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Chapter 1

The pirate boat rolled easily in the swell pushing up from the South China Sea. It was past midnight. Overhead, the moon played hide and seek amongst the thunderclouds that towered ten thousand metres into the Malaysian night. To the south, towards Singapore, lightning flickered erratically, like a failing neon sign.

The wind was fitful. It blew in hot, uneven gusts over the mountains of Sumatra then down across the Malacca Straits. Small, steep-sided waves raced towards the mangrove swamps on the far side and broke with a ragged crash, amongst the millions of twisted roots.

The moon appeared and poured through a gap in the clouds, turning the sea into a sheet of silver foil. Lin Pao was the first to see the yacht. He caught the sudden flicker of movement as her sails shivered then filled again, as the squall raced past. The next moment, the boat disappeared into the glare. Lin Pao smiled in triumph. No one else had spotted it.

He had heard the rumour from a friendly fisherman that a large, ocean-going yacht was on her way down through the Straits. And now he had found her. Despite his own boat’s broken radar, he had known where to find his prey. His hunting instincts were as good as ever.

His low cry brought the rest of the crew to their feet. There were eight of them. All barefoot. Shoes were liable to slip even on modern steel decks. They wore ragged shorts and vests and each man had a blue cotton band knotted around his forehead. It was the colour Lin Pao had chosen to distinguish his crew from Duang’s people, back at base.

He swung the wheel over and brought the bows round until they pointed to where the yacht had been. Carefully, he pushed open the throttle. The hull began to vibrate and the sound of the engine grew to a powerful rumble. But not yet loud enough to be heard on board the other boat.

The crew shaded their eyes against the moonlight. They stared ahead, past the heavy machine gun mounted in the bows, straining for any sign of the yacht. Silently, they nudged one another to show their pleasure. They were proud to be in Lin Pao’s crew. They were the best. Lin Pao was the best skipper in the Family. Their boat was the best. Hadn’t Lin Pao himself escaped in it when he had deserted from the Chinese People’s Navy? They had named her Ular Ular, after the yellow-banded sea snakes that infested these waters. She was the fastest craft in the Straits.

One of the pirates cried out and held up an arm. He gestured urgently to one side. Lin Pao spun the wheel still further. As he did so, the moon went in and they stood balancing on tiptoe, waiting for their night vision to return. The crewmen clicked their teeth in frustration and peered into the night. Thunder boomed over the mountains in a slow, majestic roll. Then at last, someone yelled. Moments later, Lin Pao saw the yacht again.

She was about three miles ahead; a beautiful winged creature under full sail with a streak of white water at her bow. Lin Pao gave a grunt of pleasure. He would not lose her this time. Ular Ular’s engine note deepened and the water under her stern began to boil. The pirates felt the rush of wind on their faces and grinned at one another.

As they closed the gap, the crew studied the yacht with professional interest. She was keeping well over to the Malaysian side of the Straits, right at the edge of the shipping lane. Not far away, in the middle of the channel, a fully laden supertanker ploughed its way south, leaving a ten-metre-deep furrow in its wake. Lin Pao kept half an eye on the tanker’s navigation lights, watching for any change of course. A hole in the sea that size spelt certain disaster for any yacht that fell into it. And that included the Ular Ular. Both boats would be swamped in minutes, reduced to waterlogged hulks, waiting to be run down by the next ship that came along. And out here, the supertankers followed each other, like a herd of elephants.

The yacht was now much closer and clearly visible. The moonlight glinted on stainless steel winches and carbon fibre masts, as she soared gracefully over the swell. She was an ocean-going boat, a good twenty metres in length. She had a main cabin forward and a smaller one behind a roomy open cockpit. She looked beautiful and expensive. Lin Pao’s crew murmured in anticipation.

‘She’s making six knots,’ Lin Pao told them. He looked over to the Sumatran side, gauging the strength of the wind. Sheet lightning glowed pink and green deep inside the clouds massed above the mountains. There was a storm coming. He could smell it on the wind. All the more reason to close quickly.

‘She’ll stay steady on this tack,’ he called. ‘We’ll be up with her in five minutes. You know what to do!’

The crew licked their lips and fingered the knives at their belts.

Lin Pao turned and looked back over his shoulder. For some moments, he stared intently, checking to make sure they were not being followed. Some months ago, the Malaysian authorities had announced a crackdown on pirates. In the weeks that followed, they had flooded the Straits with warships. Whenever Lin Pao thought he had spotted one on the radar, he had taken evasive action and hidden behind one of the hundreds of small islands that dotted the Straits.

Satisfied there was nothing behind him now, he concentrated on the job in hand. It was time to attack. He eased the throttle and the bows slowly sank.

