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  THE KHAMSEEN had been blowing for five days now. The dust clouds rolled towards them across the brooding expanse of the desert. Hector Cross wore a
  striped keffiyeh wrapped around his neck and desert goggles over his eyes. His short dark beard protected most of his face, but the areas of exposed skin felt as though they had been scoured raw by
  the stinging grains of sand. Even above the growl of the wind he picked out the throbbing beat of the approaching helicopter. He was aware without looking at them that none of the men around him
  had heard it as yet. He would have been mortified if he had not been the first. Though he was ten years older than most of them, as their leader he had to be the sharpest and the quickest. Then
  Uthmann Waddah stirred slightly and glanced at him. Hectors nod of acknowledgement was barely perceptible. Uthmann was one of his most trusted operatives. Their friendship went back many
  years, to the day Uthmann had pulled Hector out of a burning vehicle under sniper fire in a Baghdad street. Even then Hector had been suspicious of the fact that he was a Sunni Muslim, but in time
  Uthmann had proved himself worthy. Now he was indispensable. Among his other virtues he had coached Hector until his spoken Arabic was almost perfect. It would take a skilled interrogator to
  discern that Hector was not a native-born speaker.


  By some trick of the sunlight high above, the monstrously distorted shadow of the helicopter was thrown against the cloud banks like a magic lantern show, so that when the big Russian MIL-26
  painted in the crimson and white colours of Bannock Oil broke through into the clear it seemed insignificant in comparison. It wasnt until it was three hundred feet above the landing pad
  that it was visible. In view of the importance of the single passenger, Hector had radioed the pilot while he was still on the ground at Sidi el Razig, the company base on the coast where the oil
  pipeline terminated, and ordered him not to fly in these conditions. The woman had countermanded his order, and Hector was not accustomed to being gainsaid.


  Although they had not yet met, the relationship between Hector and the woman was a delicate one. Strictly speaking he was not her employee. He was the sole owner of Cross Bow Security
  Limited. However, the company was contracted to Bannock Oil to guard its installations and its personnel. Old Henry Bannock had hand-picked Hector from amongst the many security firms eager
  to provide him with their services.


  The helicopter settled delicately on the landing pad, and as the door in the fuselage slid open, Hector strode forward to meet the woman for the first time. She appeared in the doorway, and
  paused there looking about her. Hector was reminded of a leopard balancing on the high bough of a Marula tree surveying its prey before it sprang. Though he thought that he knew her well enough by
  repute, in the flesh she was charged with such power and grace that it took him by surprise. As part of his research he had studied hundreds of photographs of her, read reams of script and watched
  hours of video footage. The earlier images of her were on the Centre Court of Wimbledon being beaten in a hard-fought quarterfinal match by Navratilova, or three years later accepting the trophy
  for the womens singles at the Australian Open in Sydney. Then a year later came her marriage to Henry Bannock, the head of Bannock Oil, a flamboyant billionaire tycoon thirty-one years her
  senior. After that came images of her and her husband chatting and laughing with heads of state, or with film stars and other show-business personalities, shooting pheasant at Sandringham as the
  guests of Her Majesty and Prince Philip or holidaying in the Caribbean on their yacht the Amorous Dolphin. Then there were clips of her sitting beside her husband on the podium at the annual
  general meeting of the company; other clips of her fencing skilfully with Larry King on his talk show. Much later she was wearing widows weeds and holding the hand of her lovely young
  daughter as they watched Henry Bannocks sarcophagus being installed in the mausoleum on his ranch in the Colorado mountains.


  After that her battle with the shareholders and banks and her particularly venomous stepson was gleefully chronicled by business media around the world. When at last she succeeded in wresting
  the rights that she had inherited from Henry out of the grasping fingers of her stepson and she took her husbands place at the head of the board of Bannock Oil, the price of Bannock shares
  plummeted steeply. The investors evaporated, the bank loans dried up. Nobody wanted to bet on a sometime tennis player cum society glamour girl turned oil baroness. But they had not taken into
  account her innate business acumen or the years of her tutelage under Henry Bannock which were worth a hundred MBA degrees. Like the crowds at the Roman circus her detractors and critics waited in
  grisly anticipation for her to be devoured by the lions. Then to the chagrin of all she brought in the Zara Number Eight.


  Forbes magazine blazoned the image of Hazel in white tennis kit, holding a racquet in her right hand, on its front cover. The headline read: Hazel Bannock aces the opposition. The
  richest oil strike for the last sixty years. She takes on the mantle of her husband, Henry the Great. The main article began:


  
    
      In the bleak hinterland of a godforsaken and impoverished little Emirate named Abu Zara lies an oil concession once owned by Shell. The field had been pumped dry and
      abandoned in the period directly after WWII. For almost sixty years it had lain forgotten. That was until Mrs Hazel Bannock came on the scene. She picked up the concession for a few paltry
      millions of dollars and the pundits nudged each other and smirked. Ignoring the protests of her advisors she spent many millions more in sinking a rotary cone drill into a tiny subterranean
      anomaly at the northern extremity of the field; an anomaly which, with the primitive exploration techniques of sixty years previously, had been reckoned to be an ancillary of the main
      reservoir. The geologists of that time had agreed that any oil contained in this area had long ago drained into the main reservoir and been pumped to the surface leaving the entire field dry
      and worthless.


      However when Mrs Bannocks drill pierced the impervious salt dome of the diapir, a vast subterranean chamber in which the oil deposits had been trapped, the gas overpressure roared up
      through the drill hole with such force that it ejected almost 8 kilometres of steel drill string like toothpaste from the tube, and the hole blew out. High-grade crude oil spurted hundreds of
      feet into the air. At last it became evident that the old Zara Nos. 1 to 7 fields which had been abandoned by Shell were only a fraction of the total reserves. The new reservoir lay at a depth
      of 21,866 feet and held estimated reserves of 5 billion barrels of sweet and light crude.

    

  


  As the helicopter touched down the flight engineer dropped the landing ladder and dismounted, then reached up to his illustrious passenger. She ignored his proffered hand and jumped the four
  feet to the ground, landing as lightly as the leopard that she so much resembled. She wore a sleekly tailored khaki safari suit with suede desert boots and a bright Herms scarf at her
  throat. The thick golden hair, which was her trademark, was unfettered and it rippled in the Khamseen. How old was she? Hector wondered. Nobody seemed to know for sure. She looked thirtyish, but
  she had to be forty at the very least. Briefly she took the hand that Hector proffered, her grip honed by hundreds of hours on the tennis court.


  Welcome to your Zara No. 8, maam, he said. She spared him only a glance. Her eyes were a shade of blue that reminded him of sunlight radiating through the walls of an ice
  cave in a high mountain crevasse. She was far more comely than he had been led to believe by her photographs.


  Major Cross. She acknowledged him coolly. Once again she surprised him by the fact that she knew his name, then he recalled that she had the reputation of leaving nothing to
  chance. She must have researched every one of the dozens of her senior employees that she was likely to meet on this first visit to her new oilfield.


  If thats the case, she should have known that I dont use my military rank any longer, he thought, then it occurred to him that she probably did know and she was deliberately
  riling him. He suppressed the grim smile that rose to his lips.


  For some reason she doesnt like me and she makes no effort to hide the fact, he thought. This lady is built like one of her oil drills, all steel and diamonds. But she had
  already turned away from him to meet the three men who tumbled out of the big sand-coloured Hummvee that braked to a halt beside her and formed an obsequious welcoming line, grinning and wriggling
  like puppies. She shook hands with Bert Simpson, her general manager.


  I am sorry it took me so long to visit you, Mr Simpson, however I have been rather tied up at the office. She gave him a quick, brilliant smile, but did not wait for his reply. She
  moved on and in rapid succession greeted her chief engineer and senior geologist.


  Thank you, gentlemen. Now let us get out of this nasty wind. We will have time to become better acquainted later. Her voice was soft, almost lilting, but the inflexion was sharp
  and clearly Southern African. Hector knew that she had been born in Cape Town and had only taken up US citizenship after she married Henry Bannock. Bert Simpson opened the passenger door of the
  Hummvee and she slipped into the seat. By the time Bert had taken his place at the wheel, Hector was in an escort position in the second Hummvee close behind him. A third Hummvee was in the lead.
  All the vehicles had the logo of a medieval crossbow painted on the doors. Uthmann was in the first, and he led the little convoy out onto the service track which ran alongside the great silver
  python of the pipeline that carried the precious muck a hundred miles down to the waiting tankers. As they drove on the oil rigs appeared out of the yellow haze on each side, rank upon rank like
  the skeletons of a lost legion of warriors. Before they reached the dried-out wadi Uthmann turned off the track and they climbed a ridge of gaunt rock, sooty black as though scorched by fire. The
  main building complex was perched on the highest point.


  Two Cross Bow sentries in battle fatigues swung the gates open and the three Hummvees raced through. Immediately the vehicle carrying Hazel Bannock peeled off from the formation and crossed the
  interior compound to stop before the heavy doors that led into the air-conditioned luxury of the executive suites. Hazel was whisked through them by Bert Simpson and half a dozen uniformed
  servants. The doors closed ponderously. It seemed to Hector that something was lacking once she had gone  even the Khamseen wind howled with less fury  and as he paused at the doorway
  to Cross Bow headquarters and looked up at the sky he saw that the dust clouds were indeed breaking up and subsiding on themselves.


  In his private quarters he removed the goggles and unwound the keffiyeh from his throat. Then he washed the grime from his face and hands, squirted soothing drops into his bloodshot eyes and
  examined his face in the wall mirror. The short stubble of dark beard gave him a piratical air. The skin above it was darkly tanned by the desert sun, except for the silver scar above his right eye
  where years ago a bayonet thrust had exposed the bone of his skull. His nose was large and imperial. His eyes were a cool and steady green. His teeth were very white like those of predator.


  It is the only face you are ever going to get, Hector my lad. But that doesnt mean you have to love it, he murmured, then he answered himself, But, thank the Lord for
  all those ladies of less fastidious tastes out there. He laughed softly and went through into the situation room. The hum of the mens conversation died away as he entered. Hector
  stood on the dais and looked them over. These ten were his squad leaders. Each of them commanded a stick of ten men, and he felt a small prickle of pride. They were the tried and true, hardened
  warriors who had learned their trade in the Congo and Afghanistan, in Pakistan and Iraq and in other bloody fields around the wicked old world. It had taken a long time for him to assemble them,
  and they were a totally reprehensible bunch of reprobates and hardened killers, and he loved them like his brothers.


  Where are the scratches and teeth bites, boss? Dont tell us you got away from her scot free, one of them called. Hector smiled tolerantly and gave them a minute to deliver
  their heavy humour and to settle down. Then he held up his hand.


  Gentlemen, and I use the term loosely, gentlemen, we have in our care a lady who will attract the ardent attention of every thug from Kinshasa to Baghdad, from Kabul to Mogadishu. If
  anything nasty befalls her I will personally cut the balls off the man who let it happen. I give you my solemn oath on that. They knew this was not an idle threat. The laughter subsided and
  they dropped their eyes as he stared at them expressionlessly for a few seconds after silence had fallen. At last he picked up the pointer from the desk in front of him and turned to the huge
  aerial blow-up of the concession on the wall behind him and began his final briefing. He delegated their duties to them and reinforced his previous orders. He did not want any carelessness on this
  job. Half an hour later he turned back to face them.


  Questions? There were none and he dismissed them with the curt order, When in doubt shoot first and make damned sure you dont miss. He took the helicopter and
  had Hans Lategan, the pilot, fly him along the pipeline as far as the terminal on the shore of the Gulf. They flew at very low level. Hector was in the front seat beside Hans, searching the track
  for any sign of unexplained activity; alien human footprints or wheel tracks made by any vehicle other than his own GM patrol trucks or the engineering teams servicing the pipeline. All his Cross
  Bow operatives wore boots with a distinctive arrowhead tread on the soles, so even from this height Hector could tell friendly tracks from those of a potential thug.


  During Hectors tenure as head of security there had already been three vicious sabotage attempts on the Bannock Oil installations in Abu Zara. No terrorist group had as yet claimed
  responsibility for these acts, probably because none of the attacks had succeeded.


  The Emir of Abu Zara, Prince Farid al Mazra, was a staunch ally of Bannock Oil. The oil royalties that accrued to him from the company amounted to hundreds of millions of dollars a year. Hector
  had forged a strong alliance with the head of the Abu Zara police force, Prince Mohammed, who was a brother-in-law of the Emir. Prince Mohammeds intelligence was strong and three years
  previously he had alerted Hector to an impending seaborne attack. Hector and Ronnie Wells, his area commander at the terminal, had been able to intercept the raiders at sea with the Bannock patrol
  boat, which was an ex-Israeli motor torpedo boat, with a good turn of speed and twin .50-calibre Browning machine guns mounted in the bows. There were eight terrorists on board the attacking dhow,
  together with several hundred pounds of Semtex plastic explosive. Ronnie Wells was a former Royal Marine sergeant-major, a seaman of vast experience and an expert handler of small attack craft. He
  came out of the darkness astern of the dhow, and took the crew by complete surprise. When Hector called on them to surrender over the loud-hailer they replied with a fusillade of automatic fire.
  The first burst from the Brownings touched off the cargo of Semtex in the hold of the dhow. All eight terrorists on board had simultaneously departed for the Gardens of Paradise, leaving behind
  them very little trace of their previous existence on this earth. The Emir and Prince Mohammed had been delighted with the outcome. They ensured that the international media were given not even a
  sniff of the incident. Abu Zara was proud of its reputation as a stable, progressive and peace-loving country.


  Hector landed at the terminal at Sidi el Razig and spent a few hours with Ronnie Wells. As always Ronnie had everything shipshape, renewing Hectors faith in him. After their meeting they
  walked out together to where Hans was waiting in the helicopter. Ronnie glanced obliquely at him, and Hector knew exactly what was worrying him. In three months time Ronnie would be
  sixty-five. His children had long ago lost interest in him and he had no home outside Cross Bow, except possibly the Royal Hospital, Chelsea, if they would accept him as a pensioner. His contract
  with Cross Bow would come up for renewal a few weeks before his birthday.


  Oh, by the way, Ronnie, Hector said, I have got your new contract on my desk. I should have brought it with me for you to sign.


  Thanks, Hector. Ronnie grinned, his bald head glowing. But you do know I will be sixty-five in October?


  You old bastard! Hector grinned back at him. Here I have been thinking you were twenty-five for the last ten years. He swung up into the helicopter and they flew back
  just above the sandy surface of the track alongside the pipeline. The Khamseen wind had swept the surface like an industrious housemaid so that even the tracks of the desert bustards and oryx were
  clearly printed on it. Twice they landed for Hector to examine any sign that was less self-evident and might have been made by unwelcome strangers. These proved innocuous. They had been made by
  wandering Bedouin probably searching for lost camels.


  They landed again for the last time at the site where three years previously an ambush had been laid by six persons unknown who had infiltrated the concession from the south. They had covered
  sixty miles on foot through the desert to reach the pipeline. When they arrived the intruders made the unfortunate choice of attacking the patrol truck in which Hector was riding in the front seat.
  Hector spotted something suspicious halfway up the dune that ran beside the track as they drove along it.


  Stop! he yelled at his driver, and he scrambled onto the roof of the truck. He stared up at the object that had caught his attention. It moved again, a tiny slithering movement
  like a crawling red snake. That movement was what had first caught his attention. But there were no red snakes in this desert. One end of the snake protruded from the sand and the other end
  disappeared under the scrawny hanging branches of a thornbush. He studied it carefully. The bush was sufficiently dense to hide a man lying behind it. The red object was like nothing in nature that
  he knew of. Then it twitched again and he made up his mind. He mounted his assault rifle to his shoulder and fired a three-shot burst into the thornbush. The man who had been lying behind it leaped
  to his feet. He was turbaned and cloaked with his AK-47 slung over his shoulder and a small black box in his hands, from which dangled the thin red insulated cable.


  Bomb! Hector screamed. Heads down! The man on the dune detonated the bomb, and with a thunderous explosion the track 150 metres ahead of the truck erupted in a
  towering column of dust and fire. The shock wave almost knocked Hector off the roof of the truck, but he braced himself and kept his balance.


  The bomber was almost at the top of the dune, running like a desert gazelle. Hector was still unsighted by the blast, and his first burst churned up the sand around the Arabs feet, but he
  kept running. Hector caught his breath and steadied himself. He saw his next burst catch the Arab across his back, dust flying from his robe as the bullets struck. The man pirouetted like a ballet
  dancer and went down. Then Hector saw his five companions leap up out of cover amongst the scrub. They crossed the skyline and disappeared before he could take them under fire.


  Hector swept a glance along the face of the dune. It extended for three or four miles both forward and aft of their present position. Along its whole length it was too steep and soft for the
  truck to climb. It would have to be a foot chase, he decided.


  Phase Two! Hector shouted at his men, Hot pursuit! Go! Go! Go! He leapt from the truck and led the four of them up the dune face at a run. When they reached the top
  the five insurgents were still in a loose group running across the flat salt-pan almost half a mile away. They had established that lead while Hector and his stick were forced to struggle up the
  face of the dune. Looking after them, Hector smiled grimly.


  Big mistake, my beauties! You should have bomb-shelled, each of you should have taken a different direction! Now we have you nicely grouped. Hector knew with absolute certainty
  that in a straight chase there was no Arab born who could run away from these men of his.


  Come along, boys. Dont dawdle. We have to bag these bastards before sundown. It took four hours; these bastards were just a wee bit tougher than Hector had
  reckoned. But then they made their final mistake. They stood to fight it out. They picked a likely depression, a natural strong point with a clear field of fire in all directions, and went to
  ground. Hector looked up at the sun. It was twenty degrees above the horizon. They had to finish this thing quickly. While his men kept the terrorists heads down, Hector wriggled forward to
  where he could have a better view of the field of play. Immediately he saw that they could not take the Arab position head-on. He would lose most if not all of his men. For ten minutes more he
  studied the terrain, and then with a soldiers eye he picked out the weak spot. Running past the rear of the Arab position was a very shallow fold of ground; too shallow to deserve the name
  of wadi or donga but it might conceal a man crawling on his belly. He squinted his eyes against the low sun and judged that the fold crossed forty paces behind the enemys redoubt. He nodded
  with satisfaction and wriggled back to where his men lay.


  I am going to get around behind them and toss in a grenade. Charge as soon as it blows. Hector had to take a wide detour around the enemy to keep out of their sight, and once he
  was into the donga he could only move very slowly so as not to raise the dust and warn them of his approach. His men made the Arabs keep their heads well down, shooting at any movement above the
  rim of the depression. However, by the time Hector reached the nearest point to the depression there was probably only another ten minutes of shooting light before the sun went down below the
  horizon. He rolled onto his knees and with his teeth pulled the pin on the grenade he was holding in his right hand. Then he sprang upright and judged the distance. It was at extreme range. Forty
  or maybe fifty metres to lob the heavy fragmentation grenade. He put his shoulder and all his strength behind the throw and sent it up on a high looping trajectory. Though it was a good throw, one
  of his very best, it struck the rim of the redoubt and for an instant seemed as if it would stick there. But then it rolled forward and dropped in amongst the crouching Arabs. Hector heard the
  screams as they realized what it was. He leapt to his feet and drew his pistol as he raced forward. The grenade exploded just before he reached the redoubt. He paused on the edge and looked down on
  the carnage. Four of the thugs had been torn into bloody rags. The last one had been partially shielded by the bodies of his comrades. Nonetheless shrapnel had ripped through his chest into his
  lungs.


  He was coughing up gouts of frothing blood and struggling to catch his last breath as Hector stood over him. He looked up and to Hectors astonishment recognized him. The man spoke through
  bubbling blood and his voice was faint and slurred, but Hector understood what he was saying.


  My name is Anwar. Remember it, Cross, you pig of the great pig. The debt has not been settled. The Blood Feud continues. Others will come.


  Now, three years later Hector stood on the same spot, and once again puzzled over those words. He could still make no sense of them. Who was the dying man? How had he known Hector? At last he
  shook his head, then turned and walked back to where the helicopter stood with its rotors turning idly. He climbed aboard and they flew on. The day melted away swiftly in the desert heat and when
  they got back to the compound at No. 8 there was only an hour before sunset. Hector took advantage of what remained of the light to go out to the range and fire a hundred rounds each from both his
  Beretta M9 9mm pistol and his SC 70/90 automatic assault rifle. All his men were expected to fire at least 500 rounds a week and turn in their targets to the armourer. Hector regularly checked all
  of them. His men were all deadly shots, but he did not want any complacency or sloppiness to creep in. They were good but they had to stay that way.


  When he got back to the compound from the range the sun had gone and in the brief desert twilight the night came swiftly. He went to the well-equipped gym and ran for an hour on a treadmill and
  finished with half an hour of weights. He took a steaming hot shower in his private quarters and changed his dusty camouflage fatigues for a freshly washed and ironed pair, and at last went down to
  the mess. Bert Simpson and the other senior executives were at the private bar. They all looked tired and drawn.


  Join us for a drink? Bert offered.


  Decent of you, Hector told him and he nodded to the barman who poured him a double tot of the Oban eighteen-year-old single malt. Hector saluted Bert with the glass and they both
  drank.


  So, how is our lady boss? Hector asked.


  Bert rolled his eyes. You dont want to know.


  Try me.


  She is not human.


  She looked more than just a touch human to me, Hector commented.


  Its an illusion, old boy. Done with bloody mirrors or something. I will say no more. You can find out for yourself.


  What does that mean? Hector demanded.


  You are taking her for a run, matey.


