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         A Hard Man to Kill was first published as a short story within The Young Bond Dossier in 2009. The story begins after the events of the fourth Charlie Higson Young Bond book, Hurricane Gold, and is set before the events of By Royal Command.
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            A HARD MAN TO KILL

         

         

         

         
             

         

         The horse dangled in the air, its legs splayed and waving frantically, its eyes showing white with fear. It whinnied, the sound cutting through all the noises of the dockside. In a few seconds it was twenty, thirty, forty feet in the air as the cargo derrick hoisted it up the side of the ship. The unfortunate beast looked as if it had been grabbed by some giant’s hand. Then the crane turned and swung sideways over the deck where it began to slowly lower the horse into the hold until it was out of sight.

         Before long the next one would be hoisted up. The girl was already leading it forward to where the stevedores stood waiting. She patted its nose and talked to it. Wouldn’t make any difference. Soon the thing would be screaming in terror.

         Emil Lefebvre grinned. It was a comical scene. He’d never much liked horses and seeing one in distress amused him. The only thing that would make the spectacle more fun would be if the leather harness broke and one of the big stupid brutes fell to the quayside. He could picture it. The legs galloping in the air, the teeth bared, gasps from the crowd, the girl tearing her hair out, then… PAF!

         That would be something to see. The horse lying there like a great squashed insect and the girl in tears. Emil chuckled and turned away from the window. Maury and Argente had at last finished their work. The customs inspector had told them all he knew and was now trussed up and gagged. He wouldn’t be any more trouble. Emil sighed and mopped his face with a perfumed handkerchief. Why was nothing simple? If the stupid man hadn’t been so damned curious, poking around among the packing crates, Emil would be settled on the Colombie, sipping a cocktail and casting an appreciative eye over any young ladies who might be on board.

         It was a muggy, overcast day. The breeze was from the south, inland, from over the jungles of the interior, so the air in the harbour was thick and damp. He wiped his neck with the handkerchief. Was there no way to stay dry in this godforsaken country?

         The customs inspector, a jumped-up peasant with greasy hair, gave a little cry as Maury manhandled him into a chair. They would have to get the poor fellow hidden out of the way somewhere and hope nobody noticed he was missing.

         Emil crouched down so that their eyes were on a level. The man’s face was raw, puffy and out of shape where Maury and Argente had worked him over. Emil tutted.

         ‘You know, you are looking like you need a holiday, mon brave,’ he said, smiling. ‘A nice long cruise, perhaps. The sea air would do you good.’

         The man muttered something but the gag muffled his words.

         Emil straightened, his knees cracking. He brushed his trousers. They were a pale blue linen and silk mix, shot through with a silver thread that made them shimmer and shine. They were part of a suit, cut specially for him by a tailor in Cuba. He had not dressed for business this morning. If his suit was ruined it would spoil his whole day.

         He caught Maury’s eye and nodded. Maury drew his knife from the pouch on his belt. Emil was soon bored. He turned to the window again. Another horse was being loaded on to the Colombie, its frightened cries masking any sounds the customs officer made. Emil glanced down. There were spots of blood on his burgundy loafers. He swore. They were Italian-made. He bent down to wipe them clean with his handkerchief. Thank God the blood hadn’t got on to his clothes. It was nearly impossible keeping smart in this line of work.

         And this country. So dirty.

         He sighed. He would be very glad to get away from Venezuela.

         
            *

         

         The six-berth pleasure yacht, the Amaryllis, cut through the sparkling blue water of the Caribbean. The only sound, the wind flapping at its sails. A boy sat at the prow: his skin tanned a dark brown, his eyes squinting to keep out the glare of the sun, the spray stinging his cheeks. He was tall and lean and athletic; his body hard, his pale blue eyes slightly cold and distant. His black hair, blowing loose and untidy, hadn’t been cut for some time and was crusted with salt.

         His name was James Bond.

         Ahead, the cluster of small islands that made up the Guadeloupe archipelago were scattered across the sea. The largest of the islands, Basse-Terre, rose up steeply into the sky. It was the tip of a great mountain jutting up from the seabed, its flanks clothed with lush dark green vegetation. The French name for the mountain La Grande Soufrière, the big sulphur, gave a clue to its origin. It was a volcano, still active. 

         Behind Basse-Terre was another island, Grande-Terre, separated by a narrow channel known as Salt River. It was there that the Amaryllis was heading, to the port of Pointe-à-Pitre.

