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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Small Beginnings




  Sierra Leone. Recently.




  The first man encountered on the road to Lalapanzi was not a man. Not really. He was a boy, a kid, wearing nothing but a pair of large, shabby sneakers and holding an AK 47.




  Like his regional commander, General Butt Naked, the teenaged Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebel was – apart from his sneakers – butt naked.




  He also had a hand bag.




  Christiaan Rindert, twice the sentry’s size, three times the sentry’s age, watched him through scarred Leica binoculars, then scanned the dusty scrub on either side of the road-block

  for signs that the kid was not alone. As road-blocks went this was a singularly sad effort; two ancient wheel-less prams with a banana tree propped between them partially transecting the rutted

  dirt track. Wouldn’t stop a bicycle, thought Rindert with contempt. Beside it a pile of beer bottles (empty), a sheet of blue plastic with the UNHCR logo on it writ large, and a broken white

  chair marked the sentry’s bivouac. Flies seethed behind it. The RUF hadn’t bothered to dig a latrine.




  Par for the course.




  He brought the binoculars back to bear on the rebel.




  From the way he was wobbling Rindert reckoned the RUF sentry was utterly, numbingly, dead-on-his-feet stoned.




  Wobbling kid excepted, nothing was moving. The scrub was hot. Dry. Green and very still. Crickets whirred listlessly. More to the point, Rindert could see laughing doves pecking for seeds. The

  birds were skittish. If more rebs were there in ambush the doves would fly.




  The doves just pecked away, cautious eyes watching for everything.




  Behind Rindert as he bird-watched, were fifteen pro-government Kamajor militiamen. They had more clothes than the RUF sentry, but they had also been firing up bushweed since dawn. It would keep

  them moving for hours; it dulled hunger and banished fear. All three were fine by Rindert. Sober pro-government soldiers, particularly over-dressed oddballs like his, were prone to running away.

  The down side to the drug was that it prompted outbursts of psychotic rage.




  Not always an asset.




  Behind the militia, emotionlessly videoing the impending murder of the RUF boy soldier on a Sony handycam through the windows of their Toyota Hi-Lux, were Rindert’s two Japanese

  clients.




  He loathed them; thought them both repulsive and ridiculous with their sour breath and sweat-shiny, heat-mottled faces. Both men had bottle-thick glasses, and wore leopard-patterned safari

  jackets and zebra-striped bush-hats.




  If their dress was an attempt to blend in, look African, it was pathetic. If it was an attempt to look like safari tourists it was spectacularly misguided. Tourism in Sierra Leone wasn’t

  dead. It hadn’t been born. Who’d want to come? To see this?




  The names the Japanese had given Rindert when they contracted him as bodyguard and escort in Sierra Leone’s capital, Freetown, were Sato and Suzuki – the Japanese equivalents of

  Smith and Jones. Both Sato and Suzuki claimed that they were doctors, here to capture the Ebola virus and find a cure. This, too, Rindert suspected was a lie.




  They might be here for Ebola. And if they were, they weren’t the first.




  Word on the West African “security consultant” circuit was that the Aum Shinrikyo Buddhist sect that had Sarin gassed the Tokyo subway in ’95 (killing twelve and injuring

  5,500) had sent some of its people into neighbouring Liberia probing for Ebola. They’d been escorted by a Russian; some hardcase ex-Spetsnaz freelancer with a bad rep for impatience named

  Koransky. The Aum expedition had failed in circumstances that were still obscure.




  Sato and Suzuki, in Rindert’s opinion, were more of the same – virus hunters. There’d be fun and games in Tokyo should Sato and Suzuki succeed in their quest. That was

  Rindert’s guess.




  “Is it just the one, Commander?” whispered the militia corporal, Benjamin Franklin. Eighteen-years-old, best-dressed, least-stoned, Franklin was Rindert’s temporary right-hand

  man. Even if he was wearing a purple top hat decorated with a skull and crossbones.




  Rindert nodded, tried to overlook the man’s hat, tucked his binoculars away, and with practiced ease raised his rifle for a leg shot.




  The temptation was to raise the sights and blow the RUF kid’s head off. It was a temptation that Rindert resisted.




  He’d need to question the boy about RUF patrol activity in the area and needed him disabled but not dead. It was unusual, no, it was highly unusual, for only one person to man a RUF

  road-block, even a crummy one like this. As a rule, the child soldiers were pack animals, preying on the wretched detritus of broken refugees which, without hope, trudged the roads. Seeking

  sanctuary from a civil war of nine year’s standing.




  “Kapow!” said Benjamin Franklin.




  “Kapow,” agreed Rindert.




  He squeezed the trigger.




  The shot startled the doves. They scattered with a rattle of wings.




  The RUF sentry for his part span around, then flopped and writhed, flopped, writhed, in the reddening dust.




  Hoots and jeers from the militia accompanied his collapse. Rindert banged a heavy sunburned hand on the roof of the Bedford’s cab. At the signal the driver refired the engine. The party

  advanced. Some of the men around him, Rindert noted with bored disgust, were panting. Tongues out. Mouths open. That bushweed really fuelled the atavistic flames. Or maybe they were just hot. The

  Japanese video whirred steadily away. The Japanese doctors didn’t seem to need bushweed.




  Watching was enough. He glanced at them. They didn’t seem perturbed by the shooting. One was licking his lips.