  When?


  First thing in the morning, day after tomorrow. Meet 0530 hours sharp at the main gates. Ten miles, she stipulated. I would hazard a guess that the pace she sets will be somewhat faster
  than a stroll. Dont let her lose you.


  [image: ]


  For Hazel Bannock too it had been a long and demanding day, but nothing that she couldnt wash away in a hot bubble bath. Afterwards she
  shampooed her hair and used the electric dryer to style the blonde wave above her right eye. Then she put on a blue satin robe that matched her eyes. All her luggage had been sent on ahead of her
  days before. Her matched set of croc-skin cases had been unpacked by the servants and her clothes were freshly pressed and hanging in the commodious cupboards of her dressing room. Her toiletries
  and cosmetics were arranged in neat ranks on the glass shelves above the wash basins in her bathroom. She dabbed Chanel perfume behind her ears, then she went through into her sitting room. The
  drinks cabinet contained every item that her personal assistant, Agatha, had stipulated in the email she had sent Bert Simpson. Hazel filled a long glass with crushed ice and freshly squeezed lime
  juice and added a very small amount of Dovgan vodka. She carried it next door into her private communications centre. There were six large plasma screens on the facing wall so she was able to watch
  simultaneously the stock prices and commodity prices on all the major bourses; the other screens displayed the news channels and the sports results. At the moment she was particularly interested in
  the Prix de lArc de Triomphe at Longchamps in which she had a horse running. She grimaced with disgust when she saw that it had run a disappointing third. This confirmed her decision to fire
  her trainer, and take on the young Irishman. She switched her attention to the tennis. She liked to follow the efforts of the young Russian and Eastern European girls. They reminded her of those
  days when she was eighteen and hungry as a she-wolf. She sat at her computer and sipped the vodka which tasted like a fairy potion while she opened her emails. Agatha in Houston had screened them
  for her so there were fewer than fifty for her personal attention. She went through them rapidly. Although it was 0300 hours in Houston Agatha slept with the telephone on her bedside table always
  ready for her call. Hazel raised her on the Skype connection. Agathas image appeared on the screen. She wore a nightgown with embroidered roses around the collar and her grey hair was in
  curlers and sleep filled her eyes. Hazel dictated to her the replies to the mail. Finally she asked,


  How is your cold, Agatha? You dont sound as croaky as you were yesterday.


  Its so much better, Mrs Bannock. And thank you ever so much for asking. That was why her employees loved her, their caring employer, until they slipped up and then she fired
  them into orbit. She cut the connection to Agatha and checked her wristwatch against the digital clock on the wall. It would be the same time aboard the Amorous Dolphin. Hazel disliked the
  name that Henry had christened the yacht and always referred to it as simply the Dolphin. Out of respect to the memory of her husband she could not bring herself to change it, besides which
  Henry had assured her that it was the worst possible luck to do so. The name was the only thing Hazel disliked about the vessel, which was 125 metres of pure Sybaritic luxury, with twelve double
  guest cabins and a palatial owners stateroom. Her dining salon and other spacious entertainment areas were decorated with colourful murals by sought-after modern artists. Her four powerful
  diesel engines could drive her across the Atlantic Ocean in under six days. She was equipped with state-of-the-art navigation and communications electronics, and she could deploy all her expensive
  toys and gadgets for the amusement of even the most spoilt and sophisticated guests on board. Hazel dialled up the contact number of the Dolphins bridge and it was answered before it
  rang twice.


  Amorous Dolphin. Bridge. She recognized the Californian accent.


  Mr Jetson? He was the first officer, and the tone of his voice became awed as he realized who was calling.


  Good evening, Mrs Bannock.


  Is Captain Franklin available?


  Of course, Mrs Bannock. He is here beside me. I will hand you over to him.


  Jack Franklin greeted her and Hazel asked at once, Is all well, Captain?


  Very well indeed, Mrs Bannock, he assured her.


  What is your present position?


  Franklin reeled off the coordinates from the satnav screen, then quickly translated them into more intelligible form. We are 146 nautical miles south-east of Madagascar on course for Mahe
  Island in the Seychelles. Our ETA at Mahe is noon Thursday.


  You have indeed made good progress, Captain Franklin, Hazel told him. Is my daughter on the bridge with you?


  I am afraid not, Mrs Bannock. I understand that Miss Bannock has retired early and has ordered her dinner served in your stateroom. I beg your pardon, I meant in her
  stateroom.


  The daughter was allowed to occupy the owners stateroom when Mrs Bannock was not aboard. Franklin had always thought that the Gauguin and Monet oils, and the Lalique chandelier were
  rather wasted on an unbridled teenager who considered herself every bit as important as her illustrious parent. However, he knew better than to even hint at the childs defects to the mother.
  This pretty but unpleasant little bitch was Hazel Bannocks only blind spot.


  Please put me through to her there, said Hazel Bannock.


  Certainly, Mrs Bannock. She heard him speak to the radio operator. The line clicked dead and then came to life again with the ringing tone. She waited for twelve rings and she was
  becoming restless before the receiver was lifted. Then she recognized her daughters voice.


  Who is that? I left orders that I was not to be disturbed.


  Cayla baby!


  Oh, Mummy, so lovely to hear your voice. I have been waiting for you to call all day. I was beginning to think you didnt love me any more. Her delight was evident, and
  Hazels heart swelled with maternal joy to hear it.


  I have been awfully busy, darling. So much is happening here. Cayla, the pure one: the name she had chosen for her daughter was so appropriate. The image of the girls face
  appeared in her minds eye. Caylas skin always seemed to Hazel to be fashioned from translucent jade beneath which the young blood pulsed and glowed. Her eyes were a lighter, more
  ethereal blue than Hazels own. Purity of mind and spirit seemed to shine from them. At nineteen years of age she was a woman trembling on the brink, but still untouched, virginal, perfect.
  Hazel felt tears shimmer in her eyes as the strength of her love overwhelmed her. This child was the most important element in her life, this was what all the sacrifice and striving was for.


  Thats my darling mummy. Only one speed. Full throttle! Cayla laughed sweetly, and slowly rolled off the masculine figure on the bed beneath her. Their naked bellies were
  stuck together with their sweat and they came apart with sucking reluctance. She felt his penis slither out of her followed by a warm gush of her own vaginal fluid. She felt empty without him deep
  inside her.


  Tell me what you have been doing today, Hazel demanded. Have you been studying? This was the reason why she had left the child on the Dolphin. Caylas
  term results had been abysmal. Her professor had threatened that without considerable improvement she would be sent down at the end of the year. Up to now only her mothers large donations to
  the university coffers had saved Cayla from that fate.


  I have to admit that I have been terribly lazy today, Mummy darling. I did not get out of bed until almost 9.30, and she smiled with a wicked slant of those innocent blue eyes and
  thought to herself, and not until Rogier had given me two monumental orgasms. She sat up on the white sheets and wriggled closer to his beautifully sleek and muscled body. His skin was
  glossy with sweat like melting chocolate. They were still touching and she drew her knees up to her chin and turned slightly so he could have an uninterrupted view of the nest of fine blonde hair
  nestling between the backs of her thighs. He reached out and parted her thighs gently and she shuddered as he spread the swollen lips of her vulva and his forefinger sought out the pink rosebud
  between them. She held the telephone receiver to her ear with her left hand and with the right reached down to his penis. He was still fully tumescent. Cayla had come to think of this organ as a
  separate entity with a life force of its very own. She even had a pet name for it. Blaise, the master of Merlin the magician. Blaise had bewitched her. He was stretched to his full majestic length,
  hard and glistening with her own sweet essence with which she had anointed him. She encircled his girth with her thumb and forefinger and began to milk him with slow voluptuous strokes.


  Oh baby, you promised you would apply yourself to your studies. You are a clever girl, and with only a little effort I know you can do so much better.


  Today was an exception, Mummy. I have been working very hard all the other days. Today I started my monthly thing. I have had a terrible tummy ache.


  Oh, poor Cayla. I hope you are feeling better now?


  Yes, Mummy. I am much better. I will be fine again tomorrow.


  I wish I was there to look after you. Its only a week since I left you in Cape Town, Hazel said, but it seems an eternity. I miss you so, baby.


  I miss you too, Mummy, Cayla assured her. Then she had no further need to reply as now her mother went on talking about the running of her grotty old oilfields and the problems she
  had with the coarse unwashed oafs who ran them for her. At intervals Cayla made small noises of agreement, but she was studying Blaise with a little frown of concentration. He was circumcised. The
  others she had known before him had all had that untidy hood of skin dangling from the tip. Only after meeting Rogier had she come to realize how ugly they were in comparison to this beautiful
  shaft of flesh she now held reverently between finger and thumb. Blaise was dark blue-black, smooth and glossy as a rifle barrel. A clear droplet oozed slowly from the slit in his head. It trembled
  there like a drop of dew. It was so exciting to watch that it made her shiver with delight and goose bumps rose on the unblemished skin of her forearms. Quickly she dipped her head over him. She
  took the droplet on the tip of her tongue. She savoured the taste of him. She wanted more, much more. She began to milk him more urgently, her long delicate fingers flying up and down his shaft
  like a shuttle in a loom. He thrust his hips forward to meet her. She saw the muscles in his belly contracting. She could feel Blaise swelling, hard and thick as a tennis racquet handle in her
  grip. Rogiers features contorted. He threw back his marvellous dark head and his mouth opened. She saw that he was about to groan or cry out. Quickly she released his penis and clapped her
  hand over his mouth to silence him, but at the same time she leaned forward and took as much of Blaises length as she could into her own mouth. She could engulf less than half of him and the
  tip of his swollen head pressed against the back of her throat starting her gagging reflex. But she had learned to control that. She risked taking her hand away from over his mouth. She wanted to
  feel the building up of his seed deep inside him. She slipped her hand down between his thighs and grasped the root of his scrotum. Still sucking and bobbing her head up and down she felt his
  ejaculation begin, pulsing and pumping in her hand, and his testicles were drawn up tightly against the base of his belly.


  Even though she was prepared for it, the force and volume took her by surprise every time. She gasped and swallowed as rapidly as she could but she could not take it all and the excess
  overflowed and drooled down her chin. She wanted to suck every last drop out of him. She went on drinking it down and now despite herself she was moaning softly. Her mothers voice roused her
  from her daze of ecstasy.


  Cayla! Whats happening? Are you all right? What is happening? Speak to me! Cayla had dropped the telephone receiver and it lay squawking on the bed beside her. She snatched
  it up, and gathered her wits.


  Oh! I spilled the coffee all over myself and the bed. It was hot and it gave me a start. She laughed breathlessly.


  You didnt scald yourself, did you?


  Oh, no! But the duvet is a mess, she said and ran her fingertips through the slippery outpourings that were splattered over the silk coverlet. It was still warm from his body. She
  wiped her fingers on his chest and he grinned up at her. She thought he was the most beautiful man she had ever laid eyes upon. Her mother changed the subject and began to reminisce about their
  recent visit to Cape Town where the Dolphin had stopped over for two weeks. Caylas grandmother lived in a magnificent old Herbert Baker-designed mansion amongst the vineyards just
  outside the city. Hazel had purchased the wine estate with the idea of retiring there one day in the far distant future. In the meantime it made a perfect home for her beloved mother, who had
  scrimped and saved every penny to enable her daughter to follow her quest to the great tennis tournaments of the world. Now the old lady had a magnificent home, filled with servants, and a
  uniformed chauffeur to drive her to the village in the Mercedes Maybach every Saturday, to do her shopping and to drink tea with her cronies.


  Rogier stood up from the bed and made a sign to Cayla. Then he sauntered naked to the bathroom. His muscled buttocks oscillated tantalizingly. Cayla jumped up from the bed and followed him, with
  the telephone receiver still held to her ear. Rogier stood at the urinal and she leaned against the bulkhead beside him and watched with complete fascination.


  She had met Rogier in Paris where she was studying the art of the French Impressionists at the Universit des Beaux-Arts. She knew that her mother would never approve of her relationship
  with him. Her mother was only a lip-service liberal. She had probably never been brought to bed by any man with darker skin pigmentation than orange skin pith. However, on first sight Cayla had
  been enthralled by Rogiers exoticism: the glossy iron blue patina of his skin, his fine nilotic features, his tall willowy body and his intriguing accent. She had also been titillated by the
  accounts of the girlfriends of her own age, those with more experience than her, when they described in prurient detail how men of colour were so much more abundantly endowed with masculine
  apparatus than those of any other race. She recalled vividly that when she had first seen Blaise in his full imperial tumescence she had been terrified. It seemed impossible that she would be able
  to accommodate all of him inside herself. The task had not proved as difficult as she had at first imagined. She giggled at the memory.


  What are you laughing at, baby? her mother asked.


  I was just remembering Grandmas story about the wild baboon that got into her kitchen.


  Granny can be very funny, her mother agreed and she went on talking about their impending reunion at Ten League Island in the Seychelles. Hazel owned the entire 1,750-acre island
  and the big sprawling beach-side bungalow where she planned to pass the Christmas holidays with the family, just as she did every year. She would send the jet to Cape Town to fetch her mother and
  Uncle John. Cayla put the thought aside. She did not wish to be reminded of her coming separation from Rogier. She reached down and took a firm hold of Blaise and led Rogier back to the bed. Her
  mother ended the conversation at last.


  I must go now, baby. I have a very early start tomorrow. I will call you again the same time tomorrow. I love you, my little one.


  I love you a zillion times plus one, Mummy. She knew the effect that her baby talk had on her mother. She broke the connection and tossed the telephone onto the antique silk carpet
  on the deck beside the bed. She kissed Rogier and slipped her tongue into his mouth then she drew back and told him in a peremptory tone,


  I want you to stay with me tonight.


  I cannot do that. You know I cant, Cayla.


  Why not? she demanded.


  If the captain finds out about us he will wrap an anchor chain around my neck and drop me overboard.


  Dont be utterly wretched. He wont find out. I have Georgie Porgie under my thumb. He will cover for us. If I smile at him he will do anything for me. She was
  referring to the ships purser.


  Anything for your smile and a couple of hundred-dollar bills. Rogier switched into his native French with a chuckle. But he is not the captain. He stood up and went
  to where his uniform was thrown over the back of an easy chair. We cannot afford to take that chance, were taking enough chances as it is. Ill come to see you again tomorrow at
  the same time. Leave the door unlocked.


  I am ordering you to stay. Her voice rose. She was also speaking French now, but a more rudimentary form of the language. He grinned infuriatingly.


  You cant order me to do anything. You are not the captain of this ship. He was fastening the brass buttons of the white jacket of his stewards uniform.


  Captain Franklin was right. Cayla didnt give a damn for the French Impressionists, or, for that matter, any other Impressionists. It had been at her mothers insistence that she had
  gone to the Universit des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Her mother was besotted with paintings of water lilies or of half-naked Tahitian girls, just like the one hanging on the bulkhead facing her
  bed, painted by a syphilitic, drug-blowing, alcoholic Frenchman. She had a crazy idea of setting Cayla up as an art dealer once she had graduated, when the only thing that Cayla really cared about
  was horses, but there was no point in arguing with Mummy, because Mummy always got her way.


  You belong to me, she told Rogier. You will do what I say. With her Black Amex card she had paid for his first-class ticket from London to Cape Town, and she had
  arranged his job as a ships steward, greasing Georgie Porgie with a peck on the cheek and a sheaf of green bills. She owned Rogier just as she owned her Bugatti Veyron sports car and her
  string of show-jumping horses, the true loves of her life.


  Ill come tomorrow night at the same time. He gave her that infuriating grin again and slipped out of the cabin, closing the door softly behind him.


  You will find the bloody door locked! she screamed after him, and scooping up the telephone from the deck she hurled it with all her strength at the glowing Gauguin nude. The
  telephone receiver bounced off the taut canvas and slithered across the deck. Cayla threw herself back on the bed and sobbed into the pillow with fury and frustration. When Rogier refused to obey
  her was when she wanted him most.
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  Rogier checked the stock in the cocktail bar in the main salon. Georgie Porgie trusted him to do this. He retrieved his knife from where he had
  hidden it under the counter before going to his assignation with Cayla. The blade was of Damask steel made by Kia, the same Japanese firm who had once crafted Samurai swords. It was as sharp as a
  surgeons scalpel. Rogier lifted the cuff of his trouser leg and strapped the sheath to his calf. His life was dangerous and the weapon gave him security. He locked up the bar for the night,
  and then ran lightly down the companionway to the working deck. Before he reached the crews mess he smelt the roasting pork. The greasy odour sickened him. He might have to go hungry
  tonight, unless he could work his charms on the chef. The chef was as gay as a lark on a spring morning, and Rogier was beautiful with thick dark crinkly hair and smouldering eyes. His smile
  matched his outwardly sunny personality. He took his seat at the crews long dining table and waited until the chef looked through the hatch from his kitchen. Rogier smiled at him then
  gestured at the thick slice of pork on the plate of the stoker beside him and rolled his eyes in an eloquent gesture of disgust. The chef smiled back at him and five minutes later he sent a thick
  middle cut of kingklip through the hatch to him. One of the finest eating fish in the seas, it was cooked to flaking white perfection and slathered with the chefs famous sauce. It had been
  destined for the captains table before it was diverted.


  The stoker glanced at Rogiers plate and muttered, Bloody bum boy!


  Rogier kept smiling but he leaned forward and lifted the cuff of his trouser leg. The thin stiletto blade appeared in his hand below the table top.


  You really should not say that again, Rogier advised him and the stoker glanced down. The point of the stiletto was aimed at his crotch. The colour drained from his face and he
  stood up hastily, abandoned his pork cutlet and hurried out of the mess. Rogier ate his fish with genteel relish. His elegant manners seemed out of place in these surroundings.


  Before leaving he paused at the hatch and waved his thanks to the chef. Then he went up on the stern deck where the crew were permitted to exercise or to relax in their off-duty periods. He
  looked up at the sickle moon. He felt a deep longing to pray here under this symbol of his faith. He wanted to expunge the memory of the Christian whore and make atonement for the sacrilege he had
  been forced to commit with her by his grandfathers orders. But he could not pray out here. There was too great a danger of being observed. He had let it be known on board that he was a Roman
  Catholic from Marseille. This explained his North African complexion.


  Before he went below he looked to the northern horizon and was able to fix the direction of Mecca in his memory. He went down to his tiny cabin, collected his wash bag and towel, and went along
  the passage to the shower and toilet that were shared by all the lower deck crew. He washed his face and body carefully, brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth in ritual purification. When he had
  dried himself he knotted the towel around his waist, returned to his cabin and bolted the door. He took his kitbag down from the rack above his bunk and unpacked his silk prayer mat and his
  spotless white prayer caftan. He spread the mat on the deck facing Mecca, whose direction he had calculated from the yachts heading. There was barely enough space on the deck for the mat. He
  slipped the caftan over his head and let the hem fall to his ankles. He stood at the foot of the rug and whispered a short introductory prayer in Arabic. He did not wish to chance being overheard
  by any of his shipmates as they passed his cabin door:


  In the sight of Allah the Merciful and of his prophet I declare that I am Adam Abdul Tippoo Tip and that from the day of my birth I have embraced Islam and I am now and have always been a
  true believer. I confess my sins in that I have cohabited with the infidel and have taken unto myself the infidel name of Rogier Marcel Moreau. I pray your pardon for these deeds; which I have
  committed only in the service of Islam and of Allah the Most Merciful and not by my own wishes or desires. Long before Rogiers birth his sainted grandfather had taken the precaution
  of sending his pregnant wives and the wives of his sons and grandsons to give birth to their offspring on the tiny island of Runion in the south-eastern corner of the Indian Ocean. By a
  happy chance his grandfather had himself been born on the island and so he knew just how convenient this birthplace was. Runion Island was a directorate of Greater France and thus any
  person born on its rugged black volcanic slopes was a citizen of France and entitled to all the rights and privileges which that entailed. Two years previously at the beginning of the present
  operation, and at the insistence of his grandfather, Adam had formally changed his name by deed poll in the directorate of Auvergne in France and had been issued with a new French passport. As soon
  as he had delivered his personal appeal to Allah, Rogier began the evening prayer with the Arabic salutation:


  I intend to offer four Rakats of the Isha prayer and face the Qibla, the direction of Mecca, for the sake of Allah and Allah alone. He commenced the complicated series of bowing,
  kneeling and prostrating as he whispered the required prayers. When he had finished he felt enlivened and powerful in body and in faith. It was time for the next move against the infidel and the
  blasphemer. He removed his prayer robe and rolled it into the silk rug, and returned both items to the bottom of the large kitbag. Then he dressed in a pair of denim jeans, a dark shirt and black
  windcheater. Next he brought down his rucksack from the luggage rack above his bunk, and opened the side flap of one of the pockets. He took out a black Nokia mobile phone. It was an identical
  model to the one he used for ordinary communications. However, this device had been modified by one of his grandfathers technicians. He switched it on and checked that the battery was full.
  It had sufficient power for at least a week of operation before he had to recharge it. Ever since sailing from Cape Town he had surreptitiously searched the superstructure of the yacht for the most
  suitable place in which to plant the device, and had finally decided on the small locker on the aft deck in which the deck-chairs and cleaning equipment were stored. Its door was never locked, and
  between the door lintel and the low roof was a narrow ledge which was ideally suited to his requirements. From the pocket of his rucksack he took a roll of double-sided adhesive tape and a small
  Maglite. He cut two pieces of the tape and stuck them to the back of the mobile phone. He zipped the mobile phone and the Maglite into the pocket of his windcheater, left the cabin and went up the
  companionway to the aft deck. He leaned his elbows on the rail and looked down on the vessels wake. It was creamy with the phosphorescence emitted by the tiny marine creatures being churned
  up by the propellers. Then he looked up at the sickle moon which was now well clear of the dark horizon. The Moon of Islam; he smiled, it was a propitious sign. He straightened up from the rail and
  looked about him casually to make certain he was not being observed. He had made it his habit to come on deck every evening after his bar duties were finished, so that there was nothing suspicious
  about his presence here on this occasion. The door of the storage locker was in the shadow of the superstructure. In his dark clothing Rogier was almost invisible as he moved towards it. The latch
  on the door opened easily. He let himself in and closed the door. He switched on the Maglite, but shaded the powerful beam with his hand and shone it into the recess above the lintel. This was
  above the eyeline of even a tall man entering the locker. With his free hand he took the mobile phone from his pocket and decided on the exact spot in which to place the device. He reached up and
  pressed the adhesive strips against the bulkhead. He tried it carefully and found the device was firmly attached; it would take considerable force to remove it.


