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PROEM: SOMETIME BEFORE NOW


Senior civil service mandarin, Desmond Fenton, squirmed nervously on his chair. The Permanent Secretary to the Ministry of Defence sat with the Secretary of State for Defence and a small group of government luminaries. All were perched on a platform in a room buried deep inside the bowels of Whitehall. Plainclothes MoD policemen nosed furtively about the room, conspicuous as a skulk of foxes, effortlessly managing to ruin any aesthetic effect of the ostentatious fabric décor in the inhibiting atmosphere of the chamber. In the audience, a gaggle of officialdom’s sycophantic minions babbled in opinionated discussion on the computer-projected display screen, which indicated that there was only one intended item for deliberation on the meeting’s agenda: “The Channel Isles Incident Debrief”.


Marty Rebel, ex-commercial insurance claims investigator, turned adventurer and crime-buster, sat in the gathering. He was not part of, but nevertheless pivotal to, the subject matter of the covert meeting. He fought to disguise his impatience while weighing up those on the platform. There was no sign of effort on his part to disguise his scorn for the line-up of bureaucrats. The only one of the dignitaries sitting on the rostrum he deemed noteworthy was his new comrade and ally, Air Chief Marshal Edgar Thompson, splendidly decked out in full military regalia.


‘What the hell’s causing the delay?’ Marty’s terse question was addressed to another staunch, longstanding friend, DCS Robbin, a close ally in the life or death challenges of the past week. The Detective Chief Super and another involved in than adventure, MI5 Agent Philip Bayliss, awaited events more patiently. Both were considerably better schooled in the mind games played out by the members of bureaucratic circles.


‘I believe I know what we are waiting for – ah, yes, here she is,’ said DCS Robbin, nodding towards a contrite looking stenographer scurrying into the room.


‘You can bet your bottom dollar Fenton will get away scot-free,’ said Bayliss. ‘Probably even been moved up a couple of pay grades already, if I know this lot.’


The cynical remark was seconded by disgruntled nods of assent from the rest of the group, which included Dixie Montcliffe, reporter for World News. In intimate relationship with Marty, she could bridge gaps that left him out of reach to most. She smiled and squeezed Marty’s hand.


The gallant quartet’s exchange was interrupted by one of the pinstripe suited, anonymous characters around them. ‘Scot free is really so adequate. Our Mr Fenton is indeed on the way up. I think we can safely say his transfer to the Outer Hebrides for the purposes of monitoring illegal seal cub culling is both going up – but hardly Scot free.’ He slapped his knee and chortled.


The chatter was punctuated by the sharp rap of a gavel, cutting short any immediate opinions that the group might have wanted to share on that reassuring news.


‘The first condition of attendance, to which you all must adhere, ladies and gentleman, is acknowledgement that this meeting, either in part or its entirety, has never taken place.’ The nondescript little waffler glanced round the room, milking his brief moment of glory before continuing. ‘The mercenary assassin, ex Spetsnatz Captain Lars Gottard, otherwise known as Pelops, has never been in the employ of Her Majesty’s Government. Furthermore, neither incident attributed to him committing, nor any others participation in response to his criminal deeds, has credibility in the UK, nor will it ever be on record.’ He rapped the gavel and motioned with his arm that the floor was open to the Defence Secretary.


The Secretary of State nodded, mumbled perfunctory thanks out of the corner of his mouth and stood up to get a better view of his autocue.


*


The doorman of the exclusive London men’s club ran to salute the ACM as he and his party piled out of the taxi cab. As the excited band of newly-acclaimed heroes entered the lobby of the building, the fragrant scent of lavender greeted their nostrils. The grandiosity of the place stirred Marty’s ingrained Celtic unease when in pretentious surroundings. Testimony of an era of class distinction and privilege lingered, oozing from the dark oak panelling, darkened more so from generations of elbow grease and wax polish.


‘I didn’t see fit to mention it before, but I took it upon myself to arrange for someone to see you here, Marty,’ said the ACM. ‘I am quite sure you will get much more satisfaction from an encounter with Mr Harbin this time.’


