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      When the crack of the gunshot had faded, and the dead man had finally stopped twitching on the deck, his executioner hawked
            with a noise like bubbling tar and spat contemptuously into his startled face. Now there were just two men on their knees
            waiting to die in the broiling midday sun: the men from the fishing boat – and from his perch high on the superstructure of
            the ship the boy called Jalil waited to see which of them the great Omar Abdulle would choose to kill first.

      Others were waiting, too. The crew of the Kanshish had emerged like rats from the vessel’s hold and the tarpaulin shanties on deck to watch the executions, and a frantic exchange
            of dollar bills had already begun. Jalil could hear their excited jabbering, had been deafened by the firing of their weapons,
            and he knew that the smart money was on the Kenyan policeman. He shifted uncomfortably on the baking asphalt roof. It was
            all very strange. Not for the first time, he wondered what had gone so terribly wrong that morning that meant they had to
            die.

      Below him on the blood-soaked deck, Omar stood in front of the two men, his face impassive, moving his gun from one hand to
            the other as he decided who to kill first. The crew began agitating excitedly, and Jalil, no stranger to violence in the short
            time he had been aboard the Kanshish, felt his heart thudding in his chest.

      He was eight years old and short for his age, with a palsied left leg that he’d had from birth. Normally he would wear a calliper,
            but he hated the unwieldy leather and metal contraption and took it off at every opportunity. Not only was it uncomfortable
            to wear, it drew unwelcome attention to his disability. Jalil knew he could not walk unaided without it, yet when he wore
            it he felt like a cripple. Up here, on the highest point of the ship’s superstructure, fifty feet above the freighter’s deck,
            was the one place he felt free from constraint.

      He looked down at the two men again. How different they were, the white-skinned English skipper and the quietly-spoken little detective from Mombasa. It seemed strange that they should be friends when they appeared to have so little in common,
            and Jalil wondered how they had met.

      One thing they shared was courage. Neither man had been reduced to begging for their lives. Their eyes were fixed defiantly
            on the deck as they waited to die; and as the crowd began to bay and the great Omar Abdulle levelled his gun Jalil hoped that,
            when his time came, he would face death in the same way.
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      Early morning – nine-fifteen to be precise – and Captain Stelios Aristophenedes, master of the 300,000-tonne North Korean-registered
         freighter Arturet, had already downed one bottle of ouzo and was well into his second. But this was in no way unusual. In fact the fifteen-man
         crew of the rusting vessel would have found it odd if their Greek skipper had been sober, because Aristophenedes was drunk
         pretty much all of the time. It was, quite simply, how he functioned.
      

      
      The second man on the freighter’s bridge was trying to put this out of his mind. It was easier to label Aristophenedes as
         an alcoholic and, in doing so, despise him for it. Trey Stewart was a former US Marine lieutenant who was now in command of
         a four-man team of ex-military personnel working for a private security company called Yellow Canyon Global Inc. Furthermore
         he was a Mormon who did not drink alcohol, and found even the smell of it to be offensive – which was bad news for him, because
         booze fumes were emanating in thick, sour waves from every pore of Aristophenedes’ body.
      

      
      ‘Whereabouts you come from in America?’ the Greek said, suppressing a belch.

      
      ‘Santa Barbara, California, sir,’ Stewart said crisply. He was staring with a fixed expression through the rattling window, because even the sight of Aristophenedes was an abomination
         of everything his religion stood for. Ahead of him, the Arturet stretched for a quarter of a mile to its blunted bows. The ship was low in the water, its upper cargo deck laden with neatly
         stacked rectangular metal containers. Inside the containers were automobile parts from the Far East bound for Cape Town.
      

      
      ‘Santa Barbara – nice place?’

      
      ‘Extremely.’

      
      ‘And the women? They nice too, I bet.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      The Greek smiled ruefully. ‘You know, I was great friends with your Jackie Kennedy when she was fucking that pig Onassis.’

      
      ‘That’s interesting, sir,’ Stewart said through gritted teeth.

      
      ‘Yes. I worked on his yacht for two years.’

      
      Aristophenedes did not tell him that he had been sacked for drunkenly goosing JFK’s widow during a cruise of the Dodecanese.

      
      ‘She was a beautiful woman.’

      
      ‘She was indeed, sir,’ Stewart said. The thought of the overweight Greek, with his sweat-stained vest and hair-matted shoulders,
         coming within a hundred feet of the former First Lady of the United States made him shudder.
      