  He pressed the Power button and the small red light glowed immediately, emitting an almost inaudible electronic tone. The transponder was transmitting. Rogier grunted with
  satisfaction and pressed the mute button. The tone was silenced but the red light continued pulsing softly. Only a receiver that was tuned to the precise wavelength of the transponder and that was
  correctly encoded would be able to read the transmissions. The squawk code was 1351. This was the Islamic equivalent of 1933 in the Gregorian calendar, the year of his grandfathers birth.
  Rogier switched off the torch and slipped out of the locker, shutting the door quietly behind him. He went down to his cabin.
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  One hundred and eight nautical miles north of Madagascar and five hundred and sixteen miles east of the port of Dar es Salaam on the African
  mainland lay a tiny scattering of uninhabited coral atolls. In the lee of one of these a 170-foot lateen-rigged Arab dhow lay at anchor in six fathoms of water with her grubby canvas sail furled
  around the long boom. She had been lying there for eleven days, indistinguishable from any other coastal Arab trader or fishing boat. Her hull had not been painted for many years, and it was
  zebra-striped by the human faeces which the crew had voided as they hung their buttocks over the ships rail. The only oddity that might have caught the attention of a casual observer was the
  three much smaller craft that were moored to the side of the dhow. Twenty-eight feet long, their low hulls, with sharply streamlined prows, were of modern fibreglass construction, and painted a
  nondescript matt colour which would merge into the watery wastes of the open ocean. On the stern of each boat were bolted two massive outboard motors. The engine makers original flamboyant
  paintwork was covered by a blotchy coating of the same colour as the hulls. However, they were finely tuned and capable of pushing the light craft at speeds of over forty knots, even when fully
  laden.


  The long boats were empty at the moment. The crews were all assembled on the deck of the big dhow, where they had just completed the evening prayers. They were moving about the deck, embracing
  each other and repeating the traditional invocation,


  May Allah hear our prayers.


  Above the hubbub of their voices the radio operators trained ear picked up the soft electronic beeping coming from the deck house forward of the single mast. He broke away from the group
  and hurried to attend to his equipment. As soon as he entered the deck house he saw the red light blinking on the front panel of the radio receiver and his heart beat faster.


  In the name of Allah the All Merciful, may his glorious name be exalted for ever! He squatted cross-legged on the deck before the radio set. Ever since they had reached the atoll
  and dropped the lump of coral which served the dhow as anchor the radio had been tuned to the correct frequency. In Morse he tapped out the squawk code: 1351. Immediately the transponder in the
  locker on the aft deck of the Amorous Dolphin changed from broadcast to passive mode, waiting to respond to interrogation. The radio operator sprang to his feet and rushed to the doorway. He
  shrieked excitedly,


  Master! Come swiftly! The dhows captain came over with long strides. The deck was lit with kerosene lanterns hanging from the boom of the mast. In their light the captain
  was a tall lean figure dressed in a checked red and white shumag head cloth and a long white dishdashah robe. His full beard was still dark although he was past fifty years of age. He ducked into
  the radio shack and replied to the operator expectantly,


  Yes?


  By the grace of Allah and his Prophet may they be praised eternally. The operator affirmed the contact and moved aside in the cramped shack to allow the captain a clear view of the
  radio and the steady red light glowing on the front panel. Wordlessly the captain squatted in front of the equipment and began to interrogate the transponder. First he asked it for its present
  position and speed over the ground. It replied at once. The captain repeated these details of longitude and latitude to the operator and he scribbled them on his pad. They knew these were accurate
  to within a few metres.


  Despite the dhows biblical rigging and archaic appearance the satellite navigation with which it was equipped was the most modern commercially available. When the captain had ascertained
  from the transponder the Dolphins heading and speed, he spread the chart of the Indian Ocean on the deck and pored over it. The dhows present position was marked with a
  discreet red cross. He determined the position of the infidel yacht and marked that on the chart also. Then he began a calculation of the course and time for interception. He did not want to waste
  time and fuel by reaching the point too far ahead of the yacht, but more important he must not let the other vessel get ahead of him. While towing the long boats the dhow had a top speed of only
  fourteen knots and in a stern chase would be left floundering far behind. Once the captain was satisfied with his calculations he went out onto the open deck.


  Thirty-nine men were crowded there, squatting silently and expectantly. The modern automatic weapons they all carried seemed incongruous in this setting. There were eleven men to crew each of
  the long boats and the others were the crew of the dhow itself. The captain moved with stately tread to his place at the tiller, from where he addressed them.


  The gazelle is in the jaws of the cheetah. His first words brought forth a fierce hum of comment from the men. The captain raised a hand and they were immediately silent,
  concentrating all their attention upon him.


  The infidel is still far to the south-east but moving swiftly towards us. Tomorrow morning before it is light we will weigh anchor. It will take seven hours of sailing for us to reach the
  ambush position. I expect the infidel ship to pass us tomorrow afternoon two hours before sunset at a range of two miles to the east; too great a distance to make out more than our sail. She will
  take us for a harmless island trader . . . Speaking slowly but emphatically he went over the attack plan once again. These were simple men, most of them illiterate and not overly
  intelligent, but when they smelt blood in the water they were as fearsome as barracuda. When he had finished he reminded them, We will sail before first light tomorrow morning and may Allah
  and his Prophet smile upon our enterprise.
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  When she saw the door handle of her stateroom turn stealthily Cayla was ready for it. She had been waiting for him nearly an hour and her
  anticipation was feverish. She had rehearsed every biting and insulting word in her mind, and then the manner in which she would force him to submit to her in cringing apology. Now she leapt from
  the bed and raced silently to the door on bare feet. She placed her lips close to the panel and spoke just loudly enough for her voice to carry to him on the far side,


  Go away! I never want to see you again. I hate you. Do you hear me, I hate you. She waited for his reply, but there was silence for half a minute, which seemed to her much longer.
  She wanted to call out again, just to make certain that he was still there. Then he spoke and his voice was level and cold.


  Yes, I hear you. I am leaving immediately as you request. She heard his footsteps retreat along the passageway. This was not going as she had envisaged it. He was supposed to beg
  her forgiveness. Quickly she shot back the bolt and jerked the door open.


  How dare you insult and defy me. Come back here at once. I want you to know how much I hate you! He turned back to face her and he smiled, that smile of his that thrilled and
  infuriated her. She stamped her foot, and she could hardly believe that she had made such a childish gesture.


  Come back here immediately. Dont stand there with that stupid grin on your face. Come here.


  He shrugged and sauntered back to where she was holding the door half-open. She gathered the most scathing insults she could think of, but before she could deliver one of them he had reached the
  door. He was still smiling, but his next action took her completely by surprise. He put his shoulder to the door and forced it fully open. She recoiled in astonishment.


  You bastard! she said shakily. How dare you, you uncouth peasant! He closed the door behind him and shot the deadlock. Then he advanced on her unhurriedly and she was
  forced to retreat.


  Get away from me. Dont you dare touch me. Vous tes une merde noire. She sprang at him with a clenched fist and launched a savage round-arm blow at his head. He
  caught her wrist and slowly forced her to her knees in front of him.


  You cant do this to me! I will tell my mother.


  So, now Cayla is not a big fierce girl any more. She is a spoilt little baby crying for her mummy.


  Dont you talk to me like that. Ill kill you . . . She broke off in astonishment as she realized that he was unzipping his trouser fly and bringing out his penis only
  inches from her face. Blaise was already in full erection. She realized that her violence had aroused him.


  You cant do this to me, she whispered. Youre hurting me. He had twisted up her arm painfully but he was still smiling. Despite the pain she was suddenly
  as aroused as he was. She could feel her vaginal lubricant seeping through her silk panties. His penis was touching her lips.


  Open your mouth! he ordered her. Slowly she parted her lips and he forced the head deep inside. Now she abandoned any show of reluctance and her head nodded in rhythm to his
  thrusts. Suddenly she froze with horror, and then jerked her head back coughing and spitting.


  You bastard! she sobbed with disgust. You pissed in my mouth. Vous tes un cochon dgotant! He let go of her wrist, but immediately grabbed
  a handful of her blonde hair and twisted her face up towards his.


  Never, never call me a pig again, he said with deadly calm. And this is just to remind you. Open-handed he struck her across the face, knocking her head to one side.
  She looked up at him with astonishment and awe, tears of pain from her stinging cheek flooding her eyes, but she could not speak from the shock rather than the pain.


  Now, open your mouth again, he ordered, but she mumbled an incoherent refusal, and tried to turn her head away. He tightened his grip on the handful of her hair, until it felt to
  her as if he was going to rip it off her scalp. She lifted her face towards him, her cheek glowing pinkly where the blow had landed.


  Please, Rogier, dont hurt me again. I did not mean what I said. I love you so much. You will never know how much. Forgive me, please.


  Prove it to me, he said. Open your mouth again. She had never felt so overpowered and helpless. It was as though she knelt not at the feet of a human being, but of a
  god. She longed for him to possess her completely, to subjugate her, to violate and demean her. Slowly she opened her mouth as he had ordered her and he thrust so hard into her that the hinges of
  her jaws ached. As the pungent warm flood spurted into her mouth again it swamped her senses. She knew then that she belonged to him, to him alone and to no other, not even to herself.


  Two hours later he left her lying exhausted on the rumpled sheets. Her lips were swollen and inflamed with his rough kisses and the stubble of his new beard, her mascara had run leaving her eyes
  like those of a tragic clown, her alabaster skin was deathly pale except for the one vivid pink cheek where he had slapped her. Her hair was tousled and darkened with her sweat. She struggled up on
  one elbow as she heard him at the door. But she could not find the words to plead with him to stay with her. Then it was too late and he had gone. Broken and ravaged, she was too tired to weep. She
  lowered her head to the pillow and within minutes she was asleep.
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  Rogier went up on deck after evening prayers and leaned on the rail as was his established habit. Once he was sure that he was unobserved he
  slipped into the locker and one glance at the transponder in its hiding place assured him that it had been interrogated by another station. A second bulb had lit up above the first. He typed in the
  squawk code and the tiny screen came alive. It gave him the date and time of the last contact. This had taken place only a few hours previously. He felt a lift of excitement. Everything was going
  exactly as it had been planned many months before. There had been so much that could have gone wrong, and had almost done so.


  Originally his grandfathers plan had been to make the Bannock woman herself the target. But it soon became apparent that this was not feasible. Even the most elementary research had made
  it clear that the woman was much too worldly-wise and canny to be lured into such an obvious honey trap. Although it seemed she had dallied once or twice since her husbands death, it had
  always been on her own terms with mature and powerful men of similar status to her own. She would certainly be proof against Rogiers more obvious and boyish charms and wiles. However, her
  daughter was an innocent lamb; alone in Paris and eager to experience life and all its excitements. Rogiers grandfather had sent him to Paris, and the meeting with and ensnarement of the
  girl had been pathetically simple.


  All that was required now was for the mother to make her annual Christmas visit to the Seychelles on board her yacht and of course take her daughter with her, but this seemed to be beyond
  reasonable doubt. The unexpected twist had been when the mother had left the yacht in Cape Town, leaving her daughter on board to sail to the island accompanied only by the crew, of which Rogier
  was now a member. His grandfather had been pleased with this unexpected turn of events. Rogier had telephoned him from a dockside call box at the Cape Town waterfront and the old man had chuckled
  when he heard the news.


  Allah has been magnanimous, exalted be his name. I could not have arranged it better myself. The girl will be more vulnerable and malleable without her mother to protect her, and once she
  is in our power the mother will be helpless to resist us. Take the cub and the lioness must follow.


  Rogier was about to leave the locker when the transponder beeped softly. The tiny green screen had come alive and Rogier scanned the Arabic text message on it. It was from his uncle Kamal, his
  grandfathers youngest son, who was the commodore of the fleet of pirate craft with which Tippoo Tip ravaged the Indian Ocean shipping. For this important operation Kamal had personally taken
  command of the dhow. He was giving Rogier the estimated time the following day when he expected that his vessel would be within visual range of the Dolphin.
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  At precisely 0530 hours the doors to the executive suite opened and Hazel Bannock stepped into the dark courtyard. She wore a black leotard which
  seemed moulded to her long athletic torso and legs. Over it she wore a pair of wide-legged silk shorts that were meant to modestly conceal the shape of her buttocks. They had the opposite effect of
  enhancing their perfection. On her feet was a pair of white running shoes. The famous golden hair was gathered back severely by a black band behind her head.


  Good morning, Major. Are you happy to run in your full warlike paraphernalia? Her tone was mildly mocking. He wore combat boots and a webbing belt over his camouflage fatigues.
  There was a pistol in a holster on his hip.


  I do everything in this gear, Maam. Though his expression was deadpan they were both aware of the double entendre. And she frowned with quick annoyance at the liberty.


  Then lets run, she said curtly. Lead the way, Major. They left the compound, and he took her up the path that climbed to the highest point of the ridge. He set
  a moderate pace for the first mile until he could judge her capability. He could hear her close behind him on the path and when they crested the slope she spoke in an easy tone with no hint of
  exertion.


  When you have finished admiring the view, Major, we might try at least a jog trot. Hector grinned. The sun was still just below the horizon but its spreading rays were perfectly
  traced across the heavens by the fine dust of the Khamseen. The sky was ablaze with a flaming glory.


  You must admit, Maam, that its worth more than a passing glance, he said, but she did not reply and he lengthened his stride. They traversed the ridge, and finally he
  reckoned they were five miles out from the compound. The sun was up now and the heat was mounting swiftly. Far below them the oil rigs emerged from the dense shadow cast by the ridge, and he could
  make out the shining silver pipeline running across the dreary desert wastes down towards the coast.


  There is a narrow path down the ridge just ahead. The footing is treacherous, but if we take it we can meet the patrol road along the pipeline for the home run, Mrs Bannock. It would be
  another five miles from there to the compound. Do you want me to take that route?


  Go ahead, Major. When they reached the patrol road she moved up easily and took over the lead. She ran lightly, gracefully, but very fast. He had to stretch out to just below his
  own top speed to hold her. Now he could see that at last she was perspiring through her leotard in a darker line down her spine, and the golden hair at the nape of her neck was damp. Under the
  baggy silk shorts he could make out the shape of her buttocks bouncing with each stride. He stared at them.


  Tennis balls? he asked himself, and felt a sharp stab of lust in his groin. Son of a gun, she can give me a hard-on even at this speed. Not half bad! he thought, and grunted with
  suppressed laughter.


  Share the joke, Major, she invited him, still speaking in conversational levels, showing no signs of tiring.


  Bloody woman, he thought, she is just too bloody good to be true. I wonder what her weakness is.


  Schoolboy humour. You would not find it entertaining, Maam.


  Come up alongside, Major. We can talk. He moved up and ran at her shoulder, but she was quiet, forcing him to speak first.


  With all due respect, Maam, I am no longer a Major. I would much prefer it if you simply called me Cross.


  With the utmost respect, Cross, she replied, I am not the Queen of England. You can drop the maam business.


  Certainly, Mrs Bannock.


  I am fully aware why you eschew the military rank, Cross. It reminds you of the reason why you were thrown out of your regiment. You shot three helpless prisoners of war, did you
  not?


  If I may correct you, I was not thrown out of the regiment. I was found not guilty by the court martial. Subsequently I requested and was granted an honourable discharge.


  But your prisoners were still very dead after you had finished with them, were they not?


  They had just blown up six of my comrades with a roadside bomb. Though they had their hands in the air at the time of their departure from this mortal coil they were still active
  hostiles. When one of them reached for what I thought was a suicide belt under his robe I had no time to be selective. I had a squad of my men within range of any blast. We were all in peril. I had
  no option but to cull all three of them.


  When the corpses were examined none of them were found to be wearing a belt. That was the evidence at your court martial. Was it incorrect?


  I was not afforded the luxury of making a prior body search of the prisoners. I had about one hundredth of a second to make the decision.


  Cull is a euphemism that usually applies to the killing of animals. She changed tack.


  In the military it has another usage.


  Culling niggers? she suggested. Slotting rag-heads?


  The choice of words is yours, Mrs Bannock, not mine. They ran on in silence for another ten minutes. Then she said,


  Since entering the service of Bannock Oil there have been a number of further fatal incidents in which you were involved.


  Three to be exact, Mrs Bannock.


  During these three incidents another two dozen men were killed by you and your men. All the victims were Arabs?


  Nineteen of them to be exact, Mrs Bannock.


  I was close enough, she said.


  Before we continue may I point out, Mrs Bannock, that those nineteen insurgents were all intent on blowing the hell out of Bannock Oil installations.


  It did not occur to you to arrest them and hold them for questioning to make certain they were truly terrorists? she asked.


  The idea did cross my mind, Mrs Bannock, but at the time they were all shooting at me and they did not seem amenable to polite conversation, Hector said and this time he let a
  small sneer twist his lips. He had learned enough about her to know that would infuriate her. She ran on in silence for a while as she regrouped her attack. Then she went on,


  Tell me truly, Cross. How do you feel about people of a darker complexion than your own lily white?


  Truly, Mrs Bannock, I dont give a good stuff. I am as strongly antagonistic to bad-arsed lily-whites as I am to bad-arsed coal blacks. But I hold for both good lily-whites and good
  blacks alike a deep and abiding affection.


  Please moderate your language, Cross.


  Okay, Mrs Bannock, just as soon as you cut out the clever innuendo.


  Very well, Cross. I will come straight out with it. I think you are a blood-thirsty racist, and I dont particularly like you for it.


  Mr Bannock did not think the same thing about me when he signed my contract with Bannock Oil.


  I know my husband had a higher regard for you and your abilities than I do, but then my husband also voted for the Bushes, father and son. Henry Bannock was almost but not entirely
  perfect.


  Of course, you voted for Mr Clinton and Mr Gore?


  She ignored the question, and went on, I note your subtle reference to your contract with Bannock Oil, Cross. I have read that document through, every word of it.


  Then you know it will be an expensive one to break.


  At this stage no one is talking about breaking any contracts, especially one that was authorized by my husband. But I will have my eye on you. Please try not to cull too many more niggers
  on my time. At the completion of their run she turned away from him with a curt Thank you, Cross, and started into the building, glancing at her wristwatch.


  Mrs Bannock! He made her pause and look back. Like me or loathe me, if you ever need me you will need me badly, and I will be here, if for no other reason than that your
  husband was one of the good guys. They didnt come any better than Henry Bannock.


  Lets hope I never need your services that badly. She dismissed him. In twenty minutes she had a final meeting with Simpson before she helicoptered back to the oil terminal
  at Sidi el Razig. The jet was waiting for her on the runway there to take her down to Mahe Island in the Seychelles to be with her beloved family. She showered quickly and used a moisturizing sun
  cream, but no makeup. She went through to her communications room. There was a string of emails from Agatha, but she did not have time to deal with those now. She would run through them once she
  was on the jet. She started for the door on her way to the meeting with Simpson. At that moment she heard her BlackBerry buzz in the outside pocket of her crocodile skin handbag that stood on her
  bedside table. She turned back. Very few people had that number. She took the mobile phone from the pocket of her handbag and switched it on. The legend on the screen read, You have 2 missed
  calls and 1 message. Do you wish to view your messages? She pressed Show.


  I wonder what my little monkey wants now, she said to herself fondly and the text appeared. It was chillingly short and simple:


  
    
      Terrible things happening. Strange men with guns . . .

    

  


  It broke off as if Cayla had been interrupted in mid-sentence. Hazel felt a dark shutter flicker over her vision. She swayed on her feet. Then her vision cleared and she stared
  at the message blankly, deliberately refusing to face up to the enormity of it. Then it dawned upon her and she felt an ice-cold hand clutch her heart and start squeezing the life out of her. With
  shaking hands and short asthmatic breaths she punched the reply button on her BlackBerry and listened to the endless ringing tone at Caylas end of the line. It was interrupted at last by an
  impersonal voice:


  The person you have dialled is not available at present. Please leave a message after the tone.


  Darling! Darling! I am going mad. Please call me back as soon as you can. She spoke into the BlackBerry then darted through to her communications room. She punched the contact
  number for the Dolphins bridge. For the security of the ship and the passengers most of her crew were combat-trained and well armed. Surely they would have defended Cayla, she
  thought desperately. But the phone rang interminably. Her mouth was dry and her eyes blurred.


  Please! she begged. Please somebody answer me. Then the ringing tone switched off, and the ready signal buzzed infuriatingly in her ear. She slammed down the receiver
  and dialled Agatha. Her heart bounded at the sound of the prim old-maidish voice.