Ralph Harbin sheepishly unfolded from the obscurity of one of the deep, winged leather armchairs in the main lounge. The man who left Marty no alternative but to relinquish a promising, lucrative position in the insurance division of Lion Holdings was bereft of his customary arrogance. He held out his hand to Marty as though in fear of it being bitten off.


Marty, at a loss for assuming the correct attitude for the occasion, cast a searching look at the ACM.


‘It is just a small matter of fifty million dollars or so that your vigilance has saved Global Avionics Technologies. No, that’s not quite right. I should say you saved his company that amount.’ The ACM clapped his hands. ‘Come on, Harbin, chop, chop!’


*


‘I’d be a liar if I said I was sorry he wouldn’t stay and have one with us,’ said Marty, as the steward put down their drinks. ‘But this is one time I’m not complaining about bumping into him.’ He slapped his breast-pocket. In it nestled a banker’s draft for three million pounds. It was the recovery commission on the Global Avionics Technologies’ funds that David Lang-Mainwaring almost contrived to embezzle, had he lived long enough to transfer the funds from his failing electronics manufacturing corporation. It was a windfall that Marty had not taken into account in his elation at foiling the noxious, conflicting conspiracies of Fenton, Mainwaring and Pelops, despite his knowledge of the insurance world’s practices.


‘God, what a mess, though,’ said Marty, in sudden melancholy mood. ‘The lovely people who would be alive if that bastard Fenton had let Sir Rupert Scott have his say. Helen, Andrea, so young, beautiful; gone, forever. Sure, it’s ironic, though, the last laugh was on Mainwaring. Talk about poetic justice! He’d be alive if he’d listened to the old boy, he’d have known that device distorted its own signals. Sure, the gismo triggered invisibility to radar right enough, but leaving his own radar near as blind as the slimy worm that he was!’ Marty paused as he recalled how the old seadog, Cameron, had explained those last moments to them at the moment of Mainwaring’s fate... On board the Houdini, Cameron could not figure out why he wasn’t completely satisfied with the cruiser’s performance. He knew something was not quite right, but whatever it might be eluded him. His inability to concentrate fully on the issue may have been impaired by being unable to stop daydreaming about the five million dollars that was due him. Screwing his eyes, he’d strained to penetrate the mist. According to the radar, they were supposed to have been less than five kilometres from what ought to be the Saint Albutt. Both vessels were at engines half-ahead, on a converging course. He was excited at getting back aboard the ship, where he would be safe, free from fear of Rebel and his gang, far from the clutches of the whole damn lot from the UK.


But the weird feeling of unease would not go away. It grew stronger each passing second. For some unknown reason, by some strange trick of sixth-sense, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. A tingling ran the length of his spine.


Suddenly, the lone voice of the cruiser’s engines bouncing back to him from the curtain of mist was joined by a new sound – the thwacking of helicopter blades. Before he’d had time to digest the portent of that, he realised there was yet another sound. The second was more serious, much worse, and especially horrifying. The old seafarer’s experienced ears had filled with the humming thump of an extremely heavy vibration, telling him it was a noise that could only be made by a very much larger vessel. In the time it took him to shout “Holy shit!” the great bows of the Saint Albutt loomed out of the mist, straight towards the Houdini.


With no time to take evasive action, instinctively the old Scot had grabbed a handy, leather attaché-case for added buoyancy. Shouting, ‘It’s your watch now, Mainwaring!’ he took a flying leap from the stern of the Houdini.


The cabin-cruiser had apparently folded like a cardboard carton beneath the stem of the Saint Albutt’s bows, sinking almost immediately, while fuel from the demolished vessel’s tanks ignited with a searing flash. An angry rash of fire then spread furiously across the water.


At the fringes of the flame, and the sole survivor, he’d threshed frantically away from the burning oil...


Agent Bayliss, started from deep in ponderings of his own, leaned over and whispered in Marty’s ear, disturbing the younger man’s revisiting of Mainwaring’s demise. ‘I think you ought to know something I’ve managed to dig up. That Pelops guy once did some military training in Romania with them who MI5 reckon probably planted the bomb that done for your folks in Belfast.’


