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0500 

Deep in the silence before dawn, Peter Holt-Bennett sits up on the double berth, 

still warm from the quilt and Victoria’s body. He takes a moment to savour her 

sleeping form. She is twelve years younger than him, and beautiful. 

Dressing in the dark, then ducking down the steps into the portside hull, Peter 

looks in on Tasman in his berth. The four-year-old, tangled blonde hair spread on 

the pillow, is fast asleep, his sun-browned chest rising and falling with each breath. 

Turning away, Peter thinks he can hear a mosquito, but then the sound grows 

louder, one or more outboard motors in the distance, an angry snarl over the gentle 

wash of water against the hull. 

He climbs the companionway to the main cabin, past the galley then into the 

open cockpit. The moon hangs high over the black rocky peaks of the nearby island 

of Tinhosa Grande, off the coast of Equatorial Guinea. 

For two years Clover, a fifty-three foot catamaran, has been their home. Peter 

found early success in the world of business, and has achieved his dream of sailing 

the world at the age of forty-five. To do so with his beautiful wife and their son 

gilds the perfection of this dream come true. 

The noise, he discovers, comes from the east. More than one outboard, buzzing 

discordantly together like bees. Peter reaches back inside the door and switches off 

the masthead anchor light. No point advertising their position. Still calm, he walks 

around the side decks to the bow, where the anchor chain runs taut down to the sea 

bed, the SARCA anchor gripping deep in the coral and kelp. 
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Now, finally, he can see the boats, dark shadows in the silver shards of 

moonlight on the water. Three launches heading this way. Peter feels the prickle of 

unease. Clover is a long way from the coast, they should be safe here, but word on 

the cruising grapevine is that coastal pirates have been using mother ships to extend 

their range far offshore. 

Surely that’s further north, off the Niger Delta, not here … 

Making his way aft, then inside, he parts the curtains to where Victoria is still 

sleeping. One hand on her shoulder, he wakes her gently. Her blue eyes fly open, 

startled, then relax. He runs the knuckles of his first two fingers along the perfect 

line of her jaw, below her ear, to where the soft hair begins. 

‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘Some boats are coming our way. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, but you 

should get dressed.’ 

‘Should I get Tas up?’ 

‘Not yet. Wait and see.’ 

‘You don’t think …’ 

His hand falls to the warm skin of her shoulder. ‘No. It’s probably just 

fishermen.’ 

Even now his eyes can’t resist looking at the swell of her breasts and perfect 

curve of her hips in the half darkness as she throws the sheet off. He turns away 

reluctantly, heading back on deck, wishing he could have pushed her gently back on 

the bed  and made love to her as the sun rises. 

The thought soon leaves his mind. The launches have come up faster than he 

expected, one ahead of the others. They must have seen Clover’s mast, and are 

making directly for her. Peter tries to think of what to say to them. Then he sees the 

guns, with black banana-shaped magazines. Scratched and worn wooden stocks. 
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The lead boat cuts the motor, drifts in closer. A filthy GRP launch, cracked 

right through in places, repaired with blue smears of raw fibreglass. The engine is an 

ancient Chrysler, a cloud of smoke chugging from below the sun-pitted white 

cowling. 

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ Peter shouts. 

The answer is a burst of gunfire into the rigging, bullets striking stays and spars. 

Then comes the thump of the smaller boat’s bow into Clover’s stern. A man stands 

and shouts an order. His face is covered with a grey balaclava, with slits for eyes and 

lips. 

Peter turns and dives into the cabin. ‘Victoria, get down. Now.’ 

Before they left Portsmouth, a state-of-the-art tracking and surveillance system 

was installed. Hidden behind a recess on the switchboard is a ‘panic button,’ 

activating a position-finding system linked to not only a British security company 

but the UK Maritime and Coastal Agency in Falmouth. Using an Immarsat Satellite 

cloud-based tracking system, the unit is designed to geofence and track the vessel. 

In addition, the switch activates three mini dome low-light camera/microphones in 

the ceiling, all streaming audio and video back to the UK in real time.  

Peter lunges for the hidden switch out of sight above the Radar Target 

Enhancer unit, pushes it up, then meets Victoria coming the other way. 

‘What’s happening?’ 

‘I don’t know. Go back. Go back.’ 

The sound of shouting, heavy feet on deck. The door crashes open, admitting a 

line of men with assault rifles, all bony limbs and anger. Nervous sweat fills the 

cabin. Rifle barrels converge. 

‘Down, down,’ someone shouts, and Peter starts to comply, but Victoria breaks 

away and he knows she’s going for Tas. 
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‘Do what they say,’ he calls, ‘or they’ll fucking shoot us.’ 

Two men, with hunting-dog strides, go after Victoria, dragging her back, 

holding her around the belly while her arms and legs flail. Somebody hits her face 

and she falls to her knees beside Peter. Straddled by sweating men, her wrists are 

bound with plastic cable ties. 

Peter turns to Victoria,  his face squashed by pressure against the floor. Blood 

dribbles from one nostril. ‘Just do everything they say. Maybe they’ll leave us alone 

if we don’t cause any trouble.’ 

Someone switches on the interior LEDs. Peter lifts his face and sees them 

ransacking the cupboards and refrigerator. The attackers are all prison-camp thin. 

Shoving food into their mouths, opening bottles, smashing radios, turning on the 

TV, finding Sky channel football. Manchester City v Leeds. One singles out the 

Radar Target Enhancer, another takes down the EPIRB and crushes it in the sink 

under repeated blows from a tin coffee mug. 

One of the gunmen comes back through the passage, laughing, holding a 

screaming Tasman in his raised arms.  

Victoria tries to get up again. One of the men bunches a fist and brings the base 

of it down like a hammer on the top of her head, then he goes back to spooning last 

night’s spaghetti into his mouth, bolognaise sauce spilling from his lips. 

Peter stares. The man’s front incisors have been sharpened with a file so they 

resemble those of a shark. Around his neck is a necklace of white cord. Strung on it, 

hanging on his chest, are dried, blackened human ears. 
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0900 

The ops room of the Royal Navy amphibious transport, HMS Albion, is cramped 

but eminently workable. The radar operators, each wearing a pair of white 

headphones, sit intently in front of their screens, fingers on keypads. The sub-

lieutenant leads Marika Hartmann to a briefing area, dominated by a huge 

AMOLED screen, split into two. One half shows a map of the Gulf of Guinea, and 

the other appears to be CCTV footage of the deck and interior of a yacht.  

The captain, greeting Marika with a handshake, is a shortish man in dark blue 

trousers, white shirt and tie, a uniform known in the Royal Navy as ‘3As.’ His thick, 

muscled neck resembles a tanned concertina. His eyes are direct but expressionless. 

‘Thanks for coming straight in. I heard good things about your work in Ghana.’ 

‘Thanks, the crew got a lot out of it too.’ For five days Marika and four other 

members of the 2CG team facilitated and participated in on-water training near the 

Ghanian Navy’s Western Command base at Sekondi-Takoradi. The Merlin chopper 

that brought them back to the ship had barely touched the flight deck before she 

was ushered down here. ‘What’s up?’  

The captain takes a stool and calls sharply to another man. Marika recognises 

the ship’s Intelligence Officer, a young Irishman called Trevor Adams.  

‘Trev, can you do the briefing on this?’ 

‘Yes sir,’ he says, then raises a black-lashed eyelid in Marika’s direction. ‘I hope 

you got some sleep last night—you’re going to be busy.’ He uses a wireless remote 

to change the screen to a single frame. A satellite view of a yacht—a catamaran 

anchored near a rugged and stony island.   

‘This is Clover, a UK-registered yacht, fifty-three feet in length. This shot was 

taken by the new US NROL-65 satellite. Four hours ago Clover was approached by 
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three motor launches and boarded by thirteen armed men. We know all this because 

she has state-of-the-art surveillance and tracking equipment, including CCTV.’ 

‘The GOST system?’ 

‘Similar kind of thing, but better integrated.’ 

‘Who owns the yacht?’ 

‘A London man, Peter Holt-Bennett. Business entrepreneur—music industry 

from what I understand.’ 

‘Any ransom demand?’ 

‘Not yet, but it’ll come.’ 

‘Thirteen hostiles,’ Marika muses, ‘that’s a tough gig for a target like that. I can 

see at least two RPGs out on the rail so we can expect the full range of light arms.’  

The SITPOL screen changes, showing a close up of a beautiful young woman, 

a year or two Marika’s junior. ‘This is Victoria Dalby. Former model, apparently. 

They also have a four-year-old son on board.’  

‘Do we have IDs on the perpetrators yet?’ 