  Agatha, I have had a terrifying text message from Cayla, something about strange men with guns on board the Dolphin. I cannot contact her. I cannot contact the ship. The last
  position I have for her was yesterday evening. Write down these coordinates, Agatha. From memory she recited the longitude and latitude that Franklin had given her. Now it seems that
  she has disappeared with Cayla on board. You must phone Chris Bessell at home. Get him out of bed . . . Chris was her senior executive vice-president in Houston. He must get everybody
  he can onto this. He must use all his contacts at the Pentagon and the White House. Request an urgent over-fly of the area from the nearest military satellite. Find out if there is a US warship in
  the immediate area. Ask them to send it in at its best speed. Ask for a reconnaissance aircraft to fly out of the airforce base on Diego Garcia to widen the search. Keep trying to contact the ship
  directly. I am flying back home as fast as I can. Try and arrange for me to see the President personally as soon as I arrive in Washington. You and Chris must pull all the strings and press all the
  buttons. She was panting as though she had just run a marathon. Agatha, this is Cayla, my baby! I am relying on you. You cannot let me down.


  You know I wont, Mrs Bannock.


  Hazel broke the connection and rang Simpsons number on the internal line of the compound. He answered almost immediately.


  Good morning, Mrs Bannock. We are waiting for you in the boardroom


  She interrupted him brusquely. Have the helicopter ready for me in five minutes. Radio ahead to have my jet standing on the runway at Sidi el Razig. Order my chief pilot to have her fully
  refuelled with engines running, ready for immediate takeoff the minute I arrive. Tell my pilot to file a flight plan direct to Farnborough airport in England. We will refuel there before flying on
  across the Atlantic to Washington DC. We must not waste a single moment.


  She opened her safe and snatched out the satchel which contained her passport, emergency cash and credit cards, then she burst out of her suite and raced down the long passage towards the front
  doors. Bert Simpson, two of his underlings and Hector were standing there. They had been waiting there since her call to Simpson.


  What the hell is going on, Bert? Hector asked quietly.


  Damned if I know. But it must be a major catastrophe. She was in a terrible state when I spoke to her He broke off as Hazel Bannock came running down the passage towards
  them.


  She called out urgently, Is the helicopter here?


  It has just this moment landed, Bert assured her as she strode past him towards the door. Then she saw that Hector Cross was with the other men. He was the only one whose
  expression was calm. He spoke quietly, holding her attention with that penetrating green gaze.


  Please remember, Mrs Bannock, he said, if you need me, one word will be enough.


  It was then that she realized for the first time that she was weeping openly and that the tears were pouring down her face and dripping from her chin. She dashed them away with the back of her
  hand, but she wished desperately that Cross had not been there to witness her condition. She had never in all her life experienced such a seething witchs brew of emotions. She knew she was
  close to snapping point, and the knowledge frightened her. Hector Cross was the nearest target for her terror and confusion. She rounded on him with the face of a Fury.


  Dont you dare mock me, you arrogant bastard, Cross. You know nothing, so what can you do? What can anybody do? She turned away and stumbled slightly as she went down the
  front steps. Hector was gripped by a strange and alien sensation. It was a long, long time since he had last experienced it, so it took him a moment to recognize it. It was compassion. Maybe Hazel
  Bannock was all too human under that polished veneer. He no longer believed in love. What had remained of that he left on the floor of a divorce court somewhere. Yet this feeling of compassion felt
  very much like the other thing. It was disturbing.


  You are not going to make a total arsehole of yourself again, are you, Cross? he asked himself as he watched her run to the helicopter that waited in the middle of the courtyard with its
  rotors turning slowly. She scrambled up the ladder and the engine of the big machine roared as it rose into the air and swivelled around to face the coast. It lowered its nose and bore away
  swiftly.


  You havent answered the question, Cross, the little voice inside him whispered. He grinned without humour and replied to himself, No! But it will be interesting to find out if
  she is human.
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  Rogier carried the tray containing Mr Jetsons dinner up to the bridge. On a spotlessly white linen cloth he laid out the dishes and silver
  on the small table against the stern bulkhead. Then he stood by attentively as Jetson ate quickly, not seating himself to savour the meal but continuing to pace back and forth as he chewed. His
  eyes continually swept the darkening horizon ahead and then darted to the radar repeater. There was a tiny contact glowing on the screen. The bearing was 268 degrees. The range was showing as 3.8
  nautical miles.


  Helmsman, keep a sharp eye on that vessel.


  Very well, Mr Jetson.


  What do you make of her, Stevens?


  The helmsman squinted at the horizon. Looks like one of them Arab dhows. Plenty of them in these waters, sir. They do say that they use the trade winds to cross the ocean clean as far as
  India. Been doing that since the time of Christ, or so they say.


  Rogier had been following the conversation without seeming to do so. He turned his head to gaze out of the window on the port wing of the bridge and he narrowed his eyes and studied the
  gunmetal-grey, choppy surface of the sea to the east. The setting sun was at their backs, but it still took him a few moments to pick out the tiny grey pyramid of canvas that was surely the sail of
  his uncle Kamals dhow. Even from the height of the bridge it was hull down, and it seemed to be on a parallel course to their own. Then Rogier saw the distant lateen sail spill its wind as
  the dhow briefly hove to.


  Uncle Kamal is launching his attack boats at last, he told himself. Then the sail filled once more and the dhow went on the other tack and pointed down into the south. It began to merge
  into the dusk until at last it disappeared from their view.


  Jetson walked back to the radar screen. They have altered course thirty degrees into the south. I doubt they are making more than fourteen knots and at that speed and heading they are
  shaping to pass us twenty miles astern. Then he glanced at Rogier. Thank you, steward, said Jetson. You can clear away the dinner dishes now.


  Rogier stacked the dishes and carried them down to the scullery. When he had finished washing up he called across to the chef, All done, Cookie. Can I knock off now? The chef was
  sitting at his own small table next to his pantry with a crystal wine glass and an open green bottle placed in front of him.


  Whats the big hurry, Rogier? Come and drink a glass of this excellent Chteau Neuf with me.


  Not tonight, Cookie. I am beat. I can hardly keep my eyes open. He left quickly, before the chef could prevail on him further.


  In his cabin he made an apology to Allah and the Prophet. You know that there are desperate matters afoot. Please forgive me that I will miss the evening prayer. After I have obeyed your
  call to jihad I will make full recompense tomorrow evening. Then he dressed in his casual dark clothing and went up to the aft deck. He stood at the rail and stared back along the
  ships wake. He could see nothing but the black swells running away into the darkness. The chase boats were designed to sit low in the water. Hidden in the clutter of the wave crests, they
  would be under the Dolphins radar. In any case this was not a warship and the watch was more relaxed. As he had witnessed, all their attention was focused ahead. They did not expect
  any other vessel would have the speed to come up on their stern. However, Rogier knew the boats were out there. Uncle Kamal had given a contact time on the transponder for 2300 hours. That was when
  most of the crew would be settling down for the night, and entirely off their guard.


  Rogier waited an hour and then another. At intervals he checked the luminous dial of his cheap Japanese wristwatch. The Dolphin was running with all her lights burning. She was lit up as
  brightly as a fairground. The attack boats would be able to pick her up from twenty kilometres out, but he knew they were already much closer, probably tailing the Dolphin by only a few
  hundred metres. It was minutes before 2300 and he knew Kamal would be punctual. Rogier stared down the wake and suddenly there was a tiny pinprick of light on the dark sea. It flashed three times
  far beyond the foam. Rogier aimed his Maglite over the stern and flashed three times in reply. Then he waited impatiently. The long boats were not a great deal faster than the Dolphin, so it
  was almost ten minutes before he picked out the first sharklike hull emerging from out of the darkness astern. As it came closer he made out the shapes of the crew crouching low under the gunwales.
  Of course they were all dressed in dark clothing rather than the traditional white dishdashahs, and their faces were swathed in black head cloths. They were being careful not to let their weapons
  show above the boats gunwales. The other two attack boats appeared out of the gloom behind the leader.


  A single figure stood up in the bow of the leading boat as it sheered out alongside the Dolphins port quarter, and then edged in close alongside.


  Despite the head cloth Rogier recognized his uncle Kamals tall lean frame. He was leading the raid personally. Rogier flashed the Maglite down to confirm that he was ready to take the
  line on board. Kamal stooped and picked up something from the deck, then stood again holding a small Lyle gun like a rifle. He raised the butt to his shoulder, and aimed up at where Rogier stood.
  There was a muted pop of the discharge and a puff of white smoke as he fired. Rogier ducked as the white line snaked upwards and arced over his head. The small grappling iron on the end of the line
  clattered on the deck behind him and Rogier darted forward to catch the line before it was carried overboard by the drag through the water. He took three quick loops of the line around the mooring
  stanchion on the deck and tied it off with a bowline knot. He waved down at his uncle and immediately one of the crew, a small wiry man of ape-like strength and agility, swarmed up the rope and
  landed barefoot on the deck at Rogiers side. Tied around his waist was a heavier line that could support any number of climbers. The rest of the boarders came up it in quick succession. One
  of them handed Rogier a holstered Tokarev pistol and he strapped it around his waist under his windcheater. Five of them had already been delegated to secure the bridge. At a single word from
  Rogier their breech blocks snicked as each man locked and loaded the automatic assault rifle he carried. They followed Rogier on the run.


  As Rogier entered the companionway that led to the upper deck he came face to face with the chef coming down the stairs. The chef stared at him and the armed men that followed him in blank
  incomprehension, then opened his mouth to scream. Rogier smashed the butt of the pistol into his temple and heard the bone of his skull crack. The chef dropped without a sound. Rogier stooped over
  his limp body and with another three blows crushed in the back of his head, making certain of the kill. Then he jumped over the corpse and raced on upwards. At the entrance to the bridge he paused
  to let the men that followed him regroup. Then he stepped through onto the bridge. Jetson was standing beside the instrument panel and discussing something with the helmsman. The radio operator was
  in his shack at the back of the bridge. He was leaning back in his swivel chair with his full attention on the paperback novel he was reading. But if he were alarmed it would take him only an
  instant to reach out and punch the red alarm button on the bulkhead beside him. That would begin a series of electronic measures which would automatically sound the ships alarm bells and
  broadcast a distress radio call which would be picked up by every marine listening station from Perth to Cape Town, and from Mauritius to Bombay. Rogier held the Tokarev behind his back as he
  walked into the radio shack.


  Hi, Tim! He smiled at the operator as he looked up from his book.


  Rogier, what the hell are you doing up here? You know this station is out of bounds.


  Rogier pointed past his shoulder. Why is that red light flashing, Tim? he asked and Tim swivelled his chair quickly.


  What red light? he demanded, and Rogier brought the pistol out from behind his back and shot Tim at the point where his top vertebrae joined his skull. The bullet blew out between
  his eyes in a bright burst of blood and brain matter which splattered over the radio panel. Tim toppled out of the chair and slid to the deck. Rogier turned swiftly and found that his men already
  had their guns on Jetson and the helmsman.


  By Christ, Moreau. You have murdered that man . . . Jetsons voice shook with shock and outrage. He started towards Rogier. Rogier lifted the pistol and shot him in the
  centre of his chest. Jetson clasped the wound with both hands and stood swaying slightly.


  Are you mad? he whispered, shaking his head in awed disbelief.


  You must kill the officers immediately. They are the ones who will organize any resistance, Rogiers grandfather had ordered him, so Rogier shot Jetson twice more in the
  chest and then watched with professional interest as he staggered backwards into the control panel and collapsed in a huddle.


  Secure the crew. They can be useful later as bargaining chips, his grandfather had ordered. Rogier nodded to his men and they pinioned the helmsmans arms behind his back and
  bound his wrists together with a heavy-duty nylon cable tie. Rogier went past him to the control panel of the yacht and moved the engine telegraphs to the Stop position. The vibration
  of the engines through the deck under his feet died away and he felt the subtle change in her motion as the Amorous Dolphin lost her forward way.


  Sit down. Rogier turned to the helmsman. Dont move until you are told to do so.


  For Christs sake, Rogier . . . the helmsman pleaded, but Rogier shoved the pistol into his ribs and with his arms still pinioned the helmsman dropped hurriedly to the deck
  and sat in the spreading puddle of Jetsons blood. It soaked into his breeches.


  Rogier left one of his men on guard and led the rest of them to the lower deck. He stopped outside the door to the captains suite. In his capacity as a ships steward he had his
  pass key to let himself into any cabin which was not doubled-locked. Rogier had brought Franklin his coffee at 6 a.m. daily, so he knew from experience that the captain never double-locked. The
  door slid open quietly and Rogier stepped into the sitting room of the suite. He switched on the desk light and saw that the door to the bedroom was open a crack. There was the sound of heavy
  snoring from the cabin beyond. He crossed the sitting room and looked through into the bedroom. Franklin lay on his back on his bunk, on top of the bedclothes. He wore only a pair of boxer shorts.
  His paunch was protuberant, pale and covered with grey and straggly hair. His mouth hung open and the regular snores sawed up his throat. Rogier went to him and held the muzzle of the Tokarev half
  an inch from his ear. He fired a single shot. Franklin gulped noisily and cut off halfway through the next exhalation, but after that he made no further sound or movement. Rogier fired a second
  shot into his brain. Then he reloaded the magazine of the pistol, and led his men out of the cabin and down to the main salon.


  Uncle Kamal came to embrace him as soon as he entered. May Allah hold you to his bosom. You have done Gods work this day, Adam. He made a gesture to indicate the row of
  other prisoners squatting on the deck with their hands pinioned behind their backs. Are these all of them? Is anyone missing?


  Rogier counted the heads of the squatting crew members swiftly. Yes, they are all here. The captain, the first officer, the cook and the radio operator are in the cruel clutches of Iblis,
  the Devil, where they belong. The other missing crewman is the helmsman who is under guard on the bridge. He pointed out Georgie Porgie, the purser. Keep that one here, he
  ordered, I will deal with him later. Then he singled out the two junior officers and the chief engineer. Those are officers. Take them to the stern and shoot them. Throw the
  bodies overboard. He was speaking in Arabic so his victims were unaware of their fate as they were hoisted to their feet and led away.


  Rogier waited for the sound of gunfire before he went on. That accounts for every infidel aboard except the girl. She will still be asleep in her cabin. He smiled bleakly as he
  recalled the exhausted state in which he had left Cayla, utterly worn out by his copulatory expertise. I will go down and fetch her now. Meanwhile, Uncle Kamal, you must go up to the bridge
  and get the ship under way again.
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  Cayla was not certain what had awakened her. She thought she must have heard something. She sat up sleepily on the rumpled bed and listened with
  her head on one side. The sound was not repeated but something else had changed. Sleep slowed her mind so it took another few seconds for her to realize that the ships engines had stopped,
  and she was rolling ponderously to the scend of the sea.


  Thats strange. She was unconcerned. We cannot possibly have reached port yet. Then she realized that her bladder was uncomfortably full. She threw her legs
  over the side of the bed and stood up. She braced herself to the unusual motion of the yacht and then staggered to the bathroom. She perched on the toilet and sighed with relief as she emptied her
  bladder. She stood up and started back towards the bed. Moonlight was pouring in through the porthole that looked out over the owners private deck and swimming pool. She was awake now and
  she paused at the porthole to look out at the starry sky and the dark sea. There was no wake pouring back behind the stern and she realized that her first impression was correct. The Dolphin
  had stopped. She thought that she would telephone the bridge and find out from the officer of the watch what was happening, but at that moment a shadow passed the porthole, and she realized that
  there was somebody out there on the private deck. Immediately she was angry. That area was strictly out of bounds to the crew. She and her mother used it for nude sunbathing and swimming. Now she
  would certainly call the bridge and have the trespasser castigated. But before she turned away another figure came into her line of sight. He was dressed in dark clothing and had a black Arab shawl
  wound around his head to cover his face, leaving only his eyes showing. They glinted as he turned towards her. He paused in front of the porthole and peered in. She shrank back in alarm. The man
  put his face against the glass and raised one hand to shade his eyes, and she realized that the moonlight was insufficient to enable him to see into the darkened cabin. His demeanour was furtive
  but at the same time menacing. She held her breath and stood frozen with terror. He seemed to be staring into her eyes, but after a few seconds he stepped back from the porthole. With another pang
  of fear she saw that he had an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder. He vanished from her view but immediately three more dark figures filed swiftly and silently past the porthole. All of them
  carried automatic weapons.


  Now she realized that it must have been the sound of rifle fire that had woken her. She had to get help. She was terrified and shaking. She ran back into her cabin and snatched the satellite
  telephone from the bedside table. Frantically she dialled the bridge. There was no reply but she let it ring while she tried to think what to do next. There was only one other person she could
  appeal to. She dialled her mothers private line. Hazels recorded voice instructed her to leave a message. She rang off and immediately dialled again with the same result.


  Oh, Mummy! Mummy! Please help me. She whimpered and began to compose a text message on her mobile phone, her thumbs flying over the keys as she typed.


  
    
      Terrible things happening. Strange men with guns . . .

    

  


  She stopped in mid-sentence. There was somebody at the door of her cabin. Somebody was opening the lock with a pass key. She punched the send button on her mobile phone and
  threw the device into the drawer of her beside table and slammed it shut. In almost the same movement she sprang from the bed. She rushed to the door and threw her weight against it as it began to
  open.


  Go away. Get away from me, whoever you are, she screamed hysterically. Leave me alone!


  Cayla! Its me, Rogier. Let me in, Cayla. Its all right. Everything is going to be all right.


  Rogier! Oh, thank the sweet Lord. Is it really you? She jerked the door open and for a moment stared at him in disbelief, pale-faced and wide-eyed, and then she sobbed with relief.
  Rogier! Oh, Rogier. She flung herself against his chest and clung to him with desperate strength. He held her with one arm and stroked her hair with the other hand.


  Dont be afraid. Its all going to be just fine.


  She shook her head wildly and blurted, No! You dont understand. There were men here. One of them looked into the cabin. There were others with him! Men! Horrible men. They all had
  guns. And I heard shooting . . .


  Listen to me, my darling. Its all going to be all right. I will explain to you later. But nobody is going to hurt you. You must be brave. I want you to get dressed. We have to
  leave here. Dress warmly, Cayla. Wear your waterproof coat. It will be cold outside. He reached over her shoulder and switched on the main cabin lights. You must hurry,
  Cayla.


  Where are we going, Rogier? She pulled back and stared into his face. Then her eyes went down to his chest. You are bleeding, Rogier. There is blood all over you.


  Just do as I tell you, damn it. We havent got much time. Get dressed. He took her arm and led her forcibly towards her spacious walk-in cupboard. He shoved her through the
  door. The shelves on both sides were crammed with clothing, and more dresses and trousers were strewn carelessly over the couches and chairs and even the deck in untidy profusion. On her makeup
  table stood dozens of pots and jars and bottles of creams and unguents and perfumes, many of them without their tops screwed back.


  Youre hurting me, she protested. Let go of my arm. He ignored the plea, picking up a pair of strawberry-pink corduroy jeans from a chair and thrusting them at
  her.


  Here, put those on. Hurry! But she stood frozen and staring at the pistol in the holster at his side.


  Thats a gun! Where did you get it from, Rogier? I dont understand. Youre all splashed with blood, but its not yours, is it? And you have got a gun. She
  started to back away from him. Who are you? What are you, tell me that.


  I do not want to hurt you, Cayla, but you must do exactly as I tell you.


  She shook her head wildly. No! Leave me alone. You cant do this to me.


  He caught her wrist and twisted her arm up behind her back. Then he began to lift her slowly by the wrist alone. Her cries of defiance became squeals of agony, but he kept on lifting her until
  she was standing on the tips of her toes. Her squeals became louder and sharper, until she capitulated.


  Stop, please stop, Rogier, she blubbered. I will do anything you want, only dont hurt me any more. He was pleased with how little it took to break her resolve.
  There had been others who had died still resisting him. This way he was spared so much time and effort. She dressed herself without looking at his face again, her head hanging and an occasional sob
  bursting past her lips. When she had finished he took her by the elbow and led her into the bedroom.


  Where is your mobile phone, Cayla? he demanded. She shook her head sullenly, but could not prevent herself glancing at the drawer of the bedside table.


  Thank you.


  He yanked the drawer open and took out the phone. He opened the Sent Messages list and read aloud the words she had sent to her mother only minutes before: Terrible
  things happening. Strange men with guns . . . I wish you had not done that, Cayla. You have only made it more difficult for yourself, he said in a mild tone, and then struck her
  another vicious open-handed blow across the face that snapped her head to one side and sent her sprawling to the deck. No more tricks like that, please. I dont enjoy punishing you,
  but I will if you force me to it.


  He opened the back cover of the device and took the Sim card from its slot, slipped it into the side pocket of his windcheater and zipped it closed. Then he tossed the phone aside. He stooped
  and grabbed her elbow again and hauled her to her feet. Gripping her arm he marched her out of the cabin and down the companionway to the main salon. She gasped with shock and pulled back against
  Rogiers grip when she saw the crew squatting on the deck with bound arms and the masked men standing over them with levelled rifles.


  He shook her arm roughly. No more of that nonsense now! He led her to the far end of the salon and forced her to sit. Then he beckoned one of the masked men to come to him. Cayla
  looked up in astonishment when he spoke to the man in Arabic.


  I do not want any harm to come to this woman. She is more valuable than your own miserable life. Do you understand what I am saying to you?


  I understand, Lord. The man touched his own breast in a gesture of respect.


  Why are you speaking in that language, Rogier? Who are you? Who are these people? Where is Captain Franklin? I want to speak to him, Cayla pleaded.


