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            A HARD MAN TO KILL

         

         

         

         
             

         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         The man muttered something but the gag muffled his words.

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

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

         And this country. So dirty.

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

         
            *

         

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

         His name was James Bond.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         His Aunt Charmian came along the deck to join him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
             

         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Caiboche.’

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

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

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

         Caiboche…

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

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

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

         
             

         

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

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

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

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

         James left her to it.

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

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

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

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

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

         He laughed and Charmian asked him why.

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Have you heard of the French Foreign Legion?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you know why it was set up?’

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

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

         ‘Only the officers?’ James asked. 

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

         ‘And this Caiboche was a Legionnaire?’

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

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

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

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

         ‘What happened?’ James asked.

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

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

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

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

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

         
             

         

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

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

         His name was René Mathis and he was new to the service. His dream was to join the regular police in Paris, where he was from, but there were more openings in the Gendarmerie Maritime and the opportunity for faster advancement.

         ‘And the faster the better,’ he said to James on the morning of the second day as the two of them enjoyed cups of strong French coffee in one of the three cafés on board.

         ‘The other men treat me like their servant, and they are always making fun of me. They call me “l’enfant” – ‘the kid’. It is tedious for them sitting in there all day watching Caiboche. He never moves. He never speaks. He is like a statue. So they enjoy themselves by playing stupid tricks on me. I cannot wait to get back to France.’

         ‘Did you capture him?’ James asked. ‘You and the others?’ 

         ‘Non. We are just postmen, making a delivery. We never get to see any excitement.’

         ‘Who caught him, then?’

         ‘The Cuban army.’

         ‘What was he doing in Cuba?’

         ‘When he left Africa he went to South America,’ said Mathis, ‘where he offered his services to any army who would have him. Nobody wanted him, though. The man was too dangerous. He moved from country to country: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Mexico – with the same reception wherever he goes – “Merci, Général, and adieu.” It was different in Cuba, however. The army was in charge there; they had decided they could run the country better than the elected government, and Caiboche presented himself to the chief sergeant, a scoundrel named Batista. Batista was looking for a man with no conscience, a man who would kill without thinking. A man like Caiboche. He put him in charge of a secret military murder squad. Anyone who did not like what Batista was up to would one day find Caiboche and his men at their door, and that would be the last anyone ever saw of them. But the French government discover what is going on and ask Batista kindly if he will give their general back to them. Who knows, did Batista want to keep our government happy, or was he worried that Caiboche might become too powerful and threaten his position?’ Mathis shrugged. ‘But one night Batista invites Caiboche to a cocktail party at the army headquarters. When he arrives Caiboche is arrested and thrown into an army prison cell. Then they sent for us.’ 

         ‘What’s he like?’ James asked.

         ‘Caiboche? Pah! Who knows? As I say. He does nothing. He is more of a rock than a man. You would forget he was there except that he stares all the time.’ Mathis impersonated him, his eyes wide and glaring. ‘For sure he is frightening, so I am happy to stay away and come out here as much as I can.’

         
             

         

         On their third night at sea James and Charmian were invited to dine at the captain’s table in the lavishly decorated dining room. The food on board was good, the French chefs in the galley saw to that, but James noticed that the food at the top table was just that little bit better. There was caviar, pâté de fois gras and langoustine, lobster, grilled fish, roast rib of beef and a bewildering parade of steamed vegetables.

         James sat next to the first officer, Dumas, a big, loud man who made up for the fact that the captain himself was small, elderly and bearded and said very little. He seemed more interested in his food than in his guests. Dumas took it upon himself to play host and entertain the people round the table with stories and jokes and advice, in a slightly heavy-handed manner.

         ‘This wine is not cold enough… eight degrees Celsius is the perfect temperature for white wine, or forty-six degrees Fahrenheit as you English would have it… Now, we must have more toast… the problem is not to get enough caviar, but to get enough toast to go with it, non? Am I not right? Ha!’

         On James’s other side was a thin Brazilian woman, with leathery skin that was dried out from being too long in the sun. She was an aristocrat of some sort, weighed down with jewellery. Her lips were a great red stripe of lipstick and her purple eye shadow looked like it had been applied with a shovel. She took absolutely no interest in James, instead her full attention was fixed on the man who sat opposite – an Italian opera singer called Eduardo Ponzi who was returning from a South American tour.

         James had seen several posters around the ship announcing that the maestro would be performing a concert the following night – ‘A performance of well-loved arias and popular Italian songs’.

         ‘There is a small band on the Colombie,’ Ponzi explained, they are not the finest musicians in the world, but I don’t think that anyone will be paying them much attention. I could sing accompanied by barnyard animals and it would still be the finest concert you had ever heard!’

         The Brazilian lady laughed too loudly and Ponzi acknowledged it with theatrical grace.

         ‘It is marvellous that you will be honouring us with your singing, maestro,’ she said.

         ‘I sing for the love of it, signora. To me a day without song is like a day without food or drink… or love’

         Dumas lent over and whispered in James’s ear.

         ‘In truth he sings for free passage across the Atlantic.’

         James stifled a laugh as the Brazilian woman gushed on.

         ‘I just adore the Italian songs – they are so romantic. Do you know my favourite? “Funiculì, Funiculà.”’ 

         ‘Ah. But that is my favourite too, signora, I will dedicate it tomorrow night to you alone.’ So saying Ponzi gave a brief and startlingly loud burst of the chorus.

         ‘Ah,’ said the Brazilian lady. ‘Immediately I am in Italy, surrounded by beauty. I picture two people walking hand in hand. I do not understand the words but the meaning is clear. It is a song about love.’

         ‘Actually, signora,’ said Ponzi, ‘it is a song about a funicular railway.’

         ‘No!’

         ‘Yes! It was written to commemorate the opening of the first funicular railway on Mount Vesuvius.’

         ‘Oh, I wish you hadn’t told me that.’

         This time James didn’t hide his laughter, and soon everyone around him was joining in. Even the Brazilian woman.

