently behind her desk completing the necessary paperwork that quickly built up in her busy role if left unattended. Now and then she glanced down at her phone and pressed a button so the screen saver would flash up and hold for a minute. It was a picture that calmed her and justified her actions.

This time she stopped what she was doing and picked it up to examine the image more closely. It showed her and her daughter, Anna, only three years old at the time, on a beautiful beach in Mexico. The sand was white, the warm sea an inviting dark shade of blue and the cloudless sky was partly blocked out by the broad leaves of a palm tree that they stood next to. Salma noted the smile spread wide across her face and the way her arms clung tightly around the waist of her daughter who was giggling with laughter. She almost smiled again at the memory. Those were the happiest days of her life. The days before she got involved with the Tercerio Commandos.

It wasn't like she had done it on purpose. Like going out one day on purpose to meet them and then offer her services. It had all just happened by chance. 

In the beginning, when she had been young and naive, it was just a few dollars here or turning a blind eye there. Everyone was doing it. But as her career progressed, so did the stakes. Now, she was firmly in the pocket of Antonio Correia, Fortaleza's most notorious crime lord. Nothing she could do could remove her from his grasp. She had witnessed first-hand what happens to those who cross him. And even if she did, and succeeded, where would she be? Homeless? On the run for the rest of her life from not only the Tercerio Commandos but also the Fortaleza Police? Would she bring her daughter with her? For surely it would not be safe for her to stay.

No, Salma was trapped. All she could hope for was that this whole fuss would blow over, Interpol would lose interest and this madman Harpur and his girlfriend would disappear. Soon at least one of those things might happen.

A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts and Salma resumed reading the reports on her desk for the benefit of her visitor.

"Yes?"

Sergeant Pereira, the lead investigator in the manhunt for Harpur, a diligent and principled man known for his hatred of violent crime in his home town of Fortaleza, entered her office.

"Inspector, we have been monitoring the mobile number of Heather Walsh for several hours now. She has made four calls in that time. As you suspected, they were all to the same number, which has connected only once. But it was for long enough for us to make trace. He is in the south side of the city, on Rua Santiago. In a bar called La Mesa."

"Good work, Sergeant! Assemble a team immediately. But wait for my order to move. I must clear this arrest operation at the highest level. If it is Harpur, he is armed and dangerous. We cannot take any chances."

Pereira closed the door behind him and Salma picked up her phone. She took one last mournful glance at the picture of her daughter before typing in the password and dialling a number etched into the depths of her memory. It answered within seconds.

"I hope you have good news this time."

"I have the whale woman here with me and I have located the one-eyed man."

"Very good. Keep her safe for the time being. What do you know about the man?"

"He is wanted for multiple murders in several different countries. Interpol have assisted us in expediting his details. Agent Sousa seems a very determined and thorough individual. He is planning to make your life very difficult indeed. I really think you should..."

"Yes, yes...I trust you will keep me up to date on his activities, Salma. I have much invested in my fishing fleet. I will not be disrupting any of my operations at only the slightest chance of trouble. He is a long way from concerning me just yet. For now, tell me about this trouble maker and where I can find him."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

 

 

The joy of the sea that had once meant so much to Captain Lucas Machado, was no longer what it used to be. Worry and doubt now took over his way of life, ruining what little job satisfaction and personal pride he once held. 

As he stabbed and hacked at the thrashing shark, which seemed intent on entangling itself further despite his best efforts to free it, Lucas puzzled again to find a way out of his predicament. 

Ironically, he was much like the shark before him. Trapped in a net of someone else's making, through no fault of his own, and no matter how much he twisted and turned, he would never free himself. His captor was bigger, stronger and better equipped - resistance was futile.

With a final twist of the knife, Lucas cut the shark free. It spilt onto the deck of the ship along with half of his catch and he watched with grim resignation as those of his crew nearby tried their best to salvage what they could, gathering up the flapping fish whilst avoiding the small but angry shark wriggling helplessly across the deck.

He turned away for a second to regain his breath and looked out over the sea towards the mainland, where other ships captained by men he knew well, ferried the last of their "eco-passengers" back into the harbour before darkness fell. From there they would filter out into the city of Fortaleza and spend thousands more dollars on food, wine and accommodation - just like the whale woman had told them. It was a growing trade, Lucas knew that, but those same people would be paying good money for fish to eat, and someone had to catch them.

Lucas called out to his newly appointed first mate, whose name he kept forgetting, instructing him to set a course for the reserve waters. The crew needed time now to reset the nets, and there at least he would stand a chance of meeting the quota demanded of him.

He dismissed thoughts of freedom for now. The sailors on board La Mujer Codiciosa could not feed their families on dreams and good intentions, and neither could he. So he stomped over towards the shark, which had trapped itself between an engine housing and the side of the ship, and placed his foot onto its back, pinning it firmly down with his own considerable bulk. A few deft cuts with his knife and the shark had stopped moving enough for him and three others to haul it up and over the side. 

He watched as the body slowly disappeared, sinking beneath the dark water and drifting out of sight behind them, leaving nothing but a trail of blood and guts on the side of his ship that will have disappeared before the morning. 

That's what would happen to him if he didn't get Antonio Correia his money. Nothing left but a trail of blood and guts that would soon be forgotten. He and the shark had much in common.

#  #  #

In a bar, at the end of a dark side street, somewhere on the south side of Fortaleza, Dan sat full drunk. He swayed gently to the hypnotic Latin music playing in the background, with both arms resting firmly on the bar to prevent him falling. He'd been trying his best to drown his sorrows, but this time it just wouldn't work.

"Another whiskey!"

The barkeep eyed him warily and several of the other customers, propping up his side of the bar for their own various reasons, lifted their heads at the newcomer causing a disturbance in their otherwise uneventful day. The barkeep lifted down the bottle from a shelf behind him and filled Dan's glass. 

"Not as good as the Irish stuff, but it'll do."

Before he'd turned away, Dan downed the contents and raised his glass for another. Unimpressed, the barkeep slowly screwed the cap back onto the bottle and wagged a long thick finger at Dan.

"Enough. Go home."

Angry at his refusal, Dan tried to stand up, but instead lost his balance and fell backwards, tumbling over the barstool and landing in a heap on the floor. He dusted himself off, clambered to his feet and reached for the stool. Placing it back beside the bar in its original position, or as near as his unresponsive arms would allow him to.

"Home?"

There was no such place as home for Dan. As drunk as he was, even he knew that. The thought of where he would go now and what he would do without Heather were fogging up his mind. He didn't even want to think about it.

"More whiskey!"

"I said no! Go..."

The barkeeps eyes flicked over Dan's shoulder to the door behind. He stopped what he was saying, ignored Dan and slinked away to the far end of the bar. All conversation, if there was any beforehand, fell silent. The other men buried their faces in their drinks and Dan was left standing confused. 

The mobile in his pocket chose that very moment to buzz into life once more, and this time, Dan had a mind to answer it. He would tell Heather what he really thought of her. How her betrayal had hurt him so. How he'd travelled across the world just to be with her. She would understand. And maybe she would change her mind.

He fumbled in his pocket to remove the phone before remembering that something else was happening. Dan could feel a presence behind him. A reason to turn around. 

His slow drunken eyes managed one last glance over to the barman, who was making hard work of polishing glasses and looking in the opposite direction as best he could.

Dan only just managed to wrestle the phone from his pocket and see Heather's name flashing up on the screen when a searing pain at the back of his head blanked out his vision. His legs gave way beneath him and he fell to the floor unconscious.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY

 

 

Heather had only managed a few fitful hours of sleep during the night before Andrei woke her early the next morning. She'd been checking her phone constantly, which was part of the reason why she couldn't sleep, but still there was no word from Dan.

As she climbed out of the hotel bed - a low-end downtown dive, where Inspector Portillo had eventually managed to house them for the night - she could hear Andrei's raised voice in the room next door. He was shouting in Portuguese, presumably on his phone, as she couldn't hear anyone shouting back. The conversation was short and heated and a further knock on her door soon followed its end.

"Heather, please hurry! We must leave!"

Heather could detect a note of fear in his voice, so she dressed quickly and rushed out to investigate.

"What is it? What's wrong?"

She found Andrei hurriedly stuffing his belongings into an overnight bag. He looked agitated. Before answering her he silently opened the door to the corridor just a fraction and popped his head outside, looking in both directions before closing it again and returning to his bag.

"Inspector Portillo has ordered the guards on our door to leave. I only found out a few moments ago when one of them woke me to say goodbye. When I asked him why they were leaving he told me he did not know but he was under the impression, from Portillo herself,that we knew all about it. I tried to call her but some halfwit kept telling me that she was unavailable. Something is not right, Heather. At this time in the morning they must surely know we would probably still be asleep in our beds. We must leave. Now!"

Heather rushed into the bedroom and hastily packed her own belongings. She had no time to think about it. They dared not hang around any longer. She and Dan had had enough experience of organised crime and its far reaching influence into local policing to know that anything was possible. Inspector Portillo had never filled Heather with confidence and, if she was on the take from the Tercerio Commandos, then she could easily wipe out the threat to them and her with one well planned hit on the hotel room.