  That will be difficult to arrange. The captain has two bullets in his brain. He tapped the pistol at his side. That is enough questions from you. You just wait there
  quietly. I will return later. I think you are beginning to learn that I must have your complete obedience.
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  When Rogier entered the bridge he found his uncle had the helm. Kamal was a skilled seaman who had spent his life on the oceans on everything from
  tiny dhows to giant oil tankers. Rogier glanced at the compass heading and saw that the Dolphin was on the reciprocal course to the one that Franklin had set. They were heading back the way
  they had come. He went to the wing of the bridge and looked back. The three attack boats were being towed along in their wake, which explained the reduced speed. Kamal was being careful not to
  swamp them with the Dolphins wake. Rogier went to stand beside his uncle.


  Have you made contact with the dhow yet?


  Kamal slitted his eyes against the smoke from the hand-rolled Turkish tobacco cigarette between his lips as it spiralled upwards.


  Not yet, but soon! he said.


  The girl managed to send a message to her mother. The entire American navy and airforce will be searching for us as soon as it is light. The girls mother is very
  powerful.


  Everything will be taken care of before sunrise, Kamal assured him, and then he smiled and pointed over the bows. On the horizon dead ahead a red distress flare burst suddenly into
  flame, its ruddy reflection dancing along the crests of the swells. There she is, he said with satisfaction.


  The two ships came together swiftly, and when they were only a few hundred metres apart Kamal throttled back and laid the Dolphin across the wind and the sea, forming a breakwater for the
  dhow. The ancient vessel came alongside in the Dolphins lee and mooring ropes were thrown down to the men on the deck. Once she was moored securely the prisoners were transferred into
  her, and hustled down into the forward hold. Only Cayla was dragged struggling and weeping to Kamals quarters in the dhows deckhouse and locked in with a guard at the door.


  Working swiftly a party of Arab seamen knocked open the hatch on the dhows stern hold. From the hold they winched up to the Dolphins deck five cargo pallets. Once they were
  on board the yacht the heavy canvas covers were pulled back to reveal a stack of a dozen large packages on each pallet. These were wrapped in bright yellow plastic sheeting and painted with black
  Chinese characters. It took three men to manhandle each crate below decks. The handlers worked gingerly, treating them with elaborate respect. The contents of each crate were thirty kilograms of
  Semtex H plastic explosive.


  Hurry it up there! Rogier bellowed at them. The detonators have not been primed. Its quite safe to handle. He and Kamal followed the working party below deck,
  down to the Dolphins bilges, and supervised the yellow crates being packed along the length of the keel under the engine room. Rogier left Kamal to set the charges and arm the delay
  device, and went up to the pursers office. Georgie Porgie was sitting on the deck with the guard standing over him.


  Untie him! Rogier ordered the guard, who obediently forced the point of the bayonet on his rifle between Georgies wrists and cut away the nylon cable tie. The blade nicked
  his chubby arm.


  The brute has cut me, Georgie whimpered. Look! I am bleeding!


  Open the safe! Rogier ignored his complaints, and Georgie Porgie began to protest more vehemently. Rogier drew the pistol from its holster, and shot him in the leg. The bullet
  shattered his knee cap. The purser squealed shrilly. Open the safe, Rogier repeated, and pointed the Tokarev at his other leg.


  Dont shoot me again, Georgie whined and dragged himself to the steel safe set into the bulkhead behind the desk. His wounded leg dragged behind him, leaving a trail of wet
  blood across the planking. Moaning with the pain, Georgie fiddled with the combination lock, spinning the dial back and forth. There was a click and he turned the locking handle. The safe door
  swung open.


  Thank you! said Rogier and shot him in the head. Georgie Porgie was knocked forward onto his face and his good leg drummed spasmodically on the deck. At Rogiers nod the
  guard grabbed the leg before it stopped kicking and dragged Georgie Porgies corpse aside. Rogier knelt in front of the open safe and sifted swiftly through the contents.


  He discarded the ships working documents, amongst them her bills of lading and Grand Cayman registration certificate. But he selected the thick wad of the crews passports. His
  grandfather would have good use for the genuine green US and maroon EU booklets. Under the desk there was a canvas briefcase which he had noted every time he had previously been in the
  pursers office. Rogier stuffed the passports into this. There were also about fifty thousand US dollars in bills of various denominations; without counting them he placed them with the
  passports. On the steel shelf below the cash were five blue jewellery boxes. The lid of the first one he picked up was lettered in gold: Graff. London. He snapped open the lid. The
  diamonds that made up the heavy necklace nestling on the white satin lining were as big as quails eggs and bright as sunlight on a mountain stream. Rogier knew they had once belonged to the
  American heiress to the Wool-worths fortune. These were what had really interested him.


  Thank you, Mrs Hazel Bannock, he said with a smile. However, I doubt that the Flowers of Islam will see fit to send you a formal receipt. He knew what the other
  jewellery boxes contained, so he did not waste time opening them but dropped them all into the briefcase. He nodded to the Arab guard and they went up the companionway to the main deck at a run.
  His uncle Kamal was waiting for him by the rail. Rogier handed him the briefcase. Take good care of this, my honoured uncle.


  Where are you going? Kamal demanded as he turned back to the companionway.


  There is one more thing I have to do before we leave.


  You have very little time. The delay on the fuses has only an hour and forty-five minutes to run, Kamal warned him.


  Time enough, Rogier replied. He leaned over the rail and whistled shrilly. Three of his men whom he had delegated to the duty looked up at him. Each of them carried a specially
  constructed packing case which Rogier had asked his grandfather to send to him. He beckoned to the men and they came up the side of the Dolphin with the cases. Rogier led them down to
  Caylas deserted suite. He moved quickly into the main cabin and stood in front of the large Gauguin oil painting. As always he found the bright colours pleasing but the depiction of a naked
  female body offended his pious sensibilities. Nonetheless he lifted the painting down from its hooks and laid it face down on the bed. He had brought a folding knife with him expressly for this
  purpose and he used the blade to lever loose the ornate gold-leaf frame. He discarded the frame and left the painting lying face upwards on the bed. He hurried through into the owners
  private dining room, took Monets water lilies painting down from the facing bulkhead, and laid it on the dining table to remove the frame. As he worked he mulled over the fact that the
  previous year a similar picture had sold at auction for 98.5 million sterling. Then he went to Van Goghs The River at Arles that hung on the side bulkhead. He took it down and
  then laid it beside the Monet. He prised off the frame, and wasted a few moments admiring these two marvellous works. His grandfather was no connoisseur of the arts, but when Rogier told him the
  value of these three pieces he would be flabbergasted and delighted by this unexpected addition to his war chest. All this time the men with the packing cases had been watching him with expressions
  of complete mystification.


  Each packing case had been made to the exact size of a particular painting. Rogier had downloaded the dimensions from an arts catalogue on the internet. He packed the Gauguin into its case, and
  with relief found that his grandfathers carpenters had done a good job, for it fitted precisely. The other two paintings were equally snug in their own containers. He closed all three and
  ordered his men to take them up to the main deck. By the time Rogier got back up there Kamal was acutely agitated.


  What took you so long, Adam? The timer on the detonator cannot be cancelled or reset. We must hurry! They swung down into the dhow and as Kamal gave the order to cast off, Rogier
  supervised the stowage of the three cases in the forward hold. Kamal put the dhow on an easterly heading and bore away at her best speed. Rogier stood with his uncle beside the massive wooden
  tiller and stared back over the stern.


  It is a great pity that we could not have taken the vessel as well as the girl. Its value is enormous, Rogier mused.


  What is the value of fifty years in an American prison? Kamal asked. Thats all the payment you would get if you were stupid enough to try to keep it. He looked
  at his wristwatch. Another seven minutes, he said. When it came it was a single tremendous blast, the night sky lit as though by the sunrise. Seconds later the shock wave from the
  explosion swept over the dhow, flapping the canvas of her sail and pressing in against Rogiers eardrums for a painful instant. Then the glow faded away and the darkness descended once
  again.


  Let the infidel try to find her now, Kamal said with satisfaction.


  How many days sailing to Ras el Mandeb? Rogier asked. Six, is it?


  Longer, said Kamal. We cannot set a direct course. We must get well inshore of the Kenyan coast, and merge with the other small shipping.
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  Deep snow on the Farnborough runway in England had delayed her for thirty-six hours, so it had taken Hazel almost four days to return from Abu Zara
  to the States, but even then she had not headed for her principal home in Houston. She had come directly to Washington DC.


  Henry Bannock had always maintained a large, old-fashioned apartment on East Capitol Street overlooking Lincoln Park. It was not the most salubrious section of the city but Henry had liked to be
  close to the seat of power whenever the Senate was in session. For the same reason Hazel had kept the apartment after his death, but she had renovated it entirely. It was an ideal position from
  which she could launch an assault on the Administration. Ever since her arrival she had bullied and pestered Senator Reynolds from Texas and the staff at the White House. She had already been
  granted a short meeting with the President, who had promised her that he would take a personal interest in the search for the Dolphin and her daughter. Bannock Oil had been a major
  contributor to his campaign funds. Despite her left-wing leanings Hazel always believed in two-way bets, so she made large contributions to both Republicans and Democrats for just such an
  eventuality, and now Hazel was calling in all her markers.


  An Airforce Colonel Peter Roberts from the Presidential staff was unofficially assigned to be her liaison officer during the crisis, and even Hazel had to admit that he had performed sterling
  service in difficult circumstances.


  Already a US military observation satellite had been diverted to make two reconnaissances, overflying the area of the Dolphins last contact at heights of 47.5 kilometres and 39.8
  kilometres at orbital velocities of almost 7,000 mph. Unfortunately, it had not been able to record a significant contact. There were three very large container ships and numerous much smaller
  vessels in the area, but nothing that could possibly be the Dolphin.


  In addition the USS Manila Bay, a guided missile destroyer, had been diverted southwards by Presidential orders from its patrol station in the Gulf of Aden off the Yemeni coast. However,
  it had over 1,200 miles to sail and it had not yet reached the area.


  Colonel Roberts had urgently contacted all the American embassies in the Middle East and African mainland. Using the Presidents authorization, he had initiated delicate enquiries with all
  the governments, both friendly and antagonistic. None had offered any encouragement. Apart from Caylas truncated text message there had been no other trace of her or the Dolphin. The
  days were wasting away and Hazel Bannock was nearing her wits end. The telephone on her desk in the East Capitol Street apartment rang. She had been hovering over it and she pounced on it
  before it could ring a second time.


  Bannock, she said. Who is this?


  Peter Roberts, Mrs Bannock. She did not let him continue, but cut in brusquely,


  Good morning, Colonel. Do you have any news for me?


  Yes, I have some news. The tone of his voice made her take a sharp breath. It was not encouraging.


  Have they found the Dolphin? she demanded, but he avoided the question.


  I would prefer not to talk on this line. I would like to come to see you immediately, Mrs Bannock.


  How long will it take you to get here? she demanded.


  The traffic is terrible this morning, but I should be with you in twenty minutes or less. She hung up and then phoned the concierge in the lobby.


  I am expecting Colonel Roberts to call. You know him. He has been here often over the last few days. Send him right up when he comes. It took Roberts twenty-three minutes, and she
  opened the door on his first ring.


  Come in, Colonel. She was studying his face, trying to read what he had in store for her before he spoke. He gave his coat to the Mexican maid and followed Hazel through into the
  sitting room, where she rounded on him, no longer able to contain herself.


  What do you have for me?


  You know that the US Navy sent a destroyer to the last known position of the Dolphin. It reached there a few hours ago.


  She caught his sleeve. Please dont keep me in suspense, Colonel. What have they found? He made an embarrassed gesture of running his hands over his thick iron-grey hair.


  Only an area of floating wreckage.


  She stared at him. Her expression was blank.


  So? she said at last. What does that tell us? How do we know this has anything to do with my yacht, or my daughter?


  There was a lifejacket in the wreckage. It was from your yacht. The name was painted on the jacket.


  That proves nothing, she said and then saw his expression of pity.


  The Manila Bay has been ordered to return to its patrol station, he said.


  No! she exclaimed, her voice rising sharply. No! I wont believe it. They are not calling off the search.


  Mrs Bannock, theyve searched the area by ship, plane and satellite. The Dolphin is a large vessel. It could not possibly have been overlooked, if it was on the
  surface.


  You think shes been sunk, she demanded, and that my daughter has gone with her? My Cayla dead? Is that what youre saying? Then how do you explain Caylas
  text message to me that there were strange men on the ship?


  With all due respect, Mrs Bannock, youre the only one who has seen this message. And we have the evidence of the floating wreckage, he said gently. I think we will
  now have to make an announcement to the press that the Dolphin has disappeared


  No! she cut him off. That would be an acceptance of the fact that Cayla is dead. She went to the window and looked down over the park, struggling to regain her
  composure. Then she turned back to him. My daughter is still alive, she said firmly. I know this with a mothers instinct. My baby is alive!


  We all hope that is the case, but with every day that passes that hope fades a little.


  I am not giving up! she shouted at him. Nor should they.


  No, of course not. However, we have to think of other possibilities.


  Such as what? She was very angry and very frightened.


  That part of the Indian Ocean is an area of intense seismic activity on the seabed. A number of tsunami have been recorded recently


  She cut him off again. Tidal wave. You think the Dolphin was sunk by a tidal wave? You think my daughter has been drowned?


  Believe me, Mrs Bannock, we all sympathize with you . . .


  She jerked her arm away. I dont want your bloody sympathy. I want you to find my daughter.
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  Hazel sat alone in her beautiful bedroom in her beautiful apartment looking out over the most powerful city on the globe, and she was truly alone
  as she had never been in her life before. The desolation swept over her in regular waves. Every time it took her longer to rise to the surface again. She was being drowned by her loneliness. Even
  the most powerful man in the world was unable to help her. There was nobody. She paused at the thought.


  Perhaps there is one last resort. She sensed a tiny spark of hope in the suffocating darkness. She remembered his voice, the last thing he had said to her: If you need me, one word
  will be enough. Her pride rose up her throat and almost choked her. She had called him an arrogant bastard, and of course that was what he was. A tough, callous, overbearing bastard.


  Exactly the kind of man I need now, she told herself. She forced back her pride and reached for the telephone. She rang Agatha in Houston.


  Have we heard anything, Mrs Bannock? Agatha loved Cayla almost as much as she did.


  Yes, they have found traces of the Dolphin.


  And Cayla, have we any news of Cayla?


  Not yet, but soon, she promised, and then went on quickly to forestall the next question. Do we have an emergency number for Hector Cross at Cross Bow Security?


  One moment, Mrs Bannock, Agatha said and came back to her almost at once. Its his satphone. Twenty-four-hour contact . . . She reeled off the number, then went
  on, We have to be brave, Mrs Bannock. We have to be strong for Caylas sake.


  I love you, Agatha, Hazel said and left her gasping with shock and delight. Nobody had said that to Agatha Reynolds in a very long time.


  Hazel knew it was well after midnight in Abu Zara, but Hector answered the call on the third ring and his tone was sharp as a rapier.


  Hector Cross.


  I need you badly, Cross, she said. Just as you said I would.


  Tell me what it is, Hector demanded.


  My yacht has disappeared at sea with my daughter on board. But she sent me a text to say there were men with guns on board the yacht. The people here in Washington seem to be ignoring
  this. Unfortunately I was so distressed that I deleted the message from my phone by mistake, so I cant prove it to them. Perhaps they think I am fantasizing. That it is just my wishful
  thinking. She tried to keep her voice from wavering. They have found wreckage. Thats what they are fixed on. They are trying to tell me that she is dead.


  I knew it was bad, Hector thought, but not as bad as this. He kept his tone totally non-committal.


  Where? he asked and she repeated the position that Roberts had given her. Should she be angry at his lack of sympathy? Shouldnt he at least have acknowledged her loss with a
  kind word? No, he was a tough, callous, overbearing bastard, she reminded herself.


  When? he asked and she told him. He was silent, and she waited until she could bear it no more.


  Hello. Are you still there?


  Im thinking, he said.


  The brass here believe the Dolphin was sunk by a tidal wave. She could not remain silent.


  Bullshit! he drawled and her heart danced with joy at the coarse expression. That was exactly what she wanted to hear. It was just what Henry Bannock would have said.


  Why do you think that? she asked, longing for more reassurance.


  No tidal waves in deep water. Only when it hits the land does the tsunami rear up. He went quiet again for nearly a minute. Then he asked, No ransom demand yet?


  No. Nothing. They want to send out an appeal to anybody who knows she started, but he cut her off.


  For Gods sake, we cant let them do that. She rejoiced to hear him say we. He was firmly on her team now. He went silent again, and she bore it with
  difficulty.


  Okay. Im starting to pick up a faint scent.


  Tell me! She felt hope surge in her chest, but he answered obliquely.


  How long will it take you to get back to the Zara No. 8?


  Forty hours max.


  This is where its all going to happen. Come! he ordered. I want you here when it breaks cover.


  Who? What will break cover? she demanded.


  The Beast, he said.
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  Thirty-five hours later he was waiting at Sidi el Razig airport when the jet touched down. You made good time, he said as he met her
  at the foot of the steps of the G5 Gulfstream.


  We only stopped over for forty minutes at Farnborough to refuel and we had a fifty-knot following wind across most of Europe and the Med. They shook hands. Have you made any
  progress? The first thing she noticed was that he had recently shaved. The second thing she noticed was that in an ugly sort of way it made him look quite attractive. Immediately she was
  struck by guilt that she should notice his looks at a time like this. It was a betrayal of her lovely daughter.


  Down, Hazel girl! Hes not your style at all, she told herself sternly. He is just a service man and in slightly different circumstances could be cleaning your swimming
  pool.


  Come! He took her arm above the elbow, and she was surprised that she did not pull away. I have moved our base of operations from Number Eight to the terminal here. Much
  closer to the epicentre. When they reached the administration building he told her, I have had them prepare a room for you. Its pretty utilitarian but at least it has air
  conditioning and its own bathroom. I have brought down all the luggage that you left at Number Eight. He led her to the room from which the flow of oil through the pipelines was controlled.
  It was large, well equipped with electronics. The station managers office was raised above the main floor and was sealed off by a wall of sound-proofed glass. He led her to this private and
  secure area. At a word the overseer stood up, excused himself and left. Hector indicated the chair he had vacated and Hazel slumped down on it. She was on the edge of exhaustion. Hector called the
  mess and almost immediately a steward carried through a tray covered by a fine muslin cloth. He placed it on the desk in front of her, and suddenly she realized that she had eaten almost nothing
  since leaving Washington.


  I brought the chef down from Number Eight, Hector said as he dismissed the steward. On the Wedgwood platter was laid out a cold collation of fillets of red Gulf snapper and
  salads.


  I know that you dont take wine before sunset, he said as he screwed the top off a bottle of San Pellegrino, and poured the sparkling water into her glass. The fish was
  delicious. She tried not to gobble it down in front of him, but he had tactfully turned his attention to the computer screen. He let her finish and then swivelled his chair to face her.


  Very well. This will be our situation room for the duration of this operation. We will try not to discuss any vital information outside of it. Now, tell me everything you know! he
  ordered her. Try not to leave out any detail, no matter how insignificant you think it may be. She spoke quietly but lucidly. By the end of the recitation her hands were shaking and
  she was deathly pale.


  Pace yourself, Mrs Bannock. This might take a long time. Eat and rest to conserve your strength. He saw her impatience and suppressed his smile. Okay. No more lectures from
  me. Youre a big girl now.


  I have told you all I know. What have you got to tell me?


  Nothing concrete yet, but now with what I have heard from you I have a much better idea of what were up against. He turned to the map projection on the large screen on the
  wall opposite their desks. From the keyboard of his computer he was able to move the electronic pointer around the map.


  Lets look at the location. Is it entirely blind chance that the Dolphin disappeared on the front doorsteps of all the most important Al-Qaeda strongholds west of
  Pakistan? Hector moved the marker from the northern end of the Indian Ocean to the eastern coast of the Gulf of Aden.


  Yemen! The number-one terror capital of the world. Then he moved the marker a short distance across the Strait of Bab el Mandeb to the African mainland. The cosy neighbours
  of Yemen just across the Red Sea or the Gulf of Aden are Puntland in Somalia, Eritrea and Ethiopia. Here we have Satans Circle, he said. A seething nest of fanatical Islamic
  killers. He moved the marker down the map to a position a relatively short distance to the south. Here is where your Dolphin was, sailing right into their jaws. He stood
  up from his desk, crossed to the window and stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring across the blue waters of the Gulf. Then he wheeled around and thrust out his jaw at her.
  And they knew she was coming.


  How did they know that? she asked sharply.


  Because you sail exactly the same route every year at the same time, dont you? She inclined her head to acknowledge that the point was well taken.


  But how did you know that?


  Mrs Bannock, you are my boss. I make it my business to know as much as I can about you. I even know what school you went to.


  Do you just! she challenged him.


  Herschel Girls High in Cape Town. He didnt wait for her confirmation but went on, Every year the Dolphin stops over in Cape Town to enable you to visit your
  mother who lives on your wine estate there. I know that and they know that.


  Very obvious of me. She looked abashed.


  They probably put somebody on board the Dolphin in the Cape. She arched one perfectly groomed eyebrow at him. Those bloody marvellous eyes, he thought, how I hate them. He
  looked up at the map on the wall. How do I know that? He asked the question for her.


  Well? she demanded. How do you?


  Because of what happened after the yacht left Cape Town. They were in an ambush, but the Amorous Dolphin is a fast boat and the ocean is a big place. Somebody was vectoring them
  in. But this is guesswork. Can we check if the ship took any crew on board in the Cape? She nodded.