Marty did not display his shock. The most eventful week of his life had in some strange way insulated him from betraying reactions. He did display that look of a man who knew where he was going, a direction very much tied to the whereabouts of “That Pelops guy”.


The ACM raised his glass. ‘A toast. For those who can’t, we must each of us toast.’ As he spoke there were tears in his eyes. He looked at Marty. ‘To unswerving friendship – to unwavering conviction, to outstanding courage, to valour,’ he coughed to clear his throat, ‘and survival.’


‘My pleasure,’ Marty said. ‘But after we do,’ he raised his glass and sipped. Then, ‘the final toast is mine, lads. I think all I can drink to right now is – that place where conscience drives me, to Karangabe, or wherever the hunt for Pelops takes me, with whomever at my side.


Four hands met to the clink of four glasses.




CHAPTER 1: The Hunt Resumes


The hand extended to Marty Rebel bore physical evidence of the miles of rope yarn and steel hawser that had passed through its owner’s grip during the many decades he had spent at war with the elements on his trawler in the North Sea and North Atlantic.


Marty’s hand almost disappeared in the enthusiastic grasp of the older man’s as they stood, eye to eye, and shook on their deal. ‘You know I am determined and I have resources, all of which I am prepared to spend on this mission; and Pelops is a trained killing machine, so I can’t guarantee any of us will come out of this trip in one piece, let alone make anything from it, other than what we are out of pocket.’


The ageing seadog abruptly stopped the handshake. With a sincerity that was confirmed by the unwavering set of his head and the unblinking gaze of his sky-blue eyes he said, ‘I seen Poseidon do his worst an’ still stepped ashore; ain’t no man alive as can scare Ethan J Entwistle. An’ as for payment, he took nowt from the sea as he didn’t have the right to have in his net, nor took nowt he didn’t earn from no man, neither.’ He smothered their linked hands with his free one. ‘I am here, with you, young man, coz it’s some purpose for rollin’ outa me bunk I’m lookin’ fer, not mekkin another pound. Me wallet’s fat enough already to break a man’s foot, thank you!’ He emphasised his thanks with one last, vigorous shake of Marty’s hand.


They released hands and Marty turned to look across the hotel room. He called to one of the two men talking at the bar. ‘Robbo, sorry to disturb you. Three single malts over here, neat and sweet as you please. Sure it’s back to business as usual again we all are, old buddy.’


Colin Robbin put the tray of drinks on the table and handed the other two men a glass. The ex-Detective Chief Superintendent, a free agent, having recently taken early retirement, sat down to join Marty and Ethan. ‘So now you two have decided it’s a go, can we all down this snifter and go and have a look at the cruise ship?’ he said, referring to Ethan’s trawler. ‘I don’t want to put a damper on the occasion, but my impressions of life on board for the redoubtable stars of “The Deadliest Catch” leave me with an urgent need to see just what I am letting myself in for this time.’


‘No need to worry, shipmate, my Adelene, she rides the heavy seas like a trip round the pier, an’ her engines will tow the Rock of Gibraltar back to the UK.’ The seaman chuckled. The sound was warm, a deep, cheery rumbling, his solid frame shook with delight. He put a hand on the shoulder of each man and said, ‘Juss you set me a course, leave me on the wheel, shipmates, an’ you can get on with findin’ an’ catchin’ this Pelops fella you’re after. So c’mon lads, the jetty’s about two miles from here, an’ I reckon thass about one in that great big posh car of yours, Marty, me boy. Let’s move.’


The trio finished their toast and left the lounge bar, Robbin waving a farewell to the lone drinker, unobserved by the others. The man stopped fiddling with his cell phone, nodded and waved back.


With the winter daylight fast fading, Marty nodded to the car park attendant, speared a neatly rolled fiver at the man and manoeuvred his car out of the hotel driveway at speed. The Range Rover’s defrost system hummed industriously in its battle with the freezing air; ice blue headlights cutting into the twilight haze.