‘We’ll come in starboard side!’ he called in a low voice. ‘So get ready. All of you! And No Noise!’

Some pirate captains liked to circle their victims, firing warning shots from rifles or machine guns until they surrendered. Duang, his great rival, was one of these. The thought of Duang made Lin Pao instinctively spit over the side. ‘Cowboy,’ he muttered, as he brought the Ular Ular to within a hundred metres of the yacht’s stern. For Lin Pao, the essential element of any attack was surprise. No matter how big the other vessel was. And that meant getting as many men as possible on board the victim before anyone there realized what was happening.

Fifty metres behind the yacht, Lin Pao cut the engines. The Ular Ular’s momentum would bring them level within the next minute. Now, the only sound to be heard was the slap of sea on the hull and the creak of rigging from the yacht in front. Seconds later, he could see the glow of instruments from the yacht’s cockpit. He took a deep breath and checked his crew. They stood waiting, their bodies tensed for action. The man at either end of the boat began to swing his steel grappling-hook.

There was music playing from somewhere inside the yacht. The thump of the bass grew louder. It drowned out all noise as the Ular Ular closed the gap like a cat gathering to pounce. As her bow drew level with the yacht’s stern, Lin Pao raised a clenched fist.

There was a sudden flash of light. Lin Pao jerked his head away, momentarily blinded. Now voices and the sound of laughter filled the cockpit. Instinctively, he brought the wheel hard over and yanked open the throttle for a fierce burst of power.

‘Throw!’ he screamed.

The grappling-hooks snaked across. It was a simple throw and the men were experts. The hooks caught in the yacht’s deck gear and held fast. The pirates whipped the ropes around cleats in the deck and physically heaved the boats together.

There was a long, screeching crash. Ular Ular’s deck tilted hard over and the night was suddenly full of thrashing sails. There was a rush of bodies and the next moment screams and confused shouting. Lin Pao stepped over the yacht’s guardrail and threw himself to one side as the boom swung towards him. It smashed against the Ular Ular’s bridge and split wide open. Bending low, he hurried towards the cockpit.

He took the steps down into the main cabin at a jump. Inside, his men were already hard at work. He landed easily and immediately sensed the thickness of the carpet under his feet. A quick glance around took in the mahogany chart table and the array of radio and navigational equipment above it. The yacht was brand new.

He saw three Europeans huddled together at the far end of the salon. An older man was crouched on one knee, moaning loudly. He held his head in both hands. Blood was welling up between his fingers and running down his arm. The cotton T-shirt he was wearing was already badly stained. Lin Pao thought he was about sixty.

A woman had her arms around his shoulders, holding him to her, comforting him. Lin Pao saw the sparkle from the square diamond ring she was wearing. It was hard to miss. She looked up at him, her eyes wide in terror, and saw Lin Pao looking her. She screamed and buried her face in the man’s neck. Lin Pao knew she was the sort of woman who would have a lot more rings.

The other man was much younger. Tall, ashen-faced and wearing glasses. Their son, perhaps? Lin Pao hoped so. It would simplify matters. There were tumblers on the cabin table and a half-full bottle of good brandy.

‘Get the woman out of it!’ Lin Pao ordered.

Chou, the bosun, reached down and yanked the woman to her feet. She screamed and began to flail at him with her fists. The bosun slapped her once across the face then pushed her away. The woman’s screaming stopped and she began to sob instead. The younger man stood in front of her, trying to shield her. Everyone looked at Lin Pao.

For twenty seconds he said nothing, until the tension grew unbearable. Then he spoke in halting English. ‘I want your money, your watches, jewellery, drugs, ship’s papers, passports. You have three minutes to find everything. Or this man dies.’ He jabbed a finger at the younger man. ‘You die!’

Then, to Chou the bosun, ‘Get the safe open! The old man will have the key.’

Lin Pao turned and left them and went through into the rear salon. Two of his men were checking the boat’s supplies, picking out the most attractive items.

‘I want to be out of here in five minutes,’ he told them.

He went up into the cockpit and looked around. The sea was splashing up between the two boats leaving wet patches on the yacht’s wooden deck. He called to the lookout on board the Ular Ular.

‘Nothing happening,’ the man told him.

‘Well, keep a damn good lookout just the same!’ growled Lin Pao.

Back in the main cabin, the older white man was standing by an empty safe. His hands and arms were shaking uncontrollably. On the chart table, there was a pile of valuables. Lin Pao turned them over then began stuffing the bundles of bank-notes and traveller’s cheques into the pockets of his old navy jacket. He picked up a small velvet pouch and weighed it in the palm of his hand. He pulled open the draw strings and looked inside. He couldn’t help smiling. He was right. The woman was a walking jewellery store.