         As they were eating their dessert, a cream trifle stuffed with fruit and sherry, Signor Ponzi asked if anyone was interested in a game of bridge and Charmian’s ears pricked up.

         ‘James and I love to play,’ she said. ‘I think there is no better way to round off a meal than with a few rubbers of bridge.’

         ‘Excellent,’ said the maestro. ‘I have only recently learned to play, but there is much sitting around on a musical tour and I am afraid that I have become rather an addict.’

         ‘Do you have a partner?’ Charmian asked.

         ‘A French man I met on board,’ said Ponzi. ‘Emil Lefebvre.’ 

         
             

         

         After dinner they retired to the card salon and were joined by Lefebvre. James studied him with interest. He had a waxed moustache and was elegantly dressed in what would be considered in England rather too flashy a manner. He wore a striped suit with matching tie and had a peach-coloured silk handkerchief sprouting from his top pocket like an exotic flower. A permanent half smile played on his lips and his liquid brown eyes sparkled as they greedily took everything in, missing nothing.

         He made a great show of being gallant towards Charmian, kissing her hand and complimenting her on her dress. He suggested they make the game more interesting by swapping partners so that he could play with Charmian, but she insisted that she stay with James.

         ‘It is only that my Italian friend might be the greatest singer in the world, by his reckoning at least,’ said Emil, ‘but he is far from being the greatest card player in the world. Forgive me, maestro, if I speak too plainly, but I think you will agree.’

         ‘I play for fun,’ said Ponzi.

         ‘Don’t we all?’ said Emil, ‘but it is also pleasant to win now and again. By partnering the lovely Madame Bond I was merely trying to increase my chances.’

         Emil leered at Charmian and all but winked. ‘I sense, madame, that you are a tiger when it comes to the cards.’

         ‘I don’t know about that,’ said Charmian coolly. ‘But I do enjoy playing.’

         James smiled. The Frenchman had been right. Charmian’s looks disguised the fact that she was a tiger in so many ways, not just at cards. And she had a strong competitive streak. When it came to bridge she was utterly ruthless.

         James loved the game, which his aunt had taught him. At its heart it was very simple, based on whist, in which the highest card played in the lead suit won the trick, with trump cards beating everything – but what made the game fascinating and complex was the bidding. At the start of each hand the players calculated how many tricks they thought they could win, and bid against each other to choose trumps. They then, of course, had to actually take those tricks to win the round. Bidding was an art and James felt that it would take a lifetime to master, for not only were you trying to calculate your own chances of winning, you had to also calculate what cards your partner might be holding, as well as the strength of the opposing team’s hands. You relied heavily on how your partner played, and, as Charmian was very fond of telling him, many marriages had been destroyed over the bridge table.

         The first couple of rounds went smoothly. Nobody was taking any risks as they tested the other players, and, as the cards snapped down on to the table, the four of them chatted amicably.

         Emil told them that he was the manager of a French gymnastics team that was travelling back from a tournament in Venezuela. James had seen the men about the ship. Fifteen or so burly brutes who competed boisterously in all the games on deck and drank noisily in the bars at night.

         Ponzi told a few humorous anecdotes from his life on the stage and played with enthusiasm and good spirit, but his bidding was all over the place. Charmian’s experience made up from James’s relative inexperience and Emil would have played better if he hadn’t become gradually more and more annoyed and frustrated by the opera singer’s mistakes. Gradually the banter died away and a tense atmosphere settled over the table.

         Emil smoked powerful Turkish cigarettes continuously and ordered brandy after brandy from the steward. Slowly a poisonous mist seemed to form around him. It was obvious that Charmian and James were going to win and Emil’s twinkly Gallic charm was replaced by a brooding surliness. A series of sharp remarks aimed at the maestro eventually turned into full-blown jibes.

         ‘You idiot! What are you doing? How can you be so stupid? Only an imbecile would bid six no trumps with a hand like that!’

         For his part the Italian kept his good nature and merely laughed and shrugged off Emil’s insults.

         At one point Emil grew so incensed it looked like he was going to physically assault his partner.

         ‘Calm down, my friend!’ Ponzi exclaimed, shaking his head with amusement. ‘It is only a game of cards. You remind me of that other Frenchman they are holding below. The butcher Caiboche. I fear for my life!’

         ‘What do you know of Caiboche?’ said Emil. ‘He is a soldier, you are a singer. You are from different worlds.’

         ‘Please,’ said Charmian and she gave a theatrical shudder. ‘I don’t like to be reminded that we are sharing this ship with that monster. The captain was telling me at dinner that many of the passengers are complaining, and who can blame them? They ask him why Caiboche couldn’t be kept out of the way in the hold, or somewhere. But the gendarmes apparently insisted on having proper quarters. Quite frankly, I don’t think it would make the blindest bit of difference where he was on the ship, he could be down the bilge water slopping about with the rats, for all I care – he would still be an evil presence.’

         ‘I am interested that you use the word, “evil”, madame,’ said Emil.

         ‘And why not?’

         ‘Caiboche is merely a soldier; would you call all soldiers evil?’

         ‘I would not. And this man Caiboche was more than just a soldier.’

         ‘The French government trained him to be a killer of men. In a war a man may kill thousands of enemy soldiers and be called a hero.’

         ‘I don’t approve of war either, to tell you the truth, Monsieur Lefebvre. But if Caiboche was at war in Algeria it was a war entirely of his own making.’

         ‘So he killed some Algerians… are we to shed tears over a few filthy Arabs?’

         James saw Charmian bristle.

         ‘I would prefer you not to talk about the Arabs in that manner,’ she said.

         ‘I apologize if I have offended you,’ said Emil. ‘But I have travelled in North Africa and I can assure you the Arab is not to be trusted.’

         ‘I have travelled in North Africa as well,’ said Charmian. ‘And I made an effort to get to know the people there. They are some of the most charming, civilised and honourable people I know.’

         ‘Maybe I have just met the wrong sort of Arab,’ Emil muttered. 

         ‘No matter what one thinks of the Algerians,’ said Charmian, ‘it would not excuse Caiboche his butchery.’