  If they were bigger, Rindert might even have found them threatening. But size here counted, and Rindert was the biggest. He was also the best and he could kill the entire party he escorted in a

  minute or less if he felt so inclined.




  So no problem.




  The RUF sentry Rindert had shot precisely through the left knee was in a sorry state. Not just stoned and shot. Sick. There were boils all over his nose and neck. Something

  awful was going on in the blood vessels of his left arm. “Not pretty,” Rindert thought. Something of an understatement.




  There were flecks of blood all over him and they had not come from the gunshot. They were dry.




  The wounded kid’s AK, when Rindert checked it, had a jammed magazine. That was clever. Jamming an AK’s magazine took real initiative. It was a giant step from youthful incompetence.

  Almost an act of will.




  There was also earth in the barrel. Also a very colourful stone. How had the kid got a stone that size wedged there? Getting it out looked more trouble than it was worth. Guns here were one

  commodity not in short supply. Next to the gun was a panga, its notched blade crusted with dried blood.




  While the Kamajor militia fanned out, or more accurately wandered, into the bush shouting obscene expletives at an enemy they knew wasn’t there, Rindert checked the kid’s hand

  bag.




  While he did so he kept an eye on the kid who was rolling listlessly in the dust, not even paying regard to his broken leg. Very sick indeed. Not Ebola though. Rindert was no doctor, but just a

  glance told him the kid was one nasty but very common little cocktail of parasites and malnutrition; maybe with a shot of what the East Africans called ‘Slim’ added for light

  relief.




  There were six hands in the bag: two pitifully small; two adult female, their nails smudged with the ancient ghosts of mauve polish; two adult male, all recently parted from their owners but

  already flyblown. Taking hands was a long-standing RUF initiative to discourage voting in UN supervised elections. The logic behind it was that amputees would be unable to register their democratic

  objections to the current status quo by putting an X or even a fingerprint on the ballot papers.




  General Butt Naked was a keen proponent of “the RUF handshake” or “chopping” as it was also known. Rewards and promotion were offered in return for hands. Though quite

  what promotion meant in a guerilla army where generals such as Butt Naked were nineteen, and General Murder fifteen, Rindert couldn’t figure. Didn’t even bother to try. Just killed them

  when he saw them. But tried to see as little of them as possible.




  Hey ho! Back to the hand bag!




  Judging from the freshness of the hands the people who’d been chopped were not far away. But they could have staggered in any direction. Conceivably this stoned kid’s comrades could

  be grilling them back at camp. That might explain why the kid was alone.




  “Not a party,” Rindert said. Meaning, to Rindert at least, there was no point in looking for the handless.




  Or, as Rindert had told a drunken Reuters journalist in Freetown, practically the only people in Sierra Leone to be successfully disarmed since peace negotiations between the warring factions

  collapsed. The journalist had subsequently plagiarised the quote. It had then been edited out on the grounds of bad taste.




  Rindert tossed the hands into the bush. Christ but it was hot! Rindert tried to ignore the stench of human waste and disease and the rusty, dusty odour of unwashed skin. He waved droning,

  bloated blowflies from his face. Asked the kid questions. The kid attempted to spit at Rindert. That was the last thing Rindert needed – some HIV-infested spit in the eye. He thumped his gun

  down into the contorted face. Strangely, Rindert, albeit in a faraway way, felt a sudden pang for the kid as his pug, boil-swollen nose cracked.




  He was unquestionably a brutal little sociopath, and as the hand bag’s contents eloquently demonstrated was responsible for atrocities, but he was the product of his environment and about

  to die naked and alone. The rope for sure. If the militia felt like it, a stake up the kid’s rear end for good measure. A squalid life. A squalid end. Waste, waste, waste.




  The kid had stopped spitting.




  Rindert, crouching now, scolded the kid in a paternal tone. Admonished him for his discourtesy to a person older than himself. Weirdly the kid apologized, his voice indistinct and squeaky.

  Rindert asked the kid some more questions. Got some mumbled, increasingly humble replies as the kid softened, perhaps began to think that he wasn’t going to be shot or chopped (chopping was a

  practice not confined entirely to the RUF). Rindert rumbled on, like a kindly uncle, asking his questions.




  The kid started spilling.




  The main RUF unit had been recalled by General Butt Naked to celebrate the opening of a new RUF radio station. He was guarding the road in case the monsters came back.




  Rindert ignored the reference to monsters. The idea of General Butt Naked running a radio station was appalling enough. Butt Naked the DJ! The mind boggled at the prospect.




  The kid said he’d been left behind. Alone.




  Why alone?




  He’d been too stoned to move, so they’d left him. Left him for the monsters.




  Rindert forged on.




  Yes, the kid admitted, he had taken the hands of a family. The RUF had promised three American dollars for each hand.




  The kid said his name was Corporal Punishment.




  “No,” Rindert murmured soothingly, “That’s a clever name but what’s your real name, the name you were given by your mammy?”




  “Abraham Lincoln.”




  “Ah.”




  Lincoln thought he was twelve. Could the commander – he meant Rindert – take him to see his grandmammy? He didn’t want to be left alone for the monsters.




  Rindert said no he couldn’t and even if he could he wouldn’t. Because, Rindert explained, this “take me to my grandmammy” bullshine was just a ploy to avoid consequences.

  He didn’t even bother to pursue the monsters issue. That was, in Rindert’s opinion, drug-related.




