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ONE


Niassa Game Reserve, Mozambique


Matt Mason waded through the dark grey mud, carrying a length of coiled rope over his head. One false step could be his last.


The watering hole was thirty feet in diameter and five feet deep, and sharing it with him was a five-tonne bull elephant, who, despite being almost beyond the point of total exhaustion, was still more than capable of crushing Mason to death. The beast had got itself trapped in the mud and was now slumped to one side, two of its legs waving pointlessly up into the air. When he was only a couple of feet away, Mason cast the rope high into the air, biting his lip as he watched it loop and land squarely over the front foot of the elephant. Before it could move, Mason pulled his end of the rope, and immediately, all around him, the crowd roared their approval.


During the time that Mason had been in Mozambique, he had changed more than at any point in his life since he’d joined the forces. Five years in the Parachute Regiment followed by twelve in the SAS had turned him into a lethal force with skills beyond those of any ordinary soldier and yet, three short months in the African bush had opened his mind to a whole new world.


His life now couldn’t have been more different to how it was after his discharge from the army. He’d returned to Hereford from operations in Yemen and moved the last of his possessions from the family home to a one-bedroom flat near the centre of town. Although he and his wife Kerry had parted amicably, it had been hard to say goodbye to his son and to the house where they had all lived together since he’d joined the SAS at twenty-two. Almost as hard as it had been to say goodbye to his daughter Joanna when she left for naval college in Devon.


Mason had thrown himself into his newfound bachelorhood with some enthusiasm, spending his evenings catching up with old squadron buddies in the Barrels, before hitting Rubik’s nightclub and, more than once, rounding the night off with a punch-up outside the Commercial Road kebab shop. It was after one such scuffle, which resulted in a local farmer going to hospital, that Mace had come to his senses; at thirty-five he simply couldn’t return to the life he’d had as a seventeen-year-old before he’d signed up. That would only end badly. He had to move on before he landed himself in serious trouble.


Many lads struggled with civilian life after leaving the special forces. It was hard to settle into a new routine, expected to fend for yourself. Mason might have been able to take out a man at over a thousand yards with a sniper rifle, but the everyday things in life, from making an appointment to see the dentist to paying his phone bill, were completely new. In the army, things like that were done for you, someone was always on hand to help before you even knew you needed it. On the outside, you were on your own. Money in particular had become a concern. Not that the army had paid very well, but at least when you were in, you were getting paid, rain or shine. On the outside, you had to find your own work, which wasn’t as easy as it had been back when Iraq and Afghanistan offered lucrative security jobs to guys with Mason’s particular skills.


Mace had turned to his old pal, Gordie, who’d served with him in Afghanistan before getting out to start his own security business. Gordie had thrown Mace a lifeline with a gig in Mozambique, drilling a new batch of rangers on the Niassa Game Reserve just across the Tanzanian border. Initially, the contract had been for six weeks, but when Florence Dubois, the posh old girl who ran the place, asked him to stay, he’d gladly extended his trip.


To say that Matt Mason was undergoing a bit of a renaissance in Africa wouldn’t be an overstatement. Six months under the hot African sun had bronzed his skin, while his hair and beard had grown longer than ever before. A diet of red meat three times a day combined with heavy physical exercise had added twenty pounds to his muscular frame so that he no longer looked like the skinny kid from ­Walsall. Meanwhile, his mental outlook had changed even more than his physical appearance.


For most of his adult life, Mason had experienced the world as a place to do battle. The planet’s flora and fauna had often been collateral damage in his never-ending scraps with the bad guys. He’d seen stretches of rainforest reduced to a hole in the ground by aerial bombardment, jungle village streets littered with dead cows and goats caught in the crossfire, shores of white-sand beaches piled high with the carcasses of dead fish blown out of the water. War’s ability to destroy everything in its path knew no bounds. Now though, he was connecting with the natural world in a way that he’d never imagined possible.


Every day, Mason’s routines took him on a new adventure. He missed many aspects of life in the Regiment, but he had found comfort in bringing its professionalism to his new work. Whether it was checking the new security measures he’d put in place around the reserve, or training the men in the deepest parts of the bush, the job brought him face to face with zebras, giraffes, and buffalo not to mention a myriad of mesmerising flowers and birds. Mason had begun to see a beauty that he’d not had time for when he’d been a soldier. He had discovered in himself a source of pleasure that he didn’t know existed. Every new encounter with the natural world around him brought him closer to a sense of peace that he had never known. And there was one animal in particular that had truly captured Mason’s heart – the elephants.


Florence had called Gordie for help when the elephant situation on the reserve had reached crisis point. By the time Mace arrived in-country, the near two thousand ­elephants that had roamed the park five years ago had dwindled to fewer than five hundred. It was the same sad story across the whole East African region.