         Emil shrugged. ‘There are many in France who look up to him still. Who would not see him in chains and punished. There are many to whom he is still a hero. He has a great deal of respect among the French.’

         ‘And I am sure that there are many Frenchmen who would see him hanged,’ said Charmian.

         Emil looked at Charmian though a veil of smoke.

         ‘That is no way for a soldier to die.’

         ‘It’s a clean and a quick death at least,’ said Charmian. ‘Better that than dysentery, or having your guts torn out by a grenade.’

         ‘No. I do not agree. A soldier should die in battle’

         ‘What do you suggest, then, monsieur?’ said Charmian. ‘That we stand Caiboche on a battlefield and send in the full force of the French army to cut him down?’

         ‘I do not suggest anything,’ said Emil. ‘It is not up to me, madame.’

         ‘Indeed. It is for the French courts to decide what becomes of the wretch.’

         
             

         

         The game was nearly over and they were all waiting for Ponzi to play a card. The poor man had been deliberating endlessly, plucking at first one card and then another, to the annoyance of his partner.

         James sat back in his chair and looked around the room. There were windows at the front and back. Those at the front looked into the ship’s interior where there was an open concourse. Those at the rear looked out on to a smoking deck where a few hardy souls were wrapped in overcoats puffing away at cigars. As they were right at the stern of the ship there was nothing past the smoking deck but sea and sky and the faint trace of the ship’s wash unspooling into the darkness behind them. The lounge itself was a lavishly painted as the rest of the Colombie with painted wooden panels on the walls lit by pink glass wall lights. The panels showed classical scenes, with girls, nymphs, and goddesses draped in flimsy silks that did nothing to hide their shape.

         James looked at the faces of the girls, wondering what had become of the models they were based on. He then found himself staring at one that looked very familiar – was it possible he knew the model? It was a moment before he realized that it was a trick of the light. He was not looking at a painting but a real living, breathing girl, and it was another moment before he realized that he did indeed know the person who the face belonged to. She was a year older, and had grown up since he had last seen her, but it was unmistakably someone from his past.

         He shifted his position for a better look. The girl was talking to an older man as the two of them played cards together.

         She had long blonde hair tied back with a silver clasp. James had only ever seen her before in riding clothes, but tonight she was wearing a smart dress that matched her eyes, which were the most vivid emerald green.

         Wilder Lawless. 

         He had met her in Scotland last Easter when he had been visiting his dying uncle. She lived for horses and had rescued James from a crazy American arms manufacturer who had been intent on killing him.

         What was she doing on board and why hadn’t he seen her before now? He ached for the game to be finished so that he could go over and talk to her, but the last hand still had to be played out.

         The rest of the game was an agony. Ponzi seemed to be playing slower and slower, and now he was beginning to annoy James as well as Emil.

         At last the ordeal was over. Emil ground out his cigarette and thanked them gracelessly before launching into a drunken tirade against the hapless Italian.

         James made his excuses and hurried over to Wilder’s table, calling out her name.

         Wilder looked up with a bland expression on her face that turned into a look of surprise, and then her face flushed with scarlet and exploded into a brilliant smile. She jumped up and hugged him.

         ‘James!’

         ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ they both said together.

         ‘I’ve been in Mexico with my aunt,’ said James, ‘how about you?’

         ‘I’m working with my father now,’ she explained and nodded towards the man she had been playing cards with. It turned out that Robert Lawless had a new job, transporting horses across the Atlantic from South America.

         ‘Up until now I’ve spent the whole voyage down in the hold with six Argentinean ponies,’ Wilder told him. ‘Settling them down. I’ve been doing shifts with Dad. When I’ve not been there I’ve been eating and sleeping in my cabin. I hate to see them so distressed, but I’ve learned how to make them make them feel comfortable enough and not afraid. Oh, James, what a lovely surprise it is to see you!’

         Mister Lawless saw that they wanted to catch up with each other’s news so after some small talk he left them to it and turned in for the night.

         James and Wilder sat there for the next two hours chatting away. James was amazed at how much older and more mature Wilder seemed. She was becoming a young woman. He supposed he must have grown up too.

         ‘The last time we met I seem to remember your way of making friends was to wrestle me to the ground,’ she said and now it was James’s turn to blush.

         ‘Oh, don’t remind of me of that,’ said James. ‘You never did like being thought of as a mere girl.’

         ‘No. And that hasn’t changed.’

         ‘And you obviously still love horses. Do you still have Martini? Where is he?’

         ‘Back in England.’ said Wilder. ‘We live on a farm in Devon now. It’s not as wet as Scotland and there aren’t any midges, but I still miss the old country. And I really miss Martini when I’m away, which is a lot.’ Wilder paused as a thought came to her and her face lit up. ‘So would you like to meet the horses?’

         James had no real desire to meet a horse, South American or otherwise, but he didn’t want to offend Wilder, and besides it would be chance to have a look round a different part of the ship. 

         ‘I’d love to,’ he said.

         ‘Tomorrow, then. We’ll go down after dinner before the concert begins. I suppose you’re going to the concert?’

         ‘I suppose I shall have to,’ said James. ‘I’ve just spent the last hour playing cards with the maestro himself. But what are you up to tomorrow during the day? Are you busy with the horses all the time?’

         ‘No, they’re settled in now. Dad will check on them in the morning.’

         ‘Then we can have the whole day together?’ said James.

         Wilder looked at him and smiled.

         ‘That would be lovely,’ she said.

         James smiled back. Things were looking up. The rest of the voyage was going to be a lot more fun than he had expected.

         
             

         

         The next day started sunny and warm, but as the Colombie steamed on ever northwards the sky clouded, the sea turned grey and a light drizzle sprang up, turning the decks wet and slippery. It was almost as if at this halfway point some over-officious rain god had decided that now was the time for some British weather. Being with Wilder helped remind James that not everything about his home country was dull and cold, though. Her smile could make the darkest of days bright.