But what about Dan? As she slung her bag over her shoulder and made for the door she lifted her phone up from the bedside table and checked it for the hundredth time. No missed calls or texts. Had they got to him already? Tears began to form in the corners of her eyes at how he must feel at her betrayal. She did need him. Right now! Just as Dan had predicted.

She ran out to meet Andrei, who was standing guard at the door waiting for her.

"I have no firearm if they find us, Heather. Just run if they do. I will try my best to distract them. Go to the British Embassy. It is the only place you will be safe."

"We'll both be fine, Andrei... but thanks..."

He nodded his approval and took another peek out from behind the door.

"The corridor is clear. We will take the stairs to the first floor and then try to slip out of the emergency exit at the rear. From there we will make our way to the embassy."

With a final check of the corridor, Andrei slipped out of the hotel room and Heather followed. As much as she respected Andrei, she wished it were Dan at her side now. When the shit hit the fan, when trouble was brewing and violence loomed just around the corner, she wished it were Dan. 

What a fool she was.

#  #  #

With a heavier than usual heart, Lucas Machado made his way across the fish market and climbed the stairs to the office of the Harbour Master. The nights catch had been plentiful and his crew were pleased, but Lucas just couldn't bring himself to share in their happiness. 

The whale woman had been right about a good many things and Lucas wished he had heeded her warnings. The fish stocks in the reserve could not possibly withstand the increased fishing within its boundaries, but Lucas could do nothing but fish within its boundaries every night of the week in order to keep up with the insatiable demand of Antonio Correia. It was the only way he could earn enough money for himself and his crew. The figures swam round in his head constantly, but he could never make sense of them. Plundering the reserve night after night was his only option.

By the time he'd reached the top of the stairs he knew something was wrong. Two large men stood either side of the doorway that took him to the office of Martim Santos, arms folded neatly across their ample chests with hooded eyes glaring down suspiciously towards him. They wore suits and ties, but their shaved heads and heavily tattooed hands and necks gave them away instantly as gangsters.

He was about to turn back, glad of the temporary reprieve, when one of the two waved him forward. He had a knowing and crooked smile forming in the corner of his mouth as he sniggered to his partner.

"Here he is now! The great Captain Machado. Bigger than I remembered. Might be a hard man to put down, ehh, Francisco?"

His partner, Francisco, stepped forward with a few mock jabs and punches and the two of them roared with laughter when Lucas swatted his fists away in bad temper.

"Settle down big man, settle down! We are only jesting! Mr Correia has been expecting you. He's inside."

Francisco knocked on the door and without waiting for an answer swung it open. He beckoned Lucas inside with an exaggerated wink of his eye. Reluctantly, Lucas inched forward to enter the office.

Inside he found Antonio Correia and Martim Santos enjoying breakfast. Both men smiled at him like cats that had gotten the cream, or more appropriately, Lucas thought, vultures who'd found a fresh carcass to gorge on.

"Ahh, Captain Machado! Come in. Share some food with us."

Lucas strode forward, growing angrier by the second. What was the joke? Why were these scum so happy to see him? There was nothing funny from where he was standing. He just wanted in and out as fast as he could.

"I'm not here for food and I don't wish to dine with you. We are not friends. Give me what I am owed for my haul and I will be gone."

Antonio Correia pushed himself back from his seat at the table. He took time to wipe the corners of his mouth with a napkin and then threw it carelessly to the floor as he strode over to the window to gaze down on the fish market below. Martim Santos looked less smug than Correia, sitting alone at the table in front of him. He averted his gaze from Lucas, choosing that very moment to examine an imaginary stain on his otherwise immaculate three piece suit.

Lucas' heart began to pound in his chest. He'd seen the two men before together, but the routine of collecting his money from Santos had never been anything but tedious, with only Santos ever present when the money was changing hands. Something was definitely wrong.

Correia snapped out of his reverie to shed some light on the situation.

"You seem a somewhat reluctant employee, Lucas. What is it I have done to upset you?"

The question threw Lucas. The tone of his voice, the way the question was posed, it was a threat more than a question. Even so it riled him further still.

"I am not your employee! We are partners in a business venture. Nothing more. A business venture that I no longer have a taste for."

"Ahh! Now we get to the truth of it. You want out of our arrangement then?"

"No...well...no, I didn't say that exactly. I just mean that there could be other ways to make money. I have been keeping an eye on other ships in the area. Tourists are paying good coin to watch the wildlife and..."

"The wildlife? Now we get to the heart of it. Have we not discussed this before? The wildlife cannot put food in your belly, Lucas, and the ship you captain is a fishing vessel. It cannot be used for anything else."

"I know, but the fish stocks will not last forever, Mr Correia. Not at the rate you have us working. The..."

"So the work is too hard for you also?"

"No! I am just saying that it is not sustainable. That is all."

"Not sustainable? You sound like one of those eco-warriors now. Francisco!"

The two bodyguards entered the room and closed the door behind them. The smiles were still playing on their lips as they sauntered forwards. Lucas noticed a gun appear from behind the back of Francisco.

"What is this? What is going on here? We were only talking!"

"I think I have heard enough of your talk, Lucas. I need someone to captain La Mujer Codiciosa. Someone whose heart is in it. By your own admission, you are no longer that man."

"No. I..."

Francisco stepped forward and put the gun to his head. Frozen to the spot and utterly helpless, Lucas submitted as his hands were bound tightly behind his back.

Correia swaggered over to face him, clearly more confident now that Lucas was restrained.

"Let us take a little sail together in your beloved ship. I will give you one last chance to prove yourself to me. You are a strong and proud man, Lucas Machado. If you succeed, then perhaps you will live."

#  #  #

It was dark when Dan woke. The taste of vomit and blood mixed unpleasantly in his mouth as his mind struggled to make sense of where he was and what was going on. His head was pounding from the mother of all hangovers and a painful bruise at the back of it was seeping blood from a gash in its centre. 

He rolled over and tried to stretch out his legs, but something stopped him. His feet pushed against a solid surface causing his body to slide in the opposite direction. His head touched against yet another solid surface, right on the bruise, causing him to cry out with the sudden pain. In a panic, Dan lashed out with his arms, but they would only extend a little. 

He was boxed in on all sides. 

Dan took some slow, deep breaths to calm himself. When he was ready, he felt his way around. The surfaces were made of wood; long thin boards fixed together with screws and nails. He ran his fingers along the slim gaps between the boards, searching for a latch or a lock, but there was nothing. After a while he raised his face up to one of the larger gaps. He sniffed in a deep breath of fresh salty air. Where the hell was he? And why was he in a fucking box?

He lay still for a while, listening intently to muffled sounds from outside, suffering with a headache and searching for a clue. After what seemed like an age, bright sunlight streamed in through the cracks and strange voices conversed above him over the rustle of a tarpaulin being pulled to the side. Shadows danced across the sunlight as people moved around him and his world slowly shifted. 

With a grunt and a groan the box Dan was contained within lifted and shunted violently, knocking the bruise on Dan's head once more and sending a shaft of pain through his body. Vomit rose in his throat as the box was lifted and it began swirling around. Dan caught sight of clouds and blue sky whizzing by as he wretched and heaved. 

Then he came down with a thump and more shadows, this time using hammers or tools of some sort, began knocking and banging on his box. The lid was quickly ripped away and Dan was forced to shield his sensitive eyes from harsh sunlight as rough hands pulled and hauled him out. 

He had no time to protest before his arms were twisted behind his back and cable ties were fixed tightly to his wrists and ankles. A gag tasting of salt and oil was stuffed into his mouth as Dan was frogmarched away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

 

 

"What do you mean they weren't there? You incompetent fucking imbecile!"

Erico watched Antonio Correia as he paced around the small cabin on board La Mujer Codiciosa, ranting at some minion or other. Erico sat behind the captain's desk with a smug grin, despite the open aggression and hostility on display in front of him. This time it wasn't directed towards him. It was some poor fool on the other end of the phone.

 This is where Erico was meant to be. This was what Lucas Machado had prevented him from experiencing for all these years. For the first time in his life, Erico would captain a proper ship, with a proper crew and head out to sea to claim his fortune. 

First though, he must deal with Correia; allowing him to see first-hand what Erico could do with his investment and disposing of the one-eyed devil, along with Lucas Machado. He felt no remorse or sorrow for Lucas. Why would he? Lucas had made his choice, complaining constantly and then eventually defying the will of the Tercerio Commandos. Correia had not been satisfied. 

Erico would be different; Correia would see that soon enough. Yes, he had made a mistake with the one-eyed devil. He had underestimated him and overestimated the abilities of the idiots Correia had sent with Erico to deal with it. Now, in his natural environment on board a ship, Erico was best placed to impress his new partner and make up for his previous mistake. This second chance was all he needed. For once in his life he'd been given a gift and he wasn't going to waste it.

Antonio Correia slammed his fist down onto the table, terminating his call and switching his very much unwanted attention towards Erico.