Not a bad haul, he thought. Twenty thousand American dollars for a start. And all that jewellery on top. But there was more. The Europeans were each carrying two passports. One British and the other Australian. Lin Pao knew that genuine passports were worth their weight in gold to the shadowy Dragon Family bosses, over on the Malaysian mainland. The Family had many interests. Piracy was only one of them. He had never met any of the big bosses from the mainland. There was no reason why he should have. He was only a humble pirate captain. But this haul would do him no harm back at his own base. The Dragon Lady for one, would surely be pleased. And it was about time she started treating him with proper respect. He was by far her best captain. Much better than that idiot Duang.

Lin Pao reached over the table, took the brandy bottle and poured out two generous tots. He gave one to Chou. Then, mockingly, he raised his glass towards the Europeans. He downed his drink in one gulp and turned to go. The woman’s ring glinted as she clutched her husband’s shoulder.

Lin Pao stared at her in disbelief, his face darkening in rage.

‘The ring! She’s still wearing her ring!’ He kicked the nearest pirate. ‘Get it off her, you fool!’

Chou shouldered the man aside and grabbed the woman’s hand. He began to twist the ring off. But the woman was terrified and her finger had swollen.

‘Try soap or cooking oil!’ Lin Pao ordered. ‘And if that doesn’t work, use your knife!’

He pushed his way towards the radio transmitter bolted to a bulkhead. He drew out a pistol, put the muzzle against the control panel and fired. In the confines of the cabin, the noise was shocking.

By the time the crew of the yacht realized the pirates had gone, Ular Ular was a mile away and moving fast. For a long time afterwards, the woman sat unmoving, staring in disbelief at the blood-soaked bandage on her left hand.

Back on his own bridge, Lin Pao listened to the sound of spray splattering against the glass windscreen. The wind was getting up and the sea was growing lumpy. Chou stood beside him drinking tea from a stained mug.

Lin Pao looked at him. ‘What happened to the woman’s finger?’

Chou laughed. ‘I put it back in the brandy bottle!’


Chapter 2

‘Come on, Tom!’ Mrs Lee called from the kitchen. ‘Breakfast’s on the table and we’ve a lot to do today!’

Tom Lee lay in bed and considered. Tomorrow evening, he’d be boarding a long-distance bus and driving the four hundred and fifty miles to Singapore. And the day after that, he’d be meeting his dad’s ship when it docked. Then he’d be sailing back home to Penang with him. He grinned. He had wanted to go to sea for as long as he could remember. Now, he was going to do it on a proper ship.

‘I’m putting your eggs on!’

His mother was dead right, though. There was loads to do. Like packing. Like taking the ferry over to the mainland and picking up his pre-booked ticket. That would save time tomorrow. There was always a long queue at the bus station for the coach to Singapore. Most importantly, he mustn’t forget his passport. His father had told him he needed to show it at the border. He had never had a passport before.

‘Tom! I’m not telling you again!’

He gave a loud yawn and kicked off the sheet. He switched on the bedside radio. A reporter in a helicopter was describing heavy traffic on the Harbour Bridge coming on to Penang Island. There was no problem with the ferry service, though. It was still running as usual. Good.

Sunlight streamed in through the thin cotton curtains. It was going to be another hot day. Nothing unusual in that, of course. It was only during the monsoon months that the sun disappeared for days at a time.

Tom poked his head out of the window. The Lees’ bungalow was old and made of wood. It was one of several perched on a low hill overlooking a market. The market was already in full swing. Women in brightly coloured head scarves sat beside palm mats heaped with red and green chillis, purple aubergines, bananas, mangoes, ladies’ fingers and vegetables Tom didn’t even know the names of.

Other stalls sold clothes, shoes, cooking pots and plastic toys. Office workers were stopping to buy sticky cakes and cups of sweet tea before scanning their morning newspapers. Cars and bicycles threaded their way through the stream of bustling humanity. Tom grinned. It was a cheerful, happy scene and it matched his mood perfectly.

The bathroom door wouldn’t close properly. It was flimsy and had begun to warp. His father had hung it on his last shore leave. That was four months ago. Since then, he had been promoted and now had command of his own ship.

‘She’s the Serota Star,’ he had told them on the telephone from Bangkok. ‘The oldest boat in the Line. No one else wants her!’

The boy smiled. He was no psychologist but even he could hear the pride in his father’s voice. His dad was all right, Tom thought. His mother told him that the bosses of the South Asia Shipping Lines must think very highly of him, because he was young to have command of his own ship. Since then, he had taken a cargo of television sets to New York and brought back a thousand ice-making machines for unloading in Dubai.