         The two of them were inseparable. They talked and talked. If anyone had asked James later what they had talked about, however, he wouldn’t have been able to say. As they chatted they walked around the deck, joined in some outdoor games, ate lunch, stood at the rail watching the foam and the spray as the ship cut through the waves, played cards in the salon, or simply sat in the deck chairs in the rain, laughing at how wet they were getting.

         In the afternoon they met the first officer, Dumas, who showed them around the bridge. Then they ate dinner together and, finally, it was time to go down into the hold and visit the horses.

         They descended from the lavishly decorated upper decks, with their patterned carpets and flocked wallpaper hung with paintings of seascapes, past the first-class cabins, then the second-class, right to the lowest level. There were no decorations down here. The passageways were narrow, with paint flaking off the ironwork. Wilder knew exactly where she was going and confidently led James through the rabbit warren of corridors as if she had done it a thousand times before. They came eventually to a metal door set into the wall on their right and Wilder knocked. Presently the door was opened by a fat red-faced man whose white moustache matched his white French Line uniform. He had a bored, sleepy look about him, accentuated by two droopy eyes and a great hanging bulb of a nose. He gave a sort of welcoming shrug to Wilder and she asked him in fluent French if he would let her into the hold. He nodded and ducked back into his office before returning a moment later with a clipboard and a large set of keys. He slowly and lugubriously got Wilder and James to sign their names before dropping the clipboard on a shelf just inside his door. He put on a saggy, well-worn cap and shuffled along the passageway through a bulkhead and up to a larger door. He spun the locking handle and pushed the door open, all with slow careful movements. He then sighed and stood aside to let the two of them go through before closing the door behind them.

         ‘Louis is used to me now,’ Wilder explained. ‘The first few times I had to show him all sorts of official letters and forms and permissions. He doesn’t bother with all that any more, thank goodness. It used to take an age.’

         They were on the floor of the hold, threading their way between the cargo that was stored here. On all sides were trunks, crates and packing cases. This was a passenger vessel rather than a freight ship but it still carried a large amount of goods. As well as luggage and belongings being shipped back by passengers there was commercial freight.

         Before he saw the horses James heard a grunt and a whinny. They had evidently smelt Wilder.

         ‘The poor devils,’ she said. ‘They hate it down here. I keep trying to tell them it’s only for a few days, but they’re South American horses – they don’t speak English.’

         James knew that Wilder was joking, but he still felt uncomfortable when people treated animals as if they were humans, with the same thoughts and emotions.

         The six horses were standing in small stalls along the rear of the hold. Their great long heads looked out over the gates with sad expressions, though one tossed its mane and snorted as Wilder approached him and stroked his nose. 

         ‘He’s a criollo,’ Wilder explained. ‘A South American breed, descended from horses brought over by the conquistadors. They’re clever animals. Very reliable. Very strong. These lads are going to Spain. A nobleman near Cadiz wants to try breeding with them. Aren’t they beautiful?’

         James looked at them. He had never really trusted horses. They all looked slightly mad to him. He thought it best not to say anything to Wilder, though, knowing how much she loved the animals.

         ‘They’re certainly handsome,’ he said.

         ‘It’s all right. I’ve always known you’re not a horse person,’ said Wilder. ‘Despite the fact that Martini saved your life that time.’

         ‘In fairness, Wilder,’ said James. ‘It was you that saved my life. You may have been riding Martini at the time, but left to his own devices I don’t think he would have come to my rescue.’

         ‘When a good horseman is mounted, James, then horse and rider are one.’

         ‘A little like a good driver at the wheel of a car,’ said James. ‘Give me a car any day. I never did see eye to eye with horses.’

         ‘It’s nothing like being behind the wheel of a dirty smelly old car, James.’

         ‘We shall have to agree to differ.’

         As they talked Wilder busied herself with the horses – checking their feed, changing their straw, looking over their big powerful bodies for any signs of distress. The horse could move around a little in their stalls and she had to be sure that none of them had hurt themselves. She refilled their water and combed through the tangled mane of one of them, a chestnut stallion with a white flash on its chest.

         James helped as best he could, but kept a wary distance from the animals. In his experience they could kick out without warning, and their big teeth looked like they could take a sizeable chunk out of you.

         It was while they were working away and chatting that James became aware of footsteps and voices. The two of them were in one of the stalls spreading clean straw and James instinctively fell silent. He looked along the length of the hold and caught sight of Emil Lefebvre with two other men.

         James raised a hand to Wilder. Something about Emil’s furtive manner had alerted him. There would no doubt be a perfectly innocent explanation for them being down here, but James didn’t trust the smooth French man.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ Wilder whispered.

         ‘Probably nothing,’ said James. ‘But let’s just keep quiet and see what they’re up to.’

         The two men with Emil could not have been more different from each other. One was a lot younger, somewhere in his early twenties. He was short and stocky and walked on the balls of his feet in a sort of cartoon bounce. His long arms hung down motionless at his sides and he was carrying two sturdy canvas holdalls. The other man was older and taller, with long silver-grey hair pushed back from a balding head. He had very prominent features – a fat nose, a jutting chin, a heavy brow and large ears. From his drooping lower lip hung a cigarette. His dark-tanned skin was rough and pockmarked. 

         As they came nearer James heard them talking in French.

         ‘How will we find them among all this junk?’ said the stocky one.

         ‘They are well marked,’ said Emil. ‘And stamped fragile. So there should be nothing stacked on top of them. Ah, voilà! What did I tell you? You should trust me, Maury.’

         The stocky young man, Maury, shrugged and nodded. ‘I do trust you, Emil,’ he said, and the three of them walked over to where two matching crates were sitting on top of some packing cases, secured in place with a large cargo net.

         ‘Help me with this, Argente,’ said Maury, unfastening the guy ropes from the net, which was attached to rings in the floor. The silver-haired man, Argente, gave him a hand, his cigarette still dangling from his lip. They soon had the net off and Maury jumped up on to the packing cases.

         ‘Pass me the magic key,’ he said to Argente and the silver-haired man opened one of the canvas bags. He fished out a crowbar and handed it up to Maury. There was the screech of nails being pulled from wood as Maury eased the lid off a crate.