      
      Through his Ray-Bans he saw his own features reflected in the pitted glass of the bridge window. He was thirty years old,
         lean and clear-skinned thanks to a regimented daily fitness regime and a lifetime of clean living. Beneath his baseball cap
         his hair was straw-coloured and thick, and although he had not been a serving officer for eight months he still wore it in
         a military-issue buzz cut. He was wearing neatly pressed khaki combat pants and a crimson polo shirt with the Yellow Canyon Global Inc logo stitched unobtrusively to the left breast. There was a Glock 9mm
         handgun in a holster fixed to his belt.
      

      
      ‘You think they will come?’ Aristophenedes said, scanning the empty expanse of the Indian Ocean through red-veined eyes. ‘You
         really think these thieving niggers give a damn about car parts? I thought they preferred oil tankers.’
      

      
      Stewart clenched his jaw again. ‘They don’t care what the cargo is as long as they think someone is prepared to pay a ransom
         for it, and as long as the ship is easy to board.’
      

      
      ‘Then they will have no worries here,’ the Greek snorted. ‘It will be like taking candy from a baby.’

      
      Perhaps, Stewart thought. But the Arturet was now approaching the relative safety of Kenyan waters and her scheduled stop-off at Mombasa, and it looked like her long
         trip south from the Gulf of Aden through the pirate-infested waters of the Indian Ocean would be drama-free. It was mission
         accomplished as far as the company was concerned, of course – but Stewart couldn’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment
         that there had been no action.
      

      
      Aristophenedes muttered something indistinct and went across to the map table. He glanced momentarily at the sea chart, which
         showed the ship’s position twenty nautical miles north of Kenyan waters; but he was more interested in the bottle of ouzo
         positioned over the vast teardrop of Madagascar. He poured himself a measure into a shot glass and fired it down in one. Dah, this was nonsense, he thought. Car parts? What self-respecting nigger pirate would hijack a ship full of car parts, for God’s sake? They were
         cutthroats, not motor mechanics. He poured himself another drink. Earlier he had offered Stewart a glass, but the look the
         American had given him had made him break out in a cold sweat. What was it with this new breed of Yankee? Whatever happened to hard-drinking heroes
         like John Wayne and Ernest Borgnine? Clark Gable and William Holden? Those guys were real men.
      

      
      The walkie-talkie on Stewart’s right hip crackled.

      
      ‘What is it, Chief?’ Stewart said into the receiver.

      
      ‘Bogeys approaching, sir,’ a voice replied.

      
      Stewart’s eyes glittered. ‘Profile?’

      
      ‘Two small vessels. Look like skiffs.’

      
      ‘Speed?’

      
      ‘I’d say thirty-five knots.’

      
      Stewart nodded and tried to remain aloof despite the fizz of excitement in his veins. ‘I’m on my way.’

      
      ‘Roger that, sir.’

      
      Stewart looked across at the Greek and there was a grim smile on his face. ‘Looks like somebody is interested in your cargo
         after all, Captain Aristophenedes. I suggest you and your crew stay out of sight until this is all over.’
      

      
      He left the bridge, and Aristophenedes, alone now with his bottle of ouzo, found himself fuming at the arrogance of these
         so-called security advisors. Who did they think they were, strutting around his ship as if they owned it, looking down their noses at him as if he was an unsightly stain on the deck? Could any of them pilot a 300,000-ton freighter? Could they hell! In fact this
         whole Yellow Canyon Global Inc scenario was an irritation that was rapidly turning into a full-blown sore as far as the Greek
         was concerned. Had he been consulted about their presence on board the Arturet? Had he hell! This was an arrangement that had been imposed upon him by the ship’s owners in Pyongyang. Fucking slant-eyed
         communist bastards. Redistribution of the wealth was all very well until you landed a contract to transport thirty million
         dollars’ worth of cargo four thousand miles through one of the world’s most treacherous shipping routes. Then it was every
         man for himself, and fuck the rest.
      

      
      Well, to hell with them, Aristophenedes thought, swilling directly from the bottle now as he staggered towards the staircase
         leading to his cabin on the floor below. He would show them who was master of this ship.
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      For several years now the pickings had been rich for the pirates who operated off the Somali coast. Oil tankers and goods
         freighters were ponderous beasts, their crews unarmed, and their owners seemingly all too happy to fork out a couple of million
         dollars to anyone with the inclination to take their vessels by force. There were, of course, naval patrols – at the last
         count more than twenty countries had contributed ships to an international protective convoy, operating mainly in the Gulf
         of Aden – but the Indian Ocean was a million square miles in area, the pirates knew most of it like the backs of their hands,
         and even if they struck lucky the warships were hamstrung by international maritime law that forbade them from opening fire
         unless they happened to catch the pirates in the act of actually boarding a ship.
      