The reflection off the windows in the brilliant white superstructure of the bridge of the trawler Adelene, caught in the swathe of the Range Rover’s headlamps as it approached the vessel, created the illusion of a gloomy smile. The boat’s shimmering image emerged in ghostly contrast to the dark backcloth of the harbour water. The weather-worn boards of the deck of the rundown jetty stopped their disturbing creaking as Marty eased the vehicle to a halt abreast of the trawler.


‘Welcome aboard the good ship Adelene, shipmates.’ Ethan spread his arms wide in gesture of warm greeting to his new crew members. He hovered at the shore-side bulwark, watching Marty and Robbin make their way across the small gangplank and jump aboard. ‘You can see that me fishin’ gear is gone; but that ol’ winch there, she just is the most damn useful thing of any of us stood on this deck right now. But, c’mon lads, nuff of me prattle. Let me show both of you the delights below deck.’ He threw the outer securing clasps free, heaved the heavy, watertight door open and beckoned them to follow him into the accommodation.


Robbin was by far the more apprehensive of the two as they surveyed the crew’s tiny mess-come-galley and cramped sleeping quarters.


Marty, on the other hand, had the advantage of his childhood experiences on board a wide variety of seagoing craft belonging to the fishermen colleagues of his late father in Northern Ireland.


Robbin could not hide his uncertainty about his capacity to make the voyage to Africa. ‘How many days do you think this thing is going to take to get to Matadi? Why the hell must we go on a trawler? I still think it will be far easier, certainly safer and much more comfortable to fly.’


Marty, took great care to disguise his annoyance at the questions, said, ‘I guess I didn’t explain so clearly earlier, Robbo. We have to take the Jeep with us. We need transport for supplies and the kind of defensive equipment that’s a must for survival in the Congo region. There will be plenty of hazards on the way to the Karangabe, let alone when we get to confront Pelops and Quesada. We need stuff we’d never find there; even what we could carry we would never get through airport departure or arrivals.


The rousing strains of the American music classic, “Dixie”, spoiled Ethan’s opening to make the retort he was bursting to make in response to Robbin’s unflattering allusion to Adelene in his thoughtless outburst.


‘Sorry, me laddos, that’s mine,’ Marty said.


He flipped his cell phone open and listened to the incoming call; his expression relaxed to a less intense one. ‘It’s Dixie,’ he said to the two eager onlookers. ‘She’s well on her way, hopes to be here with Archie in less than an hour; can’t wait to let go and get this show on the road now.’


He put his attention back to the phone, directing Dixie to the trawler’s location.


Robbin was surprised by that piece of news and was uneasy again.


‘Dixie?’


Robbin’s voice was pitched higher as he struggled to take in the belated snippet of information.


‘You didn’t say Dixie was coming with us on this trip. What if..? okay...’ He hesitated, uneased by the look of annoyance on Marty’s face. ‘Okay, when we locate Quesada and Pelops, always providing they don’t get wind of our objective and locate us first; don’t you think it’d be mad to put Dixie at risk, Marty? Have you forgotten how readily that fiend managed to murder Sir Rupert, then Helen, my own sergeant, Alan Purvis and then DI Ray Jenner? Yeah, I know Archie’s a great guy, but he still holds Andrea’s death against Pelops as much as it was Mainwaring’s doing. So, just maybe, Archie’s in this with some kind of death wish, apart from being just a little bit more than a smidgen past his best to consider even making the voyage with us. Such a treacherous trek into equatorial Africa after this guy and his druggy mate just ain’t gonna be no package safari holiday.’


Ethan jumped into the conjecture. ‘There’s nowt but grey in what’s left of the hair on me head, lad, but if you are thinkin’ me an’ my Adelene here..., he glared at Robbin, putting great emphasis on the name of his beloved trawler. ‘If you think we gonna take you to Matadi an’ then me just sit an’ twiddle me thumbs in the stinkin’ heat of the River Congo, you can think on, me lad. This ACM fella sounds ok to me, a real gutsy old-timer, what I heard of him from Marty so far; an’ this gal, Dixie, well there ain’t never been nowt so welcome as a woman’s touch in the galley.’