         ‘Poof!’ He grimaced and flapped his hand in front of his face. Evidently something in the case smelt bad. Then Maury smiled.

         ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘A pretty sight. Sleeping like babies.’

         Argente, meanwhile, had climbed up, taken the crowbar and opened the second, much smaller, crate. He nodded and pushed a hand through is hair.

         ‘Bien.’ He jumped down and Maury followed. 

         ‘We will carry everything up to the cabin now,’ said Emil. ‘The concert should be starting in twenty minutes. The Perceval will be alongside at half past ten. So we have nearly two hours. I think this will be enough. Maintenant, vite.’

         Maury and Argente climbed back up with the holdalls and began loading them with items from the first crate.

         The holdalls were soon full and James watched as the two men handed them carefully down to Emil. They looked heavy.

         ‘We will have to make two journeys,’ said Emil. ‘Argente you come with me. Maury, you stay behind and watch the stuff.’

         ‘OK, boss,’ said Maury and he sat down on a packing case and lit a cigarette, the crowbar at his side.

         Wilder and James were still crouching behind the stall door, peering out through a narrow gap. Wilder looked at James and they moved back into the rear of the stall behind the horse, where it was darker.

         ‘I think we’ve seen something we shouldn’t have,’ Wilder whispered.

         ‘It could be nothing,’ said James.

         ‘What were they unpacking?’

         ‘I’m not sure. I couldn’t see. Let’s just stay quiet and hidden, and when they’ve all gone we’ll say something to one of the ship’s officers.’

         ‘Or to Louis,’ Wilder murmured. ‘He must have let them in.’

         ‘Maybe,’ said James, but before they could say anything more they heard voices again and James shifted back to the door to take a look. 

         It was Louis. He had come into the hold and was gesticulating angrily at Maury, who was acting very nonchalant.

         ‘You should not be in here!’ Louis was shouting. ‘And smoking a cigarette! Are you crazy? You will set fire to the whole ship.’

         Maury muttered something and crushed his cigarette out with the heel of his boot.

         Now Louis was looking at the opened crates.

         ‘Have you opened these?’

         ‘They are our crates,’ said Maury. ‘We needed to check something.’

         ‘You are not allowed in here during the voyage and you are not allowed to open any cargo between customs. This is not acceptable. I will need to inform the captain.’

         ‘I was not to know,’ said Maury, and he smiled at Louis. ‘Come now, I didn’t mean any harm. You don’t need to say anything. I will put everything back how it was and nobody will ever know. And how about I give you a little something for your trouble?’

         Maury moved his hand inside his jacket as if to take his wallet out. Louis made a dismissive noise and shook his head.

         ‘How did you get in here?’ he asked.

         ‘The door was open.’ said Maury. We were going to ask permission but when we saw that it was unlocked we just came though. We thought it was no big deal.’ 

         ‘Crazy,’ Louis mumbled, then nodded towards the crates. ‘What is in there, anyway?’

         ‘Sports equipment, for the team, that is all.’

         Louis sighed. ‘I will need to take a look.’

         ‘Be my guest.’

         Maury got to his feet and helped Louis up onto the packing case. As Louis leant over to inspect the contents, however, Maury snatched up the crowbar and swung it at the back of his head, knocking him off the case and on to the floor.

         Louis landed heavily and gave a horrible groan of pain. He clutched his head in his hands, blood pouring between his fingers.

         ‘Fou,’ said Maury and he hopped down. He stood over Louis and raised the crowbar to strike again.

         James couldn’t watch it happen. Louis was already badly injured. Another blow from the iron bar would be fatal. James was out of the stall and moving swift and silent across the floor as soon as Maury’s back was turned. As the Frenchman lifted the bar, the vicious curved end dropping back over his shoulder James grabbed it and wrenched it free.

         Maury gave a colourful Gallic curse and spun on his heel. He looked amazed to see a boy standing there wielding his crowbar, and he looked even more amazed when James deftly flipped the tool and neatly caught it the other way round, ready for action.

         Maury’s response was to reach inside his jacket, as he had done before. Instead of bringing out a wallet, however, he brought out a slim fisherman’s knife, used for gutting fish – just as useful for gutting a human being. He tossed it mockingly from hand to hand like a juggler.

         ‘I don’t know who you are,’ he said, ‘or what you think you are doing, but you have five seconds to put down that pied-de-biche before I gut you like a mackerel.’

         ‘The name’s Bond, James Bond. And you’ve got four seconds to put down that knife before I break your hand.’

         Maury snorted and gave James a withering look.

         ‘Well, come on, then,’ said James, ‘do you want to start counting, or shall I?’

         Maury frowned, trying to get the measure of this boy. Then he lunged at James without warning. Stabbing the knife forward.

         James was ready for him; he stepped to the side and swung the crowbar. It hit Maury in the wrist, who yelped and dropped the knife. James moved in quickly, dropped the bar, took hold of Maury in a judo hold and before the startled young man knew what was happening James had turned him and dropped him on to his back, knocking the fight out of him.

         Maury lay there for a moment, stunned, but he quickly pulled himself together and he was just reaching for his knife when Wilder dropped the cargo net over him.

         ‘Good thinking,’ said James.

         ‘For a girl,’ said Wilder. 

         ‘You said it, not me,’ said James, and, while Maury was still confused by this sudden turn of events, they rolled him up in the net and tied the guy ropes round him so that he couldn’t move. He wriggled and swore and shouted, but he was going nowhere.

         James picked up the fallen knife and slipped it into the back of his belt. Wilder went to Louis. He was lying on his side, holding his head. He was very weak and had a dazed, distant look about him, but he was still conscious and the flow of blood had stemmed to a dribble.

         ‘There’s a first-aid box on the wall,’ said Wilder, pointing, and James hurried over to it. ‘And bring some water.’

         In a couple of minutes they had roughly bandaged Louis’s head and laid him comfortably out of the way on some straw. James tried not to rush it, but he was all too aware that Emil and Argente might return at any minute.