      
      Trey Stewart was well aware of this loophole, and of the supine attitude of the majority of ship owners, and privately he
         thought it was a goddamned disgrace. He was not alone in that opinion and, as hijacks increased and insurance premiums rocketed,
         a number of frustrated ship owners had started employing private security firms to guard their vessels.
      

      
      Yellow Canyon Global Inc was one such outfit. Like most so-called private security companies it was essentially a government-sanctioned paramilitary organisation, employing
         ex-service personnel tempted by huge, tax-free wage packets, state-of-the-art weaponry, and, in hot zones like Iraq and Afghanistan,
         virtual carte blanche to operate outside the law. And, like the others, it had enjoyed a boom time courtesy of 9/11 and the
         War On Terror.
      

      
      Stewart had first become aware of the private security phenomenon in Iraq. As a young Marine he had watched with a mixture
         of contempt and envy as teams of highly-paid mercenaries, cool and aloof in their shades and bullet-proof vests, cruised the
         streets of Baghdad in armour-plated SUVs while he scraped the sand out of his assault rifle and glued the soles back on to
         his combat boots. And as firms with names like Blackwater, ArmorGroup, Meteoric Tactical Solutions, and Diligence Middle East
         flooded into the city in the aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s overthrow, Stewart heard talk that there were more private soldiers
         on the ground than regular military personnel.
      

      
      His buddies called them Hollywood Heroes, but one by one he watched them quit and join their ranks. Stewart had despised them
         for it, because as far as he was concerned the Corps was life itself, an honour that no amount of money could buy. Never in
         a million years could he imagine the day when he would become one of them.
      

      
      Yet eight years down the line from Operation Iraqi Freedom here he was, pimping his experience for thirty thousand dollars
         a month to an organisation with its headquarters in Boulder, Colorado, while the Corps were still getting their butts kicked
         by the Taliban.
      

      
      Stewart didn’t like to think about that too hard, because it made him queasy. The motto of the Marines was Semper Fi, Latin for always faithful, and there wasn’t a day went by when Stewart didn’t feel it burning on his brain. But when your youngest boy had leukaemia
         and the medical bills were ten thousand dollars a month, principle came a distant second in any man’s list of priorities.
      

      
      From the Arturet’s quarterdeck he observed the approaching skiffs through a pair of high-resolution Zeiss binoculars. He’d pretty much given
         up all hope that they would be targeted on this run – they were too far south of the usual pirate hunting grounds – but now
         that he had them in his sights the sheer effrontery of these sons-of-bitches was truly something to behold. There were two
         open boats, each carrying up to a dozen men. They were all armed – AK-47s and rocket launchers mainly – and they were making
         no attempt to disguise their approach, or even their intentions. As they came within five hundred yards of the Arturet’s rust-streaked hull some of the bastards were even laughing, as if they were out for a day trip.
      

      
      Then again, Stewart thought, that’s what hijacking had been for these guys up until now.

      
      ‘Howdy, boys,’ said the man beside him at the rail, emitting a low chuckle as he peered through his binoculars. ‘What kept
         you?’
      

      
      Chief Wojcek was a veteran Navy Seal warrant officer who, at forty-three, thought his day had been and gone. Unlike younger
         men, who had followed the money without a second thought, the Chief saw his new job as a second chance, and a hell of a better
         alternative to stacking shelves in his local Seven Eleven back in Chicago.
      

      
      Above him, positioned on a steel container, were two men manning a .50 calibre general purpose machine gun trained at the
         approaching vessels.
      

      
      
      ‘You know, Chief, I almost feel sorry for those poor bastards,’ one of them said, chewing gum with a bovine relentlessness
         as he gazed out through wraparound shades. ‘I heard most of ’em are fishermen without two beans to rub together.’
      

      
      ‘My heart bleeds for them, Slocombe,’ the Chief said matter-of-factly. ‘But my daddy always told me stealing was a sin.’

      
      ‘Amen to that,’ Slocombe said.

      
      The skiffs were less than two hundred yards away and slowing fast. The pirates were studying the Arturet, checking for potential opposition and obstacles before preparing to board the vessel at its lowest point using rudimentary
         grappling hooks and rope ladders. Through his binoculars Stewart could see that their boats were made of flimsy wood and fibreglass,
         but propelled by heavy outboards that had clearly been scavenged from more powerful craft. They had been built for speed and
         manoeuvrability, but little else. A single burst from the .50 Cal would turn either one into confetti in the blink of an eye.
      

      
      ‘What I don’t understand,’ Slocombe said, ‘is why we can’t just kick their butts? Make an example of them. As a warning to
         the others, so to speak.’
      

      
      ‘You mean blow ’em out of the water?’ the Chief said.