‘Nothing that’s filtered back to us, yet, but as you know, the Gulf of Guinea is 

worse than the Horn of Africa these days—poverty stricken fishermen are joining 

pirate gangs—the situation is exploding. We’ve been in touch with Tom Mossel, 

your boss. He’s happy to have you and your team attached to the ship’s command 

structure until this is resolved—there’s no one else remotely close enough to do 

anything about it. We’re steaming south towards the target at maximum cruise 

speed. We’ll be in range with the ship’s RIBS late this afternoon in time for an 

insertion after dark if we are authorised to do so.’ 

Marika thinks for a moment. Her team have trained at hot insertions using 

Rigid Inflatable Boats. They are certainly capable of carrying out the mission. ‘OK. 

We’re on it. I’ll bring you a workable plan in an hour or two.’ 



VOODOO DAWN BY GREG BARRON  

 

9 

 

 

 

 

1100 

The thought of floating around the world with Peter had, at first, seemed idyllic. 

Coral islands surrounded by turquoise water and warmed by a languorous sun. 

Images to push away the memories of a lifetime of cold London winters. 

Being city bred, however, Victoria had no way of knowing the downside. Stuffy 

nights under sweat-sodden sheets. The air so thick with midges and mosquitoes that 

it was suicidal to go on deck. Bites that erupt into red sores that last a week.  A 

grimy coating of salt-sweat that made it impossible to ever feel truly clean. 

Before those first shakedown voyages she hadn’t known how it felt to sail 

wildly downwind at twenty knots, plunging and rolling, or to thump under power 

into a head sea. She didn’t know what it was like to live with seasickness that never 

really went away, not even in the calm of a tropical anchorage. 

Endless days of confinement. Occasional internet contact with friends, but no 

shopping trips, or coffee shops; no change rooms or flirting with male 

photographers at fashion shoots. Just occasionally rafting up with other yachties—

visiting other confined little cabins to tell stories and drink wine. 

Victoria has come to understand how ancient mariners worshipped the sea as a 

god. The Norse Aegir; Greek Poseidon; and Roman Neptune. The sea does indeed 

have moods, sometimes irrational ones. She and Peter talk of little else but swell, 

chop, wind and colour—the deep blue of the Benguela current, compared to the 

pale green of the sand cays of the West Indies, or the stirred up soups of mainland 

inshore waters. The sea rules their lives like a god, factored into the routine and plan 

for every day. 



VOODOO DAWN BY GREG BARRON  

 

10 

 

Over two years she has learned that while Peter is indeed urbane and calm, he is 

also utterly self absorbed. He worships her body, yet his interest in her desires, 

thoughts and opinions is negligible. When she talks, he appears not to listen, nor 

even answer, often just carrying on with his own opinions as if she never said a 

word. 

 Tasman, of course, she loves with a mother’s pure fervour. At four years old, 

he is unafraid of the sea and the night. At home in the ocean wilderness. No terror, 

only delight, running from fore to aft on tanned, broad feet.   

Now, however, this life she hates has taken another terrible turn. She sits at the 

dinette table, cable ties on her wrists, watching the hijackers ransack the kitchen, 

breaking open cupboards, eating everything they can find. Drinking an eighteen-

year-old Lephroaig Scotch Whisky from the bottle, precious drops spilling down  

chins and to the floor. 

Tasman sits between her and Peter, silent and shaking. Victoria kisses his 

golden hair while Peter says nothing. Together they watch the systematic destruction 

of the galley. Every hiding place. Every drawer. 

Someone finds the housekeeping money. They pour the tin out on the bench 

and squabble over the many coins and few notes, in five different currencies. The 

man with the sharpened teeth frightens her, taking up station in the kitchen, 

ignoring the money. Beside him is a shorter man, with a veil of cowrie shells hiding 

his eyes, ritual scars down the side of his neck and the backs of his hands. 

The obvious leader of the group wears grey balaclava and gloves. He comes in 

once or twice, but during those first hours he is busy on deck, then below, 

supervising the carrying of three cardboard cartons down there, shouting 

unintelligible, angry words.   
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Finally he cracks a Coke from the eutectic fridge and sits down opposite them 

at the dinette. The eyes in their woollen slits scan over them. Victoria holds Tasman 

tighter in the crook of her arm, so tightly that he protests, and wriggles from her 

grip. 

Peter speaks at last, his voice high and thin, weak even to Victoria’s ears. ‘I 

insist that you leave this vessel immediately. This is an act of piracy.’ 

The man with the hidden face slips a handgun from a holster at his waist and 

points it at Peter, butt resting on the table. ‘Well I insist that you shut your mouth, 

and I have a gun. You are whores of the capitalist world, and now we will take back 

what we are owed.’ 

 One of the gunmen walks up from below, shouting with excitement. Tearing at 

a package in his hands, fifty dollar bills falling to the floor and the others running 

for him, grasping for their share. 

Victoria knows that they have found the hidden compartment with their 

passports and cash. She prays silently. Please let that be enough for them …  

  

 

1120 

Within thirty minutes of the hijacking, the UK Maritime and Coastguard agency in 

Falmouth has informed the Department of Defence, the Home Office and the FCO 

that a ‘violent apprehension of a UK vessel has occurred in foreign waters’, and that 

British lives are in jeopardy. 

Acting on this information, the Home Secretary invokes the CONTEST 

strategy. Loosely defined as Prevent, Pursue, Protect and Prepare, in this case there 

are twin responses. One is opening contact and initiating negotiation, the other is 

exploring the possibility of using lethal force to end the hostage situation. 
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Police officers contact the hostages’ families and friends. Home Office staff 

liaise with Peter Holt-Bennett’s legal representative and business partner, Lloyd 

Collier, principal of a boutique firm of solicitors in St Albans.   

Telephone numbers for all parties are routed to a single telephone line in a 

nondescript room tucked away in the Home Office’s Marsham Street facility On the 

desk is a telecommunications-ready laptop computer attached to a Plantronics 

headset system. Behind it sits a cut-glass vase holding a single red tulip. 

Marjory Parker, the designated negotiator, purchased the flower on her way 

through Chelsea that morning. Most of the time, a flower on the desk is enough to 

remind her that, whatever is going on down that telephone line, the world is still a 

beautiful place. 

After ten years in this line of work, cutting her teeth in domestic brawls and 

sieges for the Metropolitan Police, Marjory is a highly regarded member of her 

profession. She fills in the time between emergencies running official training 

courses for British law enforcement and defence agencies.   

The satellite telephone number for the yacht is the only known point of 

contact. It was also the source of a call nine minutes earlier from Peter Holt-Bennett 

to Lloyd Collier, who answered under supervision. The call was a plea for money, 

and established, beyond doubt, that the yacht and its crew are in jeopardy. 

Marjory brings up the number on the screen in front of her. She dials, and it 

rings more than a dozen times before someone picks it up. 

The voice of the man in the balaclava, recorded since the hijack, is already 

undergoing analysis by experts. African-English dialect varies widely between 

regions and countries. This man uses elements of Nigerian naija slang, Swahili from 

the east coast, and South African funakalo.  
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This wide-ranging vocabulary, along with an unusual diction, does not fit the 

pattern of the uneducated fishermen who make up the pirate fleets of West Africa, 

nor even a widely travelled black drifter. There is something else—a strong 

Afrikaner influence, that has the analysts still replaying the tapes and studying 

sound-wave patterns. 

 ‘Who this?’ 

‘My name’s Marjory. I’m a negotiator appointed by the British Home Secretary.’ 

‘Sawa. About time. One warning. You make trouble with me and my men start 

shooting, OK?’ 

‘I am formally requesting that you release your hostages unharmed and leave 

the yacht. No attempt will be made to—’ 

‘Five million dollars. Unmarked bills.’ 

Marjory does not comment on the amount. It’s about what they expected. ‘I 

have to warn you that Her Majesty’s Government does not pay ransoms or enter 

into deals with terrorists. Private parties sometimes do, but they require months to 

raise large sums of money—and your demand is certainly large. No one has five 

million dollars in cash sitting around—property has to be sold. Be realistic.’ 

‘Eight hours from now, just after dark tonight. Five million dollars. You get it 

in a waterproof package, airdropped from less than five hundred feet right here. No 

more trouble. If it don’t happen that way, the hostages die. Sawa?’   

 

1125 

The man in the balaclava slams down the phone, and walks up to one of the mini 

dome cameras that monitor the main cabin area. Pushing his face close he tears the 

woollen covering from his head. 



VOODOO DAWN BY GREG BARRON  

 

14 

 

His skin is white, freckled, his head topped with thinning, reddish hair. His face 

is cratered from the long-ago ravages of acne. His neck and arms are smudged with 

ingrained dirt, his teeth brown, one front molar missing.  