  “Abraham,” he said, “what you need to understand is that if you chop people’s hands off then you are behaving in a way that is not so nice. You must be held accountable

  for this.”




  “I ate my mammy,” confided the kid who didn’t appear to have been listening. “General Butt Naked made me eat ... her ...”




  The kid faltered.




  Rindert decided it was time to move things along. He really didn’t want to hear which bits of his mammy Abraham had had to eat. This whole eating people business made him depressed. Jonny

  “The Cat” Bouchard had told him that he’d busted in on a funeral in southern Uganda. But not before the Lords Resistance Army had busted in first. The LRA maniacs, whose credo was

  the establishment of a Christian state ruled by the Ten Commandments, had, for reasons obscure, forced the villagers to cook the deceased with maize porridge.




  Then eat him.




  Bouchard had thought that this was about as good a story to come out of Africa as had ever been told and had expected at least a few laughs and a round of pastis. But The Cat had only just

  arrived in Sierra Leone. When he’d smugly challenged the other drinkers in the squalid chop-shop (local parlance for a bar and eating shack) to “top that, mes amis!” the

  other drinkers, all of whom had been in Sierra Leone four months or more, had had no difficulty.




  Fats Dupree, a pig-ugly brute from Marseilles who was hired gun for two Belgian diamantaires, had recounted an incident involving him finding half of a lower jaw-bone at the bottom of a

  soup cauldron, complete with fillings.




  The fillings bit was the important part of the anecdote, as Dupree had explained. Everyone knew niggers ate each other and where was the harm in that? But the fillings meant that the stew was

  probably made of expatriate white meat, Sierra Leone not being particularly well-known for its abundance of orthodontists. Dupree even thought he knew who he’d eaten. Jo Jo Lafayette, a

  perky, earnest ex-Médicins Sans Frontières volunteer nurse. She’d been working on AIDS awareness, loosely associated with Freetown’s long-suffering Connaught Hospital.

  Then she’d died – of AIDS – and someone had pinched her body from the remains of the Connaught Hospital’s routinely overcrowded morgue.




  Dupree added that the cook had used far too much curry powder and that it had given him the shits.




  Dupree had then looked suddenly concerned.




  Rindert remembered feeling an abrupt, peculiar, childish hope as he watched the awful hoggish face rumple in thought and worry. Dupree had discovered a conscience! He’d eaten a

  nurse, but that wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t ordered her. She’d just been served up as plat du jour smothered in onions and too much curry powder.




  The point was, that Dupree had realized he was making a joke out of it, and Dupree had suddenly realized that he was wrong to do so.




  If there was hope for Dupree, Rindert had thought exultantly, there was hope for humanity!




  Dupree had then said, “Can you catch AIDS from eating somebody?”




  “Not if the meat’s been cooked,” someone had said.




  “Thank Christ for that!” Dupree had announced, relief showing bright-as-a-flare on his flushed face. “Can recommend the place then. It’s bloody cheap. Good honest French

  food. And there are big servings.”




  There were gusts of laughter; roaring gusts of laughter.




  There wasn’t hope for humanity, Rindert had decided and ordered another drink. Something poisonously strong.




  Rindert shook his head to clear the memory and returned to the business in hand. God curse these flies. “Benjamin!” he bellowed. “Stop horsing around with that RPG. You’re

  looking like you’ve never seen one before. Here man, now! Kill these flies. They’re driving me bloody crazy.“




  “There are monsters in Lalapanzi,” Abraham Lincoln said, back on the monster thing, eating his mammy apparently forgotten.




  “There’s monsters everywhere, Abraham,” said Rindert. “You’re a monster. I mean, why? Why? Why are you chopping these ...” Rindert pointed at the

  hands. Suddenly he wanted to impress upon this maimed, boil-covered, psychopathic shit the implications of cutting off hands. “People need hands. If they don’t have hands they

  can’t write.”




  “I can’t write,” mumbled Abraham Lincoln.




  Dear Christ, thought Rindert. Of course you can’t write. You probably shot your English teacher.




  Lincoln’s eyes were rolling. He was going into shock. His scrawny ugly body was shaking. If it was one of his own men Rindert would have wrapped him in a blanket but Rindert didn’t

  want to foul one of his blankets on this diseased RUF mess. No point. Blankets were a luxury, and Lincoln was most definitely on the way out.




  The boy soldier’s voice rose to a frightened wail.




  “Real monsters commander. Zombies. Porroh! And I’ve seen one with green smoke coming out of its nose.” He was now clutching Rindert’s leg. Babbling. Babbling. “The

  priest’s killing everyone with them. Everyone knows the Ebola gets you. You dead. All the nuns dead of the Ebola. Just the priest left and Papa Det. I saw Papa Det. He was like mist. The

  monsters are coming. It’s the end of the world. Am I OK?”




  The kid’s out to lunch, thought Rindert. Enough time-wasting. Time to make an example; time to leave General Butt Naked’s boys a message.




  “Bring the rope and the board!” Rindert shouted.




  The board said “DONT JOIN THE RUF! EMBRACE LOVIN JEZUS!” The Jesus stuff was the idea of Benjamin Franklin who professed to be a Baptist. That was unusual for a Kamajor. Most were,

  or, more accurately, thought or claimed they were, hunter-magicians.