      
      ‘Well – yeah, Chief. I mean, you let the thieving sons of bitches know you mean business, word soon gets round. As it is they
         know damn well we ain’t going to shoot at ’em. Soon as they see us, they’ll just bid us good day and move on to a ship that
         don’t have protection.’
      

      
      ‘I agree,’ Stewart said. ‘But I didn’t write the Rules of Engagement.’

      
      It did indeed strike Stewart as perverse that even though he and his men had nothing to do with the international maritime force patrolling the Indian Ocean, they were still bound by the same rules that made the gunboats so
         ineffective.
      

      
      Several minutes passed. The pirates were clearly taking time to fully scrutinise the freighter for its weak points. By now
         they would have spotted Stewart and his men. The hefty .50 Cal was unmistakable.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ Stewart said. ‘Time to let them know we’re here.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Slocombe said. A moment later there was a deafening chugga-chugga-chugga noise as the .50 Cal opened up. The rounds were aimed way over the skiffs and exploded into the sea more than a quarter of
         a mile beyond them, but the Chief chuckled as the pirates flung themselves into the bottom of their boats in a tangle of arms
         and legs.
      

      
      ‘And when the music stops, you gotta freeze,’ he said.

      
      Stewart raised his hand to signal ceasefire, then went to the rail. He was holding a loudhailer, which he brought to his mouth.

      
      ‘Vessels off the starboard side,’ he said carefully, his amplified voice leaping back off the surface of the ocean. ‘Be advised
         this ship is protected and any attempt to board her will be resisted. Do you understand?’
      

      
      Presently a head popped up over the side of one of the skiffs and looked around suspiciously. It was followed by more as the
         pirates realised they had not been the target of the .50 Cal.
      

      
      ‘They look like fuckin’ meerkats,’ Slocombe chuckled.

      
      ‘Do you understand?’ Stewart repeated into the loudhailer.

      
      ‘What’s a fuckin’ meerkat?’ said the second man at the gun, whose name was Earlie.

      
      There was a pause, then one of the pirates stood, placed his foot on the bow of his skiff and, with a smile that could have been seen from space, bowed theatrically at the freighter.
      

      
      This time even Stewart could not help smiling. In that single action, the pirate had summed up this whole crazy situation.

      
      ‘I think they get the message,’ he said.

      
      But then the damnedest thing happened: from somewhere off to his right, Stewart heard the unmistakable chatter of small-arms
         fire – and two hundred yards away, the bowing pirate flung himself back into the boat as bullets began peppering the water
         around both skiffs.
      

      
      ‘What the hell?’ the Chief said.

      
      Stewart turned and stared open-mouthed at the ship’s superstructure where Aristophenedes was standing unsteadily on the observation
         gantry of the bridge, blasting away at the skiffs with what looked like an Armalite assault rifle. He was yelling and laughing,
         the bullets spraying indiscriminately as he staggered drunkenly along the walkway.
      

      
      ‘Goddammit!’ Stewart exclaimed, but now the startled pirates were beginning to manoeuvre their boats away from the killing zone.
      

      
      ‘They’re moving out, sir,’ Earlie said.

      
      ‘No, they ain’t,’ the Chief said ominously.

      
      He was right. To Stewart’s horror he saw that they were merely repositioning. And now they were aiming their own weapons at
         the ship. A moment later a volley of AK-47 bullets peppered the superstructure close to where Aristophenedes was standing,
         and the Greek skipper hurriedly ducked down out of sight.
      

      
      ‘RPG,’ the Chief reported calmly. ‘I think they’re pissed at us.’

      
      In the bow of one of the skiffs was a man with a shoulder-mounted grenade launcher, the bulbous missile aimed directly at the Arturet’s fat, inviting flanks.
      

      
      ‘Take him out, Slocombe,’ Stewart barked without hesitation.

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      There was a roar as the .50 Cal opened up, and in the blink of an eye the skiff was chewed up by heavy-duty shells, then ripped
         apart as the drums of fuel it was carrying exploded.
      

      
      ‘I got another, two o’clock!’ the Chief yelled. ‘Oh, these boys are mad all right.’

      
      Slocombe swung the machine gun’s long barrel towards the second skiff, which had executed a sharp one-eighty degree turn and
         was speeding away from the Arturet, using the roiling black smoke as cover as the sea around it boiled with ordnance. One of the pirates was drawing a bead
         on the gun emplacement with his RPG launcher. Shells from the .50 Cal chased them, biting a hole in the side of the boat and
         turning three of the men on board into red mist. But the man on the rudder was good, and the skiff was designed for manoeuvrability.
         Weaving the vessel left and right, all the while keeping its engines at full throttle, he was somehow able to dodge the incoming
         fusillade long enough for the smoke from the burning skiff to completely obliterate the vision of the gunner.
      