The culprits, of course, were poachers engaged to take down elephants for their tusks. The demand for ivory from the Far East was insatiable and despite various international bans and embargoes, the price of elephant tusk was at an all-time high. The job of protecting elephants in the real world had fallen to the reserves themselves and as the bigger, wealthier game reserves in Kenya and Tanzania had spent big, militarising their rangers, taking on the poachers with ever-increasing force, the smaller reserves had become easier targets. The poachers had refocused their efforts to where they met with less resistance, which currently meant Mozambique. The country was riddled with poverty and corruption from the old days of the civil war, and the financial resources of its game reserves lagged far behind those further north. The result was that its elephants were vulnerable to the men who came at night with guns. It was Matt Mason’s job to change all that.


The huge elephant let out another bellicose roar, lifting its trunk in the air before slapping it down again on the mud, spraying dirty water in a high arc, all over the crowd. People screamed and scurried for cover. Mason could see that the life was draining from the beast, in less than thirty minutes it would run out of energy altogether. If he was to save it from drowning in the mud, he had to coordinate his men fast. He whistled to Joseph, his newly appointed head ranger and the most competent man he had.


‘Leavers, Joseph!’ he shouted.


Joseph, a slender but strong, bright-eyed young man, with a roguish smile that seemed permanently etched on his face, waved to a group of uniformed rangers who were standing along the bank. Each man bore a ten-foot length of thick bamboo and on Joseph’s signal, they inched forward in a line and plunged their poles deep into the mud. Still waist-deep in the muddy water below, Mason guided them ­forward, edging their poles gingerly into the space behind the thick spine of the elephant.


Satisfied with the set-up, Mason held up a hand to instruct everyone to hold their positions. The men braced themselves, while Joseph ran along the bank, shouting at the onlookers to move back, pushing them away with a dismissive wave of his hand. It seemed as though the whole village had come to the watering hole to watch the action. Over a hundred people were gathered, jostling, craning, climbing to get a view of the crazy white man in the water with the bull. Among them, the headman, Mwamba Kiba – Joseph’s father, tall, heavily built, greying a little above the ears – watched it all with a wry smile. He had to hand it to the Englishman; he was determined.


Mason had become popular with the locals. The first thing he’d encouraged Florence to see was that they stood no chance against the poachers without the help of the ­community. The Regiment had taught him that. ­Winning hearts and minds mattered above all else, especially when you were in a combat situation on someone else’s turf. Shortly after arriving, he’d increased the park’s manpower, employing Joseph as his deputy and using old military contacts to source new ­uniforms, boots, and Bergens. He’d convinced Florence to spend money on a dozen AK-47s as well as five reconditioned G3s with night scopes. He’d built an assault course for physical training, a classroom, and several new sentry points and covert hides in the bush.


But the main thing that Mason had built was camaraderie. The poachers were much better funded than the reserve, so if he had any chance of defeating them, he needed the community to take a stake. He had to make them see that the elephants were their own, and today was a prime opportunity. Mason had no doubt that getting the bull elephant out of the watering hole would help to get everyone behind the cause.


He scrambled out of the hole, drenched head to toe in mud, beard dripping lumps of brown goo onto the ground as he ran around to the front of the elephant. He reached down and grabbed the rope that he had thrown over the enormous front leg, shouting to the crowd to move back. Joseph reversed the digger down the hill and Mason hooked the ends of the rope around its mechanical bucket, securing it with two strong knots.


Everything was set. Mason crouched onto his haunches and looked the elephant in the eye. The poor wretch looked forlornly back at him and he could hear its laboured breath above the noise of the crowd. He knew it was terrified, confused about what was happening to it.


‘I need you to help us,’ Mason said to the elephant, his voice calm and reassuring. ‘You can do this.’


The elephant let out another low, sorry sigh as Mason lifted his hand so that Joseph and the rangers could see him. When he dropped his hand again, it was the signal to act.


At once, the men heaved, throwing their whole weight behind the poles, levering the back of the elephant up above the surface of the mud, tilting it back towards the vertical. Mason waved to the villagers to help and the crowd responded, crushing in behind the rangers, adding their collective weight to the big push. Meanwhile, Joseph worked the digger, lifting its mechanical arm, straining the ropes tight against the mass of the beast, using its full power to drag the elephant, legs first, towards the bank.


The crowd roared, drowning out the sound of the digger’s diesel engine and the elephant bellowing its disapproval at the discomfort of being dragged through thick mud. Mason took hold of the ropes and added his own weight. Every kilogram counted.


‘Come on!’ he roared at the beast. They were at full capacity, everyone giving it everything, doing all they could do to help, but Mason knew ultimately the animal’s survival depended on it helping itself.


Again, the elephant trumpeted at the top of its lungs. ­Several children in the crowd screamed, others began to cry. ­Mothers pulled the small ones close to them, while their ­husbands pushed in tight behind the rangers, adding more weight to the collective effort to push the elephant back to its feet.