‘Hey, calm down, both of you, we’ve got a hell of a long way to go together, so let’s all remember that.’ Marty said. He addressed Robbin, eye to eye. ‘If you can fly the helicopter organised by Domino for our use down there, sure, I’ll gladly tell Archie he’s excused boots on this one, Robbo. And as for the galley, me laddos, at the risk of being hit over the head with a frying pan for making such a chauvinist assumption, I’m sure Dixie will be the most willing of any of us to do a stint at the stove.’


More contemplative and more than a little abashed, Robbin said, ‘I’m sorry, Ethan, I …’


The seaman held his hand up in a gesture of peace, leathery palm open, ‘Think nowt of it, Robbo, it’s just that my Adelene, she’s all I got in this world now, an’ if I don’t stick up for the ol’ girl I sure can’t expect her to look after me. All I know is, you give her a chance, shipmate, an’ you’ll grow to love her afore we get across Biscay.’


The seaman slapped Robbin on the shoulder, coughed in embarrassment at his emotional outpouring. ‘Right, lads, let’s go up an’ sort out some current African coastal charts off the ol’ magic box up there. I gotta make sure I can get the okay to navigate the Congo without being hogtied by too much red tape, shipmates.’


Marty said, ‘First I just want to be sure your cargo space is adequate, Ethan. Just need to be certain you have got room for the Humvee we’re taking on the mission.’


*


Dixie Montcliffe, clad in stretch jeans, a thick scarf almost covering her mouth and cocooned in a padded parka, leaned on the frost-covered bulwark of the Adelene’s tiny bridge deck, overlooking the jetty and the foredeck.


Early morning preparations for the voyage ahead were in progress below. Ethan was happy as the proverbial sandboy, operating the winch heaving provisions and equipment and supplies aboard. He was aided by Marty in the stowage hold, with Robbin and ACM Edgar Thompson harnessing each consignment of the varied cargo.


Dixie shouted down to the busy gang of crusaders, ‘I’m waiting for you guys to get that stock of groceries aboard. This is one morning that won’t be complete without a bellyful of bacon and eggs,’ her voice barely audible above the hum of the auxiliary power unit and winch. ‘Sooner the perishables are in the fridge the better; and I presume we’re eating before we leave for distant parts?’


Robbin scrambled amongst the collection of crates on the jetty. ‘Found it – I think,’ he shouted back. ‘We’ll send the fresh stuff up next. Make my eggs easy over, on well crisped bacon, and don’t forget the hash brown, Dixie.’


Dixie laughed, waved cheerily and turned to make her way down to the foredeck. Her course changed when she noticed a car parked opposite the trawler’s redundant jetty on the quay the other side of the harbour inlet. She looked around the bridge navigation desk, gave an almost inaudible grunt of satisfaction as she picked up a pair of binoculars. Edging stealthily to the window, a quick look made it clear nobody was in the Mercedes, or any sign of exhaust gases billowing into the frosty air. She could not get a view of the registration number plate due to the position of the car.


The reporter panned the surrounding area, her attention caught by something in the cabin of the dockyard crane some yards from the vehicle. There, surveying the activity on the Adelene in exactly the same manner, was the indistinct outline of a tall, burly figure.


‘My god, surely it’s not him, it can’t be…’ Dixie muttered under her breath, trying to get the image into a better focus on the binoculars. She strained every eye muscle to determine a more positive recognition of the figure, jerking back as the unidentified observer swung his interest towards the bridge window, as though aware of Dixie.


The man had what looked like a rifle in his arms.


She jumped back, alarmed, but still thinking clearly. ‘Hell, what would I give right now for my bloody camera,’ she murmured.


Carefully easing back and sidling away from the window, she dashed across the bridge and out of the door. She nearly fell down the companionway in her haste to inform her colleagues.


But the mystery man was down from the crane, into the Mercedes and speeding off before any attempt at taking pursuit could be taken by Marty and the team. Their efforts to make out the registration number were thwarted by the hoar frost on the night air. The mystery man’s car roared off, leaving a cloud of exhaust fumes hanging on the freezing haze, before Dixie could capture a helpful shot.