      
      ‘Incoming!’ Earlie screamed as a flaming object suddenly ripped from the smoke pall.
      

      
      The RPG, travelling at nearly 1,000 feet per second, fizzed over their heads and struck the container. It was a glancing blow
         and barely dented the sturdy metal exterior – but the missile exploded in mid-air and the next thing Stewart knew he was face
         down on the deck, feeling like he’d just been kicked in the back by a mule. He lifted his head and the Chief appeared in his vision. There was an urgent expression on his face and his mouth was moving, but all Stewart
         could hear was a dull whine in his ears.
      

      
      ‘I’m OK, I’m OK,’ he muttered. He staggered to his feet and, looking up, saw Slocombe and Earlie wrestling with the .50 Cal,
         which had been knocked off its stand by the force of the airburst.
      

      
      ‘Goddammit,’ Wojcek said.

      
      He was looking out to sea, at a roiling cloud of oily black smoke and at the second skiff, which had performed a tight U-turn
         and was now speeding back to the ship. Then, when it was no more than a hundred metres from the side, the vessel slowed and
         turned again – and, as Stewart watched impotently, his gaze was met by a tall African with a streak of orange dye running
         through his tight black curls. The man’s eyes burned with hatred and they remained locked on Stewart’s as the bullet-riddled,
         bloodstained skiff once again moved away from the Arturet and was swallowed up by the smoke.
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      On the flying bridge of the game fishing boat Yellowfin, Jake Moore was laughing. The reason for his amusement was Detective Inspector Daniel Jouma’s legs, which poked from a pair
         of oversized khaki shorts like a pair of black pipe cleaners.
      

      
      Jouma himself was putting a brave face on matters. He knew that his appearance could be construed as faintly comical – but
         what did his friend expect? A suit? He stared glumly at the ocean and reflected, not for the first time that day, that this
         cruise was a bad idea. He had, after all, quite happily spent almost all of his fifty-plus years on dry land, nurturing a
         healthy mistrust of the sea. That he should find himself, of his own volition, so far from the mainland that it was no longer
         visible on the horizon seemed now even more ludicrous than his appearance.
      

      
      There were certain people who were born to be on the water, he reflected glumly. Jake, six foot tall, 210 pounds, and with
         all the languid confidence of a natural sailor, was one of them – but Jouma, who was five-feet-five, built like a jockey,
         and who had spent the trip desperately trying to keep his breakfast down, was most definitely not.
      

      
      It had seemed such a good idea at the time, the detective sighed. With his wife Winifred away visiting her sister at Lake Turkana, and with four days’ leave courtesy of Superintendent
         Simba, Jouma had been determined that now was the perfect opportunity to conquer his fear of the ocean.
      

      
      And Jake, with whom he had been through more in the last few months than could reasonably be expected in a lifetime, had been
         more than willing to help him. After everything that had happened lately, both men felt they were owed some downtime, safe
         in the knowledge that at least out here on the ocean there was nobody who wanted to kill them.
      

      
      They had set off from Flamingo Creek at dawn and were now heading north along the Kenyan coast towards the Lamu archipelago,
         where Jake said he knew a good place for lunch. All Jouma knew of Lamu was that it was the last outpost of civilisation before
         the swampy badlands of the Somali border; a tourist paradise just a few short miles from lawless purgatory. The thought was
         a sobering one, although Jake didn’t seem to care. In fact his friend seemed supremely confident in the sanctity of Kenyan
         waters – to the extent that Jouma felt ashamed at his own squeamishness. Maybe his nerves had been rubbed raw by recent events.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t think you’d want a beer, Inspector,’ Jake said. ‘So I brought you some tea.’

      
      Jouma momentarily brightened as he saw Jake waving a large tartan thermos flask.

      
      ‘I’m afraid it’s just Typhoo bags – but the dealer in Kilindi didn’t stock the fancy loose-leaf stuff you like.’

      
      ‘It will be fine, thank you.’

      
      Jake glanced down at the Inspector’s legs and stifled another giggle. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

      
      ‘I should have gone to Lake Turkana with Winifred,’ Jouma grumbled. ‘Then at least I could have worn trousers.’
      

      
      ‘Listen, I promise you that when we get to Lamu it will all be worth it,’ Jake said. ‘The restaurant is right on the beach,
         and Gunther does the best lobster in east Africa.’
      

      
      Jouma put a straw hat on his head. ‘Then perhaps I will forgive your impudence,’ he said. ‘And then I should thank you for
         taking me out for the day. I know you have a business to run.’
      