         ‘We need to see what’s in those crates,’ he said, and they clambered up on to the packing cases.

         The smaller crate was full of boxes of bullets and coiled ammunition belts packed in straw.

         James whistled. ‘Well, they’re obviously not a gymnastics team,’ he said. ‘Unless the sport’s changed somewhat since I’ve been away. Looks like they’re planning to start a war.’

         ‘I suppose the other crate’s full of guns,’ said Wilder.

         ‘One way to find out.’ 

         The men had emptied most of the contents of the first crate they’d opened, but there were still two broken-down rifles lying on a bed of straw. There was something underneath them, and the smell was awful. It stuck in James’s throat.

         ‘Do you suppose they hid the guns among some meat or something?’ said Wilder, covering her nose and mouth.

         ‘You might not want to look,’ said James.

         ‘Oh don’t start with all that again,’ said Wilder. ‘The poor wee lassie can’t mess about with man’s things.’

         ‘Have your own way,’ said James and he reached into the crate. He lifted out the rifles and pulled the straw to one side.

         Wilder gasped, clamped her hand tight over her face and swayed on her feet. James swallowed hard. He felt bile rise in his throat and a chill grip his insides.

         There was a man’s dead body lying there. His face was bloated and purple. The swollen tongue protruding from his mouth. He was wearing some kind of officer’s uniform. Something naval, perhaps, though James didn’t recognise it. He had been tied up and his throat had been slit. James reckoned he knew whose knife had been used.

         ‘Poor devil,’ said James. ‘I wonder who he is.’

         ‘I’m not staying to find out,’ said Wilder. ‘We have to get out of here before they come back.’

         James knocked his fist against his forehead, trying to think.

         ‘We’ve go to stop them before they kill anyone else,’ he said. 

         ‘What? You and me?’ said Wilder. ‘Are you out of your mind? What can we do?’

         ‘We have to do something. Once they’re armed they’re going to be very dangerous.’

         ‘They already are armed,’ said Wilder. ‘They took two full bags of guns with them.’

         ‘Yes,’ said James, jumping down and running over to the stalls, ‘but they didn’t take anything from the other crate.’

         ‘What are you suggesting?’

         ‘If we take the bullets their guns will be useless,’ said James, hurrying back with a sack he’d spotted earlier.

         ‘But, James –’

         ‘Shut up and help me load them into this.’

         They quickly lifted out the ammunition and packed it into the sack, working in silence, listening for any sound of the returning Frenchmen.

         ‘What will we do with it all?’ asked Wilder as she crammed the last box of bullets in.

         ‘We’ll hide it somewhere.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘I don’t know… somewhere. That’s enough questions. We need to hurry.’

         Fear was making James short-tempered and rude, but he’d worry about apologizing to Wilder later.

         If there was a later… 

         He hefted the sack onto his shoulder. It weighed a ton and the sharp wooden boxes dug into his back. Just in case, he told Wilder to bring the crowbar.

         They cautiously moved towards the exit, ready to hide if they heard anything. Halfway there James had to stop and put the sack down for a moment.

         ‘Let me help you with that,’ said Wilder. James was about to say something to put her off but immediately thought better of it.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said and they carried it between them. It was still heavy going and before they could get safely out they heard approaching footsteps. James dragged Wilder and the sack behind a tower of steamer trunks and they stood there, still as corpses, hardly daring to breathe as Emil and Argente hurried past, trailing tobacco smoke.

         Once they were sure it was safe James and Wilder emerged from their hiding place and walked as quickly as they could to the exit. Soon they heard shouting from over by the stalls and they broke into a clumsy, staggering run, at any moment expecting to hear someone coming after them.

         They got out and James slammed the door shut. He spun the wheel that kept it closed and jammed the crowbar into it.

         ‘That might slow them down for a few minutes,’ said James, ‘but we need to keep moving.’

         They clattered along the passageway, panting and gasping with the effort, and looked into Louis’s little office. Empty.

         ‘We don’t have a lot of time,’ said James. ‘We need to get help.’ 

         ‘Aye.’

         They climbed up through the ship’s interior towards the top deck, hoping to stumble across someone. But the Colombie seemed deserted.

         ‘Everyone must be at the concert,’ said James, gasping with the effort of dragging the heavy sack. ‘Or sheltering from the rain.’

         ‘What will we do?’ asked Wilder.

         ‘I’ll hide this lot somewhere; you look for a member of the crew,’ said James. ‘Head for the bridge if you can’t find an officer on duty. Tell them what’s happened. And tell them to be careful. God knows what Emil and his cronies are up to, but if we act quickly they’re not going to get very far.’

         ‘Can you manage with that heavy bag, James?’

         ‘I’ll have to.’

         They had reached the top deck and emerged, panting, into the rain-sodden air. James hefted the sack on to his shoulder and tried not to wince at the weight of it. He gave Wilder a reassuring smile and they split up. James marched stiff-legged towards the stern, trying not to slip over. Wilder dashed off in the opposite direction.

         It was dark and there was nobody else on deck. The thin strains of distant music rose from below. The concert had started. Everyone apart from the crew would be watching.

         James had no clear plan of where he was going to hide the ammunition. There were a thousand and one places on board. But he had to choose somewhere nobody would think of, and he had to choose fast. There were at least fifteen men in Emil’s phoney ‘gymnastics’ team. They might already be searching the ship.

         As James plodded along, sagging under the weight of the sack, he looked everywhere for a suitable spot – behind the lifeboats, in the ventilator cowlings, under benches – and then it struck him.

         What an idiot he was!

         He had the best hiding place in the world. Somewhere things once hidden could never be found again.

         Summoning his last few ounces of strength he hauled the sack over to the railing and somehow managed to hoist it up so that it rested on the top. He took a deep breath and shoved it off. It kept pace with the ship as it dropped down the side, then it hit the black water of the Atlantic with an inaudible splash and disappeared.