         For a week they had been island hopping across the Caribbean, from Cuba past Haiti, Puerto Rico and the British Virgin Islands, and now they had reached their final destination: Guadeloupe, the nearest point in the islands to Europe. James had helped to crew the yacht, and the combination of hard physical exertion, sun, sea and swimming had banished the dark clouds from his mind and healed his wounds. Lately his life had been full of violence and fear. He had originally come to this part of the world to recover from injuries he had received in a desperate fight to the death in London. The plan for rest and relaxation, however, had gone horribly wrong when he had got caught up with American gangsters in Mexico. He had left behind some bad memories, but also a handful of good ones. Most of those good memories were to do with a dark-haired girl called Precious Stone. His departure had been bitter sweet. He was glad to be putting Mexico behind him and heading for home, but he was sad about leaving the girl. They had shared a wild adventure together and grown very close.

         He had saved her life, and she had saved his.

         Her grateful father had arranged this little cruise for James and his aunt Charmian by way of a thank you. The Amaryllis was very well equipped for sport and for luxury, and the crew saw to their every need. James and Charmian ate well, most meals featuring seafood straight from the ocean. In the evenings when they put in to port they enjoyed the local nightlife. There would be music and dancing and in the mornings they would explore the markets. But now they were hurrying under full sail. They had to be in Pointe-à-Pitre this evening to meet the Colombie, the French liner that was to take them back to Europe.

         The journey across the Atlantic back to Plymouth would be a final chance for James to rest and get his strength back. From there it was going to be another dash to meet up with his friends from Eton who would already be on a skiing trip in the Austrian Alps. Long sea voyages, even on a luxury liner like the Colombie, could be dull, but James was looking forward to a stretch of dullness. There was only so much excitement a boy could take before he ended up a gibbering wreck being fed mashed-up food from a spoon.

         He had it all planned. He would relax, read some books, play cards and stroll around the deck once a day to get some fresh air and exercise. It would be a leisurely regime of early nights and regular meals.

         Yes. He would enjoy being an ordinary boy for a few days.

         His Aunt Charmian came along the deck to join him.

         ‘Nearly there,’ she said, sitting with her back to the rail. ‘There might even be time for a meal in Pointe-à-Pitre if you’d like.’

         ‘I’d be happy to get on board straight away and settle in,’ said James.

         ‘I was hoping you were going to say that.’ Charmian gave James a relieved smile. ‘It’s been a busy few days.’

         Charmian looked as elegant as always. Despite being an anthropologist and travelling all over the world, often living with very primitive tribes, she always looked smart and unruffled. She kept her hair short and wore simple but well-made clothes. Today, a lightweight summer dress with a large print of tropical flowers and a wide cream sun hat that no matter how windy it was she always somehow managed to keep on her head.

         ‘It will be strange going back to school, I suppose, after all this excitement?’ she asked, smoothing down her wind-ruffled dress.

         ‘It’s always a wrench,’ said James. ‘I don’t think that school and I are well suited.’

         ‘Don’t be in too much of a hurry to join the adult world,’ said Charmian. ‘You will look back on your schooldays as a time of carefree innocence.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ said James, wondering how anything in the rest of his life could compare to the adventures he had already had.

         
             

         

         An hour later they were chugging into the harbour at Pointe-à-Pitre, the noise of their diesel engine sounding very loud and intrusive. The Colombie was sitting at berth ready to depart, steam rising from her twin red funnels. She was not as large or as fast as the liners that ran the busier New York route, but she was nevertheless an impressive sight. She towered above them, dwarfing the Amaryllis, her black hull studded with two rows of portholes, rising to gleaming white upper decks. She was part of the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique fleet, popularly known as the French Line, nearly 488 feet long and able to carry 500 passengers. 

         As they passed into her shadow James thought how strange it was going to be, moving from the comparatively tiny yacht onto the floating hotel that was the Colombie.

         They moored in a prearranged berth and James and Charmian said their farewells to the captain and crew that they had spent the last few days with. The first mate found a porter to take their luggage and they set off along the busy quayside.

         Guadeloupe was a French island and although James spoke French fairly fluently he struggled to understand the Creole spoken by the locals, mostly descendants of the slaves who had been brought over from Africa to work on the sugar plantations. James loved the feeling of being somewhere so different to England. He was determined to savour his every brief moment on the island. He was about to leave the Caribbean behind. He had fallen in love with its islands. They had a perfect climate, with warm balmy air, bright skies and refreshing rain bursts. He took it all in: the palm trees, the low colonial buildings, the scents of flowers and spices.