      
      ‘To hell with the business. We’ve earned a little R&R after everything we’ve been through. And after Harry nearly lost her
         in a card game, I’m not letting this boat out my sight.’
      

      
      ‘An eminently sensible precaution,’ Jouma said. He had heard how Harry Philliskirk, Jake’s business partner, had very nearly
         allowed his own brother to use, and lose, Yellowfin as collateral in a poker game.
      

      
      Beside him in the captain’s chair Jake smiled and pushed the throttles forward, relishing the kick from Yellowfin’s diesels. It was good to be out here, and it was good to have Jouma for company.
      

      
      But best of all it was good to be alive.

      
      The two men had known each other for an indecently short period – but in that time they had run up against sex traffickers,
         professional killers, and a psychopath with a penchant for beheading people with a machete. Death had stalked them relentlessly:
         Jake had barely survived his encounter with the assassin known only as the Ghost, while Jouma had been so close to the Headhunter’s
         swishing blade he could still taste the serial killer’s fetid breath.
      

      
      And of course others had not been so lucky.

      
      Jouma, he knew, had been deeply scarred by the death of his young detective sergeant, David Mwangi, at the hands of the Headhunter. Scars like those, he knew, would take more than a pleasure cruise to heal.
      

      
      ‘Jake.’

      
      Jouma was gazing out towards the eastern horizon where a small white fleck had appeared. It was a boat, intermittently visible
         on the swell, and it was travelling at speed towards them. Jake grabbed a pair of binoculars from the dashboard – and as he
         fixed the vessel in his sights his blood chilled. It was a skiff, pimped with a powerful outboard. There were men in the boat.
         Eight, nine Africans in sun-bleached T-shirts, bandanas, headscarves and baseball caps.
      

      
      And they were carrying guns.

      
      ‘Inspector.’

      
      ‘I see them,’ Jouma said, peering across from under the straw brim of his hat.

      
      Jake turned for the mainland, gripping the throttles, trying to squeeze some more speed out of the thirty-footer. But the
         skiff was faster and more nimble. In only a moment, it seemed, it had cut across Yellowfin’s bows, forcing Jake to veer sharply, sacrificing valuable momentum. He looked behind him and saw the skiff arcing round
         in his wake, then straightening so that it was speeding on a parallel course. As it drew alongside Jake yanked Yellowfin’s wheel in an attempt to ram it; there was a dull crunch and for a moment the skiff looked as if it might tip over. But then
         a pair of grappling hooks clattered onto the cockpit deck and held fast against the gunwale. With both vessels travelling
         at breakneck speed the skiff thumped against Yellowfin’s hull and four men leapt aboard.
      

      
      ‘Grab hold and keep her steady,’ Jake yelled, planting Jouma’s hands on the wheel. He reached down and ripped the portable
         fire extinguisher from its mounting beneath the dashboard, then moved to the top of the connecting ladder bolted to the side of the bridge superstructure. Two
         of the Africans were already clambering up it, AK-47s slung across their shoulders. With a mighty swing, Jake caught the first
         man full in the face with the metal canister. He yelped and fell back into the cockpit, but the second man was too fast and
         too agile. Springing up from the last rung of the ladder, he wrapped his arms around Jake’s waist and toppled him sideways.
         Jake reached out and grabbed the awning stanchion, but he was already hopelessly unbalanced. Dangling over the cockpit he
         felt more hands grabbing from below and the next thing he knew he had crashed down onto the deck. Punches and kicks rained
         down on him, and then the butt of an assault rifle thudded against the side of his head and his vision exploded.
      

      
      Up on the flying deck, clinging to the wheel for dear life, Jouma looked up to see a man approaching. The man had a crude
         slash of orange dye running across his hair, and there was an assault rifle in his hands.
      

      
      ‘I am a police officer with Kenya CID!’ Jouma exclaimed, rising to his feet with one hand outstretched as if he was directing
         traffic on Nyali Bridge in Mombasa. ‘Piracy is a criminal act and I must warn you that—’
      

      
      The pirate looked at him irritably, as if he was a buzzing horsefly, and then swatted him aside with one sweep of the hand,
         grabbed the wheel and eased back the throttle to kill Yellowfin’s speed.
      

      
      ‘I will warn you again,’ Jouma protested. ‘This is an act of piracy and the penalty for—’

      
      ‘Shut up, old man,’ Orange Flash said, without bothering to look up this time. ‘Or I will kill you.’
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      ‘Poor little cripple boy,’ the girl sang. ‘Stupid little metal leg.’
      

      
      ‘Stop it, Sheba.’

      
      ‘His mother was a whore and his father was a goat.’
      