‘I don’t see how it could be Pelops, Dixie. He’s with Quesada, in Africa. Must be thousands of miles from here.’ Marty said.


‘Look – look at the size of that crane window, Marty. Whoever it was, his bulk nearly filled the frame. If it wasn’t him, it was someone just as big. I know what I saw! Somebody else is very interested in us, someone who had a rifle. I know what I saw.’


Marty looked at the Humvee on the jetty, the last of equipment to be hoisted aboard. ‘Let’s get that up here and stowed away secure and then we can let go, get out of here. If we have got anything to worry about, it’s wasting time over things that haven’t happened yet. Someone wants to get in on the act, let them show their hand. Till then, it’s off to foreign shores we all are bound.’


Marty feigned nonchalance. But beneath the façade, he recognised the incident as an ominous sign, evidence of added complications to the undertaking. Cesar de Quesada was a notorious, powerful, multi-billionaire egomaniac. The erstwhile drugs lord bought immunity while he maintained criminal connections worldwide. It was inconceivable that the Colombian would not be alert to the very live prospect of pursuit of Pelops and himself. There seemed little advantage to be gained by frittering precious time away on a possibly fruitless endeavour to find, let alone uncover the motives of the morning’s intruder – even less in delaying the team’s hunt for Pelops and Quesada. He was determined they should not be waylaid in their ultimate goal to foil the Colombian’s intention to establish a foothold in the illegal marketing of nuclear raw materials.


*


The driver of the Mercedes fitfully switched his concentration from the M10 to the video-phone on the dashboard. As usual, the Sunday morning traffic was sparse on the southbound motorway, devoid of the workday rush-hour scuttle. The saloon sped at the permitted limit under cruise control; its driver waited eagerly to make his report and take further instruction. His concern was ended with the screen flashing into life.


The features on the face looking into the car were indistinguishable, the visual confusion caused by a bright light shining into the camera lens from behind the caller’s head.


‘Were you seen?’ The enquiring voice was cultured, deep; the question asked in an unemotional manner.


‘I think so, boss,’ replied the driver, with the hint of a foreign accent.


‘So do you think the get-up deceived them?’


The voice on the video-phone remained impassive; the questioner gave no time for an answer before issuing his next. ‘Did you manage to plant the tracker bug on the trawler’s hull without them knowing and where they won’t see it, Dimitri?’


‘I got the tracker just below the starboard light, boss and safe from discovery. The girl looked surprised and very worried, boss; it looked like they all could not be sure I was Pelops or not. Yes, you were right. My height with the big shoes,’ he glanced at the pair of extra high platform shoes beside him on the passenger seat, ‘completed the job to look like the German with this padded jacket.’ He wriggled and grunted in involuntary demonstration of his discomfort. ‘Was no time to take it off, boss: makes it hard driving; specially I was in too much hurry to get away for time to put my shoes on again. I got away quick as I could, but I am sure they were near to leaving.’


Just for a moment, the growl of the engine vied with the hum of the tyres for the lead in the automotive duet, filling the lapse in reply from the video-phone.


‘Well done, Dimitri, our quest is now begun in earnest. You guessed right. The vessel definitely is underway now and every movement will be betrayed by the transmission of their GPS coordinates until they reach their destination. I don’t think it will be long, I think they head for the continent. All we have to do now is wait to find out exactly where they are bound for. It is we that then will have the element of surprise. We shall do what our corrupt justice system neglected to do. I look forward to the day, and I now feel it is soon to come, when I shall have the pleasure of eliminating the animal that killed my brother. And we shall not overlook it was with the sanction of certain of Her Majesty’s intelligence service agents.’


‘I am with you at your wish, boss: you have my words of honour. I am by your side till your brother will lie in peace.’ Dimitri touched his forehead and crossed his heart as he made his pledge.


Dimitri’s boss’s obscure image remained silent on the video-phone, distracted by another purpose.