  That should be fairly simple, she said. The Dolphin is owned by a private company in Basle, Switzerland. All the administration is done from there.


  Including all the hiring and firing?


  Including that, yes. Hector glanced at the clock on the wall, which showed the time in all the main capitals around the globe.


  Its 1400 hours in Zurich. Can you phone your man there?


  She nodded and dialled the number from memory. Please put me through to Herr Ludwig Grubber. This is Mrs Hazel Bannock calling. Hector was mildly amused by the alacrity with which
  Ludwig came on the line. Mr Grubber? Can you please tell me if the Dolphin took on any crew in Cape Town? Yes, Ill hold. She did not have to hold too long before he came
  back on the line. Yes, you can scan it and send it to my usual email address. Thank you, Mr Grubber. Please give my warmest regards to your father. She hung up, and looked across at
  Hector. The Dolphin took on a temporary third steward in Cape Town.


  Of course, he had excellent references, or he would never have been allowed aboard? Hector was stating a fact, and she nodded reluctantly and then gathered her courage.


  Apparently he was a friend of my daughters. She vouched for him.


  But she never told you about this before you left Cape Town to come here? She shook her head and looked away. Hector hated to watch her come to terms with the possibility that her
  beloved daughter might be less than a vestal virgin.


  Hes such an awful know-it-all, she thought angrily, and he is insinuating things about Cayla. Hazel didnt want to look at him just yet. She remembered what Henry had
  said of him the only time they had discussed him. Young Heck is a heck of a guy. He flies by the seat of his pants and shoots out of hand but more often than not he hits the bull slap bang
  on the nose.


  What is the friends name? Hectors probing was gentle. He knew she was seething. She glanced at the notepad.


  Rogier Marcel Moreau.


  Sounds like a nice young Frenchman. Do we have a copy of his passport?


  Basle is scanning it to me. Fifteen minutes later the scan came through on Hazels laptop. Hector read it off.


  Date of birth 3 October 1973. His place of birth is Runion Island in the Indian Ocean. Pretty close to home? He took the phone from its cradle.


  Who are you calling?


  Just a friend in Paris. He is a Chief Inspector in French Interpol. He began to speak in rapid-fire French that Hazel could not follow very well. He was obviously being transferred
  up the chain of command. At last he seemed to reach his final destination for there were many cries of Allons, mon brave! and Courage! and
  Formidable! before he hung up and looked across at Hazel. My bosom buddy, Pierre Jacques, has promised a copy of Rogiers birth certificate within the hour.
  Sometimes I just love computers and jovial French coppers, dont you? For the first time he smiled at her. It was strange how the shape of his face changed and softened when he did
  so.


  Shall we continue our little fantasy? he suggested. Now they have their man on board the Dolphin, and he has some kind of electronic transmitter, probably a
  transponder. Through him they will know the exact position of the yacht. Their ambush boat starts to move into position, but then panic! Mrs Bannock, who is their target, leaves the ship at Cape
  Town. This is totally unexpected. Then suddenly the panic is over. Miss Cayla Bannock remains on board, and she and Rogier are good friends. She trusts him. This is almost as good as having her
  mother in their clutches. The plan can go ahead. Hazel hugged herself and shivered violently.


  This is terrible.


  It gets better. There is hope, he promised her. Now everything goes exactly as planned. The Dolphin sails into the trap. Rogier is able to assist the boarding and get
  the pirates into the fast-moving ship. Smart lad, our Rogier. The crew is taken into custody. There is only one small bleep on the screen. Cayla Bannock is a bright brave girl. She manages even in
  these terrifying moments of her capture to get off a text message to her mother. Hector paused and glanced at his computer screen. Excuse me. It seems I have mail. He tapped
  the keyboard opening the attachments to the message and then he swore bitterly, but immediately excused himself.


  Go ahead. I am becoming accustomed to it, she said. What have you got?


  Our junior ships steward was born Adam Abdul Tippoo Tip on Runion. In 2008 Adam changed his name to Rogier Marcel Moreau by deed poll in Auvergne in the south of
  France. He was silent for a moment as he studied the copy of the birth certificate.


  Hazel burst out impatiently, Does that name mean anything to you?


  He shook his head. Nothing at all, he admitted. However, the good news is that your daughter is almost certainly alive.


  Where is she then? Hazel pleaded.


  Even money that Cayla is a captive on the Arab ambush vessel. She is priceless goods. They would never harm her.


  And the Dolphin? She shook her head in bewilderment.


  Oh, they scuttled her. She was too obvious a target. The US airforce would have picked her up within a few hours of her being reported missing. My guess is they blew the bottom out of
  her. She is probably lying in a few thousand feet of water at the bottom of the Mascarene Basin off Madagascar. I feel certain you have insurance cover on her, with a piracy clause.


  The money is not important, she said.


  In my limited experience the money is always important. How much is she insured for?


  One hundred and fifty-two million euros. God, Cross, dont you have any concern for other peoples feelings?


  Very little, he admitted. Only one thing concerns me at the moment, and that is finding and rescuing your daughter. But in the meantime the sun is setting. He stood
  up and stretched. I would like to make you a drink. Both our nerves are on edge but we dont need to fight each other. There are lots of other lovely people out there for us to fight.
  Vodka and fresh lime juice with ice, is it not?


  Yes, and you were right. I did attend Herschel Girls High. He knew it was a peace offering. He poured the clear spirit over the crackling ice in the long glass, then filled it with
  juice. She thanked him with a smile. When he had poured Scotch into his own glass they saluted each other. After they had both sipped and murmured approval, she sat back and studied his face.


  My husband told me once that you fly by the seat of your pants. Are you right about this one, Cross? she asked him. He touched the side of his nose.


  It smells good to me. Its better than a hunch. Its a reasoned scenario that all hangs together.


  Then where is my daughter? If this is a hostage taking, why havent they come through with a ransom demand? Its been almost ten days since the Dolphin
  disappeared.


  They are giving themselves time to get well clear. Their vessel is probably a slow and nondescript sailing dhow. They want to be in their own territorial waters where they are safe from
  the warships of the civilized Western powers before they break cover. Also they want you to soften up and start breaking down with the suspense and the uncertainty.


  How much longer?


  Say they can make fourteen knots, and they are heading for Yemen or Puntland in Somalia, then they will almost have reached their destination by now, he said. Not more than
  two or three days more.


  You have mentioned Puntland before. Ive never heard of it until now.


  Its in north-eastern Somalia and comprises the Great Horn of Africa. It is an inhospitable semi-desert, rugged and arid, three times larger than New Mexico. It is virtually cut off
  from the rest of Africa by the high mountain range on the west side of the Great Rift Valley. These mountains also block the prevailing westerly winds which drop all their rain on the slopes. The
  vegetation of Puntland is coarse acacia, thorny shrub bush and sparse rank grass. However, the country is very strategically positioned on the coast of the Gulf of Aden guarding the approaches to
  the Red Sea. Puntland broke away from the rest of Somalia at the end of the civil war and declared itself autonomous. It named itself after the Land of Punt in ancient Egyptian historical lore. It
  is believed to be the country to which Queen Hatshepsut sent her famous expedition in 1550 BC. Now it is governed by a loose-knit gang of independent warlords who answer to nobody and keep their
  own particular brand of law and justice.


  He changed the subject with disconcerting suddenness. Will you take your dinner in your room where you will be able to mope in private? Not recommended. Or will you dine with me in the
  mess? Chef has some superb Japanese Wagyu rib eye beef. Food, wine and company most highly recommended on page one hundred of the latest edition of the Michelin guide. She had sat alone all
  these last dreadful nights, and at least he was not boring. Infuriating? Yes definitely, but not boring. She smiled and capitulated.


  During the meal he kept the conversation away from the subject of her missing daughter and yacht, instead he spoke about the political structure of Abu Zara and the operations of Bannock Oil in
  the Emirate, then he moved on to the subjects of horses and horse racing which he knew interested her.


  My father kept a few horses in training on the ranch, he explained when she looked askance at his obvious knowledge of the subject. As a skinny kid I was his head groom and
  jockey. Once a month we attended the race meetings in Nairobi. It was all knock-about and amateur stuff but we took it extremely seriously.


  He was informed and articulate, with a wry and quirky sense of humour which diverted her just a trifle from her worry over Cayla. She relaxed and let herself enjoy listening to him. She had
  drunk only an inch or so out of the wine glass but he lifted the bottle to top it up. The wine was a lovely ten-year-old Romane-Conti. It amused her that he had researched her tastes so
  accurately. It seemed a shame to refuse him so she pushed her glass towards him, but at that moment one of his men hurried into the mess and stooped to whisper urgently in Hectors ear.
  Hector slammed down the bottle, splashing red wine on the table cloth. He seized her arm and hauled her to her feet.


  Come on! he almost shouted. He ran with her into the long passageway that led to the situation room.


  What is it? she gasped. Whats happening?


  The Beast has broken cover! he said and pulled her through the doorway. Four of his men were gathered in front of one of the TV screens. The man who had come to summon him was
  there. Hector had introduced him to her as Uthmann, one of his senior operatives. He was an Arab and a Muslim but Hector trusted him implicitly.


  One of the good guys, hed said of him.


  What channel is it on, Uthmann? Hector demanded now.


  Al Jazeera Arabic TV broadcasting from Doha. They listed it in the headlines at the beginning of their world news. I just caught the tail end of it, but they will repeat it at the end of
  the bulletin.


  Get a chair for Mrs Bannock, Hector ordered. They sat tense and silent through coverage of the visit of the King of Jordan to Iran, a suicide bombing in Baghdad and other items of
  Middle Eastern importance. Then suddenly an image of a sleek white oceangoing yacht appeared on the screen and the TV news presenter spoke in Arabic. Hector simultaneously translated his words for
  Hazel.


  A group of fighters calling themselves the Flowers of Islam has claimed responsibility for the capture of a private yacht in the western Indian Ocean. The yacht named Amorous
  Dolphin is a 125-metre luxury pleasure vessel registered in the Cayman Islands but belonging to Mrs Hazel Bannock, president of Bannock Oil Corporation in Houston, Texas. Mrs Bannock is
  reputedly one of the richest women in the world. On the screen appeared the image of Hazel, splendid in a full-length ball gown with the legendary diamond necklace, which had once belonged
  to Barbara Hutton, at her throat. She was dancing with John McEnroe, a fellow tennis champion, at a Democratic Party fundraiser ball in Los Angeles. The presenter went on speaking, with Hector
  translating.


  According to the spokesman for the fighters the yacht has been scuttled at sea as a reprisal for the recent atrocities committed by American troops in Iraq. The passengers and crew have
  been taken into protective custody. Mrs Bannock was not on board the yacht at the time of its capture. Her daughter, Miss Cayla Bannock, was the only passenger. She is among those in
  custody.


  There was a photograph of Cayla in a wet swimsuit emerging from a swimming pool. Laughing, she was the popular image of a young, privileged and spoiled Western millionairess. The scanty costume
  she wore must certainly raise the ire and indignation of devout Muslims around the world.


  The fighters will demand an apology from the American government for its terrorist actions in Iraq, together with appropriate financial recompense for the release of the crew and of Cayla
  Bannock. The Arabic presenter switched to coverage of a football match in Cairo. Uthmann turned off the TV set.


  Hazels face was alight with joy. Oh God! She is alive. My baby is alive. You were right, Cross. She is alive. Although Uthmann and the other three Cross Bow operatives were
  not looking in their direction they were all in attitudes of listening. Hector frowned her to silence and stood up.


  Come with me, he said quietly and led her out of the building. The sun had set an hour ago. Neither of them spoke until they reached the beach on which a low surf was slapping
  lazily. There was an ancient wooden piling half-buried in the sand just above the high tide line. They sat on it side by side. Out in the Gulf two enormous tankers were moored at the offshore
  terminal taking on their cargoes of oil, their floodlights reflected off the surface of the water. By this light Hazel and Hector were able to see each others faces quite clearly.


  I brought you out here so that we might talk without being overheard, he explained, and she looked surprised.


  They are all your men. Dont you trust them?


  Those four are probably the only people on this earth I do trust. However, no point in placing unnecessary strain on their loyalty. They dont have to know what you and I are
  discussing.


  She nodded. I understand.


  I wonder if you really do. The people we will be dealing with from now onwards are the most ruthless and devious individuals in existence. They are sucking you into a world of smoke and
  mirrors, of subterfuge and lies. They call themselves the Flowers of Islam. He leaned forward and with his finger drew a design in the sand between his feet. It was the sickle moon of Islam.
  A more appropriate name might be the Hemlock of Hell. He straightened again and scuffed out the drawing under the heel of his boot. All right, enough of that. So lets
  try to map the way ahead.


  I think I must contact my friends at the White House. Now we know where Cayla is they will be able to secure the terms of her release, either by negotiation or by force, Hazel
  suggested.


  Wrong on the first count. We dont know where Cayla is. We know vaguely who has taken her, but we dont know where they are holding her. And wrong on the second count. Your
  friends wont do either of those things you mention, he said. Firstly their declared policy is never to negotiate with terrorists. When it comes down to the use of force they
  have burned their fingers too often already. Remember the seizure of the US Embassy in Tehran, and Black Hawk Down, the film about the helicopter attack on the terror base in Mogadishu. They
  have learned bitter lessons. They wont negotiate and they cannot and will not use force. You can thank God for that. If the marines go storming in it will be the end of Cayla
  Bannock.


  But they must do something. I am an American citizen; the President himself has promised to help me. Despite herself she let out a smothered sob. He looked away from her at the
  tankers. Her distress was a private thing. He gave her time to steady herself.


  So what do we do? she asked at last.


  You do what they expect you to do. You try to put pressure on your friends in Washington just as you suggested a moment ago. We string the Beast along. We pretend to negotiate with him,
  but at the same time you must understand the utter futility of doing so.


  She blinked and shook her head. I dont understand.


  There is no offer or promise that you can make that will persuade them to meekly hand Cayla back to you. Give them a dollar and they will demand ten more. Agree to their terms and they
  will come up with a whole new set of demands.


  Then what are we doing it for? Arent we just wasting our time?


  No, Mrs Bannock, we are buying time, not wasting it. Time to find out where they are holding Cayla.


  Can you do that?


  I hope so. Indeed, I think so.


  If you succeed, then what? What happens when you do find out where she is?


  I will go in and fetch her out. His lips formed a thin smile which his eyes refuted.


  A moment ago you said


  I know what I said. But there is a difference between me and the Marine Corps. The marines would storm in like ten thousand butchers wielding meat axes. I will slip in like a heart
  surgeon with a scalpel.


  Can you do it? she demanded and he shrugged.


  Its one of the things I do. One of the things you pay me for. But as of now we can only wait for the ransom demand. That will give me something to work with.


  How much time do we need to buy? she asked and he shrugged.


  A month, six months, a year. As long as it takes.


  A year! Are you out of your mind? I cant do it. Every day that goes by I die a hundred deaths. If it is that bad for me, what must it be like for my baby? No, I just cannot do
  it.


  That outburst is not at all your style, Mrs Bannock. You can do it, and if you really love your daughter you will do it.


  [image: ]


  When Kamals dhow was still fifty miles offshore he broadcast a brief message on the shortwave radio.


  The fish are running on the ten-mile reef. It was acknowledged at once. They had been listening out for him. Within the hour a thirty-five-foot fast motor launch left its moorings
  in the bay and raced out to meet the dhow. As the two vessels came together both crews ululated and waved their weapons on high.


  Allahu Akbar! God is great! they shrieked, dancing on the narrow decks.


  As the gap between the vessels narrowed they leaped across it and embraced wildly, stamping their bare feet on the deck. Cayla crouched in a corner of the deckhouse on the pile of rags which was
  her bed, listening in terror to the uproar. For eleven days she had not been allowed to bathe or change her clothes. She had been fed on a single bowl of rice and fiery chilli fish stew a day, and
  the water she had been given was brackish and was redolent of the sewer. She had suffered gut-wrenching diarrhoea and vomiting, a combination of food poisoning and sea sickness. Her latrine was the
  filthy bucket which stood beside her on the deck. The only time she had been allowed out on the main deck was to empty its contents over the ships side. Now the door of the deckhouse was
  flung open and Kamal was outlined against the brilliant sunlight behind him.


  Get up! Come! he ordered in heavily accented English. Cayla had no resistance left in her. She tried to stand up but she was very weak and she swayed on her feet and clutched at
  the bulkhead beside her for support. He grabbed her arm and led her through the door and onto the open deck. She tried to shield her eyes from the fierce sunlight with her free hand, but Kamal
  dashed it away.


  Let them see your ugly white face! He laughed at her. She was pale as a corpse and her eyes were sunken into their deep dark sockets. Her hair was matted with sweat, and her
  clothing was soiled and stinking with vomit and faeces. The crew of the launch pressed closely about her, shouting religious and political slogans in her face, plucking at her hair and clothing,
  laughing and jeering, stamping and singing. Caylas senses reeled. She would have fallen but the press of men around her kept her on her feet.


  Please! she whispered with the tears streaming down her pale cheeks. Please dont hurt me any more. They did not understand her. They dragged her across to the
  motor launch, and like a sack of dried fish passed her over the gap between the two vessels, and shoved her into its main cabin. Rogier was waiting for her there. He came to her at once.


  I am sorry, Cayla. I cannot control them. You must not try to resist. I will do my best to protect you, but you must help me.


  Oh, Rogier! she sobbed. She had seen him at odd intervals since she had been taken aboard the dhow, but had not been able to speak to him. Now he embraced her. She clung to him.
  His kindly assurance and the tenderness in his expression overwhelmed her. In her terror and confusion he was the only thing she could believe in. Her mothers memory and the other safe and
  comfortable world from which she had been wrenched had faded into unreality. He was all she had left. She was totally dependent on him.


  Be brave, Cayla. It is nearly over. Very soon we will reach land and you will be safe. Once we are there I will be able to protect you and care for you.


  I love you, Rogier. I love you so very much. You are so strong and good to me. He led her to the wooden bunk at the rear of the cabin, and laid her upon it. He stroked her filthy
  hair and at last she fell into an exhausted sleep.


  It was two hours before the land came up as a low dark line along the horizon ahead, and almost another hour before the launch ran into the bay. Gandanga Bay was formed by a headland that curved
  out from the mainland like a lions claw to form an enclosed area of deep water, protected from the prevailing trade-winds which relentlessly scoured this coast. The launch rounded the point
  and the bay opened up ahead of her.
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  Cayla was awakened by the commotion on the deck and she sat up to find Rogier gone. She peered out through the forward windows of the cabin. She
  was taken aback by the extent of the bay ahead and the mass of shipping that was crowded into it. There were ships of many shapes and sizes anchored in the protective arms of the bay. Closest to
  the beach were clusters of fishing dhows, while further out in the deeper water were assembled the vessels of more modern design. The nearest of these was a medium-sized oil tanker, her sides
  streaked with red-brown rust. The name on her stern was illegible but her port of registry was Monrovia. A dozen Arab guards looked down from the rail as the launch ran past. They waved and fired a
  fusillade of shots in the air. Cayla could not know that this bay was the main pirate lair and the tanker had been anchored there for the past three years since her capture. She was in ballast, her
  tanks filled with seawater rather than the precious oil. The owners had been unable or unwilling to pay the ransom money demanded by Rogiers grandfather.


  Anchored beyond the tanker were two container ships. They had been there less than six months. The steel containers stacked high on their decks were filled with a vast assortment of goods valued
  at tens of millions of dollars. The insurance companies would soon pay for their release. Lying between these container ships were numerous other craft which had been seized on the high seas. They
  varied from small sailing yachts to larger long-line fishing boats and a refrigerated ship with a cargo of frozen mutton from Australia rotting in her holds. The guards on all of these craft gave
  the launch a tumultuous welcome as it passed. Already they had heard the rumour of the priceless treasure she carried: an American princess whose family was the richest in that hated infidel
  country. The ransom that would be coerced from the grieving relatives for the return of the woman would be vast, and there would be a share for each one of them.


  On the shore the town lined the waters edge, a jumbled conglomeration of shacks and hovels with thatched or corrugated-iron roofs and walls built of sun-dried clay bricks. They were
  painted in a motley array of colours, with paints that had been looted from the stores of the captured ships. When the launch ran aground on the sandy foreshore the crew leaped overboard and with
  their robes tucked up around their waists dragged her higher up the beach. Rogier waded ashore with Cayla in his arms. The beach swarmed with armed men, but their ranks parted to let Rogier carry
  Cayla through to where a column of battered and dusty Land Rovers and Toyotas was parked above the high-water mark. Rogier seated her in the rear of the leading vehicle and four of his men squashed
  in beside her, two on each side. They smelled of wood smoke, rancid mutton fat and hashish. Their sweating bodies pressed against her lewdly, and their heavy weapons dug into her body. One of them
  grinned at her, his face a few inches from hers. His teeth were black and rotten and his mouth smelled like a pit latrine.


  Rogier climbed into the drivers seat and the gears clashed. They roared off along the unsurfaced road. The other Land Rovers followed in their dust. Cayla turned her face away from the
  man beside her and shielded her nose and mouth with her hand.


  Where are you taking me, Rogier? she called above the racket of the engine. He turned his face to her and the Land Rover swerved wildly across the narrow track.


  You are now in my world. You must never call me that false name again. My true name is Adam.


  Him Adam Tippoo Tip! said her guard, Hot damn! They crashed through a deep pothole and all of them were thrown upwards with such force that their heads cracked
  against the steel roof. Cayla was the only one of them who showed any distress.