      
      ‘Please, Sheba.’

      
      The girl emitted a trill of laughter and dropped another date into her open mouth. She was eleven years old, of Arab extraction,
         with honey-coloured skin and thick black hair folded up onto the top of her head and held in position with four bone chopsticks.
         She might have been pretty were it not for the fact she weighed 190 pounds, double the average weight of a girl her age, almost
         all of it translated into vast rolls of fat that bulged beneath her white cotton robe and distorted her face so her features
         looked like they had been stuck in a ball of honey-coloured dough. She was lounging on a coil of rope in the shade of the
         Kanshish’s superstructure. A few yards away Jalil limped with as much purpose as he could muster, his eyes fixed on the wooden aft
         deck.
      

      
      ‘You’d better find it, little cripple boy,’ Sheba cooed. ‘It was a gift from my father.’

      
      ‘Then you shouldn’t have dropped it,’ Jalil muttered.

      
      ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      
      ‘You’d better not have,’ she warned.

      
      Jalil bit his tongue and kept looking for the amber pendant, even though he knew it could be anywhere. Down a crack. Overboard.
         Anywhere.
      

      
      ‘Yes, my father gave it to me, metal leg,’ she called, stressing the point. ‘For my birthday.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘And you know that Omar is my father’s brother.’

      
      ‘I know, I know.’

      
      The boy had been searching for nearly half an hour in the hot sun, hobbling up and down every inch of the deck until his withered
         leg ached, while she just sat there like some bloated lizard on a rock.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a drink, Jalil?’

      
      He looked up and saw that Sheba was holding a canteen of water in one plump hand.

      
      ‘Yes, please.’

      
      ‘Then keep looking and I might give you a sip,’ she snapped.

      
      Jalil looked up at the roof of the ship’s superstructure and he wished he was up there with the cool sea breeze against his
         skin.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure this is where you dropped it?’

      
      ‘I did not drop it,’ Sheba corrected him. ‘It fell from my neck when I was throwing those metal rivets from the back of the ship. And
         don’t you forget whose idea it was to throw metal rivets, cripple boy.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t call me that!’

      
      ‘I will call you anything I like.’

      
      Again Jalil said nothing, even though he was almost bursting with the injustice of it all. She had spotted the oily cardboard box of rivets down in the engine room. It had been her idea to throw them over the side. They weren’t even supposed to be in the engine room. Only the Nigerians were allowed down there – Omar had expressly forbidden them to go anywhere near it.
      

      
      No doubt he would get the blame for that as well, the boy thought miserably.
      

      
      ‘Hey, cripple boy. Look what I found.’

      
      Jalil looked up and saw Sheba twirling something on her outstretched finger.

      
      It was the amber pendant.

      
      Fury pulsed through the boy’s body and it was all he could do to stop himself from picking up one of the few remaining rivets
         and bashing in her grinning face with it.
      

      
      ‘Sheba?’
      

      
      The voice belonged to an old Somali woman, her impossibly wrinkled face poking out of a Muslim hijab. She was standing on
         the narrow quarterdeck jutting from the rear of the superstructure overlooking the stern of the ship.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Maira?’ the girl called out irritably.

      
      ‘The Imam is waiting for you.’

      
      Sheba pulled a face. ‘Tell him I’m busy.’

      
      ‘You know I can’t do that.’

      
      ‘Then what can you do?’ the girl snapped, heaving herself to her feet and glaring up at the old woman with her balled fists jammed into
         her hips. ‘What is the point of your useless life?’
      

      
      ‘Please, Sheba,’ the old woman said, her voice so soft it was almost whipped away by the sea breeze. ‘Your uncle has ordered
         it.’
      

      
      Sheba emitted a shriek of annoyance. ‘Very well, very well,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I’m coming.’

      
      She stomped towards the aft door in high dudgeon, but paused to flash a wicked smile at Jalil.

      
      ‘Don’t forget to take that box back where you got them,’ she cooed. ‘And you’d better hope that my uncle Omar doesn’t find out there are some missing – or you’re in big trouble.’
      

      
      Jalil winced as the door slammed behind her, but he was relieved that she was gone. The boy loved Omar more than anyone else
         in the world, but Sheba drove him to distraction. How could such a great man have such a monster as a niece? It was only three
         weeks since the girl had flounced onto the ship, full of airs and graces, but not one day had passed without Jalil wishing
         she was back on the mainland.
      

      
      Why was she here? Sheba said it was because her father – a very important man, naturally, and no doubt the most important man in Mogadishu
         – was in great danger.
      

      
      But Sheba made up stories like that all the time. Most of the time Jalil didn’t believe a word she said.