  The board went around Abraham Lincoln’s neck, as did the rope. It then went over a tree limb.




  “Up you go, son,” Rindert said, pulling the rope taught and the whimpering, bulge-eyed RUF soldier free of the ground. Light as a bloody feather, Rindert thought, tying the rope

  secure around a branch. For a moment he considered pulling the RUF kid’s legs, breaking his neck cleanly, but then he remembered the hands. The little one he’d chopped couldn’t

  have been more than a toddler. Toddlers don’t vote. No, that handshake had just been viciously gratuitous. Three bucks a hand. Hanging Lincoln slowly was evil, Rindert knew that, but it was

  necessary. The RUF recruits would – might – get the message. Might not reach so readily for the pangas next time they caught a family. Evil. Yes. But a necessary evil.




  “As you sow, so shall you reap,” intoned Benjamin Franklin perhaps trying to rationalize the ongoing atrocity. He’d removed his top hat and stopped swatting flies. He looked

  unhappy.




  “Some fucking harvest,” said Rindert, his eyes equally mournful.




  The other pro-government troops had no such qualms. They came scrambling excitedly out of the bush and gave each other high fives. They squabbled over the dangling kid’s stinking sneakers,

  then brought out the stake; which they thrust into Abraham Lincoln’s rectum as he hung there fighting for air that was all around him but impossible to breathe; a little boy very much lost,

  twitching and turning beneath vast, blue African skies.




  Rindert’s thoughts were. Very deliberately. Elsewhere.




  That was the first man met on the road as Rindert’s small convoy continued its cautious progress towards the village of Lalapanzi. It was also the last. Rumours of Ebola

  seemed to have cleared the area of combatants. Perversely it took a viral hemorrhagic fever that made the human body erupt blood from every orifice to stop the fighting here.




  Or maybe it was the monsters.




  As they continued their advance Rindert pondered the complexities of Ebola the peacemaker – another necessary evil? – and wondered what sort of programming General Butt Naked had

  lined up for his new radio station.




  Mostly though, Rindert thought about what an utter relief it would be to leave this wretched country, live somewhere peaceful. Orderly. Sane. Clean starched sheets. A nice little game farm in

  Kwazulu or the Free State. No General Murders, no Corporal Punishments, no little monsters to worry about.




  Somewhere where he could find peace, quiet. Peace. Quiet.




  The column reached Lalapanzi in the late afternoon. And that’s when things got seriously weird. Weird even by Rindert’s standards and God knew he’d seen more than his fair

  share of the capital Weird in his fifteen years freelance soldiering in Africa.




  





  CHAPTER TWO
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Welcome to Britain




  “Name?”




  “Derek Campbell,” murmured Rindert. That was what it said in his Freetown-forged Zimbabwean passport.




  “Occupation?”




  “Tobacco farmer. At least,” Rindert’s voice hitched brokenly,” At least, I was.”




  The British immigration official’s expression softened. He’d been following the Zimbabwe war veterans invasions of white-owned farms on the BBC. A bad business, the immigration

  official thought, a bad, bad business. Bad for Africa. Bad for Zimbabwe – what was it? Two thirds of the population now in poverty and Zimbabwe once one of the richest country in the

  region?




  This poor devil – Jim rechecked the passport – this poor devil Campbell, had no doubt lost land that had been in his family for generations. Maybe even had family members slain. No

  compensation offered by the ruling ZANU PF party that masterminded the land invasions. Just because an ageing totalitarian president didn’t know that it was possible to retire with

  dignity.




  And now Campbell had a new life to build in a country that was foreign to him.




  A hell of a wrench.




  The immigration official was black but felt himself British to the core. Hell, his family had caught the boat some time back in the 1800s. Every time he watched the latest African lunacy on the

  BBC he thanked them for that.




  He suspected this white immigrant was African to the core. In this suspicion he was also right.




  “Jim,” said a colleague slipping neatly over from her desk. “We’ve got an A1.”




  This wasn’t an official code. It was private. Several of Heathrow’s staff had been abjectly humiliated by a robotic, obnoxious series of immigration officials on a recent group trip

  to New York. The appalling rudeness of the airport Americans had grated beyond belief and soured the entire jolly excursion.




  It was payback time. They’d got a Yank on holiday at desk three who worked for US immigration New York JFK and had worked the La Guardia desks. Guilty as hell.




  “Can’t be too careful, Carol,” said Jim on behalf of UK immigration. “Must maintain international standards. Give her the US checks. Has she any association with Nazi

  Germany and its allies? Has she ever been denied entry to the United Kingdom? Is she a criminal, habitual drug abuser, guilty of gross moral turpitude,de dah, de dah.”




  “She’s got pepper spray in her handbag.”




  “Has she no respect for our laws?”




  “Not yet.”




  “Duty calls me strongly to the next booth, Mr Campbell,” said Jim, redirecting his gaze to the destitute white farmer who was beginning to wonder what the hell was going on.




  “Welcome to Britain. I hope it works out for you here, Mr Campbell,” the official added with such feeling that Rindert half expected Jim was going to give him a five pound note to

  help him rebuild his life. More pressing though was the A1. Jim hustled off in the direction of Three.




  A shrill voice rose in protest from desk three. “This ain’t right!” It’s horrid nasal whine was pure aggrieved New York immigration official.