Tom filled a basin with lukewarm water and splashed it over his face. Then he cleaned his teeth. He looked in the mirror as he finished. His hair stood up in a series of damp spikes. He ran a comb through a couple of times, then used his hand to flatten them. He was only partially successful.

He was a stocky boy of thirteen. He had friendly black eyes and a ready grin. He was a promising swimmer and, last term, had started doing judo. He had only one ambition and that was to go to sea. Ships and engines of all types fascinated him. He spent most of his free time hanging round the fishing harbour or helping out in the garage at the bottom of the road.

His mother talked enthusiastically about his becoming a doctor or an accountant and she was really pushy about school exams. Tom said nothing. He knew what he was going to do and had done so for years. He was going to join South Asia Shipping as a deck cadet the minute he turned seventeen. And that was that!

‘Tom, this egg’s going to be hard boiled!’

‘Coming, Ma!’ he shouted.

As he hurried into the kitchen, his mother’s pet parrot put its head to one side and looked at him. Then it screamed and began tugging at the bars of its cage.

‘Stop that!’ Mrs Lee snapped. ‘Or I’ll put your cover back on.’

The parrot screeched loudly and hopped off its perch. It began scratching in the sand at the bottom of the cage.

‘I don’t know what’s got into him,’ she complained, putting a plate in front of Tom. ‘Perhaps he knows you’re going away.’ She spooned the egg out of a saucepan and into an eggcup. ‘They do say birds can sense things coming.’

Tom shook his head. ‘That’s only earthquakes or tsunamis and things. Not people going away. Not for personal things.’

A woman appeared at the open kitchen door. She was Mrs Wen from next door. She was older than his mother and lived on her own. Tom thought she was a rather sad person. She seemed to have no other friends and talked a great deal.

She beamed at them, put her bag on the kitchen table and began rummaging around in it. Tom moved his plate to one side. Triumphantly, she pulled out a large bar of pink and white coloured coconut ice. She must have bought it that morning in the market. He could see her thumbprint as she handed it to him.

‘This is for our brave traveller,’ she smiled. ‘To keep up his strength for the long journey.’

Tom smiled at her. ‘Thank you!’ he said and went back to scraping out the last of his egg.

‘I won’t stay long because I know you must be busy,’ she told them shyly. ‘Oh well then! I’d love a cup of tea. How kind.’

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to take Tom to the ferry tomorrow?’ she asked. ‘It’s no trouble, you know. It’s going to be an emotional time for you.’

His mother laughed and shook her head. ‘He’s only going to be away for a few days. He’ll be home by the weekend. Hardly seems worth his while.’ And she winked at her son.

‘Wish I was going on with the ship to England,’ Tom put in.

‘And leave your mother all on her own!’ Mrs Wen sounded rather shocked. ‘Is he being met?’ she went on. ‘Only Singapore’s such a huge place and one does hear stories.’

Mrs Lee frowned. ‘The ship’s agent’s going to be there. A Mrs Chung. Her husband’s a police sergeant.’

Mrs Wen looked happier. ‘I do envy you, Tom. I hope it’s not costing too much?’

‘No! It’s free,’ Mrs Lee told her. ‘And the Company’s delighted. Now you must excuse us,’ she said firmly. ‘We’ve got so much to do!’

‘Well I’m sure Tom deserves it,’ Mrs Wen said with a smile. ‘And you should go yourself. See a bit of the world before it’s too late.’

‘Well done, Mum!’ Tom said after she had gone. ‘She’d talk the hind leg off a donkey, if you let her.’

His mother shrugged. ‘She’s lonely, Tom. And she is a neighbour.’ She clattered the plates and put them in the sink. ‘Besides, there are plenty worse people in the world than Mrs Wen. You’ll find that out one of these days!’

Then she smiled. ‘Time you got packed. Shall we make a start?’


Chapter 3

In an office at the back of a run-down building in the poorest part of town, a fax machine began to chatter. Moments later a sheet of paper fell to the floor and joined the others lying there.

At the same time, a taxi pulled up in the street outside. Although it was still early in the morning, the air was already full of dust and the stink of exhaust fumes. A nondescript dog scrambled to its feet and limped out of the way. It had a paw missing. Flies buzzed around a sore on the side of its head. A small boy appeared from an alleyway, saw it and chased after it. He carried a stick.