By now the bull was reaching out one of its front feet for the solid edge of the bank. It strained hard against the ropes, pulling the digger backwards. Mason realised that it was in danger of taking it down into the mud with it. He ran around the edge and snatched a pole from the nearest ranger, manoeuvring it a few feet to the left, changing the angle a little.


‘On me!’ he screamed, calling the men around him to help.


The change of direction did the trick, giving the elephant just enough forward thrust to lift its other front leg out of the mud and scramble up onto the hard ground. With two feet in and two feet out, it balanced precariously, gasping for another breath before, with one enormous heave, it hoisted itself out and stood on the bank dazed, like a boxer who’d taken an upper-cut and lost all sense of where he was.


The sight of an adult bull elephant standing on its feet was enough to send most of the villagers running for cover. Only Mason ran the other way, realising that he had limited time before the elephant regained its composure. Drawing his machete, he sprinted towards the digger, slicing through the ropes. Moments later, the five-tonne brute raised its trunk again and, with an ear-splitting cry, lolloped off into the bush, away from the humans, to return to its own family.


Mason slumped down against the digger, using the last of his energy to raise a hand in triumph as the crowd began to dissipate. The show was over, but Mason hoped they would appreciate the significance of what they’d achieved today. He looked up to see the village headman walking towards him.


‘Impressive work, Mason,’ Mwamba Kiba said, offering him an outstretched hand.


Mason shook it as Joseph appeared from around the other side of the digger. ‘Couldn’t have done it without this man,’ Mason said, patting the young ranger on the back. ‘He’s a credit to you, Mwamba.’


‘He’s a good boy,’ Mwamba smiled. ‘You have a son?’


‘Yes, Sam. Back in England with his mum,’ Mason ­nodded. ‘And a daughter, Joanna who’s away at sea. Joseph reminds me of her. Strong. Determined.’


Mwamba smiled although no part of him enjoyed hearing his eldest son compared to a woman. ‘You’re a proud father,’ he said, diplomatically.


‘Very,’ Mason replied. ‘My kids mean everything to me. Even more than the elephants.’


‘Good!’ Mwamba laughed. ‘Now, come. Tonight you will eat with my family.’


Mason picked himself up and followed the two men back along the track from the watering hole. A wave of exhaustion crashed over him, but the sound of people up ahead, laughing and singing, raised his spirits. When they reached the village, he took a seat near to the fire and Joseph passed him a cold beer. His thoughts drifted homewards again. He missed Sam and Joanna. He couldn’t wait to see them again and tell them all about this place, about Joseph and the elephants. But most of all he couldn’t wait to tell them both how proud he was of them.






TWO


Dahlak Islands, Red Sea


The Golden Falcon was close reaching under its staysail while the mainsail, with one reef in it, was almost full to bursting. Captain Ben Warmington, a tall, curly-haired Irishman who’d learned his craft sailing off the rocky Antrim coast, manned the bridge, working the colossal one-hundred-and-three-metre-long superyacht to windward as the seas beat hard into the bow. He was relieved at how easily they were achieving eighteen knots without heeling over much at all. The owner, resting in his private cabin on the upper deck, should at least be happy that they were remaining level at speed. He and his guests could enjoy their champagne without worrying about their glasses sliding off surfaces or even tumbling overboard themselves when they’d had one too many.


Although Ben was the skipper of the Falcon, the boat belonged to Wei Lun Chow, a Hong Kong-Chinese businessman, who’d engaged him and his crew to pilot the boat from Cairo to the Dahlak Islands off the coast of Eritrea. Chow and his entourage, two Russian security guys and four Chinese ‘models’ were set on enjoying a spot of scuba diving in one of the most remote and inaccessible spots in the Red Sea. The problem was that, as is often a billionaire’s wont, the destination had changed at the last minute.


Ben sighed as he replayed the rather frank exchange he’d had with Chow minutes earlier. The problem was that when you were making a year’s salary in a fortnight and getting to sail the third-largest sailboat in the world, there wasn’t a lot of leverage to say ‘no’. Chow had suddenly wanted to dive the reefs around the Zubair Group, a collection of volcanic islands two hundred miles further south, less accessible and, in Ben’s opinion, considerably less safe than the Dahlak Islands. But despite the skipper’s protestations, the billionaire had been very insistent and Ben had reluctantly swallowed his tongue. Now, as he tried to recover his calm, he resolved to focus on the positives – he was sailing the Golden Falcon in near perfect conditions.


The Falcon was pure genius. Its steel hull supported a lightweight aluminium superstructure, designed by the world’s best marine architects, Nuvolari Lenard. It combined outstanding sailing performance and state-of-the-art technology with exceptional space, comfort, and luxury. With a beam of more than five metres, it could accommodate sixteen VIP guests in eight luxury cabins. Along with the master suite on the upper deck, there were two queen-sized berths on the lower deck and four guest staterooms below, with separate dressing rooms, his and hers bathrooms, and a private gymnasium. Finally, tucked into the bow, were the six bunk rooms that housed the Falcon’s eighteen crew.