 Eyes six inches from the dome camera, he shouts, ‘I know you can see me in 

this camera. You know who I am, don’t you? So now it’s time to show you how 

serious I am.’ 

He walks aft, through the door to the cockpit, where he kneels, raises a deck 

hatch and selects a length of rope. He tests it between his hands, muscles of his 

forearms flexing as he returns.  

He lunges for Tasman, snatches him from Victoria’s grip, lifts him over the 

table. He growls to the man with the sharpened teeth and the necklace of ears, who 

unclips the cabin ceiling hatch, then bangs it open with the heel of his hand. 

Victoria tries to get up, tries to go to her son, but another man restrains her, 

one sweaty forearm in the crook of her neck. Another holds his rifle barrel to 

Peter’s chest. 

The white man ties the end of the rope to Tasman’s ankles, then passes the 

other end through the hatch. Someone up above, on the upper deck, starts to pull, 

until Tasman rises feet first, hanging upside down, his bare toes almost touching the 

hole in the ceiling, his head swinging above the floor. 

Tasman’s arms churn like fan blades in an attempt to reach the floor, a 

mournful groan escaping his lips with each cycle.  

‘No,’ Victoria screams, ‘you’ll kill him. God, he’s only four.’ 

The white man returns to the camera. He too appears flushed, as if the violent 

act has excited him. ‘Now, you fuckers,’ he hisses at the camera, ‘get the money.’ 

‘Do something, Peter, for Christ’s sake,’ Victoria pleads. 
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Peter’s Adam’s apple rises and falls. ‘I have almost three hundred thousand 

pounds, cash, invested with a London bank. I can have it transferred to your 

account anywhere in the world. Today. You get it, you power away in your boats. 

No risk. That’s half a million dollars, and I can do it on my laptop.’ 

The hard-boiled face screws up and he spits, still looking at the camera. ‘Fuck 

your three hundred thousand pounds. Five million. Cash. Unmarked bills with no 

tricks. Air dropped here in a waterproof package.’ 

‘That’s not possible.’  

‘I’m tired of hearing that. You want to see how serious I am?’ 

The white man moves across the cabin and kneels beside the hanging child, 

places the gun barrel against his skull. ‘I’m going to count to ten. One …’ 

‘Don’t.’ Peter moans. ‘Please. I can’t do it, and you know the British 

government won’t pay ... they never do.’ 

‘Five, six, seven, eight.’ He stops, checks the load, then bores the barrel into 

Tasman’s eye. ‘Nine …’ 

Victoria shrieks, ‘God, please, no!’ 

On the count of ten, the white man lifts the gun away from the child’s head, 

then grinning like a dervish, fires once into the mini-dome camera. 

Splintered plastic spatters across the room. The sound of the discharge drives 

into her ear canals, overwhelming the stereocilia deep inside, snapping the tips, and 

causing  ringing in the ears.  

Her tormentor’s screaming voice cuts through. ‘This time they’ll pay.’ 

On the screen across the room, the Manchester City striker scores from a 

penalty. 
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1140 

Like all satellite calls, the dial tone is distant, and when Marjory Parker hears 

him pick up she notices the delay as their voices are bounced off the Iridium 

satellite network in Low Earth Orbit some five hundred miles above. 

In her opinion, showing his face was a mistake. Facial recognition software, and 

the computers that drive them are now so fast that she already has an ID sheet on 

the desk in front of her. The man’s Afrikaner heritage, hinted at in the voice 

analysis, is now confirmed. The snippets of dialect are a smokescreen. 

‘That,’ she says to him, ‘was not what I would call a demonstration of good 

faith.’ 

‘The boy stays swinging until we get the money, hey. It’s not rocket science. I 

let you see my face. Now you know who I am.’ 

‘Your name is Drake, isn’t it?’ 

‘Drake is one of my names. There are others. Names mean nothing.’ 

‘You know how these things work. You must be aware that your demands are 

impossible in the time frame you’ve specified.’ 

‘Don’t bullshit me. The Bank of England has reciprocal banking arrangements 

with dozens of banks that are a three-hour flight from this location. Five million in 

used US bills is loose change to the financial machinery of the banking overlords. 

How many Royal Navy ships are in the South Atlantic with air assets on board? At 

least three or four. You could do this in five hours. I’m giving you eight.’ 

The phone clicks, the call terminated. 

 

1300 

The planning team is assigned a vacant instruction room, in the operational area 

forward of the flight deck. Here, under ordinary circumstances, enlisted men and 
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women take seamanship or gunnery lessons and sit examinations. The Intelligence 

Officer is present as official liaison, along with a couple of Navy advisers. Also 

present are the three men and two women of 2CG.  

PJ, with his long experience in the Special Boat Service is Marika’s 2IC, but Jay, 

Kutay and Kisira are all actively involved in decision making and planning. Jay is 

EOD bomb disposal-trained, and Kutay is deadly with a Barrett M82A1 fifty cal 

sniper rifle. Kisira is the unit medic and, pound for pound perhaps the most highly 

skilled of them at unarmed combat. 

Five Royal Marines have been recruited to make up the numbers—volunteers 

selected as the best of the best from the two-hundred-and-fifty-strong contingent 

on board. All five are skilled divers and wear the coveted crossed rifle ‘marksman’ 

badge on their lower sleeve. 

The whiteboard displays an outline of the islet of Tinhosa Grande. Beside it an 

electronic screen shows plans for the catamaran, emailed through from the Polish 

manufacturer. The cameras on board have been destroyed by the hostage-takers, but 

there are historical stills that will be used to help in the planning. 

Marika is aware that if a Special Boat Service troop was close enough and with 

time to deploy they would almost certainly have been inserted via submarine, using 

swimmer delivery vehicles to reach the yacht. There is no time for this option. 

Ransom demands have specified a time frame of eight hours before the deaths of all 

aboard. 

This is the new way of the terrorist and pirate alike. Speed. Allowing no time 

for Special Forces troops to deploy or train, make mock-ups, do all the preparation 

that makes them so effective. Eight hours. To air-drop cash after a complicated 

transfer from an African bank.   
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These issues weigh on Marika’s mind as she faces the group. ‘The problem will 

be getting aboard without detection—any sniff of a raid and they’ll start shooting 

hostages. We’ve all heard of the French snatch operation on a yacht off Somalia 

some years back. They rescued three adults and a three-year-old, but killed the 

yacht’s owner in a shoot out with hostiles. No one wants that kind of result.’ 

One of the marines holds his hand up. ‘This is a catamaran, right?’ 

‘That’s correct.’ 

‘I’ve done a bit of sailing. A big sailing cat is hard to overturn, but once you do, 

they’re hard to get right way up again.’ 

Marika stares back at him, wondering what the point is. ‘I don’t think flipping it 

is going to be the answer …’ 

‘No, but it’s a design consideration—it gives us an entry point. Can I show 

you?’ 

Marika steps out of the way as the marine walks up to the display. 

 

1315 

Two men in suits appear at Koffman’s restaurant, tucked away in the Berkeley 

Hotel, London. They politely ask the maitre’d if he would inform the prime minister 

that he is required in the foyer. 

When the PM appears, still dabbing food from his lips, he recognises Tom 

Mossel, director of the DRFS directorate of the SIS, and Harry Gardner, the Home 

Undersecretary. 

‘What’s up? I was just onto the pig’s trotter—damn good pig’s trotter here.’ 

Tom Mossel takes a print from an envelope. It shows a small boy with rope 

looped around his ankles. ‘This is a still taken from Clover’s video feed before they 

destroyed all the cameras.’ 
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The PM stares at it, eyebrows knitting together. ‘Is that photo upside down?’ 

Mossel looks unamused. ‘No.’ 

‘Then the boy is upside down.’ 

‘Correct. Medical advice is that the change in blood pressure will kill him. Any 

time now he might start to suffer strokes. We have assets moving in, but they might 

be too slow—they can’t do anything until after dark. I think we need to indicate that 

we’re intending to pay the ransom and try to pressure them to let the kid down.’ 

‘We don’t pay ransoms …’ 

‘Sir, this is a four-year-old child. A British four-year-old child. The time frame 

gives us no time for chest beating.’ 

‘Is it even possible? To get five million dollars there in that time frame?’ 

‘Of course it is. And I think we have to at least look as if we’re going to pay. 

Apparently the hostage-takers have satellite TV, they’re watching news updates. 

Let’s go public—get the money together and use the media to show every step of 

our compliance. Meanwhile ... our guys are moving in.’ 