         As they neared the gangplanks that serviced the Colombie they saw a commotion up ahead and had to stop. Police were keeping a crowd back and there was a great deal of shouting and jostling.

         Presently a Black Maria, a reinforced van used for transporting prisoners, arrived at the embarkation point. James struggled to get a view through the knot of watching people. The doors of the van opened and two men got out. The driver and his passenger were from the local police, but when they opened the back doors four Europeans emerged and met another white man on the dockside. They all wore the uniform of the French police. There was a short discussion. James could see that the men were tense and alert, nervously looking around at the crowd. They were all smoking heavily. Two carried shotguns.

         After another short delay they brought out the prisoner. He had a bag over his head, and his hands and feet were chained. He was short, only a little over five foot, and had a solid square body. James saw that they had removed his shoes.

         A murmur went up from the spectators. One word, repeated softy on all sides.

         ‘Caiboche.’

         Between them the French police led the chained man up the gangplank. He shuffled along awkwardly, yet there was something dignified and unbroken about him, which was accentuated by the nervousness of his captors.

         ‘Is that his name, do you suppose?’ James asked Charmian. ‘Caiboche?’

         ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ said Charmian curtly.

         Caiboche…

         The name sounded vaguely familiar but James couldn’t place it. Something he had read in the newspaper…

         He turned to look at Charmian who had a clouded expression on her face.

         ‘Even here in paradise,’ she murmured. ‘There is wickedness.’ 

         
             

         

         Their cabin was small but comfortable. It consisted of one room with a porthole, two bunk beds, a cupboard, writing desk and chair. There was a small, framed print of the ship screwed to the wall.

         ‘I’ll take the top bunk,’ said James.

         ‘You won’t get any argument from me,’ said Charmian, undoing the clasp on their trunk, which a porter had brought on ahead.

         ‘You go off and explore if you like,’ she said. ‘I’ll just unpack.’

         James left her to it.

         The rest of the ship wasn’t so cramped. It was done out in the fashionable art deco style; everywhere you looked there were mirrors and cut glass and painted bentwood furniture, with pictures and hangings on every surface. There were several lounges, including a gentlemen’s smoking lounge, a dining room with a stage to one side, a bar with polished wood and heavily patterned carpets, a library, a games room, a gymnasium – all of it linked by a maze of corridors and stairways.

         As the gangplanks were removed ready for departure James went back to find Charmian so that they could say goodbye to the islands together.

         The Colombie weighed anchor just as the sun was setting. The passengers lined the railings on the harbour side, and the locals cheered and waved as the great ship moved off at a stately pace, smoke billowing from her funnels and her horns sounding out across the town.

         Now there were just four and a half thousand miles of ocean between them and England. 

         James felt a sharp sting of regret. Soon he would be swapping the brilliant colours and dazzling light of the Caribbean for the flat, dull, grey, reality of Britain. At least there was the skiing to look forward to.

         He laughed and Charmian asked him why.

         ‘I was thinking about skiing. It’s hard to imagine that somewhere in this world there is snow.’

         ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’ said Charmian. ‘We’ve boarded the ship here in the warmth and we shall disembark in chilly Plymouth.’

         They stayed at the rail long after the other passengers had drifted away.

         ‘So who is Caiboche?’ James asked at last, as the sky turned rapidly purple in the startlingly swift Caribbean sunset.

         ‘The butcher of Aziz,’ said Charmian quietly, staring at the sea.

         ‘Everybody seems to know who he is except me,’ said James.

         ‘Have you heard of the French Foreign Legion?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you know why it was set up?’

         ‘No, I’m afraid not. I only know about it from stories like Beau Geste.’

         ‘As usual, James, the stories have made a very brutal world romantic and glamorous. The legion was set up in 1830 after the French decreed that no foreigners were allowed to serve in the regular army. The legion takes men from anywhere, though the officers are all French.’

         ‘Only the officers?’ James asked. 

         ‘No.’ said Charmian. ‘They take ordinary Frenchmen as privates. Usually the dregs of society. No questions asked. The legion was originally set up in the least popular posting of the French colonies, you see. In Algeria in North Africa. And there, in the heat of the desert, the Legion quickly built a reputation for iron discipline and toughness.’