"And you, Captain Almada! What news do you have for me? Please let it be better than what I have just been told."

Erico shifted in his seat, trying his best to look confident.

"Your cargo has been secured below decks, Mr Correia. We are ready to depart when you are."

"Then let us go, Captain. Take us out to sea for the day. Show me what you can do with my money and let us have some sport with our cargo!"

The Tercerio Commando overlord swanned out of Erico's cabin like he didn't have a care in the world, leaving Erico to consider what exactly it was he had in mind and whether his maiden voyage might end up memorable for all the wrong reasons.

#  #  #

It turned out that the British Embassy was in Brasilia. Fortunately for Heather and Andrei, Google did manage to direct them towards the next best thing - a British Honorary Consulate situated in a lavish building not far away from the hotel in the eastern quarter of the city. 

They made good time getting there and with little excitement so early in the morning, managing to avoid the attentions of any would be hitmen or prowling gangsters in the process. At one point, Heather wondered if Andrei had overreacted to the removing of the guards and considered turning back, but that would have showed a blatant lack of trust in the man, who was at the end of the day, only trying his best to help her.

 Gaining access to the Consulate at such an ungodly hour had caused them some concern in the beginning, but it turned out that the combination of Andrei's credentials along with Heather's wild-eyed and just-out-of-bed look had won over the pleasant and elderly woman that claimed the role of consul.

They weren't long behind the high wrought iron fencing which lined the street and then the huge thick oak doors of the entrance before Heather was feeling secure again, sipping on earl grey tea and exchanging pleasantries with the consul.

"Oh, that's a very interesting story young lady, but really there is very little I can do for your friend. I can use my position to summon a certain amount of help but if you say that the police are also after him ...and he is wanted by Interpol for murder...well that is very unusual indeed. Of course you are welcome to remain here until we can sort it out, but your friend...well he is a very different matter. I couldn't possibly help you with that or I could be committing offences myself."

"Of course...it's just..."

The old woman got up and patted Heather's shoulder with a thin, wrinkled hand.

"Let's have some more tea, and then I will fetch you breakfast. You must be famished after such an adventure."

She tottered away leaving Heather and Andrei alone in a large spacious reception room furnished with dated furniture and the largest fireplace Heather had ever seen. 

Ancient paintings hung on the walls depicting historical British figures from yesteryear. They were covered with a thin coating of dust and seemed somewhat neglected, but Heather surmised they were still probably worth a small fortune no matter what condition they were in. She dreamed of what she might do with the money, if she could just take one of the paintings away with her.

Andrei had spent the whole time talking on his phone and once he ended his current call, Heather left her examination of the paintings to find out what he knew.

"Well? What now?"

"I managed to get through to Inspector Portillo. She is denying interfering with our security detail. She's blaming crossed wires somewhere. She wants to know our current location but I have refused to tell her. I don't trust her one bit. Crossed wires? You will be safe here for now. I have also been in contact with the coastguard and the commander of a British Navy contingent operating out of Belize. They are both very keen to assist in the capture of La Mujer Codiciosa. The patrol ship HMS Mersey is currently on manoeuvres in international waters not far from here and she has been redirected to the Pedra da Risca do Meio in search of her. They will contact me if they have any luck. For now I think we should just keep our heads down."

"And what about Dan?"

Andrei shifted uncomfortably at the question. He turned his back to her and made a show of staring at the paintings before answering. Heather knew the news wouldn't be good.

"I quizzed Portillo about him. She says she has not found him but she did receive an anonymous report concerning the abduction of a man in a seedy bar in the east of the city."

"An abduction? But that could be anybody."

"The man in question was a foreigner, who wore a black patch over his left eye." 

Heather felt weak. She sat down on the edge of a chair, fearing her legs might give way. All her fears and worries had been realised. 

"What will we do?"

"Nothing. What can we do? He's gone, Heather. Portillo is convinced it was him, but has no other information to go on and...even if she did I doubt she would be committing too much time to finding him. I'm sorry."

"Oh my God, I can't believe it. What will happen to him?"

As soon as the words had left her mouth, Heather knew the answer. It was obvious. Andrei avoided the question.

"I know what we must do. We must press on. Find the pirate ship and destroy Antonio Correia's operation if we can."

He sat down next to Heather and looked her in the eye.

"OK?"

She was numbed and shocked. Images of Dan were running through her mind. Where was he now? Was he dead or alive? She knew one thing - he was alone and it was all her fault.

Tears began to well in her eyes as she nodded her head to Andrei, who stood up and paced over to the far side of the room to make more calls on his phone. Heather gave in to her emotions and cried as hard and as long as she ever had.

#  #  #

The journey from the crate to his current location had been short and brutal. In only a matter of a few pathetic hops, he'd been beaten and battered by his captors for struggling against them, culminating in a second vicious strike to his head by something solid that sent him sprawling to the deck where he was then dragged unceremoniously by the scruff of his neck into the bowels of the ship. 

He was shoved down tight, steep metal stairways until he'd lost count of the twists and turns they'd taken. In that time he was only able to deduce that he was on a fishing ship, big and old, and that she was docked in Fortaleza Harbour - a glimpse of which he'd snatched as he tumbled to the deck with the first of the beatings.

The ship swayed gently and Dan rolled with it, resting his head back onto the cold, hard metal of the hull. He'd tired himself, twisting his body this way and that, searching for a comfortable position to rest in, but the bonds on his wrists and ankles were so tight that anything remotely resembling comfort was impossible to find. 

He guessed that he was now imprisoned in a small storage room without windows and only one thick metal door, behind which a weak fluorescent light outlined its edges. For a while, he crawled around in the darkness searching for a way out. When he found nothing, he switched to searching for a sharp edge to rub at the cable ties that bound him. That too proved to be fruitless and so Dan eventually gave up, for now, and instead decided to conserve his energy for the first opportunity of escape, however it might present itself. He could overpower a guard, make a run for it or hide somewhere else on the ship until help arrived. 

Help? Who was he kidding? No-one was coming to rescue him. No-one was searching for him. No-one cared one bit about Daniel Harpur. Not least the woman to whom he had devoted his own pathetic and now, it seemed, short life.  

After a while, Dan could feel the hull vibrate as the ships engines spluttered into life. Muted voices above him barked out curses and commands and the ship slowly began to move. Where were they taking him? Why had he not already been killed?

The darkness was briefly interrupted when the door swung open and a huge figure, bound and gagged in a similar fashion to Dan, was shoved through the gap. Two men followed, kicking and punching the figure until he was beaten into a foetal position and lay still on the deck next to Dan. 

One of his attackers bent over and ripped the gag from Dan's mouth, his comrade doing the same for their victim.

"We're heading out to sea now. No-one will hear your screams. You may as well talk until we get there. It's the last chance you'll ever get at a conversation! Ha!"

The two of them laughed like it was the funniest joke ever told and then turned to leave Dan and his new cell mate alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

 

 

Sitting in the darkness awaiting their fate the two men could do nothing but talk. 

As the door slammed shut and the voices of the two attackers drifted away, it was Dan who decided to break the ice. Unaware that he was in company, his cell mate grunted and groaned as he strained to sit himself up. Then, for a while, he cursed continually under his breath. 

Dan signified his presence with a well-placed cough. The noise creating an eerie silence in which his new company shuffled away to the far side of the room, no doubt trying to distance himself from another heavy beating. But with nothing left to lose, Dan initiated the conversation.

"Do you speak English?"

Dan's question was greeted with silence.

"I'm not going to hurt you. I am imprisoned here also, tied at the hands and feet just like you are. Do you know where we are going? Do you know anything at all?"

More silence followed and Dan assumed the man was trying to decide if this was a trap or trick of some sort, or maybe he didn't speak English at all. 

His question was answered though, with a series of new questions that Dan was happy to answer.

"I wondered why those pricks reverted to English when they left me here. Firstly, who are you?"

"Dan Harpur. I think I might have upset someone in Fortaleza and I'm guessing that's why I'm here."

"Umm...Are you the man who killed those Tercerio Commando scum? The talk of the city, with a patch over one eye?"

"I can't deny the part about the eye patch, that's for sure. Who are you and what have you done?"

"I have done nothing compared to you. I have simply displeased Antonio Correia, the leader of the scum you killed. My name is Lucas Machado. I was the captain of this ship until a few hours ago. We met once, at the fish market. You were with the whale woman."

"Ahh, yes, I remember. You were the one who helped us. But you are also the reason why we were there. The ship you captain is fishing illegally in protected waters."

"I regret that now."

"You say you have displeased someone? I wish that was all I had done. What will happen to us?"

"I don't know. But we are heading out to sea now. I expect we will be killed in some way that pleases him and then dumped over the side."

 Machado seemed resigned to a very grisly end, one which Dan was not yet prepared to meet. As Machado continued, Dan renewed his efforts to find somewhere sharp to cut his bonds.

"Antonio Correia is an evil man. He will have a bloody finale in store for us. You can be sure of that."

"Why would he go to all this bother? Why not just kill us and be done with it?"