‘OK, we string them along. Let’s convene in the CONTEST room in—’ the 

PM rotates his wrist to look at his Rolex — ‘one hour, and we’ll sort this out. Our 

assets on site, can they handle this?’ 

Tom Mossel nods. ‘Not the first choice, but they’re in the area. They won’t let 

us down, sir.’ He coughs. ‘Sir, I hate to say it but, there are, er, other complications.’ 

‘Like what?’ 

Mossel lowers his voice and talks softly. 

 

1320 

The change in official policy comes as no surprise to Marjory. The capitulation will 

make her job easier. If all goes well this will be over in time for her sister’s birthday 
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celebration at 7 p.m. After all, she ordered the cake—from that gorgeous little 

bakery in Notting Hill, and Steve is driving down from Birmingham …   

She makes the call. 

Drake answers the phone. ‘Are you going to tell me that the money’s 

organised?’ 

‘Kind of. I want to let you know that the British Government has decided, in 

this case, to assist with meeting your demands.’ 

There is a pause. Marjory knows he’ll be happy to hear this. Psychopaths love it 

when cruelty and violence works. It validates their outlook. She doesn’t prod, just 

lets it sink in.  

‘Tell me when you have it,’ he says finally. ‘There’s nothing else to talk about.’ 

‘There is, actually. We have an aircraft on the way to Lagos, Nigeria, ready to 

collect the money, arranged through a local branch of Barclays Bank. But that 

money is going nowhere until we have your assurance that the child has been taken 

down and is being well cared for.’ 

‘Well fuck you. That’s your plan. Here’s mine. In one hour, if I haven’t heard 

that you’ve got the money on the way, I’ll cut both ears off all three of them, lay 

them on this desk and send you a photo. You got that, hey?’ 

He breaks the connection. 

 

1415 

The leader of the hijackers underscores the threat by taking a vicious looking knife 

from a sheath and laying it on the dinette table. The blade is straight-edged on one 

side, serrated on the other. The dull black rubber of its handle appears to absorb the 

light of its surroundings. 

‘You heard my name,’ he hisses softly. ‘Now you know who I am.’ 
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Peter nods. ‘Drake. Please don’t do this to us.’ 

The South African crosses his muscled forearms, thick with ginger hair, on the 

table. ‘It won’t be me who takes your ears.’ He jabs a thumb at the nearest of his 

comrades. ‘He does it.’ 

Peter turns and looks into the sorcerer’s eyes of the man with that ghastly 

necklace. A corpse-like smell follows him like a mist. He has never mixed with 

people like this. He has seen angry faces staring at him through the taxi window as 

he speeds through Wandsworth or Lambeth, but he has never been this close to 

raw, naked hatred. 

‘That is Kossi. He collects ears. He believes that they have the power of a 

charm. He’ll cut yours off without blinking. You’d better hope that Her Majesty’s 

fucking government come good on this.’ He points at Victoria. ‘That trophy wife of 

yours won’t look so damn good without hers, hey.’ 

Peter wants to be sick. Tasman has moved little in the last hour. His face is 

beetroot red, and his eyes are partially open. Every now and then they flutter. His 

breathing is noisy, as if he were suffering from a heavy cold. 

All his life Peter has been a doer—a mover and shaker. He makes calls, gives 

instructions and things happen. Now he is powerless. His son is dying, and he can 

do nothing about it but wait. Victoria alternates between weeping and staring 

vacantly. He can’t meet her eye, knowing that this is his fault. That somehow he 

should have protected them from this. 

The telephone rings again. Drake picks it up, talks for a moment, then breaks 

the connection. The room is silent, all eyes watching as he picks up the remote 

control and switches channels. Sky News is showing stacked US notes being stretch-

wrapped in plastic, then a C130 aircraft on the tarmac at Lagos Airport. 

‘Your ears are safe, for the moment,’ Drake says.  
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Victoria’s eyes fix on him. ‘Please, I beg you, cut my boy down. Let me hold 

him.’ 

Drake stares back. Points at the men with guns. ‘See these people. They have 

grown up without food to eat, or functional government. They know death better 

than you know love. Don’t blame me, blame the colonial powers of the West, who 

have raped this continent over and over, and are now doing it again for the oil.’ 

‘You are cruel … a monster. How could you do that to a child? He’s done 

nothing to anyone.’ Victoria’s eyes are swollen, ringed with red. Her tears have run 

down the sides of her face, plastering strands of hair to her skin. 

‘No,’ Drake thumps his own chest hard with a balled fist. ‘I’m taking fat from 

the one percent who have stolen the wealth of the world and am giving it back to 

the majority. Their destiny is equality. I am only an instrument.’  

Before anyone can stop her, Victoria slides off the seat to her knees, bawling, 

raising her head, eyes closed. Her voice is filled with the unbreakable love of a 

mother for her offspring. Something so deep that it is stronger than terror. More 

powerful than death. 

‘Please, just let him go …’ 

 Drake’s voice cracks like a whip. ‘Get her back in the chair. Now. When that 

plane is in the air, I will let you have him. But not until then.’ 

  

1600 

While the ship steams south, Marika and the attack crew are hard at work in the vast 

aft loading dock. This is the secret of Albion’s amazing utility as a weapon of war—

a cavernous ramp door, opening into a floodable chamber. From here she can 

launch her complement of four LCU Mk10 landing craft, each of which can carry 

over a hundred riflemen, or even a Challenger Mk II tank. 
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Marika watches every step of the preparations. The attack boats they will be 

using are Arctic 22 RIBS, identical to those used by the SBS. Fifteen personnel will 

crowd into three vessels. The inflated sponsons are dark and non-reflective, 

powered by black multi-fuel Evinrude engines, based on commercial E-Tec 

technology, that will run on kerosene, JP-8 and JP-4, as well as ULP. 

Marika’s sid unit—the smartphone like communications device—vibrates to 

indicate a voice transmission. She takes the call and steps back, away from the 

sounds of hydraulics and voices. The director, Tom Mossel’s face stares back at her 

from the caller ID. 

‘Sir, we’re just preparing the boats …’ 

‘Are you alone?’ 

‘No, but give me a moment and I will be.’ She walks away from the others until 

she’s leaning against one of the iron bulkheads. ‘OK, go ahead.’ 

‘I’ll make this quick, and for you and your 2IC’s ears only. Drake, the man 

behind this hijack is, or was, one of ours.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The SIS ran him as a double agent, during the early years of ANC power in 

South Africa—recruited him direct from SASS, the South African Secret Service. 

He was always a loose cannon—anti-establishment—but also one hell of an 

effective agent. 

‘Back in 1998 he was on assignment for SASS, trying to crack a diamond 

smuggling ring out of the Kimberley fields. Shadowing a group with a couple of 

million worth of diamonds the temptation was too much for him. He shot three 

men and high-tailed it for the airport.’ 

‘Loose cannon might be putting it mildly,’ Marika comments. 
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‘Just so. His colleagues caught up with him at Johannesburg airport, with a 

boarding pass to Amsterdam in his hand. He spilled the beans that he’d been 

working for us. SASS had him for three years, and believe me, they know how to 

break a man. 

‘They finally released him into a halfway house in Cape Town. Two days later 

he stole a gun from a safe and shot his minders, before disappearing. Next he 

surfaced in Zimbabwe, with a group called the Dogs of Retribution. Their main 

targets were the big cattle ranches. In one attack they killed not only the white 

farmers and their children, but the African staff as well. For a while we think Drake 

was working as a military adviser in the Central African Republic, but then nine 

weeks ago he killed three Portuguese mining engineers, their wives and children at 

the Alto Cuilo diamond mine in Angola.’ 

‘I remember hearing about the mine attack. Any religious or political 

affiliation?’ 

‘None. He’s a destroyer. Surrounds himself with the worst kinds of killers. 

We’ve had several attempts at taking him out – there is a kill on sight order.’ 

‘How does this affect the situation?’ 

‘No ransom money will ever be delivered, though even the PM thinks it will. 

This is our one shot to end this. Drake cannot survive this operation.’ 

‘Are you telling me to carry out an assassination?’ 

‘I’m telling you that Drake’s non-survival must be the overriding objective of 

this operation.’ 

‘More important than freeing the hostages safely?’ 

A long pause, then, ‘Yes, even more important than that.’ 

Marika ends the call and slides down the bulkhead to a sitting position. PJ walks 

over, stands above her. ‘Are you OK?’ 
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‘Yep. Turns out that this Drake guy used to work for SASS. And London ran 

him covertly for a while. Now he sees himself as some kind of Robin Hood.’ 

‘Makes it interesting.’ 