  Where are you taking me, Rogier? she begged him.


  That is not my name.


  Please forgive me. Where are you taking me, Adam?


  To my grandfathers house.


  How far is it?


  Three, maybe four hours, he shouted back. Now stop asking questions.


  They halted only once. They were on a hot treeless plain. The ground was strewn with red agate pebbles, and the twin ruts of the track were the only feature in all that monotonous waste. Adam
  let her drink a few mouthfuls of warm water from an old wine bottle. The men carelessly relieved themselves in the open, but when Cayla went around the back of the Land Rover to do the same her
  guards followed her and, still pointing their rifles at her, formed an interested and appreciative audience. Cayla was past caring. They all mounted up again and went on. Eventually out of the
  shimmering heat mirage a range of blue hills rose up before them. As they drew closer Cayla saw that tucked away amongst the rugged foothills lay a startling green garden. There were groves of
  palms and orange trees. Beds of melons and maize were irrigated from furrows of running water. They drove past strings of camels which were hauling up leather buckets of water from the deep wells
  of the oasis and spilling it into the furrows.


  How lovely it is here. What is the name of this place? Cayla asked, the first time she had spoken in an hour.


  We call it the Oasis of the Miracle, Adam replied. The brother of the Prophet, may he be praised through eternity, slept here on his journey through the wilderness, and in
  the morning when he awoke the sweet water bubbled from the earth on which he had lain.


  Is this the home of your grandfather?


  Up there. He pointed through the open window of the vehicle. She craned her head and looked up the steep hillside. She saw there were many stone buildings along the cliff face.
  Atop the largest of these was the distinctive cupola and minaret of a mosque, and adjoining this was a large shapeless building which sprawled down the slope, seemingly without design or purpose.
  Adam pointed it out to her. That is my grandfathers palace. Our family has lived there for three hundred years.


  It seems to me to be more a fortress than a palace.


  It is both, he replied and parked the Land Rover halfway up the hillside. A party of servants in white robes ran down to meet them. They offered baskets of cool damp cloths for the
  travellers to refresh themselves, and pitchers of orange juice sherbet. Adam poured a glass for Cayla which she gulped down gratefully, spluttering and choking in her haste. As soon as she had
  finished the delicious drink, Adam took her arm and led her up the slope that was too steep and rocky even for the Land Rover. Twice Cayla had to slump to the ground to rest. But at Adams
  urging she struggled back onto her feet and toiled on upwards. She felt no resentment of his dominance over her. She was numb with despair, and the only thing that mattered to her any longer was to
  please him and to avoid his anger. But every part of her body ached and the rocky path sent thrills of pain shooting up her legs into the base of her spine. She tried to think about her mother, but
  the image was unclear in her mind and soon faded completely. When she crumpled to the ground for a third time, Adam ordered two of the servants to carry her the last hundred metres, until they came
  to an ornately carved door in the side wall of the palace. Here they handed her over to four female slaves who were veiled and clad in full-length black Islamic habits.


  The women led her into a warren of passages and dark rooms until they entered what was clearly the harem area. A crowd of women and young children materialized out of the gloom and pressed
  around her, laughing and exclaiming and tugging at her clothing or reaching out to touch her bedraggled blonde hair. Most of them had never seen hair of that colour before, and it fascinated them.
  They followed her into a tiny courtyard that was open to the sky.


  The slave women stood her in the centre and, despite her protests, stripped off her filthy clothing. The women and children crowded closer to prod her white flesh. One of them tried to pluck a
  hair from the blonde bush at the base of her belly as a trophy, but Cayla lashed out at her with her fists and she squealed and recoiled, to the hilarious delight of the others.


  From clay pitchers the slave women poured cool well water over Caylas head and shoulders. One of them handed her a bar of blue mottled carbolic soap and she scrubbed herself from the top
  of her head down to the soles of her feet. The harsh suds streamed down from her hair and stung her eyes, but she hardly noticed it in the joy of at last being clean again. When she had dried
  herself, the slaves helped her don a shapeless black robe like those they were wearing. The wide sleeves covered her arms down to her wrists and the skirts swept the floor. Chattering amongst
  themselves, they demonstrated to her how to wear the long black headscarf, so that it covered her hair and face, leaving only her eyes exposed. They placed a pair of goatskin sandals on her
  feet.


  The alien attire gave her a strange sense of privacy, the first she had experienced since the taking of the Dolphin, and she held the scarf closer to her face and mouth, hiding from them
  and from the nameless terrors and dangers that she knew surrounded her. They would not let her rest and led her back through the maze of the building. As they went on the rooms they passed through
  became progressively more spacious and richly furnished with colourful rugs and piles of cushions on the floors and painted tiles on the walls. The tiles were decorated with texts from the Koran in
  swirling Arabic script.


  Finally they came to the end of a passage that was closed off by a pair of sturdy doors. These were guarded by two men armed with AK-47 rifles. The slave women left her there, and once they were
  gone the guards swung the heavy doors open and signed for Cayla to go through into the large room beyond. She paused at the entrance and looked around quickly. She realized that this was part of
  the mosque. There was a row of robed men seated on cushions on the tiled floor. They were facing the pulpit at the far end of the hall. Adam was in the middle of the row. He turned to look back at
  her and beckoned her to come to him. She scurried to do his bidding, dropping to her knees beside him.


  Adam! she started to speak but he silenced her.


  Be quiet, woman. Go forward five paces and kneel facing the pulpit. Wait there in silence. When my grandfather comes through the door behind the pulpit you will place your forehead on the
  tiles and keep silent. You will speak only when you are spoken to. You will not look into his face at any time. He is a mighty lord and a descendant of the Prophet. You will show him total respect.
  Go now! Do as I have told you! She went forward and sank to her knees. She waited and she could hear the small sounds of the men behind her; one of them coughed and another shifted his
  position. Then she heard the door in front of her begin to open and she looked up, but Adams sharp command stopped her. Down!


  She pressed her forehead to the floor and so saw nothing of what was happening around her. The door opened fully and a portly but stately figure strode through. He did not shuffle like an old
  man despite his snowy beard, the tips of which were dyed with henna in tribute to the Prophet whose beard had been red. His face was deeply wrinkled and his eyebrows were white and bushy. On his
  head was an ornately wrapped turban, and he wore a gold-coloured gown whose skirts swept the tiles. Over that was a waistcoat that came down to his knees. It was thickly encrusted with gold and
  silver filigree. His sandals had exaggeratedly pointed toes and were also embroidered with designs in delicate gold wire and polished semi-precious stones. As a symbol of his power he carried in
  his right hand a long hippo-hide whip with a handle of beaten gold. He looked over the row of prostrate figures and singled out Adam.


  Come greet your grandfather, son of my son! he ordered. Adam sprang up and went to him with head bowed and eyes averted. He went down on his knees again before the old man and
  lifted his right foot, and placed the sole of his grandfathers bejewelled sandal on his own head.


  Stand before me, my grandson. Let me see your face. Let me embrace you. He lifted Adam to his feet, and stared into his eyes. Through me and my son the blood of the Prophet
  runs in your veins. What I see in you is good and growing stronger with each day that passes. Adam was awed by the words, for his grandfather was Hadji Sheikh Mohammed Khan Tippoo Tip, one
  of the great warriors of Allah. The titles Hadji and Sheikh were honorifics acknowledging the facts that he had made the pilgrimage to Mecca and that he was the leader of a great
  clan. For five generations the eldest son of the family had borne the name Tippoo Tip. All of them had been legendary warriors, fearsome man-takers and relentless hunters of the elephant. Legend
  related that between them they had gathered up over a million souls from the interior of Africa and marched them down to their slave-trading stations on the coast. The number of elephant that they
  had killed was beyond counting, more numerous than the swarms of locusts that darkened the African sky in the time of the rains. Down the centuries fleets of Tippoo Tip dhows had plied the oceans
  carrying the ivory and slaves from Africa to Arabia and India, and beyond to China.


  Allah curse the devil-worshipping infidels, the English and the Americans, who have outlawed the taking of men and the killing of the elephant and driven my great family into decline and
  obscurity, Adam thought. But the wheel has turned. Just as the sun goes through the night to emerge again at dawn in its full power and glory, my family will regain its power. Men will learn
  to fear us once more as we gather up the ships and citizens of the infidel with impunity. At this very moment scores of captured ships lay in Gandanga Bay, and hundreds of prisoners filled the
  slave compounds awaiting ransom. Now he had brought his venerated grandfather a diamond beyond price, the richest prize the family had ever taken. With this deed Adam had become a fearsome
  man-taker like his ancestors. Adam and his grandfather embraced, and then Sheikh Khan turned to look down at the woman who still knelt in obeisance before him.


  Tell this female to rise, he commanded and Adam spoke quietly to Cayla.


  Stand up! My grandfather wants to look at you. Cayla rose to her feet and stood with her head hanging submissively.


  Tell her to remove the veil. I wish to see her face, Sheikh Khan ordered. Adam passed on the command and Cayla drew the head shawl off her hair and face. She stood quietly until
  the old man seized her chin and lifted her head to stare into her face. At a loss for how to behave, Cayla looked directly into his eyes and smiled. It was an uncertain but winning smile that must
  have charmed any other male. Sheikh Khan stepped back and slashed her across the face with the hippo-hide whip. Cayla shrieked with the agony of the stroke.


  Infidel whore! he shouted at her. How dare you gaze upon my countenance with your devils eyes? I am proof to your evil spells. Cayla covered with both hands
  the raised crimson weal which the whip had left across her face, and she sobbed out an apology.


  I am sorry. Please forgive me. I did not mean to give offence. But Sheikh Khan had turned away to command Adam.


  Bring her through to my sanctuary. He strode back through the doorway, and Adam seized Caylas arm and pulled her after him.


  You fool, he hissed at her, I warned you.


  In the room beyond the doorway a grim tableau had been laid out. The far wall was draped with a large flag. The central emblem was the black silhouette of an AK-47 automatic rifle on a green
  field. Above this was written in Arabic script: The Flowers of Islam. Death to the infidel. Death to all the enemies of Allah. God is great.


  A wooden stool had been placed in front of the flag. On each side of the stool was a uniformed warrior in camouflage battledress. Their faces were hidden behind black headscarves. Only their
  eyes were visible. The men were armed with assault rifles and their masks gave them an ominous satanic appearance.


  Adam led Cayla to the stool and made her sit facing the photographer who had been waiting for them. His camera was mounted on a tripod and he focused it on the scene. One of his assistants
  brought Adam a rolled sheet of heavy white paper, which Adam unrolled and took to Cayla.


  Hold this so we can read the date on it, he told her.


  What is it?


  Its the front page of todays International Herald Tribune newspaper, downloaded from the internet. It is merely to establish the date on which your portrait was
  taken. He stepped back and gave a curt order to the men on each side of the stool. They raised their clenched fists in a warlike gesture. Adam nodded to the cameraman. The photographic flash
  lit the scene briefly. It caught Cayla staring into the camera lens with an expression of utter despair.
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  Hector and four of his senior field operatives were gathered around the central desk in the situation room of the Sidi el Razig terminal. They were
  in deep discussion. Hazel Bannock sat to one side. She was trying to follow their discourse but a great deal of it was in Arabic. She gave up and occupied herself with studying the men Hector had
  chosen to work for him. These were some of those who would attempt to rescue Cayla for her. She prided herself on being a good judge of character and ability and she had discussed each of them with
  Hector, and finally admitted that he had chosen well.


  Two of his men were of European extraction. The first of these was David Imbiss. He was young, fresh-faced and gave the illusion of plumpness. However, this was not fat but muscle. Hector had
  introduced him to her as an ex-captain of US infantry who had done his time in Afghanistan as a liaison officer seconded to the brigade that Hector commanded. At the end of his tour he left the
  army with a Bronze Star and a few scars. Hector had told Hazel that when David returned home to California he found that his wife had taken the baby and gone off with an orange grower she had known
  at college. Davids boyish and ingenuous countenance was deceptive, for behind it he was tough, bright and savvy. With his training in the military he was a computer and electronics expert, a
  skill that Hector valued highly.


  Leaning over the desk on Hectors righthand side was Paddy OQuinn. He was much younger than Hector, and had served under him in the SAS. He was tall, lean and muscled with a quick
  temper and even quicker mind. He had been a career soldier until he had made one small error of judgement. On the battlefield he had struck a junior officer with sufficient force to break his
  jaw.


  The man was a prick, was how he had explained this lapse of judgement to Hector. He had just had half his platoon mown down thanks to his stupidity, and then he started to
  argue with me. Paddy would probably have been a senior officer by now, without that single mistimed punch. The armys loss was Hectors and Cross Bows gain. The other two
  men facing Hector across the desk were both Arabs. This had at first surprised Hazel; after all, Hector Cross was a renowned racist, was he not?


  I would rather have one of those gentlemen covering my backside in a hard fight than most other men I know, Hector had told her when she remarked on his choice. Like most of
  their race they are hard warriors and cunning as hell. Of course, they are able to think like thugs, talk like thugs and pass as thugs. Set a fox to catch a fox, as someone once said. Together we
  make a good team; when things get really tough I can pray to Jesus Christ while they can pray to Allah. That way we have all our bets covered.


  Tariq Hakam had been attached to Hectors unit in Iraq as his interpreter and local guide. He and Hector had taken to each other from the first day when they ran into an ambush and had to
  fight their way out. He had been at Hectors side on the dreadful day of the roadside bomb. When Hector had opened up on the three Arab insurgents who had laid the bomb and seemed to be about
  to deploy a suicide device, Tariq had backed Hectors fire and taken down one of the enemy. When Hector had resigned his commission Tariq had come to him and said, You are my father.
  Where you go I will go also.


  Cant argue with that, Hector had agreed. Not sure where Im headed, but pack your kit and come along.


  The other Arab facing Hector across the desk was Uthmann Waddah. Uthmann is Uthmann, Hector had told Hazel. No one can replace him. I trust him as I trust myself.


  Hazel smiled at the memory of Hectors simple explanations of his relationship with the four men. She had taken much of it as gross hyperbole at the time, but watching them now as they
  debated their options around the situation room desk she was revising that opinion.


  We few, we happy few! she thought and in a strange way she felt envious of Hector. It must be wonderful to belong to such a tight-knit band; to spend your days in the company of brothers
  with whom you could trust your life. Never to know loneliness. Henry had been gone many years now. Even in the midst of the throng loneliness was her austere and constant companion.


  Her laptop beeped, alerting her to an incoming message. It would be Agatha. Hazel quickly turned to it. She stared at the screen in disbelief, and then let out a choking cry.


  Oh, my dear God! This cannot be happening!


  What is it? Hector demanded.


  Cayla has sent me a message!


  Dont open it! Its not Cayla, Hector shouted, but he was on the opposite side of the desk and couldnt reach her in time to stop her. Her fingers flew over the
  keys. There was an alert that there was an attachment. She pressed the Download button and then stared at the screen. The blood drained from her face. She opened her mouth as if to
  speak but the sound that burst past her lips was a high keening cry of mourning. Hector thought she might fall for she reeled in her chair. He caught her shoulders and shook her.


  What is it? Pull yourself together! For Gods sake, woman. What is it? She closed her mouth and stared at him as if she had never seen him before. Then she straightened in
  the chair and drew a deep breath, fighting for control of her emotions. She still could not speak, but handed him the laptop. He looked down at the image on the screen. It was of a pretty young
  white girl in Muslim dress, but with her face and hair exposed. Her expression was haunted and forlorn. She held a copy of a newspaper so he could read the date under the headline. On each side of
  the girl stood armed and masked men. On the wall behind her was a banner with messages of militant and radical religious cant printed over it in black Arabic script.


  Is it her? he asked, and when she could not reply he shook her gently. Is this Cayla?


  She gasped to catch her breath and then she whispered, Yes, its Cayla. Its my baby. She shivered. But why should she send me this terrifying picture of
  herself?


  She did not send that, Hector said harshly. It was sent by her captors. They are opening a line of contact with us. The picture was just to intimidate you, but they are
  ready to negotiate at last.


  But its from Caylas mobile phone.


  They have taken it from her, or at least they have taken the Sim card out of her phone. He turned her to face him. Listen to me. This is to the good. We know now with
  certainty that Cayla was alive three days ago. That is the date on the newspaper she is holding. Hazel nodded. Now we have a direct line to her captors. We can negotiate with them. We
  might even be able to trace the origin of the message by the network that sent it. He handed the laptop across the desk to David Imbiss. Youre the geek, Dave. Tell us what you
  can about this transmission. Can we tell which country it was sent from?


  Sure, Heck. Imbiss examined the laptop. Might take time, but with a court order the company which is the server might be forced to tell us which of their networks sent
  it. He handed the computer back to Hector. But it would be a sweet waste of time.


  Hows that, Dave?


  The photograph was taken three days ago. Suppose it was taken in Cairo. There was plenty of time to courier the Sim card to an accomplice in, say, Rome. He or she transmits the message to
  us and then returns the Sim card to the main man by the same route that it came.


  Shit! Hector said.


  Shit indeed, Dave agreed. If we are going to have ongoing correspondence with these people you can be certain every message from them will be sent from a different country.
  Today Italy, next week Venezuela. Hector thought about this and then turned back to Hazel.


  What is the balance on Caylas BlackBerry account, do you have any idea? The Beast will not top up the account if it goes dry, it would be too dangerous for them. We dont
  want the trail to break off for lack of a few dollars.


  I put two thousand dollars into Caylas account while we were in Cape Town.


  You could talk for a year on that, Hector opined. With this lady nothing is ever done by halves, he thought and smiled inwardly.


  I didnt want her to have any excuse not to call me, said Hazel, justifying herself.


  Excellent! So we want to make sure that they keep on using this number. He told her, What you must do right away is reply to them. Make sure that they know we will be
  listening in for them. Do it now, please, Mrs Bannock. She nodded and then typed in a message on the keyboard. When she had finished she turned it towards him to read.


  
    
      
        
          Gentlemen, I will be waiting to receive


          your further messages. In the meantime


          please do not hurt her.

        

      

    

  


  No! Hector said sharply. Leave out the salutation. Gentlemen they are not, and it serves no purpose. Then cut out the appeal not to hurt her. Just leave the bare bones. I
  am waiting. Thats all. She nodded, made the amendment and showed Hector the result.


  Good. Send it! he said. Then he looked up at his men. Everyone out, please. From now on its need to know only. They understood. If one of them
  were to be captured and tortured they could not divulge information they did not have. They began to file out of the room.


  Tariq. Uthmann. Stay behind, please. The two Arabs turned back to their chairs at the table. Hazel could contain herself no longer.


  Cross, she blurted, is there nothing more we can do? Oh God, how do we find where they are holding her?


  Thats what we have been discussing for the past hour, Hector reminded her. If there is one weakness the Beast has it is that it loves to talk, it loves to boast of
  its victories.


  Hazel shook her head. I dont understand.


  If you know where to listen you may be able to pick up the echoes of its gloating.


  Do you know where to listen? she asked.


  No, but Uthmann and Tariq do, he replied. Im sending them into deep cover. Im putting them into the countries in which they were born and where their links to
  the local populace will be strongest. Tariq will go to Puntland and Uthmann to Iraq. They will sniff around until they pick up the scent. Even if they are holding Cayla somewhere else, these two
  will find out where she is.


  That will be terribly dangerous for them, wont it? Theyll be on their own entirely and you wont be able to protect them.


  You are greatly understating the case, Mrs Bannock. They will be at deadly risk. But they are hard to kill. They have survived so far against all odds. Hazel looked across at the
  two Arabs.


  I can never thank you enough. You are risking your life for my daughter. You are very, very brave men.


  Not too much praise! Hector protested. They already have highly inflated opinions of their own worth. Next thing they will be asking me for a raise, or something equally
  ridiculous. Everyone, except Hazel, laughed and it eased the tension a little.


  Until they come up with a definite lead we will keep the ball in play here. At the same time we will make every possible preparation for the moment when we are certain where they are
  holding Cayla, and we can go in to bring her out.
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  There was a daily flight on Zara Airlines Fokker F-27 Friendship twin turbojet passenger plane from the airstrip at Sidi el Razig to
  Ash-Alman, the capital of Abu Zara. The next morning Tariq and Uthmann quietly joined the crowd of oil rig workers and labourers in the small airline check-in area. Dressed in traditional garb,
  with their faces half-covered by their shumag, they blended into the crowd. Once they reached the capital they separated. Tariq boarded the aircraft to Mogadishu in Somalia and an hour later
  Uthmann took the flight to Baghdad. They had vanished amongst the faceless Arab multitudes.
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  The next morning Hector sought out Hazel and found her at breakfast in the tiny company mess. As he stood over her he glanced down at the bowl of
  cereal and the cup of black coffee on the table in front of her. No wonder she is in this kind of shape, he thought.


  Good morning, Mrs Bannock. I hope you slept well.


  An attempt at a light witticism is it, Cross? Of course I did not sleep well.


  Its going to be a long day. Nothing is likely to break just yet. Im taking a few of my lads out for some parachute practice prior to the big show. Some of them have not
  jumped for over a year. They need polishing.


  Have you got a chute for me? she asked. He blinked. He had thought that she might want to watch them to distract herself from her own worries. He hadnt contemplated that she
  would want to join in. He wondered what experience she had.


  You have done some para before? he asked tactfully.


  My husband loved it, and he used to drag me along. We did quite a bit of base jumping together in the Norwegian fjords at Trollstigen. Hector gaped at her for a moment before he
  found his voice again.


  Thats the end of the road, he conceded. They dont come more extreme than jumping off a mountain into a two-thousand-foot abyss.