         James rested a while at the railing, enjoying a brief moment of calm and peace. Standing here, looking at the great rolling mass of the ocean, the events of the last half an hour seemed unreal. As long as he had been busy he hadn’t realized how frightened he was. How close to death he must have been. Now the fear and the tension came flooding in on him and he felt a second’s dizziness. He needed to rest for a minute and get his nerve back, and then he would go and find Wilder. After all, Maury would have told Emil and Argente what had happened. He would have given them a description of his attackers. It was only a matter of time before they got out of the hold. 

         Come on, James. You can’t hang around here like a shop dummy. The danger’s not over yet.

         He turned and headed back in the direction that Wilder had gone in. He pushed all thoughts of the men and what they might be up to into the back of his mind to let his subconscious mull it over. He switched off the thinking part of his brain and relied on instinct.

         As he ran down the promenade deck he almost collided with a crew member coming out of a door. It was Dumas, the first officer. He looked flustered.

         ‘Ah, James,’ he said in his heavily accented English. ‘Thank God I found you. I was searching everywhere. Follow me.’

         Dumas ducked back inside.

         ‘Where are we going?’

         ‘I found the girl, Miss Lawless. At first I didn’t know what she was babbling about.’

         ‘But you believe her?’

         ‘But of course. Why would someone make up a story like that? I have sent someone to inform the captain, who is at the concert. For now you must come with me. We must put you safely out of the way.’

         ‘And Wilder?’

         ‘Don’t worry, mon brave, I am taking you to her. We must hurry, though. And watch out for any danger!’ 

         Dumas checked to see that there was no one about before rattling down an iron stairway. At the bottom he turned towards the rear of the ship and led James along a corridor to the open concourse outside the lounge.

         Dumas went over to the lounge door and knocked twice. James noticed that the curtains in all the windows were drawn.

         ‘You will be safe in here.’ said Dumas, and again he looked both ways before unlocking the door with his pass key.’

         ‘He stood aside to let James enter.’

         ‘After you,’ he said and smiled at James, his teeth showing white against the blue-grey of his jaw.

         James stepped inside and for a moment could make no sense of the scene that awaited him. Then a shove from behind sent him sprawling fully into the lounge where he steadied himself against a chair. He looked back. Dumas was coming in, it must have been him who had pushed James.

         James felt a horrible deflation.

         Emil was sitting at a table. Argente was standing by a leather settee where Wilder was slumped, looking utterly dejected. Maury was sitting next to her, one bandaged hand draped over her shoulders. Three of the ‘gymnastics team’ stood by the doors to the smoking deck at the rear.

         ‘It was not difficult,’ said Dumas in French, locking the door. ‘He was up on deck.’

         ‘And the bullets?’

         ‘I don’t know. He didn’t have them with him. I thought it was best to get him out of the way before I asked.’ 

         Emil sighed and stroked some fluff off his jacket. ‘I don’t know what you were thinking of, James.’ he said, switching to English. ‘Acting the hero. Did you think this was just a game? As harmless as a rubber of bridge?’

         James sat down in the chair so that they wouldn’t see his legs trembling.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘I knew it wasn’t a game. Certainly not with the sort of toys you have.’ He glanced over at Emil’s table where there were fifteen or so guns laid out in neat rows. Rifles, pistols, even a couple of sub-machine guns.

         ‘They are not toys,’ said Emil.

         ‘They might as well be without any bullets,’ said James.

         At that Emil got up, calmly walked across the carpet and slapped James hard in the face.

         James was so full of adrenalin and excitement he hardly felt it. But Wilder gasped.

         ‘Where are the bullets?’ Emil asked, taking his handkerchief from his pocket and wiping his lips.

         ‘I’ve hidden them,’ said James. ‘Somewhere you will never find them.’

         ‘You didn’t have long. We know where you were. We will find them eventually.’

         ‘In time?’ said James.

         ‘There is no hurry.’

         ‘Isn’t there? I thought you had to get this over with before the concert finishes.’ 

         ‘Why don’t you just tell us where the bullets are now and you can live a long and happy life,’ said Emil wearily. ‘If you do not tell us then I am afraid your life will be short and miserable.’

         ‘Short and miserable it is, then,’ said James. ‘But I’m not going to tell you and time is running out. You have until half past ten. Then your getaway boat arrives.’

         ‘It will not take me long to force the information out of you. Everyone has a weak spot.’

         ‘Really? How can you be so sure of that?’

         ‘Because you are just a boy, and I know how to hurt you in a thousand ways.’

         ‘Go on, then,’ said James, sounding braver than he felt.

         Once again Emil slapped him. Harder this time. Hard enough to knock James out of his chair. His head was stinging, his mouth bleeding, and he spat blood on to the carpet.

         ‘I’m not going to tell you anything,’ he said.

         ‘What about the girl, then?’ Emil walked over to the sofa.

         ‘She doesn’t know anything,’ said James. ‘I didn’t tell her where I was going to hide the ammunition. Leave her alone.’

         ‘Ah, we have found your weak spot,’ said Emil. ‘That did not take long, did it?’

         Emil laughed and James felt a hot flush of helpless anger burn across his cheeks. 

         ‘We don’t have to hurt you, after all,’ said Emil, taking off his jacket and rolling up his shirtsleeves. The other men were laughing too now.

         ‘I wonder how long can you sit there and watch while we have our fun with her,’ said Emil, lifting Wilder’s chin with his hand.

         ‘Perhaps we could start by cutting her pretty face. And then…’

         ‘All right,’ said James. ‘I’ll talk.’

         ‘Don’t tell them anything!’ Wilder shouted.

         ‘It’s no use,’ said James. ‘I’m not going to see you hurt.’

         He looked at Emil.

         ‘If you promise not to harm her in any way I’ll take you to where the bullets are.’

         ‘James, no…’

         ‘We did our best, Wilder,’ said James, ‘but in the end this is nothing to do with us.’

         ‘Your best wasn’t good enough, was it?’ said Emil. ‘After all, you are only children.’

         ‘We don’t have time for talk,’ said Dumas, checking his watch. ‘Get the bullets now. We must arm the men.’