‘Sure does. I’ve just been told to make sure he doesn’t live.’ Marika’s eyes are 

dark, almost black, in the subterranean light of the dock. 

 

1830 

The man with the necklace of ears steals across the room, then leans over, 

whispering in Drake’s ear. The leader makes room beside him on the seat. The man 

with the necklace of ears and the man with the cowrie shell veil slide onto the vinyl 

seat. 

A conversation follows. Serious voices. One, then another, glances back at the 

hanging child. Peter tries to make sense of the occasional word in French or 

English, but the speed at which they converse is far beyond him. 

Finally, Drake clicks his fingers and points at Peter. ‘Hey. What do you know 

about African black magic?’ 

Peter shakes his head slowly. ‘Nothing.’ 

‘West Africa is the source of voodoo. People think it’s from Jamaica, but 

Nigeria—Benin—Togo was the birthplace. Kossi is an adept, and beside him is 

Frederic. They are from Benin, where voodoo is the national religion. Neither can 

speak English, but if he could, Kossi would tell you that he is two hundred years 

old, and that his mother was a witch. Frederic is a practicing sorcerer. He makes big 

money casting spells—love spells, but his speciality is death. People pay him to 

make their enemies die violently. He’s very good at it.’ 

Peter cannot hide his shock. He has travelled in the third world but on well-

trodden tourist paths. Had he taken the opportunity to scratch beneath the surface, 
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he might not have been quite so surprised to hear that a man could make his living 

from killing. 

Peter swallows, ‘Why are you telling me this?’ 

‘Because Kossi has just come to tell me that if we let the boy die from hanging 

upside down, without blood, their voodoo god Koku will be angry.’ 

The man with the veil of shells removes a stone knife from a rawhide sheath 

hanging near his armpit. The blade, made of chipped schist, is some five inches 

long, stained a deep black near the handle.  

Drake goes on. ‘Kossi says that if he cuts the boy’s throat it will satisfy Koku.’  

Victoria’s breath comes and goes like a turbine, ‘You said you’d let him down.’ 

‘Yeah, but I don’t mess with these guys. They want to do something, I let them. 

They’re valuable to me. Do you know why?’ 

Peter feels as if he is looking down on himself and this terrible drama from a 

great height. ‘Why?’ 

‘Because every fucking man, woman and child for a thousand miles is 

frightened shitless of them. People piss themselves when they see them. Do you 

know why Frederic wears the veil of shells?’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because to look into his eyes means death. Even semi-educated African 

soldiers won’t come near him. He’s worth a thousand men to me. And he’s loyal—

thinks I’m the reincarnation of some devil or other.’ 

Drake turns to the two men beside him and says something. The man with the 

veiled face talks last, in a deep monotone. 

Victoria blurts, ‘What did he say?’ 
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‘He said that sacrificing your son will be a suitable method of giving thanks to 

Koku for our success. He says that he will cut his throat as soon as the plane 

carrying the money is in the air.’ 

 

1900 

Sitting on a thwart seat, Marika watches on the sid unit screen as the three RIBs 

power across the surface of the sea. Voice transmissions come through from the 

London control room, hub of an electronics system known as SITPOL.  

‘The latest satellite thermal imagery is that we have at least three hostiles 

sleeping or resting in berths in the starboard hull. Four are in the main cabin and 

seven on deck.’ 

‘Roger. Is the child still alive?’ 

‘We think so. We’re getting a heat signature from that location.’ 

At first the helmsmen run the hulls at close to thirty knots. The sea is calm, the 

last glow of sunset fading. Soon the islet of Tinhosa Grande comes into view, rocky 

spires rearing high against the sky.  

The surface of the stone island appears to be moving, but Marika realises that it 

is a vast colony of birds. The smell of guano is overpowering. They have used the 

cover of the island to speed close, now they will skirt the sides at a much slower 

rate, revs dropping so the engines are scarcely audible. Members of the team strip 

down into the neoprene suits they will wear in the water. 

‘Load up, guys,’ Marika calls.  

There is the sound of charging handles. They carry a range of weapons. Marika 

has her Glock 22 in .40 calibre, the other 2CG members HK417 rifles with various 

mods, and the Marines carry SA80a2s, mostly in the carbine configuration. Each 

RIB also carries a M249 squad automatic weapon, belt ammunition rolled up in a 
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triangular green case. Shoulder weapons, however, will stay in the RIB, the 

swimmers will carry only handguns. 

 The uninhabited island is a scant two hundred metres long, and finally the 

yacht itself comes into view, the mainmast stabbing deep into the darkened sky. 

Marika signals, and all personnel crouch to prevent a silhouette. The motors cut 

back to idle. Big south Atlantic rollers push sideways on the RIBs.  

Marika uses handheld night-vision binoculars to study the deck. They have 

opted not to use night vision goggles for the op. Less encumbrance will be an 

advantage while gaining entry, and there is a good moon. 

There are seven men on deck. Three sit in deck chairs in the aft cockpit, two 

are lying down. One is asleep on the nets at the bow between the two hulls, one 

prowling fore and aft, Kalashnikov held loosely under the crook of his elbow. The 

two RPGs are lying unattended on the main cabin roof. With luck, the men on deck 

won’t have time to get near them once the engagement starts. 

The man in the nets is a problem: they will either have to pass below him to 

access the tunnel, or approach from the stern, where there are more eyes and ears. 

Eliminating risk is not just a good idea, but standard operating procedure. 

‘Pass me an oar,’ Marika hisses, and she hears it being detached from the hooks 

on either side. She unsheathes the Gerber knife from her ankle. ‘You got duct tape?’ 

The sound of a locker being opened and closed. Every tool compartment in the 

Navy has a roll of duct tape. 

Taking the thick roll she tapes the knife hilt to the aluminium butt of the oar so 

the blade stands proud, finally tearing off the tape with her teeth. 

‘OK, let’s go,’ Marika orders. She lowers her mask and snorkel, then watches 

the others roll over the sides, easing themselves silently into the water. She goes last. 
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There are ten of them in the swimming team. The remainder will move in slowly 

and engage the men on deck as soon as they hear a shot fired. 

 

1905 

Years earlier, Marjory stopped using a telephone and moved to a headset. The 

lightweight Plantronics system is much more comfortable for long periods, and she 

is able to move around while talking.  

Long phone calls, she’s found, can be difficult mentally, as well as on the hands 

and the ears. Once, when a man in Cornwall had been holed up in a basement with 

his wife and two daughters at gunpoint, she had logged a six hour call. She had 

listened to his story from birth, through school, and an apparently brilliant career 

that had been dogged by angry rivals who slowly but surely brought him down. 

For all those hours she had kept him talking, knowing that SO15 officers were 

making their way into the house. When she heard the gunshot that ended it all, there 

was no sense of anything but relief.  The self-absorbed monologue was over. Finally 

she could go home. The man—like most people who do such things—was obsessed 

with himself. The world spun on an axis around him. No one else really mattered. 

So many times, when she walks down the street and sees parents indulging their 

children—giving in—buying them whatever they want, she feels like running up and 

shouting, ‘No! Don’t let your children think that the world and everyone in it is 

focussed on them. Teach them that their own fate is bundled up with that of 

others.’ 

Now, before dialling, she glances at the notes she has made on the pad. The last 

call did not end well, and she has given him a full hour to recover. Thermal imaging 

from a ScanEagle UAV overhead indicates that the child is still hanging, barely 

moving. 
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Military assets are moving into position. Her brief now is to keep him busy. 

Keep him talking. 

She picks out the number on the keypad on the laptop screen in front of her. 

This time it rings out. She tries again. Usually the noise will drive them to pick up 

eventually. 

A long period of silence, then Drake again. ‘Where’s the money?’ 

‘In the air. Are you watching Sky?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘There’ll be footage at any minute.’ 

Heavy breathing down the line.   

‘Is Tasman still alive?’  It’s important to use specifics—names and personal 

details remind the hijackers that these are real individuals. 

‘You think I’m a fucking doctor, hey?’ 

 

1910 

As they swim towards the yacht, Marika recognises PJ beside her in his black 

neoprene wetsuit, passing through the water so smoothly as to be invisible at more 

than a few metres. The black Force ‘Fin Pro’ swim fins he wears, are designed to 

create the minimum of turbulence, and under the control of a skilled operator, 

almost never break the surface. 

Halfway in she sees the corks low in the water, dark coloured. She stops the 

group with a hand signal. There is a gill net slung around the boat. Clumsy, but 

occasionally effective in turbid water. 

PJ goes ahead, and uses his knife to cut an opening, before swimming on, the 

others following in file. 
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They approach from the bow—the knife blade edges of the twin hulls, the 

entry points standing almost ninety degrees to the water. Slowly, still holding the oar 

below her body, Marika swims between the two hulls and into the tunnel. 