"Because he loves the spectacle. The infamy. The fact that every sailor on board this ship will witness what happens if you defy the Tercerio Commandos and then carry the news back to their families, who will further spread the tale. It's good for business."

Machado must have heard Dan's scrapings at the thick plastic ties and his voice grew more sombre.

"There is nowhere to escape to Dan Harpur. This ship is full of Correia's men, who guard every exit. I have seen them. And even if you get past them, we will be miles out to sea very soon. You will never make it."

Machado's warning fell on deaf ears as Dan increased his efforts.

#  #  #

Heather immersed herself in her work. She made calls to her old boss, Peter Blackthorn, in the Wildlife Investigation Agency. She made calls to the South Atlantic Sea Life Cooperative and she made calls to just about every person that she knew in the Fortaleza area who could possibly help. She even put a very awkward and tense call in to Isaac Garcia, who only just managed to hold his anger long enough to explain to her through gritted teeth that he wanted nothing more to do with whales, fishing, Fortaleza or her. Anything she could do to help in the search for the pirate ship La Mujer Codiciosa was worth a try. Anything she could do to keep her mind from wandering back to Dan Harpur was worth every effort.

Andrei too had been busy on his phone and the constant consumption of tea and biscuits, supplied by the elderly consul, had kept her spirits high enough to prevent her from cracking under the immense burden of guilt that she'd placed upon herself. She'd convinced herself that the only thing that would placate her, for now, was the capture of that ship and the arrest of all those on board her. At least that result might salvage something from the total mess she'd created and for which so many others had suffered. 

It was almost midday when her phone rang and she took a call from a local fisherman she had met in her first few weeks of arriving in Fortaleza. He was one of only a few people who would speak openly and freely about the pirate ships and their activities. 

"La Mujer Codiciosa fished all night in the reserve waters. She docked at the harbour early this morning to unload and then left immediately. She was last seen heading north."

Heather had barely time to thank him before she was up from her seat and out into the garden, where Andrei was resting on the grass beneath the shade of a large tree.

"Andrei! It was seen this morning leaving the harbour and heading in a northerly direction. I can't believe it has been here under our noses all this time!"

Andrei sat up with a frown on his face.

"I alerted all the local authorities to her presence before I even arrived, days ago! I should have been notified. Are you sure it is her?"

"I'm sure. My contact is a local fisherman. He knows the ships in this area and he has described her to me in detail. I'm sure."

Andrei got up from where he lay, brushed himself down and paced back into the building. He picked up his phone from the table and dialled a number he had scribbled on his notepad. Then he walked over to an old framed map, which had been mounted and hung on the wall next to a portrait of HMS Victory in action at the Battle of Trafalgar.

He traced a finger north along the map, from the port of Fortaleza out into the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. He squinted down at the scale, just visible in the corner of the map, then checked his watch for the time. Heather watched as he made the rough calculation in his head and tapped a point on the map where he thought the ship might be. 

"Hello, Captain Ross? This is Andrei Sousa from Interpol. I have a rough location and direction of travel for our target ship."

The consul chose that moment to walk in with yet another tray full of tea and biscuits and Heather intercepted her with a smile as Andrei finished his conversation. He reluctantly accepted a cup the consul poured for him before speaking but was barely able to disguise the excitement in his voice.

"I must thank you for your hospitality, Consul. It has been a great help. Tell me, is there anywhere close by where a helicopter might land?"

#  #  #

The engines stopped, and soon after, the door swung open. Dan was ready and waiting.

At first, Lucas refused to help and had not bothered to try and break his own ties, but when Dan eventually cut through them and told Lucas that he would rather die fighting than give in and allow Antonio Correia the pleasure of killing him in whatever sick and depraved way he had planned, the big man had thankfully changed his mind and agreed to help.

The two men that had dumped Lucas a few hours before stepped into the dark room, talking and laughing in the same way as when they had left. They stopped jabbering when only Lucas was stood in the centre of the room before them, and that was when Dan chose to make his move.

He leapt out from behind the door and grabbed the nearest of the two by the shoulders, pulling him close as he drove his knee into the side of the man's leg with all the force he could muster. The muscles in the leg gave way immediately and he dropped to the floor with a pained grunt. 

Lucas Machado, who had initially been standing in mock submission with his arms and legs still bound tightly together, launched himself at the second of the pair, using all his immense bulk and strength to throw his shoulder into the man's midriff and send them both barrelling backwards to collide with the solid metal wall on the opposite side where he smashed his head and then slumped into a heap.

Dan quickly clambered on top of his opponent and grabbed the hair at the back of his head. He used it for purchase to slam the man's face into the floor. 

Behind him, Dan could hear the deafening roar of Lucas and, from the corner of his eye, caught a glimpse of him hopping towards the door with his feet still bound together. It was a funny looking image but Dan knew something was badly wrong. The plan was to free Lucas first.

 With his opponent unconscious and half his face turned to mush, Dan stood up and turned for the door. At the same time, a deafening shot rang out. He watched Lucas tumble to the floor, falling half in and half out of the small doorway. Blood sprayed across Dan's legs. 

At the far side of the door and standing over Lucas, illuminated by the pale light, stood two more men. One held a revolver pointed directly at Dan with smoke drifting lazily from its muzzle. The other stood clapping his hands and laughing like a madman.

"Bravo! Bravo! This is going to be a very interesting contest indeed!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

 

 

With one final gruesome kick to the head, Lucas sent the blood of his opponent spraying across the deck. The unrecognisable pulp that had once been the face of La Mujer Codiciosa's cook sagged to one side leaving nothing but cold dead eyes to stare out at the jeering spectators. Money changed hands between the Brazilian mobsters and minor scuffles of their own broke out, as they squabbled over the result of the fight.

Lucas returned to his designated corner and waited nervously for a decision, as two men dragged the body to the edge of the ship, where they dumped it unceremoniously over the side. Their leader, who Dan now knew to be Antonio Correia, stood up and applauded, clearly impressed with the display. A stunning looking woman, wearing nothing but a small, red, tight-fitting bikini clung to Correia's neck. She eyed Dan with undisguised lust, licking her lips and gyrating her body while at the same time running her hands through Correia's hair and whispering into his ear.

"Bravo, bravo! You fight well, Lucas Machado!"

The first contest, of three so far, had initially started out slow and hesitant. Neither man sure of the lengths they were required to go to. They threw weak and inaccurate punches and circled warily, playing for time. But when it became apparent that Correia expected nothing less than a fight to the death, by throwing a knife into the centre of the circle between the two men, the tempo increased. 

None of them stood a chance against Lucas. In the third and final bout, he had been on the receiving end of a series of ever desperate and brutal strikes aimed at his injured leg. Each of his former shipmates, also on the wrong end of Correia's wrath for some reason or other, had been concentrating their futile efforts at their captain's recent injuries; in particular the bloodied rag that loosely covered the gunshot wound to his leg. And as a result, Lucas winced when he applied any kind of pressure to it, and in between fights had rubbed and rested it in obvious pain. The injury hadn't had the effect the three men had hoped for however, and Lucas dispatched them all with a cold, ruthless efficiency. Beating them into submission with his hands, before finishing them off with the knife.

Boring quickly with the fighting, Correia had encouraged him to ever more extravagant uses of the weapon, and in the end, Dan thought Lucas to be relishing in his new gladiatorial role; rather than fearing the inevitable conclusion when he ran out of opponents. 

With ever more shots of vodka fuelling Correia, he whooped and roared as blood, sweat and guts covered the ships open deck.

Dan's mind raced with thoughts of escape. He was now securely strapped to a chair, Correia beside him and a ship full of gangsters toting automatic weapons and vodka loitered all around. Nothing but open ocean surrounded them, the odd distant ship just a pinprick on the horizon. His chances looked bleak. 

For obvious reasons, he had not seen or heard from Heather since his abduction and was worried that she may have come to even worse harm than he was about to at the hands of the mobsters. Would the Interpol agent have kept her safe? Could he have done a better job than Dan? Probably. But it didn't stop him from worrying about her, and it didn't stop his heart from aching at the thought of her. Did these animals have her locked up somewhere on this very ship? Was Correia waiting until he was bored with the fighting before he brought her out to cut her throat? He prayed that she would be safe and well, but couldn't help himself from asking. 

Dan hadn't spoken a word since his capture, not that he'd been asked to, but what did he have to lose?

"Do you have Heather Walsh here also?"

Correia looked at him with mild surprise on his face and then smiled broadly.

"Ahh, he has a tongue! You are about to fight the very impressive Lucas Machado to the death, Daniel Harpur, and your only concern is for the whale woman?  You are a strange man indeed!"

Dan's eyes flicked back to the crowd as a load cheer erupted. Lucas was pulling up a chair and drinking thirstily from a large glass of water  handed to him by one of the mobsters, along with a pat on the back and a stream of coarse guttural Portugese. He waved a roll of bank notes in Lucas's face, indicating his earnings on the fight.

Correia's eyes followed his own, and he played with the empty glass in his hand as they watched the drunkard mimic Lucas's final punches. The crowd egged him on like he was the mid-game entertainment.