As well as the Filipino chef and a dozen of her catering staff, Ben’s crew entailed his first officer, Paul Woods, a potty-mouthed Ozzie with an unnatural ability to read the wind, and two deckhands: Jim, a massive Kiwi, who looked like he’d been weaned on steak; and Ben’s treasured protege, Joanna Mason, or Jason as she was known on board. She was a brilliant young sailor from Hereford, who’d crewed for Ben many times before, including last year at Cowes where they’d won the Triple Crown. She’d proved herself to be a gifted tactician and it was Ben who had convinced her to come on this trip, even though it meant moonlighting during her shore leave from the navy. She probably shouldn’t be there, but he was glad she was.


‘Jason,’ he called her from behind the huge chrome wheel. ‘Trim that fucking line, will you.’


‘Skip,’ replied the young woman on deck, ducking in and out of the lines, her blonde ponytail peeking out from the back of a black baseball cap. She knew the skipper was in a bad mood and that the best thing to do in those circumstances was keep your head down while you waited for him to calm down. She skipped lightly between the yards, pulling the lines tight, forcing the boat even closer to the wind. She tilted her head upwards to the sky, taking delight in how the gust instantly filled the sail, lifting the near-one-hundred-tonne vessel effortlessly over the crashing waves.


Joanna breathed in the warm sea air and felt good about her life. She’d passed out from Britannia Royal Naval College three days before and been offered a commission to become a junior naval officer. She’d breezed through training. Over the last few months, she’d worked her body hard and she felt fitter and stronger than ever before. She’d learned to shoot the SA80 rifle, aced navigation (not surprising given her experience sailing since the age of nine), walked the leadership reaction course, and scored the highest in her year on the physical exam on the wilds of Dartmoor. Joanna Mason embodied exactly what the navy wanted. She never made a song and dance about things, she got her head down and completed tasks with zero bullshit, smiling and exuding a positive mental attitude, always taking time to offer encouragement to her classmates, which also made her likeable within the group. By the time she graduated, she’d been singled out as the outstanding cadet in her year, winning the coveted Queen’s Sword Award.


When she got back to England she had to decide whether or not to accept the commission. Ordinarily, the navy would never agree to a delay; but when Joanna had asked for time to consider, given her enormous potential, they had made a rare exception. She now had a week to make up her mind. If she signed up, then it would herald the start of a minimum of three years in the navy. But she didn’t want to think about that yet. For now, she only wanted to be there on the deck of the Golden Falcon under sail in the Red Sea.


She looked out across the horizon and thought about her father. He’d recently moved to Mozambique and she wondered what he might be doing now, a couple of thousand miles away. Thinking of him made her feel guilty all of a sudden because her decision to stay away this Easter had been born out of not wanting to deal with her ­mother’s sadness as much as wanting to sail again. Although her parents had broken up ‘amicably’, her father seemed to be dealing with it better than her mum. Every time she called home, her mother and Aunty Sheila seemed to be sinking another bottle of Chardonnay and moaning about the state of the men on offer in Hereford. Her mother was still a good-looking woman, and she’d find someone else. Joanna just didn’t want to be around her much until she did.


Fortunately, the days on board the Falcon kept her mind on other things. Work began at 6 am, cleaning everything from deck to hull, removing bird shit and salt spray, wiping down dirty fingerprints from surfaces, removing evidence of anything that made the boat look less than brand new. Eight o’clock was the daily crew meeting when Ben would brief them on the route and activities for the day. As the most experienced of the deckhands, Jo was usually required to then help Ben and the first officer sail the boat; but when they were anchored, she could just as easily be asked to prepare the jet skis or help the guests with their diving equipment. She was there to do whatever the client required and she worked hard without complaint, happy to be at sea and even happier to pocket the two grand she’d earn from the fortnight’s work.


She walked back to the bridge and stood alongside the skipper, glancing sideways, trying to judge if he was out of his funk yet, noticing how his eyes darted back and forth along the horizon. She could sense that he was still a bit edgy, probably nervous about their bearing, unhappy that the client had overruled his advice. Everyone on board had heard how angry Mr Wei had been when Ben tried to push back, and nobody liked to hear the skipper being shut down. Unfortunately, that was often the way when you were sailing someone else’s boat.


‘Thanks for asking me out here, Skip,’ she said.


‘Wanted you to see what you’d be missing,’ he said, not taking his eyes off the horizon.


‘The navy said I can still take time out for racing.’


‘Hmm,’ Ben replied.


‘You think I’m doing the wrong thing.’


‘I think you have talent.’


Jo’s cheeks reddened a little. She wasn’t used to receiving praise, not least from Ben Warmington. ‘Thanks, Ski—’


‘Ssh,’ he interrupted her. ‘Here, take this.’