  “Thank you, UK,” said Derek Campbell mustering a brave and grateful smile as he wandered broken-backed and destitute through customs into the country that would offer him succour

  for, hopefully, just three days.


  

  Assuming all went well.




  It didn’t. Rindert headed for the Speedlink to Paddington. But tiredness was beginning to show. On arrival in Paddington Rindert took a wrong turn. He was jet-lagged and

  bemused by the bustle and size of the place. He always felt slightly inadequate when he visited Europe, particularly London. Just so many damn people. It set him on edge. He’d read somewhere

  that just walking through Piccadily underground one inhaled sufficient discarded skin cells to coat an entire human body.




  He was thinking about how many human skin cells he might have involuntarily inhaled on the Speedlink and was hoping that there weren’t too many ones with eczema when he took the wrong

  turn.




  The wrong turn took him into a Dickensian alley. Slimed cobbles. Piled and leaking sacks of rubbish. Shadows. Victorian London. Yech.




  “Wrong turn,” muttered Rindert. The alley smelled old, rancid and unkind. Bleak, windowless walls of brick rose sheer above him. A nation of chimney pots, someone had said, or words

  to that effect. Rindert felt a sudden pang and a yearning for the wide clean skies of Africa.




  “Wrong turn’s right, white boy,” said a large black man emerging from behind the rubbish bags. A second runty man with bad teeth followed him out.




  “Dear heaven, is there no end to it?” Rindert thought, reaching instinctively for a pistol that wasn’t there.




  “Are you political?” he asked. Rindert had in times past followed orders. In a number of ugly campaigns. If these people were political he might have a serious fight on his hands. It

  wasn’t likely, he realized. Not likely at all. He relaxed.




  The two men laughed. Laughed like apes! All mouth, teeth, nervous eyes. Jumpy as hell.




  “Never touch politics, mate. We’re into honest living. We two here are muggers. So you hand over your valuables, white boy, or I’ll cut you.” The man produced a

  switchblade and began to flick it about.




  No, not political, thought Rindert. Just poorly armed. And rude. White boy! He wasn’t going to take that.




  The mugger continued to flick his knife.




  “What are you planning to do with that thing, man? Butter me?”




  “Funny,” said the large mugger, the one with the muscles and the Snoop Doggy Dogg T-shirt. “But we’re here on business.”




  The smaller one laughed and looked increasingly mean. Always watch the small ones, thought Rindert; they’ve so much more to prove.




  “Look, man,” Rindert said, “I don’t want nonsense.” He didn’t. He really didn’t.




  “You’re fucking South African,” said the small one, finally placing the accent. “You racist bastard!”




  “You called me white boy! What’s that? Affimative action?” said Rindert. “No, it is not affirmative action. It’s fucking racist. One, I’m not a boy. Two,

  I’m not white. I’m red. It’s called fucking sunburn! And three, if you two kaffirs don’t get out of the way right now, I’ll stamp you out.”




  The big guy was now looking doubtful. This wasn’t proving to be an easy hit and he’d heard bad things about South Africans. But the little guy wouldn’t let the matter drop. He

  twitched with energy.




  Rindert sighed, placed his suitcase on the grime of the cobbles, suggested that they come and get it. When they came to get it, he gave it to them. Little one first. The big bastard made a run

  for it when he saw what had happened to his partner-in-crime. Rindert used a rugby tackle then slammed the guy’s head into the wall. Bricks were dislodged.




  He then searched their pockets, where he found an extraordinary £310 in notes and a huge number of coins, as well as materials wrapped in plastic that were obviously drugs and a sharpened

  screwdriver that was no longer any use as a screwdriver.




  “You see, what gets me down is the way this sort of nonsense never stops.” Rindert told the two semi-conscious muggers who were, unwisely, beginning to pout and sputter obscenities.

  “You’ve got all this money, you’re well nourished, you’ve got plenty of drugs, why the hell don’t you count your blessings? Drive a train or some damn thing, work in a

  bank? There’s decent, honest people in Africa with nothing. Nothing!”




  In a sudden fury Rindert stamped on the two muggers’ reproductive organs.




  The stamps were too hard and too punishing to produce howls or commotion on the part of the stamped. Just gagging and nausea. Rindert then launched a volley of kicks that rendered them

  insensible. He then beat the little guy a bit more. “You racist little kaffir shit!” was the parting verdict.




  Rindert liked black people. When they were good they were the best. When they misbehaved, like anyone from white to brown to Eskimo, they deserved a vigorous kicking. That was his

  philosophy.




  The two bodies he buried among bulging black rubbish bags.




  “Damn nonsense never stops,” he muttered as he took their money, drugs, sharpened screwdriver and coins.




  Still, every cloud ... Rindert thought, as he left the alley, took the right turn and approached the rank of phones. £310 plus change wasn’t a bad return on three minutes work.




  And with his newly acquired coins he wouldn’t need to waste time queuing at WH Smiths to break a note for the call he intended to make.




  It was August, high summer in Japan, and the humidity was thick enough to scrape off your cheek and flick into the corner where it would land with a splat. Tokyo was choking

  in car fumes beneath low, jaundiced clouds. The typhoon season was just close enough to excite hopes for a crack in the skies, but not nearly close enough to do any good.




  In a stifling room with a claustrophobically low ceiling, above a computer sales shop in the Tokyo electronics district of Akihabara, four damp men were sitting wreathed in cigarette smoke,

  listlessly sipping bitter green tea. Sweat stained their shirts. The room, charitably stated, stank.