"You are his enemy?"

"No."

 "She is his enemy?"

"In a way, yes."

Correia grabbed a handful of Dan's hair and pulled him close. He flipped over his eye-patch and examined the scarring behind it.

"You have caused me much trouble, Daniel Harpur, but for some reason I like you. If you win your fight, I will let you see her one last time. If you die, then you will never see her again and you will never know what will happen to her. The choice is yours."

He let go of Dan and got up to retrieve the knife from where it lay on the deck a short distance away, still warm with the blood of its latest victim. Testing the edge was sharp, he used it to cut the bonds on Dan's arms and legs. 

Dan stretched and rubbed life back into his limbs as Correia strode back into the centre of the impromptu fighting circle, knife still in hand. He waved it casually in the air, pointing at the space and the people within it as he spoke to Dan. A respectful silence fell over the crowd as they strained to hear what he had to say.

 "For the finale we will make a deal. You kill him,  she lives. He kills you, she dies."

Then with a theatrical wave of the knife he turned to face Lucas and continued.

"But...just to be fair...If you win,  I will not have your family killed and you will also see them one last time."

With the crowd in an uproar of approval and vast quantities of money beginning to change hands, Correia sauntered back to his seat and the waiting beauty, mumbling something about growing soft in his old age.

Lucas limped into the centre of the circle and stood waiting; a grim determination now spread across his face. Dan loosened his neck and stretched his arms as he approached, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on those of his opponent. As he neared, the immense size and strength of Lucas was ever more apparent. Still warm and fresh from the first three fights, a light sheen of sweat glistened on his huge muscles, accentuating every detail. Every trick and technique Dan could remember ever being taught about hand-to-hand combat, raced around his head; useless in the face of such a monster. 

As they waited for the signal from Correia for the fight to begin, the noise grew with the sound of the mobsters betting frantically, either for or against the new contender. Hands grabbed at him, feeling for muscle, assessing his weaknesses and slapping him hard to evoke enough fighting spirit to bet their money on. 

Dan slowed his breathing, ignored the excited crowd, and focused all of his attention on the next few minutes. Speed and accuracy would be his only advantage against a man like this. Lucas was fast for his size, but Dan would have to be faster, merciless, and willing to kill. He was ready.

The woman approached the two men, and the crowd stilled in anticipation. She circled them both, hands actively pawing over them, her face a picture of pure delight as she teased and caressed the barely contained violence ready to burst out from the bodies of the fighters. She hung her arms around Dan's neck, lazily swinging in front of him and rubbing her body tight against him. Then she quietly whispered in his ear, loud enough so only he could hear.

"Kill him."

As she spoke these words, her hands reached down to his waist and slipped the knife she carried, into the gap between the small of his back and his trousers. The blade was short and thick, and Dan could feel the warm, sticky blood that coated it rub against his skin as it came to rest.

This would be the edge that Dan had prayed for. He couldn't hesitate. Lucas would kill him without doubt. Dan must be willing to do the same, but sooner. 

Lucas would be expecting a slow start, a hesitant opponent, fearful of a punch or a strike from the much larger and stronger man. He would want one last chance to see his family, just as much as Dan wanted to see Heather. Now all that mattered was who wanted it the most.

As she moved away he heard her shout out to the crowd.

"Fight!"

Her voice still echoed in his ears as Dan lunged forward, pulling the knife out from behind him and plunging it deep into Lucas's chest. He aimed for the heart, but the blade caught on a rib, and as the two men collided, Lucas stepped ever so slightly to the side, deflecting the full force of the blow and pushing Dan away with a grunt. On seeing the knife in his hand and the wound to their champion's body, the spectators angered, and as he fell backwards into the men at the far side of the tight fighting circle they had formed, blow after blow struck Dan on the head and body.

Above the ruckus, Dan heard the shouts of Correia as he ploughed into the quickly collapsing circle of men and beat them back into an orderly formation. Dan clambered to his feet, knife now bloodied but still in his hand, and assessed his opponent. Lucas appeared to be in shock, pressing a hand to the hole in his chest and assessing the dark red blood that flowed from the small puncture wound.

Without hesitation Dan jumped forward again, and with a roar, powered the blade into Lucas's good leg. He kept low and away from his grasping hands. In one fluid movement he slipped around and behind Lucas, catching his weak and injured leg with his own and pulling hard, whilst pushing his top half forward. Losing all balance, Lucas crashed to the floor. 

Dan then leapt on top of him and drove the knife into his head. It entered the skull at the back, near the bottom, and Dan pushed it hard, working the blade left and right until the hilt hit bone and would go no further.

After the thrashing body stilled, the deck was drenched with blood.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

 

 

The Westland Merlin helicopter in which they travelled flew low and fast over the water as Heather and Andrei sped their way in a north westerly direction to meet up with HMS Mersey. 

Heather looked out through the small round window behind her seat and recognised some of the features of the coastline that would have placed the chopper in roughly the same position in the Pedra da Risca do Meio Marine Reserve where she had first laid eyes on the pirate ship La Mujer Codiciosa. The memory both depressed and excited her equally. 

It was not the only ship to be fishing illegally, she knew that, but it was a symbol, a glaring beacon to all those who saw her that said, "I will do what I want, when I want, and to hell with the consequences." There was more to it than just fishing, or whales, or turtles. This was a universal problem, a common character trait that separated humans from the rest of the animal kingdom - greed. She alone could never fix it, but this small token, this one ship, would be a start. 

If they could catch her and display all those on board to the world as criminals, ravaging the sea unlicensed and unchecked, openly flouting international law and decimating untargeted endangered species innocently caught up in her nets, well that would be more than she could ever hope for.

Andrei shuffled in his seat next to her and lightly tapped her leg to grab her attention over the noise of the speeding chopper. He pointed two fingers towards his eyes and then the same two fingers out of the window and over the water beneath them. Her own eyes followed his directions and she could just make out two small dots on the horizon. She kept them in view as they raced steadily towards the leftmost dot. Slowly, the dot grew in size and Heather began picking out features that she recognized. 

After only a few minutes, La Mujer Codiciosa was in plain sight before them and the pilot of the helicopter circled twice around her, allowing Heather and Andrei a bird's-eye view of their target.

She was big and grey, with rust prominent in many places. Her fishing gear hung lifeless over the sides, clearly not in use, and she rode high in the water indicating an empty hold. These things came as no surprise to Heather. At this time of day they weren't expecting illegal fishing to be carried out so blatantly. What did come as a surprise was what was happening on deck.

At first she couldn't take it in. She was unable to understand the activity or identify those involved in it. But as the Merlin swooped up on the ship and circled, it caught those on board by surprise. So engrossed were they in what they were doing that every face simply stared up at the helicopter, slack-jawed and stupefied. 

A crowd was gathered on the open deck, forming a tight circle. At the centre of it, stood a lone figure that she recognised in an instant. He was standing over the body of another. Blood pooled around his feet and slowly spread across the deck as Dan Harpur looked up at her. 

Bright yellow and white flashes sporadically erupted from the crowd and Heather could hear Andrei shouting something in her ear about gunfire, but she wasn't listening. This small moment in time had frozen and her eyes drank in the sight of the man she thought to be dead.

She twisted and turned in her seat, struggling to keep eyes on Dan as the pilot banked hard to the right. He flew them away from La Mujer Codiciosa, towards the imposing bulk of HMS Mersey.

#  #  #

The arrival of the chopper was exactly the distraction that Dan needed. All eyes were off him and looking up. Although, it was only the introduction of gunfire that forced him to focus, dragging his mind from Heather, who he was watching high up in the helicopter above, safe and sound.

Dan had no specific plan in mind. What he and Lucas had decided upon earlier had been basic and crude - get out of the room they were locked in, kill anyone who got in their way and make for the wheelhouse. Once there, Lucas could get them back to dry land, if they could fend off everybody else on the ship for long enough. 

Now that he'd seen the firepower on the deck and the amount of gangsters involved, the plan was pathetic and completely impossible. But it was all he had, and bar jumping over the side into shark infested waters where he would be a sitting duck for the crew to fire upon and would likely drown if the sharks or bullets didn't get to him first, Dan had to run with it. Lucas was no help to him now, but the arrival of a Royal Navy chopper with Heather Walsh on board was definitely a positive turn of events.

During his time tied to the seat, when Lucas was forced to fight, Dan had taken in the rough layout of the ship's deck, and with the help of Lucas's knowledge, orientated himself to where he was, where he needed to be and how he was going to get there. As the crowd began to split and confusion reigned for an instant, Dan shouldered through the milling mass of men. 

If he were to survive for any length of time then he needed a weapon. So he made his way to the edge of the crowd, most of whom were still gawping at the fleeing chopper, firing random bursts of gunfire towards it and for the first time, along with Dan, noticing the intimidating shape of a Royal Navy Frigate running an interception course towards them. 