He moved aside, handing her control of the wheel while he grabbed his binoculars and scanned the horizon. Jo squinted to make out what he was looking for, but there was nothing that she could see with the naked eye.


‘Great,’ he said, lowering the glasses again. ‘Just, fucking great.’






THREE


Pemba Port, Mozambique


Wang Li Lan pulled her headscarf tight as she crossed the road opposite the Mosque and hurried past the Italian restaurant towards the port. Pemba felt like a town on the edge and she could sense fear everywhere. In the last week alone it seemed like the population had doubled as more and more refugees piled in from the countryside, seeking shelter and safe passage across the sea.


She was, by some way, the slightest woman in Pemba, which combined with her fine black hair and pale alabaster skin, marked her out immediately from the rest of the locals. As she reached the harbour’s security gate, the guard moved to let her pass but she paused, as she always did to address Filipe, the old blind beggar, sitting in his usual spot, white stick between his legs, thick curly grey hair wildly protruding from under his Taqiyah.


‘Good morning, Filipe,’ she said, dropping a couple of centavos in his begging bowl. ‘What’s the news?’ More than once, Filipe had proven to have his ear to the ground better than the local news agencies. Foreign journalists were now banned from northern Mozambique and even the local guys daren’t venture much north of Pemba anymore.


The old man smiled at the sound of Li Lan’s voice. The men in the port had told him a hundred times that the young woman was Chinese, but he found that hard to reconcile with the voice he heard, which was pure Kiunjuga, the Arabic Swahili that the traders from Zanzibar used. Filipe often wondered if those who had told him that weren’t having a bit of fun at his expense, pulling the old blind man’s leg.


‘Al-Shabaab massacred a whole village near Mucojo last night, Miss,’ he said, his face crumpled in a look of deep anguish. He shook his head solemnly. ‘Not long now before they reach Pemba.’ 


Li Lan sighed. Mucojo was less than a couple of hours away. If the Islamists were already there, then she had even less time than she’d hoped. She thanked Filipe and continued through the gates, taking the path along the dockside to her office.


She might not have looked like your average ­Tanzanian, but Li Lan was born and raised there, on the island of ­Zanzibar. Her mother had given birth to her only ­daughter soon after she and Li’s father moved from Shuidong in Guangdong province, Southern China in the early 1990s. Li’s father, the son of a poor fisherman, had followed his dad into the seafood industry, and when the opportunity came to move to Africa, he took it. Since then, he had grown his business into one of the largest sea cucumber exporters in the Indian Ocean region. Chinese people’s appetite for eating the slug-like animal’s flesh had exploded in the past thirty years. When Li’s two elder brothers left Zanzibar to focus on growing the customer base in Hong Kong, it had fallen on her to take over the supply side of the enterprise. Three years ago, Li Lan officially became Operations Director of Wang Trading Company and her old man had finally been able to put his feet up and enjoy his old age.


She wasted no time in making her mark on the business, investing in sea cucumber fisheries not only in Zanzibar but also in Mozambique and Madagascar. She set up an office in Mozambique because it was undoubtedly the new growth market. The white teatfish, a variety of sea cucumber particular to Mozambique waters, could reach fifty dollars per kilo wholesale in Hong Kong, while housewives in the seafood market would pay five or ten times that depending on size.


But everything was about to change because Pemba, the town that had long been a stronghold of the Makonde people, was facing a very uncertain future. Mozambique was almost the last African country to become independent in June 1975 after a long and bloody ten-year struggle that culminated in civil war. The victorious Marxist party had taken power of a country with few resources. That was until they discovered twenty billion barrels of gas off the coast of Cabo Delgado. A large French multinational oil company secured drilling rights and, soon after, billions of dollars went missing while development in the region stalled. Deep resentment grew as the jobs that were promised never materialised and the people in the north realised that politicians and western corporations planned on getting rich while they saw none of the cash.


The Islamists, calling themselves Al-Shabaab, jumped on the opportunity, highlighting the gross injustice of the deal, recruiting the region’s poor young men, who had no hope of a better life. They were offered real jobs – fighting for Al-Shabaab – and thousands took up arms to fight against the corporate overlords who they were told were robbing them of their birthright – the huge gas and mineral reserves under their feet, being plundered by international companies and corrupt politicians. Within months, an army had been raised and now the gas project was in danger of being overrun.


As the jihadists expanded their area of control, they butchered all resistance in their path. If Felipe was correct, then the port could fall to them any day, and if that happened, Li Lan’s business in Pemba was finished. She would have to flee along with everyone else.


She unlocked the door to her office, a prefabricated single-story unit bolted onto the front of an old brick warehouse that opened directly to the loading area where Pemba’s visiting ships docked on the jetty beyond. Li Lan checked her watch. It was 7.15 am, which meant it was the middle of the afternoon in Hong Kong.


When she got to her desk, she dialled an international number that she knew by heart. After a couple of rings, she heard a voice on the other end that she knew well enough not to feel the need to say hello.