  The men were all members of Aum Shinrikyo’s “government”. They were waiting for the Science Minister. And what they had to tell him was not going to make the Science Minister

  happy.




  It had been a mixed year for Aum Shinrikyo (now renamed Aleph). The computer business that sustained the cult was thriving despite the current recession and recent media outrage following the

  revelation that government ministries, including the Defence Agency, had been unwittingly using Aum’s software. Recruitment, which had dropped to a trickle in the aftermath of the Sarin gas

  attack, was once more up with some 1,500 members for life in twenty-six centres nationwide.




  But with the cult guru Shoko Asahara facing a death sentence (or, if he was extremely lucky, a life sentence of solitary in Abashiri), there was a perceptible lack of direction creeping in. What

  was needed was a morale boost. A success.




  And success was not what was waiting to greet the Science Minister.




  On the table were news clippings from the Asahi Shimbun, the Mainichi Shimbun, the Yomiuri Shimbun, and several local papers. Also video clips from broadcasts on NHK the Japanese national media

  service. The news that two Japanese humanitarian aid workers in Sierra Leone had been killed by a landmine had just broken in Japan. Now the media had their teeth in the story and had flown

  correspondents into Freetown from Nairobi. There was every indication that there was going to be a press feeding frenzy.




  Hardly surprising given the ingredients of the story and the death of any Japanese overseas routinely prompted media hysteria.




  No-one had linked the two brave deceased doctors to Aum or Aleph.




  Yet.




  The door opened. In stepped the Aum Science Minister, Hidekazu Chubachi, graduate of the illustrious Todai University, twenty-eight years old, face round, smooth as a peach, and, even by

  Aum’s consistently ambitious standards, a very disturbing man.




  “Summarise,” said Chubachi brusquely as soon as the ritual bowing was complete and more green tea had been poured.




  Aum’s Minister of Transport who had been responsible for the Sierra Leone expedition logistics and the Minister for Health and Welfare who along with the Science Ministry was responsible

  for developing the covert biological weapons programme necessary for the Saishu Sen – the Final Apocalyptic War – exchanged uneasy glances. The Minister of Trade merely looked

  blank. Ending the world wasn’t his brief. His job was to sell computer programmes.




  It was the fourth man, the Minister of Media and Telecommunications, who spoke. He had a square, threatening face, with thin lips and brutishly thick eyebrows.




  “The two doctors’ vehicle is reported to have hit a landmine in the destination village,” he said without a trace of emotion in his voice. “Media states variously that

  they were UN volunteers, or working with the Japanese Organisation to Consider and Counter the Problem of Poverty and Child Welfare in Africa. Two papers have got the country wrong, one placing the

  incident in neighbouring Liberia, the second placing the incident in Sierra Gabon. Sierra Gabon is not a country at all. The error is typical of Mainichi Shimbun reporting.”




  The Science Minister snorted impatiently.




  “All the papers state that the two doctors had been partially cannibalized and had body parts removed. One paper says that a local radio station covered the story. The radio station is

  reported as being named Radio Butt Naked. I presume that this is an error. No-one in his right mind would call a radio station Butt Naked ...”




  “Stick to the point,” snapped the Science Minister. “Did our researchers make contact with this priest, this Father Jack?”




  “We have no information. It might be assumed that they hit the mine prior to making contact. It might conversely be assumed that they met their deaths leaving after a successful contact.

  The details are unclear.”




  “What happened to the mercenary? Linda?”




  “Linda?”




  “Linda, the mercenary.”




  “Oh, you mean Rindert. We have no definite information. He might have been killed as well. He has not been in contact with us. He was retained by our team in Freetown. To all intents and

  purposes he has disappeared.”




  “It could be suggested that not only has Linda disappeared, but that also all the funds that our researchers were carrying have disappeared. We do not know whether our researchers

  contacted the priest. Have we contacted the priest?”




  “We have attempted to resume contact by email but have received no response.”




  “The priest was offering Ebola,” said the Minister of Health and Welfare. “He was also offering additional biological weapons but was vague.”




  “We are all aware of that,” said the Science Minister. “You should make diligent efforts to avoid pointless repetition of facts that we are all aware of. It is a stupid and

  irritating habit. Are you an eel? A squid?”




  The Minister of Health and Welfare shifted uncomfortably in his chair but said nothing.




  “The situation is utterly unacceptable,” decided the Science Minister. “The situation must be remedied. Someone must go to Sierra Leone to gather the facts and revive our

  biowarfare programme.”




  “Someone must be sent to Sierra Leone,” said the Minister of Health and Welfare.




  “I’ve just said that. I’ve also just instructed you to make diligent efforts to avoid pointless repetitions. And what is your response? An immediate pointless

  repetition.”




  “I can arrange for a team to depart immediately,” said the Minister for Transport stepping in hastily. “There will be no mistakes this time.”




  In a pleasantly airy conservatory in Kent overlooking rose beds and the river Shribble, the phone rang, startling birds from the dangling peanut feeder.




  The man who picked it up was wearing slippers, a dressing gown and had not yet finished his breakfast which consisted of an obscenely large steak – black on the outside, dripping raw

  within. Like Campbell, who was phoning him, Doctor Philip Pleasant was a big man who ate big. Like Campbell, Dr Pleasant was also using an assumed name. Unlike Campbell, who was already attracting

  covertly appraising glances from passing women as he thumbed coins into the Paddington station telephone box, Doctor Pleasant was an eyesore.