Montague Scott, MAppSc, renowned expert in the field of hydrogen bond research, inventor, explorer, writer and much aggrieved brother of the murdered electronics super-brain, Rupert Scott, turned from the conversation with his longstanding aide, companion and muscle in time of need. He studied the activated tracker’s signal on a monitor displaying real-time information of the Adelene’s course.


Rupert Scott’s insurance with Lion Holdings had led Montague to Marty. The benefit of a close acquaintance with a Metropolitan Police Assistant Commissioner had furnished him, strictly off the record, with his current knowledge of the plot which necessitated the loss of his brother’s life. His grief for a loss magnified by lack of civilised motive in its instigation was painful, at a time when he had been on his adventures deep in the heart of the Amazonian jungle. The scientist-come-explorer’s guilt over that absence increased his anguish to an obsession for vengeance: to exact retribution on the assassin and bring the hand of justice on the heads of the perpetrator’s masters in the crime.


‘What you want I do now boss?’ Dimitri interrupted Scott’s concentration on the tracker screen and reflection on the more probable interpretation and subsequent portent of that conclusion.


‘How remiss of me! It seems I have mistaken their destination, Dimitri. They have taken a southbound course, one that suggests an intention to make landfall on the south coast of France, if not further afield.’ He touched a sequence of instructions on the screen of his desk computer.


An indication of the Adelene’s position, superimposed on a view of the junction of the North Sea with the English Channel, appeared on a glass panel covering two thirds of one of the office walls.


‘It looks like we have somewhat more of a wait, Dimitri, until we know where our chum Marty Rebel is bound. I begin to think we can forget any idea of a quick trip to Europe, my faithful friend, this is beginning to look like it’s time to pack our some sun-screen and prepare ourselves for perhaps sunnier climes.’


‘I would have to stick to my bet on that Saint Albutt, boss. If we can find where Quesada’s ship is, it will help.’


‘Yes, Dimitri, but that vital, annoyingly elusive link still is not, regrettably, after all this time, on any international shipping register since its departure almost twelve months ago. We must do this thing the hard way, Dimitri. Let us pray Mr Rebel, with his greater knowledge of all that occurred and was designed to be achieved by those villains, will lead us to Cesar de Quesada and Lars Gottard, aka Pelops. We shall devise a plan of campaign when you get back here. See you soon, Dimitri.’ He chuckled.


‘Did I say something the cause of your laugh, boss?’


‘No, no, my friend, I just had fleeting thought of the image of you in that jacket, the cloth, Breton cap and you now, in stocking feet. We must keep a photo. Make sure you drive safely; see you soon.’


Scott switched off the video-phone and looked over to the photo on the writing desk. ‘Don’t fear for me, big brother. I will ensure my safety and guarantee we shall be avenged and you can rest in peace when I am done.’


The inventor crossed the office and looked out of its one window. He adopted the stance and expression of a parent monitoring the behaviour of children at play in the garden. A small group of technicians bustled towards completion of pre shake-down preparations on the prototype of amphibious air transport. Scott pressed the Tannoy button, and said, ‘Alistair!’


The word reverberated in the air, bouncing off the steel skeleton of the hangar-like workshop: the office window vibrated slightly. All work stopped; heads turned and looked up as one towards the source of the sound.


Alistair Cameron, retired master mariner, tapped on the office door and entered. The former skipper of the ill-fated Lang-Mainwaring’s seagoing cruiser, Houdini, was flustered.


‘Och, I’m so near to switching on the hydrogen conversion unit, Monty, no more than a half hour. Is it something important you’re needing me for just now?’


‘Yes, everything’s fine, Alistair. I have no doubt the engineers have the fuel-to-power-unit programme on schedule. I just want you to know I expect no more of you than what you have done already. I’m very grateful for all your help in the design and construction of the hull and calculations to attain capacity of propulsion for marine purposes. I’m confident I shall have a first class craft around me, in either application.’ Scott took a cheque book from the drawer of his desk.