‘We have to move,’ she said.


‘It’s not time yet,’ the voice replied.


‘No more delay. We could lose everything, Oo.’


‘The buyer don’t want a part consignment, sister.’


She held the phone away from her ear. Her big brother, Oo, had never been good at listening to her. Five years in Hong Kong hadn’t helped with that.


‘There’s a ship leaving for Mombasa on Tuesday,’ she said.


There was a pause on the end of the line. She knew her brother well enough to know that he was working out all the angles. She’d worked them out already, but she waited for him to catch up.


‘Okay,’ he said finally. ‘We can try. I’ll call him. Be ready.’


She hung up the phone with a heavy sigh and removed her headscarf, shaking out her jet-black hair. She reached into her bag and opened the flask of tea that she had brought from home. A cup of green tea marked the real start to the day and after she had taken a sip, she felt a little better about the situation. Her brother would come through for her. He always did. Three days should be enough to complete the order and get the goods to Pemba in time to make the Tuesday shipment. As long as his people were ready, then it was possible.


When she’d finished her tea, she went back to the office door and locked it from the inside. She lowered the blinds and then let herself through the back door into the warehouse. To anyone else the smell of drying sea cucumber would have been unbearable, racks upon racks laid out in the gloomy hangar, releasing their pungent sour and salty aroma. But the stench no longer even registered with Li Lan and she passed by oblivious to it, concentrating instead on finding the right key from the several that she kept on her keyring. When she reached the far end of the warehouse, she unlocked a heavy metal door and pushed it open.


Li Lan knew exactly where to find the light switch in the blackness. The small storeroom had no windows and the door she’d opened was the only way in and out. When she hit the lights, a single strip-light overhead blinked on and off a few times before settling down. She focused on the contents – two rows of large grey-white elephant tusks lay side by side on the floor. Li Lan’s eyes ran along them, counting in her head as she did so – a little over two hundred tusks in each row, less than one hundred short of a full consignment. As long as her brother’s people had been busy, she could be safely out of Pemba by the middle of next week.






FOUR


Dahlak Islands


‘Ooooooooooooooooh,’ Wei Lun Chow screamed out, half in agony, half delicious ecstasy, as the tip of a single feather flittered down his naked back and over his buttocks. He shivered from the sensation, pulling a little against the silk ties that tethered him face-down to the bed. Chow loved and loathed being tickled in equal measure. At that precise moment, he gave himself over to it and relished the contradiction. In doing so, he felt all the tension of the last few days ebb away.


The main suite on the Falcon was opulent to the point of gaudy, having been personally designed by Lulu Lytle, the London socialite and designer. African rosewood panelling had been imported from Gabon, and the furniture individually sourced from Europe, nothing more recent than the sixteenth century. The bed, solid oak, had previously been that of Louis XII, while the chandeliers, customised originals from an estate in Scotland, were repurposed specifically for the Falcon’s low ceilings. The soft furnishings, produced exclusively by Soane of London for the Falcon, included thirty momme mulberry silk bed sheets embossed with the Cantonese characters 周伟伦 – Wei Lun Chow.


Sitting astride Chow in the middle of the French king’s old bed, was one of his guests, Mae Yin, a nineteen-year-old woman from the southern region of Guangzhou. Mae Yin moved to Shenzhen three years previously to pursue a career in modelling, but had found greater economic success working as an exclusive escort for Chow. She and her three colleagues lived together in an apartment in Hong Kong, at his expense, where they were free to spend their time (and Chow’s money) as long as they remained on standby 24/7 to accompany him when and where he chose – any time, anywhere, any way.


‘A-Rest-O-Mo-Men-Tum,’ Chow cried out, his voice slightly muffled by the pillow in his face. Mae Yin knew very well what this command meant, having heard it many times before, and she dutifully tickled Chow with the feather again, only slower this time, giggling with faux delight over his renewed cries for mercy. He was paying her handsomely to indulge this fantasy and she was more than happy to oblige. It made a pleasant change from the things her previous client had expected from her.


Chow had explained at some length why that particular feather was very precious to him. It was the actual peacock feather used by Professor Gilderoy Lockhart, played by Sir Kenneth Branagh in the movie Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. A movie she hadn’t seen. Chow had recounted how he’d acquired the prop (anonymously) for a considerable sum, through a specialist auction house in Los Angeles, along with various other Potter memorabilia.


He had purchased these things because he had very specific sexual needs, which he liked to call for in the form of Harry Potter spells, all of which he knew by heart. He’d watched every single one of the movies several times because magic excited his obsessional 
tendencies.


The Chinese billionaire had very specific obsessions. Harry Potter came a close second to boats. He’d been fascinated with everything maritime since he was a child when his father had been a ferryman on the Star Ferry, carrying passengers across the Victoria Bay, from Hong Kong Island to Kowloon. That was before Chow got rich and bought his parents a luxury penthouse on the waterfront in Tsim Sha Tsui, from where his dad could watch his old ferry crossing the water back and forth to Wan Chai Pier.