She stops, treading water, looks up at the nets and the silhouette of a sleeping 

man spread out, black against the starlit sky. Slowly she raises the paddle, knife end 

first, grips it in both hands and aims upward. 

The first blow has to be swift, sure and soundless. A stomach wound will not 

stop him from shouting. The throat would be swiftly fatal, but gurgling sounds 

might well be loud enough to alert the others. There is only one sure target—the 

heart. 

Marika judges the spot, and with a powerful thrust of her arms and shoulders, 

drives the blade upwards, through the net and into the man above. Feels the silvery 

blade drive deep into his chest, feels him shudder, then uses the weight of her body 

to withdraw it, driving it in again, three times until she is certain he’s dead. 

Blood trickles from the net down onto the water surface, discolouring it. 

Marika fins away, stops and unwraps the duct tape, freeing the knife and replacing it 

in the ankle sheath. Leaving the oar behind, she swims deeper into the tunnel. 

Darker now, waves compressing and sucking as they pass through, the surfaces 

of the hull dripping with water like an underwater cave, every sound magnified. 

Marika surfaces again, tearing the mask from her face, mouth opening and drinking 

in air, moving her fins only enough to maintain station. 

Voices reverberate through the hull from inside. A woman’s voice, 

disconsolate, near hysteria. Marika feels her resolve harden further.  

PJ appears beside her, then the others, heads bobbing up back along the tunnel. 

They make no sound, but gather below the outline of the escape hatch. 
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 As the marine had pointed out, catamaran hulls are hard to tip, and even 

harder to right again. Thus they are made with an escape hatch just above, or even 

below, the waterline to allow the crew of an overturned yacht to climb out of the 

interior. This hatch will now, hopefully, allow them to board the vessel undetected. 

Marika swims forward gently to touch the square, judging it to be about the 

width of her shoulders. Inside, she knows, are five locking handles pressing it tight 

against the seals. It is not intended for casual entry and exit, and most definitely not 

from the outside. 

The hatch itself, however, is made not of thick GRP—glass reinforced 

plastic—like the rest of the hull, but Lexar clear plastic. They can see dimly into the 

starboard hull of the boat, an unlit storage area. 

A two-man team gets to work. Kutay attaches two heavy-duty suction cup 

handgrips to the area, and one smaller one to the hatch itself, then Jay removes a 

hand held laser from a  floating waterproof case. He begins to burn around the 

edges of the hatch, the fine red beam easily searing through the plastic. 

The main problem, Marika knows, will be the smell. Now that they are 

committed, they have to be fast. The laser is doing its work swiftly, and the team 

assembles in a line behind PJ, ready to penetrate the hatch. 

Marika takes second place, feeling the nerves return, the adrenalin jolting into 

her system, accelerating her heartbeat and keeping her breathless. Gentle clicks as 

the others raise their weapons, making sure that water is out of the chamber and 

barrel. 

Her own Glock 22 she lifts one handed, points upward, then pulls the slide 

partly back to break suction and let water dribble out. Only then does she chamber 

a round. Still holding the handgun out of the water she reaches down with her free 

hand to peel off her fins one at a time. Jay pulls on the suction cup gently, and the 
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square of thick Lexar comes away. He takes it down to the water surface and lets it 

drop to the sea floor. 

 

1915 

The Sky news footage of the C130 access ramp closing at Lagos international 

airport is grainy. Drake appears to study it closely, breathing noisily through his nose 

as he does so. 

Finally, as the plane heads down the runway and lifts into the air, the lights of 

Lagos look like earthbound stars below. 

Drake turns to them. ‘That’s good news, hey. As long as there are no tricks.’  

The other gunmen in the cabin, even the ones that didn’t understand the 

English words, certainly understood the footage of the plane taking off. There is an 

outbreak of excited chatter, and the attention turns to the boy, still hanging from his 

feet. 

Eight hours have passed since they hung Tasman there. Veins in his temple 

stand out like garden hoses. His eyes have rolled in his head so only the whites are 

visible. 

Victoria’s head starts shaking. ‘No, I’m begging you. You said you’d let him 

down, as soon as the plane is in the air. Please, now do what you said you were 

going to do.’ Her words tail off. 

 The two practitioners, with priest-like deliberation, move across to the hanging 

boy. Frederic, eyes still hidden behind the veil of shells, holds the unsheathed stone 

knife in his hand. Kossi kneels first, taking the boy’s weight, placing his knee in 

Tasman’s back to support him, so his head lolls down with his throat exposed. 
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The boy makes a noise, the first one in more than an hour, and now Victoria 

fights the men who restrain her. It is Drake himself who grabs her by the throat, 

dragging her down so she is half on his lap. 

Frederic kneels in front of Tasman, then pushes his face close. For just an 

instant he sweeps the veil aside.  

To look into his eyes means death.  

The sound of Victoria’s sobbing is muffled by Drake’s hand. 

 

1916 

PJ drives his head and shoulders into the hatch. Marika assists with a push on his 

neoprene covered rear end. Finally he is through, and she follows. The ceiling is too 

low to stand fully, but she walks hunched over, Glock in her right hand and knife in 

the left. The others are coming, but there isn’t room for all of them, nor time to 

wait. 

They pass through an open bulkhead and into another space, a diesel generator 

on the right, a chemical ‘head’ on the left, then an engine box. Rope sheets hang 

from hooks on the starboard side. Up some steps is a berth, and a pair of black feet 

hanging over the edge. 

PJ half climbs the ladder, knife ready, and in the dim light Marika watches his 

knife hand rise and fall, the feet tremor over and over again until they stay still. 

Two down, Marika thinks to herself.  

Laughter comes from the main saloon while Kutay and one of the others climb 

up into the berth occupied by the now dead man. There is a skylight hatch above it, 

opening out onto the deck. That opening will become a firing position in a few 

moments. Marika and PJ head towards the companionway into the main cabin from 

which light spills down. 
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She holds her right hand up, counts to five by extending fingers from a 

bunched fist. Index finger first. One, two, three, four … 

 

1916 

Holding the stone knife like a surgeon’s scalpel, Frederic chooses the most 

precipitous place to start. The first tiny droplet of blood appears below the left ear.   

‘Koku,’ Frederic shouts, and his muscles flex, gathering strength to make the 

stroke. 

 

1916 

‘Five!’ The last word is shouted out loud. Marika turns the handle and PJ kicks in 

the door. This is the moment of success or failure, the identification of targets over 

hostages.   

The Glock, held in both Marika’s hands, arms extended, barks once, a flower of 

blood spearing onto the forehead of a tall hostile. More than one runs for the 

cockpit. At least two are cut down on the way. 

‘Down, down,’ Marika shouts, the words carrying over the gunfire. More shots 

fly past, her ears are ringing, brass cartridges hitting the deck. 

She sees the child hanging limp, upside down from the rope. His face is dark 

red—almost black, veins standing in bas relief on his forehead.  

Drake is the main target, and she seeks him out. Praying that she can end this 

quickly. She sees him with the female hostage held tightly by one arm, pistol in the 

other, standing beside the dinette table. Marika hesitates. Training dictates the rule 

of the clear shot within reasonable bounds of accuracy. 

Reasonable bounds of accuracy are different onboard a slowly rolling boat, in 

low light, than they are in a range with a clear line of fire and bright natural or 
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fluorescent light. She waits. Hears the sounds of gunfire out on deck. The outboard 

motors of the other RIBS as they motor in closer. 

The popping sounds of AK47 fire is answered by the more definitive Nato 

5.56mm and 7.62mm cartridges. The thin bulkheads, made of foam sandwich, offer 

very little bullet resistance, and a couple of rounds penetrate the hull. 

Drake’s handgun drills into Victoria’s side. Another shot rings out. The team 

are moving through, disarming the hostiles, dead or alive. More than one ‘dead’ 

hostile has, in the past, come back to life. 

‘Drop your weapon and let her go, now,’ Marika shouts at Drake. At least four 

of them are covering him. If he shoots he will outlive her by only microseconds. 

‘Fuck you,’ he snarls. 

‘It’s over, Drake.’  

The deck has fallen silent and the RIBs bump against the hull. Booted feet hit 

the deck as men jump aboard. 

‘It’s never over until I say it is.’ 

Jay cuts the boy down from the hatch. Kisira takes his weight, turns and lays 

him gently to the deck. He is far gone, but Marika prays not only that he will live, 

but that his first coherent sight will not be the death of his mother. 