Dan singled out a lone figure cradling an AK-47 rifle in his arms, having just fired a burst of automatic into the sky. He picked up his pace, and almost at full sprint, punched him hard on the side of the face. The gunman dropped and Dan grabbed the rifle from his arms, wrenching it free before he'd even hit the deck. 

As the sounds of the chopper faded away, Dan could hear the frenzied commands of Correia. He was screaming in a high-pitched tone at his men and, although Dan couldn't understand what he was saying, he was fairly sure of its meaning when bullets began to ricochet all around him. 

He dove for cover behind the body of a large crane which sat close to the rear of the ship and only a short distance from the door he was heading for, which according to Lucas, would take him into the body of the ship where he would find a stairway leading up into the wheelhouse. Lucas had assured him that the wheelhouse would be easily defendable, for a short time at least, and that it would be their best chance at escape. Now all Dan had to worry about were the dozens of heavily-armed gangsters advancing on his position and working out how to sail and then navigate the ship back to land.

He checked the rifle's magazine for rounds, of which there were about twenty left judging by its weight and his knowledge of the weapon, and flicked the selector switch back onto single fire. Ineffective bursts of five or six at one time would not last him long and considering he couldn't even see the coastline from where he crouched, he would need every round to count.

Popping up from cover, Dan took aim and dropped two advancing men who were cautiously creeping along the edge of the ship. Those behind them darted into cover themselves or ran back to the far side of the ship and out of sight. Dan used the break to make for the door, swing it open and quickly lock it behind him. There was a door on the opposite side of the wheelhouse that he knew of, but men had already reached it before he could, and all was left for him to do was fire a few rounds through it to stall them, one of which struck someone on the shoulder, while he climbed the stairs immediately to his right. 

At the top, Dan was greeted with a punch to the head which sent him sprawling on his hands and knees and the rifle skidding across the floor. Before he could recover, a series of brutal kicks to his stomach sent him rolling sideways and he looked up to see a snarling face he recognised as the knife man who had attacked him twice already. 

He stepped forward and raised a foot to stamp on Dan's head but as he brought it down, Dan grabbed it, shifted sideways and pushed his leg away. The knife man lost balance for a moment and Dan reached up to punch him between the legs. The blow impacted with its intended target, doubling him over and gasping for air. 

Dan grabbed hold of his clothing, placed a foot on his chest and kicked him backwards down the staircase. As he tumbled and fell, Dan clambered to his feet, took a quick look to where the knife man lay crumpled, his neck at an unnatural angle to his body, before slamming the door to the staircase shut and locking himself inside the wheelhouse. 

He piled anything that moved in front of it - a desk, chairs and tall metal cabinet containing maps and paperwork - hoping they would hinder those following closely behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

 

 

  "But Captain, I must go to that ship!"

Captain Ross stood coolly on the deck of HMS Mersey overlooking the preparations of the small detachment of Royal Marines under his command. He barely acknowledged Heather's presence next to him, never mind grant her wish to travel with the marines he was sending to board La Mujer Codiciosa.

"Sergeant Merrill! Make sure all your men are aware of the international rules of engagement. She may have armed hostiles on board but she is still a civilian ship."

The grizzled old sergeant in charge of the two large ribs and the twelve man marine detachment manning them, rolled his eyes and pulled a face to the nearest of his men before responding.

"Yes, Sir!"

The pirate ship was close now and the powerful ribs would catch her with ease without straying too far from the safety of HMS Mersey. The pirates on board her had not dared to fire their weapons at the much larger Royal Navy vessel and, from where she stood on the deck, Heather could no longer see anyone aboard her. 

Once they had arrived and safely landed in the helicopter, Andrei and Heather were shown to the bridge where they formally met with the captain; briefing him on the history of La Mujer Codiciosa, her previous lives under various other names, and their observations of what was happening on the deck as they circled above. 

The captain had been cautious at first, attempting multiple times to hail her on various maritime radio channels, to make contact with her own captain and plea with him to surrender and be boarded for inspection. When greeted with a wall of silence, he eventually gave up and gave in to the eager Royal Marine Sergeant at his side who was visibly itching to board the now runaway ship, after learning that a former soldier, that being Dan, had been abducted and was sighted aboard her. 

Thankfully in his briefing, Andrei had omitted the fact that Dan was currently wanted by Interpol for murder, and Heather was glad of it. They'd exchanged a knowing look when Andrei brushed over their assessment of how Dan had come to be on board the ship and their own personal connection to him. The fact that Dan was an ex-military man, and an SAS trooper to boot, held enough sway with his military brothers to ignore the gritty details and spur them into action. 

As the marines prepared to launch the ribs, Captain Ross stepped away from the edge and took Heather by the arm, leading her like a schoolgirl back towards the confines of the bridge. Heather's anger boiled over at his treatment and she ripped her arm away and planted her feet.

"How dare you! Get your hands off me! There is a British citizen aboard that ship and...and...he's..."

The frustration at her helplessness and the anger that surged through her was almost too much for Heather and she became lost for words, impotently pointing at the fishing ship just off to their port side and almost within spitting distance, with her mouth moving but nothing making any kind of sense coming out of it. 

Seeing Dan on the deck of the ship, fighting for his life and smothered in blood had been a shock to say the least. 

It was then that Andrei appeared and took her in his arms to console her as she sobbed uncontrollably.

"I think, Captain, what she is trying to say is that she is very concerned for Daniel Harpur. Your marines are aware of his appearance?"

"Yes, Agent Sousa, my men have been suitably briefed. A man with an eye patch will not be too hard to spot."

Captain Ross turned away when Heather looked at him, tears streaming down her face anew at the mention of Dan, but after a few steps he stopped and turn back.

"Once the marines are aboard I will send the chopper to assist as an eye-in-the-sky for them. It will be circling at a safe distance this time. Maybe you and Miss Walsh would like to go with them, purely from an evidential point of view? You may spot something of value from up there which could be relayed to the team on the ground."

Andrei quickly answered for them both.

"Yes, that would be helpful."

"The marines are a professional bunch, Miss Walsh. If Harpur keeps his head down until they complete their work then his safety shouldn't be a problem."

"That's what concerns us, captain. Harpur tends not to keep his head down. Quite the opposite in fact."

#  #  #

Bullets burst through the rough barricade that Dan had erected as he fumbled with the multitude of knobs and buttons on the control panel. He had no idea how to even power the engines never mind direct the ship back to land and, to be honest, with the Royal Navy now so close beside them he didn't think moving it would in any way be helpful. 

Another volley of bullets ripped into the furniture piled at the door and Dan dived behind the control panel for cover. He lifted the AK-47 and checked the magazine; only a handful of rounds were left. Dan reached over and fired once through a small gap in the furniture and into the door where he could hear heated conversation on the other side. Silence followed. 

The silence continued to the point where Dan became concerned. What were they up to now, and how the hell was he going to get out of this fix? He took the opportunity to peer out through the glass frontage of the wheelhouse and was greeted with the wonderful sight of a Royal Marine, clambering over the edge of the ship and taking cover. Others followed closely behind, spreading out into an effective fighting circle. The navy would undoubtedly hand Dan over to the authorities if he survived, but he supposed it would at least be a better fate than dying at the hands of gangsters.

Sporadic gunfire erupted from the far side of the ship, pinning the marines down where they landed. Then a second front opened up from the stern and the marines began taking casualties.

Quietly, Dan crept up to the barricade and peered through a few of the larger holes created in the almost disintegrated door. No-one was there. He shoved the furniture to the side and cautiously made his way out. 

Two bodies lay at his feet. One close to the door, with a hole in his chest large enough to fit your fist through, and the other at the base of the staircase still lying where it fell. 

Dan shouldered the rifle and cautiously edged forward, heading for the stern, trying to find a way to distract one of the groups of shooters harassing the marines.

#  #  #

Sergeant Sean Merrill had seen action many times before. He was the first of his men to board La Mujer Codiciosa and he fully intended being the last to return to HMS Mersey, alive or dead. It's not that he had a death wish, nothing of the sort in fact. He was just an old fashioned soldier doing things that he would never ask anyone else to do for him. 

Listening to the brief given by the Interpol Agent, along with his attractive but emotional female companion, Sean had been gob-smacked to learn that his old buddy Dan Harpur was the prisoner they were referring to. Could it really be him? How many ex-SAS Troopers would share that name and description? An eye patch was a new addition for Harpur, but it had been quite a few years since he'd served with him and, knowing that mad bastard Irishman, there was an interesting story behind it. 

Rounds ricocheted off the metal deck and fittings, dangerously close to Sean and his team. Holding their position against two attacking fronts was costing them dearly and if his attackers had any wit, or were remotely organised, Sean and his small team would be done for within minutes. From his initial assessment however, Sean's experienced eye could see that the bad guys had failed to dominate the high ground on the second level of deck which looked over the main body of the ship. If Sean could get at a team up there, then only a few shooters could suppress the whole lower deck, containing those on board until reinforcements arrived.

Decision made, and with a flick of his wrist to point at the upper deck, Sean indicated for the first of his fire teams to advance. He would remain with the wounded and defend their landing point. Once the upper deck was secured, Sean would lead the advance to secure the rest of the ship.