         ‘And this Caiboche was a Legionnaire?’

         ‘Yes. General Charles Caiboche rose from the criminal underworld of Marseilles. A gangster, smuggler, profiteer and murderer, as far as anyone can gather. He escaped capture by joining the Legion. When he was twenty the Great War broke out and the Legion fought with great bravery against the Germans. Caiboche gained a reputation for total fearlessness and utter ruthlessness and in the carnage of that war, where men died in their millions and officers didn’t last very long, he quickly rose through the ranks. He survived the battles of Artois and the Somme and after the war returned to Africa. They say he was a good, if strict, officer, and the men were tremendously loyal to him. He was promoted to general, but it seems that was not enough for him. He knew that because of his criminal past he would never be accepted back in France. Maybe the hell of the war destroyed his mind, maybe the desert heat got to him, maybe he was always cracked, but he got delusions of grandeur. He saw himself as a new Napoleon, a new emperor. Something happened out there in Algeria, all those miles from France. Caiboche and half of his men disappeared from the Legion’s base. He reappeared some months later in a desert stronghold – an old crusader fort built over a well – at the head of a private army. The ranks had been swelled by Africans, Arabs, Berbers, and criminals from the backstreets of every slum in North Africa, from Casablanca to Cairo. Caiboche declared himself king of the region and promptly set about subduing anyone who disagreed with him. Local Mahdis were assassinated, towns were taken by force. It seems his aim was to take over all of Algeria.’

         Charmian fell silent, looking back at the receding lights of Guadeloupe.

         ‘You were in Algeria before I started at Eton, weren’t you?’ said James.

         ‘I was,’ Charmian replied quietly. ‘I spent several months in the south with the Tuareg, nomadic Berber tribesmen. I fell in love with the country, its harshness, its savage beauty. I know all too well what Caiboche did out there. At first the French government ignored him, even using him occasionally for their own ends. The locals were always up in arms about something and Caiboche was very good at knocking them back. But in 1928 he set his sights on the fortified town of Aziz, a large and wealthy settlement at the meeting of many important trade routes. I spent a little time there myself when I was travelling in the country. It was a lovely town. I made friends there.’

         ‘What happened?’ James asked.

         ‘The people of Aziz appealed to France for help and a small French force arrived to defend the town. But in a short and violent battle Caiboche overran the defences and sent the French army packing.

         ‘To punish the people of Aziz for standing up to him and “pour encourager les autres” – to be a lesson to others – Caiboche slaughtered every man and boy in the city and set up camp there. 

         ‘Then the French government finally realized what they were up against and they sent in a much larger force. The second battle of Aziz raged for three days, by which time the town was nothing more than a pile of rubble and Caiboche’s army was destroyed. There was no sign of the general. Those of us who knew about him hoped that he was dead. It appears, though, that he must have escaped across the Atlantic. And now he turns up here in chains. Let us pray that his story is at last over.’

         ‘The French are taking him back to stand trial, I suppose,’ said James. ‘And they’re not taking any chances. Those policemen were armed to the teeth.’

         ‘I do not believe in the death penalty, James,’ said Charmian. ‘But he is one man I would gladly see hanged.’

         
             

         

         The first couple of days on board passed without incident. James took his first wobbly sea steps back towards being a civilised English schoolboy; he had a haircut and got used to wearing shoes and socks and a suit again. He kept to the routine he had imagined on the yacht, and as a result he was soon thoroughly bored. There wasn’t enough to do on board to keep him busy. He had tried all the deck games and found them pretty unexciting. He had attended a couple of talks on art and architecture but found his attention wandering. Apart from the crew’s quarters, the bridge, the engine rooms and the hold, he had soon explored every inch of the ship. The one little shiver of excitement he got was thinking about General Caiboche. He had quickly discovered where they were keeping him – in one of the first-class suites – and often walked past to see if anything was happening. There were always two of the French policemen sitting outside the door in the corridor, smoking and watching the world go by. James discovered that they were from the Gendarmerie Maritime: the branch of the French security forces that looked after law enforcement at sea.

         For the most part the officers kept aloof from the other passengers. They were a tough-looking bunch and stuck together, but there was a young adjutant who was friendlier than the others. He was only a few years older than James and obviously the most junior of the gendarmes. He was forever being sent to run errands for his more senior colleagues. James saw him all the time around the ship and made an effort to get to know him.
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