‘Let her go. Now.’ Marika feels a desperation creep into her voice. The sight of 

the small boy, golden curls spread out on the deck while Kisira tries desperately to 

revive him enrages her further. The father, it seems, is in a state of catatonic 

helplessness, shrinking back against the seat, eyes uncomprehending. 

The South African stands, drawing the young woman up with him, using her as 

a shield. He shouts at the marines blocking the door to the cockpit. ‘Get out of my 

way, or I’ll kill her.’ 
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Marika watches helplessly as he drags her over bodies, one step at a time, the 

gun moving to her throat, pushing into the skin of her jawline like a tent pole into 

canvas. 

‘Get back,’ he yells. ‘Out of my way.’  

The woman’s eyes, rimmed with red, do not leave her child. No regard for her 

own safety. Only that of her son.  

Marika shadows Drake, every step, as he moves out into the cockpit. ‘Hold 

your fire,’ she shouts as he exits the door. The marines and 2CG operatives line the 

gunwales, weapons at their shoulders. Their expressions, shrouded by black grease 

paint, are impassive and cold. 

‘Now listen, hey,’ Drake shouts, his eyes murderous, teeth showing like those of 

an attack dog about to make a lunge, ‘I’m taking her into a boat. If anyone blocks 

our way or interferes she gets the first bullet.’ 

Marika swallows; the situation is slipping out of her control. There is little 

chance of a kill shot as the South African moves quickly towards the gunnel, half 

sits on his backside then flips both himself and the woman over the side and into 

one of the decrepit launches. 

The engine roars into life, clicks into gear, and the launch powers away in a 

cloud of two-stroke exhaust. 

Marika climbs over the bodies on the deck, moving to the stern. ‘OK, I want a 

five man firing party on RIB Three. Jay, I want you to take command here and get 

the other two vessels back to the ship.’ 

‘Will do.’ 

PJ turns to her. ‘The fucker had something else in his hand as they left. Might 

have been a cell phone.’ 
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Marika feels her heart turn to jelly. She turns, and shouts. ‘Possible IED. 

Evacuate. Now. Bring the hostages.’ She runs back inside, just as Kisira comes 

through with the boy in her arms. The male hostage follows, bewildered.  

‘What’s happening, why are we leaving?’ 

‘I’ll explain later. Just get off … go, go.’ 

The deck cleared of the living, Marika leaps into the final RIB to depart, already 

untied and drifting away, motor screaming. The evacuation has taken less than thirty 

seconds. She turns to PJ, at the tiller. 

‘Go, get after the bastard.’ 

He nods and the RIB powers away towards the coast of Africa and the plainly 

visible sight of the retreating launch. They are scarcely fifty metres distant when an 

explosion tears the guts out of Clover, a fireball reaching out for them across the 

water, and a shockwave thumping into Marika’s head. She clenches her teeth, 

averting  her eyes from the flash so her night vision will not be rendered useless.  

You fucker, you would have killed us all. 

 

1919 

Marika leans forward in the bow to help keep the nose down, one knee on the 

thwart seat and her free hand gripping one of the rope grab handles. The loss of the 

yacht is nothing. The presence of a terrified woman on the boat up ahead sends 

synapses cracking like lightning up her spine and into her brain. 

She lifts the sid to her lips and opens comms with Albion. 

‘Two pax rescued and returning to ship. Yacht was destroyed with remote 

detonated IED. Now following one hostile named Drake, with hostage, bearing 

zero-four-seven, speed twenty-five. Do you have surveillance, over?’ 
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‘ScanEagle UAV tracking, height one thousand. Also have radar fix on all 

vessels. Out.’ 

The South African who calls himself Drake holds all the cards. Provided he has 

enough fuel for the one hundred nautical mile journey, he can simply continue on, 

all the way to the coast, drag his hostage up past the beach, then kill or dump her 

before disappearing into the wilds of Equatorial Guinea. 

Strictly speaking, the British team will have to stop their pursuit as soon as they 

reach territorial waters, some forty nautical miles offshore, unless diplomatic 

clearances have been forthcoming. 

Albion again: ‘Report third vessel in vicinity. Wooden fishing vessel, approx ten 

metres length. Rendezvous appears likely, over.’ 

Marika turns to PJ. ‘It looks like there’s a support vessel out here. They’re going 

to meet up.’ 

They had talked about the possibility of a ‘mother ship.’ The attack had been 

launched a long way offshore. But this area is alive with fishing vessels. Looking for 

the right one would have been fruitless. Until now. 

Albion: ‘We have been ordered to destroy target vessel at all costs. Harpoon 

SSM missile standing by.’ 

Mossel’s words come back to her. Drake’s non-survival must be the overriding 

objective of this operation. Of course, if they have no choice they will take them 

both out. They can’t allow this man to escape so he can kill again. 

Even so, Marika can sense the reticence in the signals officer’s voice. Killing an 

innocent hostage along with the perpetrator with a one-million-dollar-plus missile 

would not be an easy order to follow. 

  ‘Cool those heels, Albion. Give us a minute and we’ll try to resolve this.’ 

Then, to, PJ. ‘Can we get closer?’ 
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‘Yes, we’ve got ten knots over them. But is that a good idea?’ 

‘My gut feeling is that we have to do something here, or he’s going to kill our 

girl and get away from us.’  

Either that or Albion is going to blow both of them to pieces. 

‘Albion, how far to their rendezvous with the larger boat, over?’ 

‘Four minutes at current speed.’ 

She turns and checks out PJ’s rifle. It’s a familiar weapon, a HK417 7.62mm, 

equipped with a Trijicon 6 x 48 ACOG scope, mounted on a Picatinny rail. With a 

longer barrel than the SA80s it’s probably the most accurate weapon on board.   

‘Here, lend me your weapon,’ Marika says. ‘I’ll try to take him out as we get 

close. As soon as those two boats raft up, he’s going to be desperate to get aboard. 

There’s no way he can get up into a bigger vessel and keep the gun on her neck the 

whole time. I’ll pick him off when he lets her go.’ Then, turning to the others. ‘If 

someone shoots back from that fishing boat, I want you to take it apart, especially 

you guys with the SAW. But keep your rounds high and away from any chance of 

hitting the hostage, got it?’ 

Marika takes position up in the bow, dropping prone, using a life vest as a rest. 

She reaches her hand to the selector switch, choosing ‘burst’ mode, which will send 

a deadly three-round burst downrange with every touch of the trigger. 

Finally, she relaxes, the barrel of the rifle protruding from the front of the RIB 

like a medieval figurehead. The larger silhouette of the fishing boat is now visible—a 

typical African fishing vessel, with upswept bow and wide fishing cockpit. Nets 

swing high from an aft gantry. 

‘One minute to contact,’ comes from Albion through the sid. 

‘OK,’ Marika whispers, glaring around at them fiercely. ‘No fuckups.’ To PJ. 

‘Creep closer now.’ 
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They are one hundred yards distant. An easy shot on land, but much harder 

from a moving boat, even on a relatively calm sea. 

Eighty … 

Sixty… 

Marika is suddenly nervous. What if Drake is using the fishing boat as a decoy? 

The last thing they want to do is kill innocent fishermen. ‘Fire only if we are fired 

upon.’ 

With a dramatic thump, heard from a distance, Drake’s launch and the fishing 

vessel come together. 

Again Mossel’s words echo in her head. Drake must die. She can’t afford to 

miss. 

She can see Drake and the hostage through the lens at first, but then the larger 

figure scampers to the starboard gunwale, fixing the smaller boat fast to the larger 

one. Marika knows that she has only seconds before he returns to his hostage. The 

crosshairs centre on his chest. Her right hand tightens gently, forefinger squeezing 

the trigger, and the rifle spurts fire from the suppressor on the muzzle. Three shots 

close together. The butt hammers into her shoulder. 

Taking out a target at night, through a telescopic sight, is strange. A human 

body, with the life taken from it by a high velocity bullet, drops very fast. The first 

bullet, low in the chest, she reasons, would have killed him; the other two striking 

the upper chest and head as he went down. 

‘Got him,’ she calls. ‘Move in—cautiously.’  

They are half way in when automatic weapons open up from three locations 

across the deck of the fishing boat. This is the signal they’ve been waiting for. The 

SA80s at first, then the thunder of the M249, the 5.56mm ball tracer rounds taking 

the wheelhouse apart.  
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Few people who have not seen it understand the power of concentrated small 

arms fire. The upper part of the vessel is swiftly turning into matchwood, then pulp. 

Under PJ’s steady direction the RIB nudges against the enemy launch. 

‘Suppressing fire,’ Marika shouts, and there is a new storm of lead into the 

larger boat as she springs up and over the gunnel into the launch. PJ is beside her 

and goes directly to where the hostage cowers in the stern, hands over her head. 