  Pleasant’s ham-like, jowly face had thick, fat lips and the eyes that were already narrowing in suspicious concentration were chilled; reptilian, pallid blue. Back when he’d worked

  as scientific advisor with South Africa’s shadowy Civil Co-operation Bureau his nickname had been “The Crocodile”.




  “Campbell Freetown there?” asked Campbell.




  “No, I’m afraid not,” Dr Pleasant responded with a friendly chuckle that emerged from his impassive, sinister face with engaging sincerity. The face was a fright, but oh, ho

  ho! the jolliness, the sheer amiability of the laugh. It had won him friends throughout the village where he now practised medicine. Or maybe it was the cheap fees he charged.




  “I think you appear to have the wrong number I’m sorry to say.”




  “Really? I was given 020 7498 6248.”




  “That is a London number.”




  The call ended.




  Dr Pleasant shovelled another chunk of steak into his mouth, shrugged himself out of his dressing gown and into his tweeds, collared his spaniel and set out at a brisk stroll towards the public

  telephone box across the pristine green beside the Saxon church.




  En route he bade a hearty “Good Morning” to Mrs Everance, previously prominent in the now-defunct Anti-Apartheid movement, the bitch. Mrs Everance had once met the evangelical kaffir

  Boeter, subsequently jailed for embezzling poverty relief funds, the bastard. Mrs Everance was currently an active participant in fundraising for Food For Africa and was planning to visit Prague to

  urge the IMF to cancel Third World debt, the gullible bloody moron.




  “Another lovely day, Doctor,” chirped Mrs Everance. “Do you think it will hold for the church fête?”




  “Bound to, Mrs Everance,” chortled Doctor Pleasant. “After all we’ve got God on our side.”




  Despite the beauty of the green, the serenity of the village, someone had scribbled graffiti in the phone box. The part of the phone box you couldn’t help noticing when making a call. The

  part that had the 999 emergency services listed.




  “Pleasant is a carp,” read the graffiti, “He uses this phone too much.” Someone else had added, in a different rather fussy hand, “Last call. Don’t you have a

  phone to go to?”




  This wasn’t funny. Quite the reverse. It was precisely the sort of petty lawlessness that led to further trouble in Dr Pleasant’s opinion. And he looked nothing like a carp.




  He dialed the number Campbell had given him, frowning thunderously at the graffiti.




  Campbell picked up on the first ring.




  “Name?”




  “Sayuri Amada.”




  “Occupation?”




  “Solly?”




  “Occupation?” Jim, the immigration official asked again with a bright and careless smile, all the while tapping passport details into his computer and wondering whether it was worth

  giving Valerie from the cafeteria a call. He’d got tickets for a Bach concert at the Albert Hall. Question was, would Valerie think a man who liked Bach was a proto-geriatric? Or would

  Valerie regard him as a cultured individual worthy of serious attention?




  The computer considered the imputted data and responded with alacrity.




  All thoughts of Valerie and Bach vanished.




  Danger signals. Undesirable alien. Aum Shinrikyo aka Aleph. This was one Japanese citizen Britain apparently didn’t need on a tourist visa taking pictures of Big Ben, Stratford-upon-Avon

  and Peter Rabbit’s house. The computer spat out more.




  “Ye gods!” thought Jim.




  He looked up at the face that was trying to look politely quizzical. Simultaneously he discreetly pressed the panic button that was concealed in the booth. It was a very odd face that was

  confronting him. Elfinly-pointed chin, broad forehead, with a dark smudge of fine hair above the small mouth and a sort of waxy sheen about the skin. The whole thing looked misaligned, awry. Not an

  odd face, the immigration officer decided, a horrid face.




  With an effort he kept his own expression pleasantly neutral. But his palms were sweating.




  “Occupation? Job? Are you an office lady? An OL, isn’t that what you call it in Japan?”




  “I am a zoo-keeper,” said Sayuri Amada.




  “Really? How astoundingly interesting,” said Jim glancing along the lines of passengers from the British Airways direct flight from Narita. Armed police were beginning to coalesce

  like genies at the exits.




  Most of the passengers waiting in line to clear immigration were still oblivious to the fact that something was wrong. Two oriental men in the same line as Sayuri Amada, however, were clearly

  becoming agitated. Their faces were also inherently peculiar. Jim had seen Todd Browning’s film, Freaks. And he hadn’t enjoyed it much. If there was ever going to be a remake the

  two men would romp through auditions. No difficulties at all.




  “Is there a probrem?” asked Sayuri Amada.




  “No, not at all,” said Jim, thinking that he had to keep this going, give his security people time. “You’ve picked the right time of year to visit, Miss Amada. The

  weather’s set fair for at least the next ten days. Bar a bit of rain this weekend in Kent.”




  The computer had warned that Aum Shinrikyo aka Aleph used nerve gas. It had advised the exercise of extreme caution. Was this Amada creature packing gas? Would nerve gas show up in the normal

  hand luggage screenings? Jim had honestly no idea. Probably not. How, he wondered, would you train a sniffer dog to sniff out nerve gas? One successful sniff and the dog would be history. Bye bye

  basset. He fought a bizarre urge to laugh.