He sneaked a look over the top of the barrel he was hiding behind towards the threat from the stern. Muzzles flashed in unison but few of the bullets aimed at them hit their intended targets. The fools weren't shooting with accuracy of any sort, merely blasting all they had, gangster style, from one end of the ship to the other. His men had been unlucky to get hit with opposition like that, but a stray bullet in the gut from any gun would still be enough to spoil your day.

Just before he turned away to tend to the wounded, he watched as a figure appeared and moved stealthily from cover amidships. Sean took aim with his rifle, placing the crosshairs of the sights on this new and exposed threat, fully intent on increasing his kill tally and revenging his men with this easy target. 

To his shock, Sean recognised the figure. He had a heavy growth of beard, a patch over one eye and a face that was battered and bruised. The clothes he wore were covered in a heavy splattering of blood. Sean recognised him nonetheless, and he smiled to himself. Harpur hadn't changed one bit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

 

 

There were three men firing recklessly from the stern of the ship towards the small group of marines near the bow. They were packed tightly behind the crane where Dan had been and each took turns to pop up from cover to unleash a burst of automatic fire before ducking back down to safety. 

Dan watched them for a while from behind the door. If it wasn't such a serious situation he would have laughed out loud. None of them paused, even for an instant, to take aim. For a second Dan considered moving to the other side of the ship to assess the second group, wondering if they would pose a more serious threat than the clowns he was currently observing. But then he thought of the marines already hit, maybe dead or wounded, and remembered that any fool can fire a gun and even fired badly, every bullet was lethal. 

Also, these same men, not long ago, were betting on Lucas as he fought for his life, killed two former friends and then tried to kill Dan himself. They weren't men at all. They were scum; criminals and gangsters living a life where they took what they wanted and to hell with the consequences. 

Dan decided to show them exactly what automatic gunfire was designed for. 

Waiting until all three were crouched down, Dan opened the door and crept low along the edge of the ship. Stepping around the side of the crane, he pointed his muzzle at the tightly confined trio. Hands flew up, with and without weapons, a surprised look of horror written on their faces. 

He pulled the trigger. 

The four or five rounds he had left exited the assault rifle in rapid succession and ripped into them from almost point blank range. After maybe two seconds, all three lay dead in a heap of blood and guts, the powerful 7.62mm rounds cutting through flesh and bone like a knife through butter. That was effective automatic gunfire.

Dan knelt down beside the bodies, dumped his now spent AK47 and searched for a new weapon to use. As he looked he could hear whimpering from a short distance away where a pile of crates had been stacked up at the rear of the wheelhouse. Scanning for its source, Dan could see a pair of feet sticking out from behind the crates. They were tanned with well-manicured nails painted a dark shade of red. He knew exactly who they belonged to.

As he continued his search the sound of whimpering was drowned out by renewed gunfire from the opposite side of the ship, with maybe some opposing gunfire coming from the deck above, and then the growing background noise of a chopper circling high above. It reminded Dan of battlefields he'd once been on.

He came out empty-handed from his search of the gunmen and their weapons, it seemed the pause in their shooting was not by personal choice, but because they had already expended all their ammunition. The thought that Dan had killed them unarmed and defenceless ran through his mind briefly, but he felt no guilt or remorse at the fact. They were killers, trying to kill. They'd only got what they deserved.

For a moment, Dan glanced up at the circling helicopter as it passed overhead. It was making a hard target of itself for any who fancied taking a shot. The door gunner sat menacingly behind a GPMG heavy machine gun, swinging it to and fro without firing. He imagined the fighting on deck was so confined that no easy target had presented itself, but Dan could have sworn, as the chopper whizzed around and behind him out of view, that he caught a glimpse of long red hair set against a pale-skinned face peeking out through the open side door behind the gunner. 

"Fucking, Harpur! This is all your fault!"

Dan ripped his eyes away from the chopper and looked up to see Antonio Correia. He was a few metres away standing next to the crates, holding the woman in the bikini with the painted red toes. 

He had one arm clasped tightly around her neck, holding her in front of him like a shield, and in the other he held a fancy silver pistol. He was pressing the pistol against her head and swinging the pair of them wildly around as marines emerged from every corner of the ship, with rifles trained on him. It was only then that Dan noticed the shooting had stopped and only the noise of the chopper and the whimpering woman remained.

Dan rose slowly to his feet, arms raised.

"It's over. Just lay down your weapon and..."

"Never!"

Time slowed as Dan watched Correia point the pistol towards him and pull the trigger. A bright flash rushed out from the silver barrel and Dan felt a thump on his shoulder. He didn't feel pain immediately or associate the thump with getting shot and had time to watch as Correia's face exploded and blood sprayed all over the semi-naked woman who screamed and danced a funny looking jig on the spot. 

Dan staggered when the pain eventually hit. He raised a hand to his chest and pulled it away; it was covered in blood of his own. His head slowly became lighter and his knees grew weak, but before he collapsed he could swear he saw the face of someone he knew. He couldn't put a name to it, but the face was smiling and a familiar voice spoke to him.

"Danny Boy! I'm saving your sorry ass again, after all these years! And look at your fancy eye patch. You'll be buying drinks over this one mate!"

#  #  #

Heather watched as the firefight on board La Mujer Codiciosa came to an end and the only movement left on the deck was the odd spectacle of a woman in a bikini, hopping around from foot to foot. Unlike the others on board the helicopter, with the exception of Andrei, she didn't find the sight in any way amusing. 

With her heart in her mouth, Heather had watched the final moments of the action when Dan had been shot. She watched him fall and then the gunman himself was horribly killed, causing the woman to begin her dance. 

The helicopter turned away then, cutting off her view and she never caught sight of what happened to Dan. No matter how much she protested, the pilot would not turn back around and Heather was fraught with worry as they made their way back to HMS Mersey.  

Once landed, she ran as fast as she could to the bridge where she knew Captain Ross would be receiving the latest and most up to date information. As if expecting her, the captain met her at the door and greeted her with a grim look on his face.

"I watched Dan get shot! Is he OK?"

"A lot of people have been shot, Miss Harpur, including men under my command! I won't know the full extent of what has happened until Sergeant Merrill returns and is debriefed."

"But is he alive?!"

"I don't know! It's a mess over there. I hope the seizure of this ship was worth it to you."

He turned away from her to oversee the myriad of tasks that demanded his attention and Heather stood in the doorway dumbfounded.

Andrei caught up with her then and lead her away from the bustle of the bridge to a quiet spot overlooking La Mujer Codiciosa. They stood in silence for a while watching the comings and goings aboard the ship and Heather strained her eyes every time she saw someone looking remotely like Dan, but there was too much going on to be sure of seeing him.

Medics boarded the ship and the helicopter flew a few more sorties to and fro, ferrying casualties onto HMS Mersey. Heather prayed that one of them would be Dan. 

Andrei had mostly remained silent since witnessing the battle. Heather wondered what he was thinking and whether he had witnessed anything other than she had.

"Did you see him?"

"I did. I'm sure he will be fine, Heather. Don't worry."

"I hope so. I didn't realise how much I..I..love him."

Andrei smiled, but she could see that behind the smile his eyes looked worried.

"What happens now then?"

Glad of the change in subject, Andrei lightened and the excitement grew in his voice. He put an arm around her shoulders, and hugged her. His excitement almost rubbed off and, for a second, she even smiled.

"Well, searches of Correia's headquarters in downtown Fortaleza are already underway and, fingers crossed, they'll come up trumps. Interpol couldn't have done this without you, Heather. Your work here at the reserve was second to none. The future of this reserve and the open ocean in general is in a much better place after today. I'm not sure if you know it but I recognised Antonio Correia as the man who shot Dan and...well...you saw what happened to him. With luck his empire will end in much the same manner."

"I hope you're right, Andrei. I hope you're right."

#  #  #

Amongst the wounded marines on board the chopper, Dan was just another casualty. He'd been shot in the shoulder - a flesh wound only. The medic had assured him that the bullet passed through without hitting anything major. It hurt like hell, but the pain of it was dulled by the ache in his heart when he saw Heather in an embrace and casually smiling with the Interpol agent.

Physical pain flared up again when Sean Merrill punched him on the 'good' shoulder.

"She's a looker! I'll give you that, Danny. What the fuck she's doing with you, I don't know!"

"She's not with me, Sean. At least, I don't think she is."

"Hard to tell with those good-looking types. She did seem a wee bit concerned about you earlier though."

"Concerned? You were concerned about me, Sean! She doesn't seem too bothered right now."

Both men glanced down to the deck of HMS Mersey were Heather and Andrei Sousa stood deep in conversation. Dan let out a sigh. His friend took note of his anguish and stopped with the joking.

"So, how did you end up with that lot?"

Sean nodded back towards the carnage on board La Mujer Codiciosa, where Dan knew he came within a few inches of dying if it wasn't for the timely appearance of his old friend.

"It's a long story, mate. But when we get back I'll probably be arrested and locked up for a long time, so you might not get to hear it."