The gunfire stops, becoming tense silence. No more return fire. If there is 

anyone still alive on the fishing boat, they’re lying low. 

Marika bends over a bloody shape on the floor of the boat. ‘He’s dead—

definitely him.’  

‘Good shooting.’ PJ replies. 

Marika leaves the body and moves to the hostage. She looks small and 

frightened, tears streaming down her face. ‘You’re police?’ 

‘Close enough. British Special Forces. Kind of—well, it’s complicated. You’re 

safe, anyway, and we’ll soon get you into a big Navy ship where they’ll look after 

you.’ 

One of the marines helps her climb over into the RIB and settles her into one 

of the seats, a blanket around her shoulders.  

Marika turns to PJ, jabs the rifle barrel at the hull of the fishing vessel. ‘I think 

we’d better have a quick look on board.’ 

His face is square jawed and handsome in the moonlight. ‘Do you think it’s 

worth the risk?’ 

‘We have to. What if we’ve wounded someone?’ 

‘OK. I’ll lead.’ 

They pick their way across the fibreglass launch, feeling it tilt as they balance on 

the forward structure, climbing onto the rubrail of the larger boat. Marika feels the 
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butterflies in her stomach. This is extremely dangerous. One man inside with an 

automatic weapon might merely be waiting for his chance. 

Marika throws her weapon over the gunnel and fires a burst high over the 

cockpit while PJ jumps down onto the deck. Small arms fire from the RIB has torn 

the place apart. Fragments of wood and glass lie everywhere. Marika can see three 

bodies, assault rifles fallen from their hands. 

‘Upper deck is secured,’ she calls back out to the RIB. ‘Bring a flashlight, will 

you?’ 

One of the marines appears over the gunnel, holding a black Inova flashlight. 

He illuminates the bodies, each in turn. One is a woman, in her early twenties, 

Marika guesses. The other two are both boys, scarcely ten or twelve years old. All 

three are mere skeletons with skin stretched across the bone. 

All have multiple wounds in the body and head. A sob starts in the depths of 

Marika’s chest before she is able to arrest it. She walks on, reaches out for the 

flashlight. 

‘Jesus Christ,’ she says, ‘these people were starving. I’m going to have a look 

below.’ 

Down the companionway steps the smell of the vessel deepens. Fish, timbers, 

bilgewater and unwashed human beings. The hold is not deep enough for her to 

stand upright, with massive knee timbers at forehead height. Part of the hold is filled 

with stone ballast, other sections with stacked timbers. Sleeping places are spread 

throughout, all unoccupied and dishevelled.  

Despite crates of weapons, and loose ammunition, Marika feels a wave of 

empathy for these people. The depths of poverty that have provoked the need to 

attack and kill. 
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Coupled with this is disgust —at being there, invading this private space, and of 

the deaths of the woman and boys on the upper deck. This is a strange, brutal kind 

of war, and there is no glory in victory. 

Marika turns and hurries up the companionway. Away from the distinct odour 

of life and death that pervades the lower decks. 

 

 

The RIB surges back into reverse, then with a deft change of gear, accelerates away 

across the surface of the water towards Albion. Marika opens comms with the ship. 

‘Albion, we have three unknown fatalities aboard the fishing boat, and one 

confirmed as the man known as Drake on a launch tied up to it.’ 

‘Roger, we’ll make arrangements. By the way, the others are here, and the MO 

has had a look at the boy. He’s responsive, at least.’ 

Marika leaves PJ’s side and picks her way aft to where the woman sits, blanket 

draped over her shoulders, head down, staring at the deck. Marika sits beside her, 

taking her hand. ‘Hi, Victoria isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, sorry. I should be thanking you …’ 

‘What’s your son’s name?’ 

‘Tasman. His name is Tasman. Where is he? Is he … ?’ 

‘I just had word from the ship. Your husband and son are both in the infirmary 

there. Tasman is getting the best medical care possible, and the signs are apparently 

very encouraging.’ 

The head lifts, and Marika can see why the woman had been a model. Even 

now she’s beautiful. Her eyes are as huge as those of a deep-sea creature, her facial 

structure almost perfect. ‘Really?’ 
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‘You’ll see him very soon, I just want to do a close target recce on the site of 

the wreckage before we head off the Albion. It’ll only take a minute.’ 

‘OK. We’re all fine, that’s what matters.’ 

Yes, Marika thinks to herself, we’re all fine. 

 

1945 

They stop where Clover had been anchored just half an hour before. The RIB’s 

spotlight sweeps over the surface of the sea, picking out floating debris all the way 

to the white water where the sea meets rocky island.  

Marika issues orders for an SAR sweep, then turns to Victoria, ‘It’s sad to see a 

boat destroyed like that, but I assume that the insurance company will pay up. 

Clover II will be sailing the world in no time.’ 

‘If it is,’ Victoria says softly, ‘I won’t be on it. I’m going home.’ 

‘I guess that’s understandable, under the circumstances.’  

‘I want my life back. I want to work. I want to feel safe and comfortable. I want 

to take Tasman to playgroup, and treat him to an ice-cream after school. I’m not 

going to spend my life being frightened and uncomfortable, just to make Peter 

happy.’ 

Marika sees Victoria’s face in the reflected glow of the spotlight. There is 

something appealing about her, and her words strike home. The desire for 

normality. Something that has eluded Marika herself for so long.  

‘I felt sorry for some of those men,’ Victoria says, ‘they were so thin. Like dogs 

fighting for scraps. It’s not fair, but …’ 

Marika thinks of what she saw in the boat. ‘I know what you mean, and not 

many people would be able to say that, not after what you’ve just been through.’ 

‘Nothing on the surface but debris,’ someone calls out. 
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Marika nods. A clean-up crew will come out in the morning, and most likely 

insurance assessors will want to investigate the site of such costly destruction. She 

turns to give the order to head back to the ship. 

Before the words can leave her lips, it happens. 

Slick with water, cowrie shell veil over his face, Frederic comes over the 

gunwale like an apparition. With both hands planted on the gunnel, the muscles of 

his biceps bulge like inner tubes as he propels himself up and in, so close that no 

shoulder weapon can be deployed. 

Victoria screams, and Marika desperately takes a shielding role, while also 

reaching for the Glock in its side holster. PJ, she sees, has the HK417 up, but the 

African is as fast as a striking snake. 

The stone knife is in his right hand, but he ignores them all, except for Victoria. 

The reach of the man is incredible, feinting a thrust towards Victoria’s front, where 

Marika has her protected, but then going past her, stabbing hard into the small of 

Victoria’s back, the weapon burying itself all the way to the wooden haft. 

At this moment a single explosive word leaves the killer’s lips. 

‘Koku,’ he shouts. 

The word is scarcely out before PJ’s rifle opens up, the muzzle flash blinding in 

close quarters, the sound deafening. The first shots snap the African’s head sideways 

and tear a bloody cave where his upper jaw meets his ear, crushing shells and 

pushing their fragments into his flesh. 

PJ stands with the weapon now, roaring out his anger, expunging their 

helplessness as he pours fire into the killer until he has fallen and it is no longer 

possible to fire without holing the boat. 
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Victoria is tremoring in Marika’s arms. Marika  knows not to try to remove the 

knife, but there is already blood in the corner of the young woman’s lips, and her 

eyes have that knowing yet frightened stare that Marika has seen before. 

‘Get going, back to the ship, hurry,’ she screams. The medical facilities there are 

only ten or twelve kilometres away now. Kutay has the first aid kit out, and he acts 

as nurse, holding swabs, ampoules and syringes for Marika. 

The stone knife, however, has penetrated deep. Victoria Dalby is bleeding 

inside, and the morphine they pump into her veins does nothing to stave off the 

inevitable.  

‘Soon you’ll be in a hospital,’ Marika promises, ‘they’ll fix you up.’ 

‘He was going … to kill Tasman … better that it’s me.’ 

‘You will get back to London. You’ll have your old life back.’ Marika says, 

squeezing Victoria’s hand, urging her not to give up the fight.  

Victoria’s hand turns slack and cold. Not all at once, but by increments. Finally, 

with Albion’s silhouette growing on the horizon, Marika feels for a pulse in 

Victoria’s neck. She closes one eye, then the other, with the side of her thumb.  

As the RIB flies across the water Marika’s jaw sets in a hard line. Somewhere 

along the evolutionary line, she thinks to herself, killing our own kind became too 

easy.  Her eyes rove upwards, past where PJ sits with his head buried in his hands, 

to the moon and the stars, drawing strength for what lies ahead.  
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