  “How long are you planning to stay, Miss Amada?” he managed. The urge to laugh had now been superseded by the urge to collapse.




  “One night. I fry to Sierra Leone tomorrow.”




  Fry? Fry? Why were these people always getting their ls and their rs confused? Sometimes they’d get it right. Then they’d get it wrong. No logic to it. Was it a genetic thing?

  Physiological? Jim’s heart was thumping like a hammer. Why, he wondered, as if observing himself from somewhere else, was he worrying about something so trivial?




  “Ah,” Jim said. “Sierra Leone. That should be nice. Part of the world I’ve not got round to visiting yet. Always meant to. But there’s usually a war on.”




  Christ, he thought, I’m babbling.




  At the next desk someone from Latvia was explaining that she had come to England to enrol at a cooking college in Croydon but that the college had not sent her a letter of confirmation. Or if

  they had, the letter had not reached her as she had moved house recently because her father and mother were getting a divorce. The immigration official was asking whether she could supply the

  college’s name and phone number. And saying that if she could show a return ticket it would be helpful.




  Typical Heathrow immigration rubbish. Complex. Inane. Commonplace. And here, instead of an entrepreneurial Latvian prostitute trying to slip into the country pretending she wanted to learn how

  to cook fish and chips, was a poison gas-wielding cult-maniac. Stuck at his desk. While armed response units slipped off safety catches. Jim felt faint. He also felt vaguely ridiculous. A

  potential nerve gas attack. On his shift. Right under his nose.




  “Is there a problem?” Amada repeated. Sweat was beading on her broad forehead and her body was beginning to shake. You and me both, thought Jim. Amada began fiddling, looking for

  something in her handbag.




  “No, no problem,” said Jim, thinking, no, no, no! The handbag!




  Security guards finally – finally! – closed in. Smooth, easy, Amada was blanketed, walked trembling away, her hands held very tight, her handbag held very cautiously by a

  white faced policeman.




  Glad that’s over thought Jim, collapsing onto his swivel chair.




  But it wasn’t.




  All hell broke loose in the arrivals hall as the police swept after the two other Japanese.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  [image: ]


What Happened at Lalapanzi




  The village of Lalapanzi, as Rindert’s convoy approached, looked wrong. Wrong in that it looked no way near right.




  It was far too attractive. An old, grandiose Catholic Mission was perched on a red rock bluff overlooking a slow green river. The houses that clustered beside the river were, by Sierra

  Leone’s standards, extra-respectable. Their walls were white-washed in the Spanish style. They resembled cakes. They showed none of the usual pockmarks of gun-fire. That in itself was

  peculiar.




  The street, however, while rubbish-free and neat (again damn peculiar), was empty. Somebody had been watering the flowers that glowed in neat little gardens. But there was no smoke rising from

  cooking fires. No draped laundry drying. No wayward hogs rootling. No drunken men lounging around swigging beer outside the chop shop. No women doing all the work.




  Lalapanzi looked like it was planning on entering a “Nicest Village in the Cape Area” competition.




  Pretty, very pretty.




  And wrong.




  Rindert’s neck began to itch.




  A stillness, yes, a wrongness, sat on the village like a shroud.




  “We’ll wait,” announced Rindert, scratching at his neck. “We’ll wait and watch for a while.”




  The militia clambered off the Bedford truck and, like the morons they were, began to squat at the road-verge and spark up further joints.




  Rindert had seen British paratroops entering Freetown to secure Lungi airport earlier in the year and had felt actually, physically, sick at the sight of their discipline, their efficiency,

  their well-maintained equipment. If Rindert had a force like that to command, this foul little war wouldn’t have got beyond day two. Rindert yearned for that sort of manpower. Immediate

  discipline, immediate response. Instead he had the rubbish that was smoking itself into sufficient courage to engage in action.




  Benjamin Franklin, who alone had remained in the truck, said,” There’s something bad here. I am thinking that it is a bad place. Abandoned by God.”




  Rindert took a long look at Franklin. His black sweat-beaded face reminded Rindert of a Shoveller duck. There was something about the way his nose turned up. And he needed to lose the top hat.

  It was frankly ridiculous. But there was something about Franklin that muttered potential.




  “Benjamin,” said Rindert, “If I had a real army, I’d want you in it. Take the glasses and watch the street. Anything moves, let me know. I’m off to speak to our

  clients.”




  Rindert hopped easily out of the truck and walked towards Sato and Suzuki, who sat impassive in their car, video whirring.




  Franklin’s words played again in his head.




  Abandoned by God. Abandoned by God.




  Sato’s real name was Toru Fukuchi. and he’d been a member of Aum Shinrikyo since the cult’s establishment in 1987.




  He watched the burly mercenary as he approached, stopped, kicked one of his men in the head said something that made everybody – even the man he had just kicked in the head – laugh.

  It was appalling. Why couldn’t he do things like that? He knew that if he tried the same thing he’d be kicked back. He knew it. The blacks knew it too. He could sense their

  contempt when they stared at him with their foul, gorilla eyes.




  The mercenary was coming. Huge. Fleshy. Repulsive. Like a slab of sweating meat.




  Fukuchi’s heart thumped with horror at the impending confrontation. Dealing with foreigners always filled him with a sick revulsion. He was not confident with his English, could not be

  sure that what he said was what he meant to be understood, and loathed the loss of control.
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