Money had changed everything for the Chow family. Chow had left Kowloon for the mainland with precious little of it at sixteen. He found work at Freight Tech, one of China’s largest shipping companies, working in the warehouse. At night, he’d studied, teaching himself how to code, eventually well enough to land an intern job with Huawei in Shenzhen. Ten years of hard graft at China’s foremost tech company had eventually led to a promotion into the Huawei AI development team. A couple of years after that, he’d spotted an opportunity that he knew was too good to share with his employer.


Chow’s lightbulb moment came when he realised how AI could save the shipping industry a lot of time and money. He quit Huawei, secured seed funding from a Taiwanese investor, now his business partner, and worked day and night to develop a neural network-based screening tool that allowed major shipping lines to detect suspicious cargo. He called the product SinoCheck, AI software that could scan keywords in booking documentation and cross-reference them against international regulations to identify dangerous shipments of everything from arms to drugs. Today, SinoCheck monitors more than half of the world’s shipping cargo every day. In the process, it made Wei Lun Chow a very, very rich man.


Mae Yin moved back as Chow pushed his buttocks back and up into the air and cast another spell, ‘A-Kwa-Ee-Ruck-To.’ She knew this drill well. This was her cue and she reached around to give him his final relief. Chow slumped forward onto his belly with a satisfied moan. The diminutive tycoon lay flat on the silk sheets while the other three women appeared with tubs of warm soapy water and together set about meticulously cleaning his whole body. When they were done, he would take a nap while the ­Falcon completed the journey to the Zubair Group for some scuba diving later in the afternoon.


Chow’s most recent obsession was a fascination with exploring life below the sea. Over the past couple of years, he’d dived most of the world’s greatest dive sites including Sipadan and the Palau Islands, the Yongala and Thistlegorm wrecks and the Blue Hole of Belize. Now he wanted to take things further, to visit sites that nobody had dived before. Top of his list was Zubair. As the epicentre of two decades of war, it was thought that reefs around Zubair could be the most unspoilt in the whole world. In a couple of hours, Chow would become the first person since the 1990s to see if that was true.


He told the women to leave him alone. As he closed his eyes, he heard a firm knock on the door. Irritated with the interruption to his routine, he told Mae Yin to tell whoever it was to go away and, with a deferential bow, she left to convey his message.


Chow closed his eyes again, but he could still hear voices in the corridor. He couldn’t sleep while he could hear people talking. He gritted his teeth in frustration. It sounded as though one of the crew was arguing with Mae Yin. And he could also hear the voice of his security guy, Vlad. After a minute, frustrated that this interruption was going to ruin his whole afternoon, he stood up and marched to the door, flinging it open.


‘Can you shut the fuck up,’ he said in his unusually high register.


Everyone did exactly that. Chow’s angry gaze moved from Vlad to Mae Yin to the girl from the sailing crew. They were now all standing, dumb, looking back at him until finally, Joanna spoke up.


‘The captain wants these two on deck, Mr Wei,’ she said to Chow, motioning to the muscular Vlad and his tall, ­gangly colleague, Sergei.


‘We don’t work for the captain,’ said Vlad.


Chow looked even more irritated than before. His nap had been ruined by this bullshit. And again the captain was putting his own agenda before the man who was paying him. ‘Go, see what he wants,’ he said, with a dismissive wave of his hand. He’d already decided that he would never use Ben Warmington again, either on the Falcon or any of his other boats. He would be giving a much smaller tip than usual too.


Vlad nodded to Sergei and the two Russians followed Joanna back upstairs. Mae Yin lowered her eyes, offering Chow an apologetic bow, but he wasn’t in the mood for forgiveness, he was already slamming the door.






FIVE


Niassa Game Reserve, Mozambique


The Toyota Hilux made light work of the potholes that peppered the dark red muddy track running east of Patrol Tower Six. The sun was low in the sky, so Matt Mason, sitting in the front passenger seat, pulled down the visor to help him see. He lifted the radio to his ear, listening to the chatter on the airwaves. His men had reported hearing gunshots minutes before and now they were triangulating, relaying the information back to Mason so that he could establish the source. He looked down at the map, quickly calculating that the shots must have come from the area around one of the smaller watering holes on the river running parallel to the northern border.


He radioed the control room and told the duty ranger, George, to look for elephants in the immediate area. Nearly all of the herds were tracked closely using GPS-satellite tracking devices, attached to one of the oldest in each family. Once the GPS collar was fitted, the animal’s whereabouts could be followed using a satellite phone, but the codes were strictly protected and changed every day. Only Flossie, Mason, and the ranger on duty that day ever had access.