A heavily-built man clambered out of the car. He wore a faded cotton suit and a pair of scuffed black shoes. There were sweat marks at the armpits and his trousers were just a little too short. He looked as if he might have been a boxer or a stevedore. Something like that. He was in fact an ex-member of the French Foreign Legion. Somewhere in the Defence Ministry in Paris, there was a file on him with the word ‘Deserter’ under his faded photograph. But that was all twenty years in the past.

He reached into a back pocket and pulled out a bundle of greasy bank-notes. Carefully, he counted out the fare and added a tip. The driver thanked him and drove off. The man mopped his face with a large silk handkerchief then turned and began to climb a flight of worn stairs towards a large open door. The sign beside the door read ‘George Patou – Import/Export’. On the wall beside it were the faded words ‘Fat French Pig’, spray-painted in Malay.

Mr Patou always smiled when he saw this graffiti. For some reason, which no one dared ask, the insult amused him and he refused to have it painted over. It had been put there a year ago by the husband of a disgruntled employee. The man had afterwards been found with a shattered knee. He was a beggar now, with one hand held out for small change and the other holding on to a wooden crutch. The woman was long gone.

He strode into the workshop and made his way between rows of small tables. The foreman rushed to meet him, smiling expansively to show off his new gold tooth. The thirty women sitting at the sewing-machines bent their heads and concentrated on cutting and stitching the soft toys they were busy making for the American Christmas market. A radio was playing local pop music. The wailing of the singer could just be heard above the buzz of activity.

Mr Patou cast an expert eye over the room. He noted the full boxes piled up along the walls and the bales of fresh cloth beside each woman. He listened to the foreman’s report then dismissed him with a nod and walked briskly towards his office. He undid the locks and went inside.

His first act was to go over to the fax machine where he stooped and gathered up the waiting sheets of paper. For a big man, his movements were surprisingly nimble. He fanned through them. At the third one, he gave a grunt. He looked back towards the open door. A woman was approaching holding a cup of tea. Not now! He swung his leg and kicked the door shut. He heard her cry of surprise and ignored it. He put the fax down carefully in the middle of his desk, went to an old-fashioned steel safe and spun the dial. When it was open, he reached in and drew out a stack of folders. He flicked through them until he found the one he wanted.

There was the logo of a well-known shipping company on the front cover and the words ‘Very Secret. Chief Executive Eyes Only’ were stamped underneath in large red letters. There was also a warning that any unauthorized use would result in criminal prosecution. Inside, there were a dozen pages covered in neatly printed columns of letters and numbers.

For the next half-hour, Mr Patou methodically decoded the numbers from the fax on to a note-pad. With rising excitement, he double-checked the information. Drops of sweat trickled down his neck and the fax paper curled under his hand. His collar was becoming much too tight. He wrenched it open. The telephone rang four times but he did not notice it.

Abruptly, he stood up. His chair fell over with a bang. He snatched a calendar from the wall behind his desk. His eyes darted over it, tracing the dates with a sausage-like forefinger. He puffed out his cheeks and gave a wheeze of excitement.

This was the big one! The one he had spent years waiting for but never really believing it might happen. Why, with his share of the proceeds, he might even be able to retire and live somewhere nice. If they’d let him! His chest felt suddenly tight and he had to clutch the side of the desk. He reached in a drawer for a brown plastic bottle and put two pills in his mouth. He stood there and waited for his heart to stop racing.

He had to get the information to them right away. It was going to be touch and go as it was. There was hardly any time to put it all together. But that wasn’t his problem. Thank God! But he must tell them. That was his job. If they missed out because of him, he’d be dead in the water. Literally.

His hands shook as he reached for the telephone. He could feel more sweat gathering in his armpits. The call took no more than ten seconds to make. The voice at the other end was cold and unemotional.

‘Usual place! In one hour. You better be right!’

Mr Patou grabbed his note-pad and scanned it. His heart was thumping again. Like a steam hammer this time. What if he’d got it wrong? What if he’d misread something? What if? He thrust the thought from him. After all, he had been a corporal in the Legion. A better man than any of them would ever be. He stuffed the pad into a pocket and strode through the hum of the workshop, into the brilliant day outside.


Chapter 4

Tom shifted in his seat and tried to get comfortable. A couple of minutes later, he had to turn around again. He had been sitting in the coach for almost seven hours and his bottom was numb. His eyes felt gritty and there was a nasty taste in his mouth. He had never been so bored in all his life with nothing to see and nothing to do. The only excitement, if you could call it that, was the occasional flash of headlights from an oncoming vehicle. He wondered how the driver managed to stay awake.

All around him, other people slept or sat motionless in the darkness. Occasionally, someone coughed or cried out in their sleep. Here and there, an overhead light was switched on or off. And always, there was the endless drumming of tyres on the road.
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