      
      He stared despondently out towards the horizon. The ship was at anchor, the roar of its mighty engines reduced to an insignificant
         hum. It would not have been so bad if Sheba actually treated him with respect, he reflected. But no, she treated him like
         dirt. To her, Jalil was a dogsbody to humiliate at will.
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      Held at gunpoint in the pirate skiff Jake had no way of knowing where they were heading – but they’d been travelling at full
         throttle for the best part of an hour now, which was enough to confirm his worst fears.
      

      
      They were in Somali waters, and all bets were off.

      
      Kidnapped by pirates. Jesus! It was scarcely believable, the kind of thing that happened to dimwit amateur yachtsmen unaware that they were pleasure-boating
         in the most treacherous waters in the world. Yet in his defence, Jake and Jouma had been a good thirty miles inside supposedly
         safe Kenyan waters, heading for a convivial lunch date in Lamu, when Yellowfin had been boarded. These pirates were way, way out of their natural hunting ground.
      

      
      But what worried him more was the demeanour of the pirates themselves – silent, seething, almost distracted. There was nothing in their manner to suggest they had achieved some calculated objective by taking Jake and Jouma prisoner;
         in fact Jake got the distinct impression that the hijacking had been forced on them, that it was a desperate measure by desperate men.
      

      
      His suspicions were reinforced by the condition of the skiff. There were ragged holes in the fibreglass hull that could only have been caused by bullets, and mingled in with the water and diesel oil by his feet were threads of fresh red
         blood that had also splashed against the sides and onto the clothes of some of the pirates. These men had been involved in
         some sort of shoot-out, and every indication was that it had been recent.
      

      
      And that, Jake surmised, was why he and Jouma had been taken and Yellowfin left adrift. This was no opportunist kidnapping and they were not simply ransom fodder. They were hostages, pure and simple;
         human shields to be used to secure a desperate getaway.
      

      
      But from who?

      
      He glanced at Jouma, sitting opposite him in front of the boat. The Inspector looked hollow-eyed and stunned, and Jake wondered
         what was going through the little detective’s mind. He wanted to reach out, to reassure his friend that everything was going
         to be fine. But what was the point, when he couldn’t even convince himself?
      

      
      In fact Jouma was thinking about his wife and how she would react when she learned he was missing. He and Winifred had been
         married over thirty years, and in that time they had been apart so rarely that her visit to Turkana was, upon reflection,
         almost inconceivable. In fact it surprised him how it had taken until this moment to realise how unusual it was. He had often
         thought it curious, even unnatural, that two people could become so inextricably linked to the extent that, after a while, they could no longer function independently
         of each other. His profession had turned him into a student of human nature, and over the last thirty years what he had learned
         was that mankind had few if any redeeming features and that, given a choice between brotherhood and venality, the latter won
         out every time.
      

      
      
      Yet how did that explain Daniel and Winifred Jouma? Were they an anomaly? A freak of nature like the two-headed calves sometimes
         born into his father’s cattle herd? They had no children, and no money to speak of – nothing but themselves. Perhaps that
         was it. But then even for a man as resolutely unromantic as himself this struck Jouma as an unduly prosaic explanation. The
         truth was that, over the years, their love for one another had blossomed, flowered, and been diligently nurtured. And until
         now Jouma had always assumed that it would continue until, like them, it simply ceased to exist.
      

      
      The thought that he might be about to die at the hands of pirates – that he would never see Winifred again – filled him with
         sorrow and, even more than that, it filled him with rage.
      

      
      Pirates! It was an incongruously romantic term for ruthless oceanbound hijackers armed with machine guns and rocket launchers. Oh,
         he had heard the familiar tale of woe, how they were just ordinary fishermen driven to desperate measures to feed their families
         – and quite frankly it made him sick. There were millions of ordinary men in Africa who had mouths to feed, but did they turn to crime? No, they got off their sorry backsides and found work. Jouma’s own father, a simple cattle farmer from Mount
         Kenya, had walked his herd three hundred miles one year when the rains failed. That was because he understood his responsibilities
         in life. The men in this skiff could be working in the fields, or in the cities, or even – God forbid – striving to rebuild
         their shattered country. But instead they preferred crime because it was easier, because it made them big men, but mostly
         because they were cowards.
      

      
      The Inspector’s sense of outrage seemed to transmit itself to Jake, and when their eyes met across the shallow boat any bewilderment or fear they might have felt in the minutes after their capture had gone, replaced instead by indignant
         anger that they had been deprived of their liberty. Nothing was said between the two friends, because their set expressions
         said it all: whatever happened now, whatever the pirates did to them, they would be dealing with a united front – one that would live or
            die together.
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