Cameron was fretful of Scott’s obvious intention to pay him off there and then. ‘You’ll not be telling me I’m no on the shake-down tests – I feel MarinAero is as much my baby as yours, Monty. Mainwaring was no friend of mine. I ken fine you have unfinished business over his part in your brother’s death. And what am I going to do now, anyway, at my age, in these times?’ The ageing mariner outstretched his hands, palms up, open, pleading for continued involvement.


‘I can’t submit you to the likely risk in further participation from this point, Alistair. My conscience will not allow me to permit that, because I cannot estimate any amount in recompense for the element of danger I anticipate from hereon. Shake-down will consist of tricky aerial manoeuvres in conjunction with the seaworthiness aspect of trials. But the most perilous ordeal is then to follow.’


‘I ken you’re clever, experienced and travelled, Monty, but you will need a navigator: computer navigation is no a foolproof bet. I hear you, I take the warning. But if I tempt fate, that is my choice. How, when and where I am ready to leave to providence along with yours, without regret.’


Scott paused a moment, looked out of the window at his latest creation and then threw the cheque book back in the drawer. ‘Good man! Let’s get down there and get our baby out and on the water. We have an illuminating lesson in hydrogen-bonding dynamics to demonstrate to the world.’


*


The merciless equatorial sun was halfway to its daily zenith over the arid scrubland plain of the Karangabe Desert. It did not hinder the flurry of activity deep inside the hundred and nine thousand square miles of barren, inhospitable savannah terrain in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Stones crunched on the rough ground under the tyres of a huge earth-mover. The rumbling giant appeared to lumber, but moved much faster than its size and bulk suggested, to empty its bucket into the waiting jaws of an enormous uraninite processing machine.


The operation was being conducted in an enclosed area, the boundary consisting of a mound constructed from the residue of earth and mineral after the extraction of uranium rich uraninite.


Cesar de Quesada sat, almost sprawled, in the shade of a large, air-conditioned, Bedouin-style tent, one of a group clustered together some fifty metres from the processing machine. His gaze rested on a CCTV screen image of the imposing piece of mechanical ingenuity. The Colombian sighed contentedly, sipped on his iced, white rum cocktail and diverted his gaze to rest on the formidable frame of the other man in the tent. ‘I must congratulate you on your insistence that we should camouflage everything to avoid aerial and satellite surveillance, including the machinery, Pelops, mi amigo. And with everything running so smoothly; I am so happy. The pitchblende is so rich I think we have some serious stock of uranium before this year is over.’


‘Something for us is good, yes, Cesar, with machine out there,’ he pointed with his good right arm to the processor. ‘But something is not so good I think.’ Pelops said. The German looked at the monitors rigged to scan above and beyond the mound surrounding the compound to the four corners of the compass. He ducked his head under the top frame of the doorway, stepped out and looked around the compound. ‘I don’ like is so quiet – I know the Irishman still look for me, he look for us; I know it. The Irish haff luck, don’ forget; don’ know to lose.’


‘And so we make sure Mr Rebel will die for wasting his good luck to find us. Some good luck, eh?’


Quesada laughed: not with mirth, just an emotionless ripple of breath in his throat.


‘What we must worry for is attack from Congolese rebels and government soldiers more than for your young Irishman, amigo. You keep your mercenaries on the double guard till we finish and get back to Matadi and load the Saint Albutt.’


Pelops shrugged, grunted, but did not comment further on Quesada’s optimism in their dealing out Marty’s fate.


The German’s trepidation at personally contributing to Marty’s end was born of a death-bed oath to his Irish mother. She, an immigrant nurse, married and then trapped in the East Berlin of the 1960s, made him pledge never to exercise his deadly skills on one of her fellow countryman other than in absolute necessity in self defence. He now steeled his mind to accepting he must do what he must when forced to.


But the significant risk of discovery and armed assault by any of the many merciless hordes of warring tribal factions, or by the Congolese army in their unceasing hunt for these, was probably the more immediate threat to contemplate. An assured deterrent to random attack was the absolute desolation and many challenges to human stamina, even survival, on the savannah. If there were an attack, the opportunity of mortal combat with any foe, armed or otherwise, for the one-armed assassin, was the ultimate thrill for the battle-seasoned warrior.
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