"As bad as all that, ehh?"

"I've done a few things that are about to catch up with me. I'd say that Interpol agent will have me in cuffs, just as soon as he's finished with Heather."

"Sounds like an interesting story. I'd love to hear it. Nothing too illegal I hope?"

"Depends on how you look at it. Nothing you, or any of the old team wouldn't have done yourselves."

Dan raised an eyebrow at the marine sergeant who smiled back at him.

"What if you don't make it back?"

"What do you mean? We're about to land on a Royal Navy ship and we're miles out to sea. Escape isn't looking likely, Sean."

"Who said anything about escape?"

#  #  #

"Let's just be clear about this Sergeant Merrill. Are you telling me that Daniel Harpur has just disappeared?"

Heather Walsh simply couldn't believe her ears as she stood in the bridge during the debrief of the leader of the marine team. How could Dan be missing? And mortally wounded! Heather sat down on the edge of the table and buried her head in her hands. This was all her fault. 

"Yes, Sir."

"We all know that that is impossible, sergeant! Explain."

"Well, sir. After I witnessed Harpur getting shot, and whilst I was dealing with the more immediate threat posed by the gunman who shot him, Harpur disappeared. I have questioned my men, but due to the ongoing situation none of them can say exactly what happened. I can only assume he is in hiding somewhere on board that vessel, or he's jumped overboard. Either way I think we could assume he is dead by now. The gunshot wound he received looked to be a bad one, it was bleeding heavily."

"Let us not assume anything, sergeant! Send a team back across immediately to search the ship and send a second team out on the ribs to search the water."

"Yes, Sir!"

Sergeant Merrill marched out and left an awkward silence in his wake, interrupted only by the beeps of electronic equipment and the muffled sounds of Heather crying.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

 

 

Dan stripped off his clothes and waited patiently with his legs dangling over the edge of the boat and into the warm water of Glover's Reef. He'd recovered from his injuries remarkably well and gave full credit to the Royal Marine medics who'd tended him, along with the agreeable weather and warm climate of Central America.

Here in Belize no one cared about Daniel Harpur or what he'd done, and that was exactly how he liked it. Just like Nigeria, the people of Belize had enough to worry about of their own, never mind the exploits of one lone man, who in their eyes was just another paying customer, sailor or soldier enjoying a well-earned break in the sun.

Sean Merrill had done more for Dan than he could have ever hoped. Once on board HMS Mersey, Sean had stowed him away in the bowels of the ship and swore a loyal troop of followers, who tended and cared for Dan's every need, to secrecy. They'd sailed back to Belize and Dan had lived as a tourist for the last few months, supported by donations of food and money from 3 Commando Brigade personnel. 

Dan had thought it extremely generous of them, until one day when he was thanking a young marine who'd randomly introduced himself and bought Dan a pint, and they'd got chatting. It seemed Sean had embellished a few well-known stories and fables of soldiering and heroism, placed Dan as the down-on-his-luck hero involved and then spread the tales far and wide across the camp. 

It all culminated in his diving trip today. 

As grateful as he was to his friend, Dan knew he was outstaying his welcome and it was time to move on. 

A set of goggles and a snorkel came skidding across the deck and slammed into Dan's leg. He looked up to see Sean smiling over at him from behind the wheel of the boat.

"OK, Danny Boy, this is it. The big one. Give it one last shot, mate. After that, you're on your own, in more ways than one. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

#  #  #

In the crystal clear, pristine waters off the coast of Belize, Heather clung tightly to the bars of the cage. She was alone and terrified. 

Waiting like bait in a trap, she took in the natural beauty of the reef that surrounded her and tried in vain to slow her breathing and remain calm.

The generous and thoughtful marines of 3 Commando Brigade had sent her a message, four months after the taking of La Mujer Codiciosa, inviting her to their base in Belize to take part in a wildlife safari organised to celebrate the overall success of what they were unofficially calling 'Operation Greedy Lady' - the rough English translation of La Mujer Codiciosa. Heather had been finishing off her work in Brazil and the short break over to Belize was a welcome one at the end of her first freelance contract as a wildlife investigator.

Andrei Sousa had been right about the Tercerio Commando's in Fortaleza and, with the death of Antonio Correia, their local network of criminal enterprises had come crumbling down. 

The full extent of the fishing scam soon became apparent when the Harbour Master's pivotal role was highlighted by a group of aggrieved fishermen, and good old Detective Inspector Portillo's chequered history was uncovered when records and sensitive information leading back to her were found in Correia's office. Unfortunately, since the searches, Portillo had mysteriously disappeared along with her daughter.

 With news of the capture of La Mujer Codiciosa spreading quickly, witnesses and victims crept hesitantly out of the woodwork, fingering middlemen, police officers and politicians, all inextricably linked to Correia's vast moneymaking enterprises, none least than the illegal fishing fleet operating out of Fortaleza Harbour which was devastating the delicate marine environment and the beautiful creatures dependent upon it. 

Only a matter of weeks after news of Correia's death and the end of his reign, wildlife watching businesses, snorkelling and diving schools and several other associated enterprises began cropping up all over the coastline. It was good news for Fortaleza and even better news for the Pedra da Risca do Meio Marine Reserve.

Of Daniel Harpur, there was nothing. No news was bad news in his case. 

   The marines had searched, even the coastguard had taken up the task, widening the net right to the coastline of Fortaleza for many days after. In the end it had become a body recovery operation, and even then they had drawn a blank. 

Dan was gone and she had to accept it. This trip to Belize would put an end to her time in Brazil and draw a line under the name, Daniel Harpur. 

Heather decided that after the trip she would return to London. She might possibly even beg for her old job back at the Wildlife Investigation Agency. Life without Dan would never be the same again. Alone against people like Antonio Correia, she didn't stand a chance. She knew that now, just like Dan had known it and tried to tell her many times before. 

With all the best intentions of law enforcement agencies of any sort, their hands were tied from the outset. Big business and criminals were always one step ahead, greedy and unhindered by laws they chose to ignore. Men like Dan were not always the answer, but when push came to shove and the shit hit the fan, Heather knew who she wanted in her corner.

A sharp tug on the rope attached to her side was the agreed signal from the marines and the crew on the boat up above that they'd spotted a shark. Heather wriggled in the cage, wiped at her goggles and struggled to contain her breathing, remembering the advice from the diving crew to keep it slow and steady or risk becoming light-headed. She had always wanted to swim with sharks and her dream was about to become fulfilled. 

She strained her eyes, staring into the distance, swivelling from side to side inside the small cage to catch a glimpse of one of the seas top predators; a predator that might just have a better chance at life now that she'd help rid this small part of the ocean of a threat to its existence. It made her feel proud for a moment at what she'd accomplished, instead of her usual sadness at what she had lost in the process.  

Then, out of the shadows, Heather spotted a dark shape approach. It was not what she was expecting. Instead of admiring the sleek, graceful lines of a prowling bull or blue shark, Heather was confronted with something altogether more spectacular. 

Dan Harpur swam up to the cage in a snorkel and shorts. Heather caught her breath at the sight of him. His body was muscular and toned, criss-crossed with old cuts and scars that were healed but would never disappear. He gripped the cage opposite her and held himself there. 

She reached through the bars and ran her fingers across the newest of his scar collection, high up on his shoulder where he'd been shot. She'd relived the vision of it happening every day since. He winced slightly at her touch.

Then he reached through the cage and cupped her face in his hands. They remained there for a few more seconds, just staring at each other, until Dan pointed upwards, indicating his need for air. He left her there in shock, with her heart beating wildly, as she watched him swim to the surface and disappear from view.

Heather yanked on the rope as hard as she could. She willed the crew above to haul her up as fast as possible. If she had her way that would be the last time Daniel Harpur disappeared on her.

#  #  #

Thanks for reading THE DEAD SEA!

Often an organised criminal activity, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing is thought to be worth between $10 – 23 billion per year! These pirate fishermen are killing tens of thousands of marine animals as a bycatch and destrMore by Andrew Jacksonoying delicate marine habitats through unregulated fishing practices.

Here are a few facts, at the time of publication;

The global fishing fleet is 2 – 3 times larger than what the oceans can sustainably support.

Fishing industry observers believe IUU fishing occurs in most fisheries, and accounts for up to 30% of the total catches at some important fisheries. Since no-one reports catches made by the pirate vessels, their level of fishing cannot however be accurately quantified. 

At least 51 species of cetaceans inhabit the South Atlantic – 6 of them are migratory whales (Blue, Fin, Sei, Minke, Southern Right and Humpback).

 

In my opinion, the world needs more heroes like Dan and Heather! 

If you enjoyed this book then please take a moment and leave a review. The more positive reviews it receives, the more new people might read it and discover for themselves, through the telling of a tale, the plight of the world's wildlife and oceans. Here's a link back to the book.     

http://getbook.at/HARPUR1-3

 

 

If you want to keep up to date with my latest releases, then join my mailing list. Below is the link to my website where you will find a sign-up form. I promise I won't spam you with rubbish! 
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