  Oh! Have you done the fjords? she asked with quick interest.


  I am brave, but not crazy. He shook his head. Mrs Bannock you have my admiration and I would be honoured to have you jump with us this morning.


  Hector had assembled fifteen of his best men, including Dave Imbiss and Paddy OQuinn. They made three jumps from the helicopter. The first was from 10,000 feet and the third and last was
  low level from 400 feet; just enough air left for the parachute to flare before their feet hit the ground. This technique would give an enemy firing from below little chance of hitting them while
  they were dropping and vulnerable. After the third jump all the men were in obvious awe of Hazel. Even Paddy OQuinn could barely conceal his admiration.


  They ate their ham and cheese sandwiches and drank black coffee from a flask while sitting on the side of a sand dune. Afterwards Hector rolled an old truck tyre from the top of the dune, and as
  it bounced and bounded down the steep slope they took turns firing their Beretta SC 70/90 automatic assault rifles at the cardboard target that Hector had fixed inside the tyre. Hazel was the last
  to shoot. She borrowed Hectors weapon and checked the loading and balance with a quick and competent air. Then she stepped up to the firing mark and took on the target in elegant style,
  swinging smoothly out ahead of the tyre like a 12-bore shooter lining up on a high-flying pheasant. Dave retrieved the tyre from the bottom of the dune, they all gathered around it and regarded the
  bullet holes punched through the cardboard target. Nobody said much.


  Why are we all so surprised? Hector mused. She is a world-class athlete. Of course she is as competitive as hell, and has the hand-to-eye coordination of a leopard.
  Then he said ingenuously, Let me guess, Mrs Bannock. Your husband liked to shoot and he dragged you along with him. Thats it, isnt it? The laughter was spontaneous and
  infectious, and after a few moments Hazel was forced to join in. It was the first time she had laughed since she had lost Cayla. It was cathartic. She felt some of the debilitating grief being
  purged from her soul.


  Before the laughter ceased Hector clapped his hands and called out, Righty-oh, boys and girls! Its just under seven miles back to the terminal. Last one home buys the
  drinks.


  The sandy soil made heavy going. When they streamed in through the gate in the barbed-wire perimeter fencing of the terminal Hector was a few paces behind Hazel. She was running strongly and
  smoothly but the back of her shirt was dark with sweat. Hector grinned.


  I doubt that Madam will have too much trouble getting to sleep tonight, he thought.
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  Uthmann heard the explosion and saw the pillar of black smoke rising above the roofs of the buildings ahead of him. He knew at once that it was a
  car bomb and he burst into a swift run to his brothers house, which was somewhere close to the explosion. He turned the corner and looked down the narrow winding street. Even for a hardened
  veteran like Uthmann the carnage was horrific. One man was running towards him with a childs blood-soaked body clutched to his chest. His blank staring eyes did not even focus on Uthmann as
  he ran on past. The front had been blown off three buildings. The rooms inside were opened up like a dolls house. Furniture and personal possessions hung out of the open rooms or cascaded
  down into the street. In the middle of the roadway stood the blackened and twisted wreckage of the car that had carried the bomb.


  You are no martyr, Uthmann shouted at the smoking wreckage and vaporized remains of the driver as he ran past it. You are a Shiite murderer! Then he saw that
  his brother Alis house was further down the street and that it was intact. Alis wife met him at the door. She was weeping and cradling two of the children. Where is Ali?
  he yelled at her.


  He has gone to work at the hotel, she sobbed.


  Are all the children with you? She nodded through her tears.


  May the name of Allah be praised! Uthmann cried and led her back into the house.


  Uthmanns own wife and three children had not been as fortunate as his brothers family. Three years before Lailah had been in the market place with the boys when a bomb had blown up
  within thirty paces of them. Now Uthmann picked the little boy out of the arms of his sister-in-law and rocked him until he stopped blubbering. He remembered the feel of his sons warm little
  body and tears welled up in his eyes. He turned away so she could not see them.


  His brother Ali came back from work an hour later. Because of the bomb the general manager of the hotel had given him permission to leave early. His relief when he saw all his family safe was
  heartrending for Uthmann to watch. It was only the following day that Uthmann was able to hold a serious discussion with him. To begin with Uthmann broached the subject of the taking of the
  American yacht and the capture of the young heiress to the Bannock Oil fortune.


  This is the most exciting news that we have had for years, Ali responded at once. All the Muslim world is agog with it since the day the comrades announced it on Al Jazeera.
  What dedicated planning and duty it took to bring such an operation to its flowering. It is one of our greatest victories since the attacks on New York City. The Americans are reeling. Their
  prestige has taken another deadly assault. Ali was jubilant. In everyday existence he was a floor manager at the Airport Hotel, but in reality his main occupation was as a coordinator for
  the Sunni Fighters who were pursuing the jihad against the Great Satan. It was clear to both brothers that Ali had been the main target of the Shiite bomb that had caused such devastation in
  the street outside the house in which they sat.


  I am sure our leaders will demand an enormous ransom for the captured American princess, Ali said seriously. Enough to finance the jihad against America for another ten
  years or more.


  So which of our groups were responsible for this achievement? Uthmann asked. I have never heard of these Flowers of Islam until the name was used on Al
  Jazeera.


  Brother, you know better than to ask me that. Even though you have proved your loyalty a hundred times over I could never answer that question even if I knew the answer, which I do
  not. Ali hesitated, and then went on, But I can tell you that soon you may be one of those with a need to know.


  My connection with Bannock Oil? Uthmann smiled at him, but Ali waved his hands in denial.


  Enough, I can say no more.


  Then I will leave tomorrow, and return to Abu Zara


  No! Ali cut him off. It is the hand of Allah that brought you here today. Stay with me another month at least. Inshallah! I may have something to tell you
  then.


  Uthmann nodded. Mashallah! I shall stay, brother.


  And you are welcome at my board, brother.
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  In the palace on the hillside above the Oasis of the Miracle another group of men were drinking coffee from tiny silver cups and talking quietly
  and seriously. They were seated in a circle around a table that was inlaid with ivory and mother of pearl. The only item on the table was the silver coffee kettle. There were no writing materials
  anywhere in the room. Nothing was written down. All decisions were announced by Sheikh Khan Tippoo Tip in person, and memorized by his listeners.


  So this is my decision. He was speaking in the deep measured tones in which he conducted all momentous business.


  My grandson Adam will send the first ransom demand. He looked at Adam who, still sitting on the silk cushion, bowed until his forehead touched the tiles.


  To hear your command is to obey it, he murmured.


  Sheikh Khan mused, The amount of our demand will be so large that even in the sick and accursed land of the Great Satan there will be none so rich as can pay it. When he smiled his
  eyes disappeared behind the wrinkled lids. No amount of money can settle the blood feud I have with this man Cross. Only blood can pay for blood. They sipped from the silver cups in
  silence, waiting for the Sheikh to continue speaking.


  This perfidious infidel has killed three of my sons. He held up one finger twisted with arthritis. The first was my son and the father of my grandson, Saladin Gamel.
  Adam bowed again, and Sheikh Khan went on, He was a true warrior of Allah. Cross shot him dead on a street in Baghdad seven years ago.


  May Allah welcome him into the Gardens of Paradise, the other men in the circle murmured.


  The second blood debt is my son, Gafour. He was sent to honour the blood feud of his elder brother Saladin, but Cross killed him also when he attacked the dhow in which Gafour was sailing
  to Abu Zara to carry out the task I had set for him.


  May Allah welcome him into the Gardens of Paradise, the others intoned again.


  The third of my sons to die at the hands of this Christ-worshipping infidel was Anwar. I sent him also on a mission of honour, but Cross murdered him.


  May Allah welcome him into the Gardens of Paradise, they chorused for the third time.


  The blood feud has become a heavy toll on my conscience. The lives of three of my fine sons have been taken by this foul idolater, servant of a false God. It is no longer sufficient for
  me to take his life. One life cannot repay me for three. I must capture him and hand him over alive to the mothers and wives of the men he has killed. The women are highly skilled in these matters.
  Under their hands and the sharp blades of their skinning knives he shall endure many days in torment before he passes into the belly of hell and the arms of Satan.


  As you command, mighty Khan, so shall it be, they murmured agreement.


  Are you listening to me, my grandson? Sheikh Khan demanded. Adam bowed again, deeply, reverently.


  I am listening, revered grandfather.


  I place the debt of the blood feud squarely on your shoulders. You must collect payment for your two uncles and for your own father. May you know no rest or peace until the debt is paid
  in full.


  I hear you, my grandfather. It is a sacred trust.


  When you bring this infidel pig of a pig to me alive I will raise you up higher than any man in our tribe. You will take a place in my heart alongside the memory of your murdered father
  and uncles. When I die you will take my place as leader of our clan.


  I acknowledge this as my sacred duty, my grandfather. I shall deliver the man and the woman to face your judgment and wrath, even as you command.
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  The waiting is always the hardest part, Hector Cross had told her at the beginning. Gradually she learned just how right he was. Each day she spent
  many hours on Skype conference calls conducting the business of the company with the senior executives of Bannock Oil around the world. The rest of the time she trained with Hectors men,
  running, jumping and shooting until she was as physically fit and mentally focused as she had been when she walked on court at Flinders Park on that day of glory so long ago.


  But the nights, those terrible nights, passed in spiritual agony. She slept little but when she did she dreamed of Cayla; Cayla galloping beside her on her palomino through the high meadows of
  the ranch. Cayla squealing with excitement as she opened the extravagant present that Hazel had given her on her eighteenth birthday. Cayla falling asleep with her head on Hazels shoulder as
  they watched old movies on late-night cable TV together. Then in her dreams there were men, masked men with guns in their hands, and her terror was infinite. Cayla! Cayla! The name rang incessantly
  in her head, tormenting her and driving her to the very edge of madness.


  Every day she spoke with Chris Bessell and Colonel Roberts in the States, but they had little for her comfort. Every night alone in her room she prayed as she had as a small girl, on her knees
  and weeping. But the trail had gone cold. Neither all the power of her prayers nor the might of the CIA was able to turn up any trace of Cayla or of the Flowers of Islam. She spent many hours each
  day with Hector Cross, drawing strength from his companionship.


  But weve heard nothing in almost a month, Cross! She said that at least once every day.


  They play the game of cat and mouse with infinite skill. They have had years of practice at it, he replied. Theyre in no hurry. We must wait them out. But remember
  that Cayla is still alive. Hold that thought close to your heart.


  But what about Tariq and Uthmann? Surely they must have found out something by now.


  Its a deadly slow game, he emphasized. If Tariq and Uthmann make a single slip, they will die an unenviable death. Theyre in very deep cover, living, eating
  and sleeping with the Beast. We cannot hurry them, indeed I cannot even contact them. To try to do so would give the same result as a bullet through the head.


  I just wish there was something we could do, she lamented.


  There is one thing you could do, Mrs Bannock.


  What is it, Cross? she asked eagerly. I will do anything you suggest.


  Then I suggest you stop sending mail on Caylas mobile phone to the Beast.


  How . . . ? Her voice trailed off, then she shook her head and admitted, I was only repeating the message you made me send to them before. Just that we are waiting. But how
  did you . . . She broke off again.


  How did I know what you were up to? He finished the question for her. Sometimes youre not as smart as you think you are, Hazel Bannock.


  As for you, Hector Cross, you think youre just the cleverest Dick in the whole wide bloody world, she flared at him.


  Feels good to let fly like that occasionally, doesnt it, Hazel?


  Dont you dare call me Hazel, you bloody arrogant bastard!


  Good, Mrs Bannock! Your choice of language improves all the time. Soon you will be up to my high standards.


  I hate you, Hector Cross! I really do.


  No, you really dont. You are much too astute for that. Save your hatred for where it will do the most good. He laughed. It was a gentle infectious laugh, mild and
  understanding, and despite herself she laughed with him, but her laughter had a hysterical edge.


  You are incorrigible! she said through her laughter.


  Now that you understand me, you may call me Hector or even Heck, if you so choose.


  Thank you. She tried to stem her laughter. But I do not so bloody choose, Cross.
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  What will force them to come and try to free the girl? Sheikh Khan stared at his grandson, waiting for him to answer.


  Adam thought carefully before he answered. First they must know where we are holding her.


  His grandfather nodded. Then they will call for help from their friends in Washington. We know the mother is a friend of the American President. He will send his crusaders in their
  multitudes to overwhelm us. Sheikh Khan combed his fingers through his beard, watching his grandsons eyes, waiting for the moment that the boy would see the way ahead as clearly as
  Sheikh Khan himself saw it. It will take the Americans many weeks or even months to prepare to strike at us. We can move out of this place within hours and be gone into the desert. Hector
  Cross, the murderer of my sons, will know that. Will he and the mother of the girl be willing to wait for the US Army to move?


  Yes! said Adam with certainty. Unless . . . Sheikh Khan saw the solution dawn in his grandsons eyes and his heart swelled with pride.


  Yes, Adam? He encouraged his grandson to speak.


  Unless we can convince them that the girl is in dire danger of death, or of a danger worse than death itself, said Adam, and his grandfather smiled until his eyes almost
  disappeared in the deep creases of his skin. Then they will come for us; without hesitation or fear they will come for us.


  Where shall we do it? Sheikh Khan whispered gleefully. Adam replied at once.


  Not here in a stone cell of the fortress. It should be in a place where the beauty of the scenery contrasts with the horror of the deed. He thought for a moment and then said,
  The pool of the water lilies, in the Oasis of the Miracle!


  Do we show them the danger first, and then allow them to learn where we are? Or should they know the location first and then witness the deed? Sheikh Khan pretended to ponder the
  question, but Adam spoke again.


  First they must see what the girl is suffering so when at last they learn the location they will rush in without hesitation or pause for thought.


  I am proud of you, said Sheikh Khan. You will make a great general and a ruthless warrior of Allah. Adam bowed to acknowledge the compliment. Then he beckoned to one
  of the trusted guards who stood at the door with folded arms. The guard came swiftly to his side and went down on one knee to receive his orders.


  Send word to the photographer, Adam said softly. Tell him he must be waiting tomorrow at the main gates of the palace after the morning prayers. He must bring his video
  camera with him.
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  The slave women came to fetch Cayla from the cramped cell in which she had been kept since she had been brought to the Oasis of the Miracle. Again
  they bathed her from pitchers of water and then dressed her in fresh clothing, a full-length black abaya gown, and wrapped a black shawl modestly around her face and over her hair. Then they led
  her to the main doors of the palace where four men with automatic rifles were waiting to escort her down the mountainside to the oasis.


  After the musty cell of her confinement the desert air was clean and warm. She breathed it with relief. She had long ago lost any interest in what would happen to her next. She had retreated
  into a state of dull resignation. Halfway down the mountain track she became aware of the crowd that was gathered beside one of the pools in the lush green gardens below her. They appeared to be
  drawn up in some sort of order, a half-circle. All of them were men. As she came closer she saw that in the open centre of the circle a man sat cross-legged on a spread of woollen rugs. He wore
  traditional white baggy trousers, black waistcoat and turban, but even though a keffiyeh covered his face she recognized Adam. She felt a lift of her spirits. She had not seen him since the day
  almost a month ago when she had been photographed while she held up a copy of the International Herald Tribune. She wanted to run to him. In all this cruel and savage mob he was the only one
  she could trust. She knew he was her protector. He was the light in the darkness of her despair. She began to press forward eagerly but the men on each side restrained her, and they went on down
  the hill at the same easy pace. Suddenly another man appeared in front of her. He walked backwards with a large black professional video camera focused on her face.


  Smile please, Missy, he entreated her. Watch the birdie please, Missy. His English was almost unintelligible.


  Go away! she shouted at him with the last flicker of her once fiery spirit. Leave me alone. She made a lunge at him, but he skipped away, keeping just out of her
  reach. The guards seized her arms and jerked her back. The cameraman kept on filming. They entered the semi-circle of armed and masked men, and Cayla called pathetically to Adam, Please! Oh,
  please, Adam! Stop them tormenting me.


  Adam gave an order. Her guards hustled her forward and forced her to sit beside him on the brightly coloured and patterned carpet. Now the cameraman came and knelt in front of them. He had
  screwed his camera onto a tripod. He bent over it to focus on Adams face and the camera purred softly. Adam removed the keffiyeh that covered his face and looked directly into the camera
  lens.


  Cayla, Adam said in his almost perfect English, only lightly tinged by his French accent, they are taking this footage to send to your mother, to show her that you are being
  well cared for. You can send her any message you like. Speak into the camera. Tell her that they will soon send her a ransom demand. You must ask her to pay it at once. Once they receive the money
  all this unpleasantness will be over. You will be released and sent back home to your mother again. Do you understand? She nodded dumbly.


  Remove the veil, Adam ordered her gently. Let your mother see your face. Slowly, as if in a trance, Cayla lifted the headscarf and let it drop over her shoulders.
  Now, look into the camera. Good, thats it. Now, speak to your mother. Tell her what is in your heart.


  Cayla drew a long shaky breath and said, Hello, Mummy. Its me, Cayla. She stopped and shook her head. I am sorry. Thats a stupid thing to say. Of course you
  know who I am. She gathered her wits again. These people are holding me in this horrible place. I am so afraid. I know that something terrible is going to happen to me. They want you
  to send them some money. They promise they will let me go when you do. Oh, Mummy, please help me. Dont let them do this to me. She began to sob and lowered her face into her cupped
  hands, her voice muffled by her fingers and the force of her terror and grief. Please, my darling mother. You are the only one in the world who can save me. Her sobbing became wilder,
  and her words lost any form or sense. Adam reached across and stroked her hair tenderly. Then he looked directly into the camera.


  Mrs Bannock, I want to tell you how sorry I am that this is happening to your daughter. Cayla is a lovely young girl. It is a tragedy that she has been caught up in this. I am truly
  sorry. I wish there was something I could do. However, I am not responsible for the actions of these men. They are a law unto themselves. You are the only one who can put an end to this horror. Do
  as Cayla has requested you. Pay the ransom money and your beautiful daughter will immediately be returned to you.


  He stood up and moved out of camera shot. His place was taken by four of the masked men. They had laid aside their firearms. They lifted Cayla to her feet and turned her to face the camera. One
  of them took a handful of her blonde hair from behind and hauled her head back. Another masked man entered the shot from the right, and he drew a dagger with a rhino-horn handle and a curved
  ten-inch blade from his belt. The blade was inlaid with gold Arabic script. He held the point of the blade under Caylas chin, almost touching the velvety skin of her throat.


  No! Please! she gabbled. The group stood for a full minute without moving. Then he lowered the blade slowly until it pointed at her left breast, the outline of it showing through
  the black cotton of her abaya. Then the man moved his free hand up over her right breast. He cupped it in his hand and joggled it almost playfully. Cayla redoubled her struggles, and the men
  holding her laughed under their masks. The sound was like the cackling of hyenas that had picked up the scent of blood on the wind.


  The dagger man hooked his finger into the collar of the abaya and held it open. Then he ran the blade into the space between the black cloth and Caylas skin. She felt the cold metal and
  she froze and looked down as he moved the knife blade down between her breasts. The cloth split open and one of her breasts bulged out. The skin was pale as cream but the nipple was red as a ruby.
  The man sheathed the dagger and then reached into the open gown. He brought out both her breasts, one in each hand, and squeezed them so brutally that their delicate nipples stood out and Cayla
  screamed with pain. He released her breasts and hooked his forefinger into the slit in the thin cloth and ripped it down to her ankles. Under the abaya she was naked. The photographer panned the
  camera in and lingeringly recorded every detail of her body, dwelling on her bosom and then moving down to the soft golden fur of her pubes.


  Cayla stood docilely. She offered no further resistance when the four men holding her lowered her onto her back and held her spreadeagled on the carpet. There was one of them on each of her
  arms, holding her by the wrists. The other two grasped her ankles. They pulled her legs wide apart. The photographer altered the focus of his lens, moving into a close-up and high-definition shot
  of the pink lips of her genitalia. Cayla rolled her head from side to side.


  Please dont do this! she whimpered. Please . . .


  The man who stood over her undid his belt and let his baggy white trousers drop around his ankles. He stared down at Caylas sex and spat on the palm of his right hand. He spread the
  spittle over the head of his penis to lubricate it. The camera followed each of his movements. His penis stiffened and extended out of the mass of jet-black pubic hair. It was enormous. Thick blue
  veins twisted around the shaft like some loathsome climbing vine. Cayla stared up at it, wide-eyed and speechless with fright. He knelt between her knees, and lowered himself onto her. She tried to
  kick him off, but the men held her legs apart. The buttocks of the man on top of her were muscular and covered with dense black hair like those of an animal. They clenched and drove downwards.
  Cayla screamed shrilly and her whole body convulsed. While he pounded down on her, the other men from the watching circle laid aside their weapons and came forward to form a line, lowering their
  trousers and with their hands working themselves up into a state of readiness for their turn.


  As one finished and stood up, another took his place immediately. After the fourth rape Cayla lay quiescent, no longer screaming or struggling. After the sixth there was blood, much blood,
  bright against her pale thighs. When the tenth man stood up grinning and hoisting his breeches, the camera pulled away to focus on the face of Adam, as he watched emotionlessly. He turned to look
  into the lens.


  I am very sorry you had to witness this, Mrs Bannock, he said softly. I do not think that your daughter can stand much more of it. You and I can put a stop to it at once.
  All you have to do is to order a wire transfer to a bank in Hong Kong for the amount of ten billion United States dollars. You know how to contact the people who are doing this to Cayla. You will
  be given the bank details when you let them know that you are ready to send the money.
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