The radio crackled as George called out the coordinates for the only herd he could see in their immediate vicinity. Mason pointed to his left and Joseph, his right-hand man and by some distance the most talented of his rangers, span the wheel sharply, launching the 4x4 down another track that headed north. He accelerated hard, forcing the four men standing on the back of the truck to hang on for dear life. They were under orders to be prepared for imminent engagement. Even though poachers worked fast, there was every chance they would intercept them before they had time to escape. But as the vehicle turned the corner, Mason saw they were already too late.


In front of the vehicle was a scene of abject horror. Lined up along the southern riverbank lay the carcasses of six dead adult elephants, their bodies still and lifeless. A lone baby elephant stood among them, crying a sorrowful peal, laying its body down on the heft of what must have been its mother, caressing her with its trunk. Another four juveniles watched from the water, jittery, fidgeting, also mourning the loss of their elders. The cadavers were already covered in flies, feasting off the exposed flesh, now rotting in the heat. In the coming days, they would feed an army of predators. Hyaenas and vultures would come and strip the bodies back to bone. But for now, the family was alone with the dead.


Joseph pulled the Toyota to a stop and Mason climbed down onto the silty mud. He walked over to the largest beast and saw how the blood was still pouring freely from where its face had once been. The animals’ trunks lay in a discarded pile to one side. The poachers had butchered them all, sawing off their faces so as not to waste any of the valuable tusks.


In the ten weeks since he’d been on the reserve, this was the first time Mason had lost an animal and he wasn’t prepared for the way it made him feel. He felt shocked, sick, sad. These magnificent beasts had done nothing to anyone and yet here they lay, slaughtered in cold blood, cut down in their prime. For what? So that someone on the other side of the world could have a fancy pair of chopsticks? In his seventeen years in the army, Mason had seen more than his fair share of death. He’d seen friends blown to pieces, men die in the dirt in front of his eyes, but the sight of the elephant torn apart for no good reason saddened his heart deeply.


He crouched down and dipped his finger in the fresh blood that was oozing from the elephants’ remains. He could still feel its warmth. The animal was not long dead. He was suddenly aware of his own breath and his racing heart. His blood was boiling. A feeling that he thought he’d left behind in the army was stirring in him again. It was anger. This injustice couldn’t be allowed to stand. He couldn’t let such a gross act of destruction go unpunished. He would find the people who had done this and he would stop them from ever doing it again.


‘We are too late,’ Joseph said, standing next to him, ­looking down at the wretched animal and shaking his head forlornly.


Mason wiped the blood from his fingers and looked around, surveying the site like it was a crime scene. Two sets of tyre tracks ran right up to the dead elephants. They were deeper than the ones made by the Hilux meaning that the poachers were carrying more weight. Judging from how one of the tracks ran askew, he also guessed that the vehicle’s suspension was probably off.


He examined the ruts in the mud, noting where they had turned around before taking the road east through the tree line. Something troubled him about it all. How could the vehicles have been so close? There were six watering holes along this stretch of river and no guarantee that you’d see elephants at any of them. Plenty of paying guests came back disappointed after a day out looking for them. A group of poachers would ordinarily have to stalk a herd on foot for days and hope to get lucky, so to drive straight to a watering hole and find a group of adults? It was too lucky.


‘Back in the car,’ he said, to Joseph’s surprise.


‘But Mason—’


Mason was no longer listening, he was addressing the men on the back of the Hilux, barking orders at them. ‘Weapons made ready, fingers off triggers, stay alert!’ he said before he turned back to Joseph, still standing over the dead bull. ‘Let’s go!’


Moments later, they were on the road heading east, speeding along in pursuit of the elephant killers. Mason’s nose was back in the map. The Hilux was fast and the suspension was good, so with one hundred kilometres of mud track to cover before they reached the highway, even with a ten-minute head start, they had a good chance of catching up with the poachers. He removed an old Vector pistol from its holster. The Vector was a South African knock-off of the better-known Beretta, but it did the job just the same. He put a round in the chamber and clicked off the safety before he set about readying his rifle. He opened the window and leant out, lining up the AK-47 in the direction they were heading. He began to run through the potential courses of action, but before he got far, the Hilux hit trouble.


As they turned the bend, Mason didn’t see the tripwire laid across the road, nor did he see the homemade IED that it triggered. The device wasn’t large but it was powerful enough to blow the driver’s front wheel clean off its axle, sending the Hilux skidding nose-first into the dirt. Joseph wrestled with the wheel but he couldn’t stop them careering off the track, and the vehicle came to an abrupt stop against the trunk of a mahogany tree. The men in the back were thrown heavily into the back of the cab while Mason and Joseph’s airbags exploded.


Mason was dazed, but he pulled himself together fast. He reached for his knife and stabbed the airbag to create some space. As the air came rushing out, he heard gunshots. Two men appeared from the tree line on the other side of the road, striding confidently towards them, unleashing a volley of bullets in the direction of the Hilux. Their strategy seemed to be one of quantity rather than quality as the rounds hit pretty much every part of the vehicle, sending glass showering all over the inside of the cab.
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