         Emil glanced at his own watch.

         ‘Oui. I will go with him to make sure there are no mistakes this time.’ He shot an accusing look at Maury on the sofa, put his jacket back on and nodded at James.

         ‘Get moving, boy.’ 

         
             

         

         ‘Just remember that your girlfriend is waiting for you back there,’ said Emil as James led him up on to the promenade deck.

         ‘I won’t forget,’ said James.

         ‘Her mistake was to go straight to Dumas,’ said Emil. ‘He was keeping watch for us on deck. He is not the only crew member on board who is loyal to our cause.’

         ‘Your cause?’

         ‘Bien sûr.’

         ‘Let me take a guess,’ said James. ‘You’re hoping to free General Caiboche and get him away to safety on another ship – the Perceval.’

         ‘Do you expect me to pat you on the head and call you a clever boy, James?’

         ‘Not really, no. I expect you to give me a long boring speech about how great Caiboche is and how feeble I am.’

         ‘No speeches,’ said Emil. ‘We are all soldiers. We prefer to act rather than to talk.’

         ‘I thought even soldiers knew the difference between civilians and other soldiers. Or do you not care who you kill?’

         ‘The only matter of any importance is that we free Caiboche.’

         ‘And if a few passengers get in the way and end up floating face down in the Atlantic? What does that matter to the butcher of Aziz? 

         ‘If we can avoid violence we will,’ said Emil. ‘There is no point in wasting bullets. We will simply smash the ship’s radio and do enough damage to stop her engines for a few hours. The Perceval is fast. We will be well away from here before anyone else has any idea what has happened.’

         ‘Is Caiboche really worth all this trouble?’

         ‘Of course. We are most of us from the foreign legion. We all of us served under him except Argente, who knew him from his days in Marseilles. He had to organise a few things at the French end.’

         ‘Is Caiboche really worth all this trouble?’

         ‘He is a great man,’ said Emil. ‘A great général. His day has not yet come, but he will be a new Napoleon.’

         ‘It might be well to remember,’ said James, ‘that the British beat Napoleon and he died in exile, a British prisoner.’

         Emil cuffed James round the back of the head.

         ‘Enough,’ he said. ‘Where is the ammunition?’

         They had been walking along the rain-slick deck, and James’s mind had been working away at his problem. And it was still a very big problem. By bringing Emil up here had he done nothing more than buy himself a few minutes?

         No. He had reduced the odds. In the lounge it had been seven against one – two if you counted Wilder, although at the moment she was more of a hindrance than a help.

         Out here on deck it was one against one. Admittedly it was one man – a trained soldier – against a boy, but James had been up against worse odds in his time and come out on top. Also there was the advantage that they were in the open now. In public. Emil would have to be very careful what he did in full view of other passengers.

         Other passengers? That was a joke.

         It was like a ghost ship, the Marie Celeste.

         The distant sound of music coming from the dining room reminded James that most of the passengers were watching Signor Ponzi. Emil and his men had timed the rescue attempt carefully and the rain and chilly air were helping them still further by keeping any passengers who were not at the concert below decks.

         The crew would still be on duty, of course. How many of them, though, were in on the rescue attempt? As Emil had told Charmian last night, there were many in France who supported Caiboche.

         They arrived at the spot where James had thrown the sack overboard. He was temped to tell Emil what he had done, just to see the look on his face, but knew that wouldn’t achieve very much. He wondered if the plan he had formulated would achieve any more. It was all he had managed to come up with in the short time available, and, like all such plans, it was very risky.

         Was Emil armed in some way? Out in plain sight like this he could hardly wave a weapon around, but James remembered all too well how Maury had been carrying a concealed knife. Emil would surely have one too.

         If so, how long would it take him to get it out and use it?

         Not long at all. 

         James told himself that these men had to be scared, despite their show of bravado. He had upset their careful plans. Without any bullets their guns were useless and their attack on the armed gendarmes would fail. It was nearly ten o’clock already. They had a strict timetable and would be getting very panicky.

         James was in charge. He held all the cards. He could control events.

         And the men had made one very big mistake.

         He took a deep breath and felt a calm settle over him. He would let things play out, as if he were watching a film. There was an old familiar fluttering in his guts.

         It was the calm storm before violent action.

         He was ready.

         ‘There,’ he said.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I hid the ammunition under there.’ James was pointing towards a lifeboat. Underneath it was a pool of inky darkness.

         Emil squatted down for a better look.

         ‘I can’t see anything.’

         ‘I pushed it right to the back.’

         The rain had picked up and was lashing the deck.

         ‘You get it,’ said Emil, viewing the damp and slippery boards with distaste.

         ‘All right.’

         ‘And hurry up. I am getting soaked.’

         Don’t want to get your precious suit dirty, do you? thought James. 

         ‘I will be watching you,’ Emil snapped. ‘So don’t try and do anything stupid.’

         I won’t, thought James, dropping on to his hands and knees. I’m going to try and do something clever.

         He peered under the lifeboat. It was filthy and stank of the sea. He lay on his belly and wriggled in just far enough so that he was partially hidden from Emil.

         In their panic and haste the men hadn’t bothered to search James. They wouldn’t be expecting him to be carrying any weapons, after all. But he still had Maury’s knife, slotted into the belt at the back of his trousers. It was a miracle he hadn’t injured himself when he had fallen from the chair in the lounge.

         First he needed to distract Emil.

         ‘Did you serve with Caiboche?’ he asked. ‘In Africa?’

         ‘Of course. We all served under him in the Legion except Argente, who knew him from his days in Marseilles. Now hurry!’

         While they were talking James had slipped a hand under his jacket and eased the knife out. Now he gripped it firmly. He had to shorten his odds still further, though. If Emil’s hands were full he wouldn’t be able to get any weapon of his own out in a hurry.

         ‘It’s too heavy,’ said James, taking hold of a rope with his free hand and trying to sound as if he were struggling. ‘Grab hold of my legs and give me a pull, can you?’

         He heard Emil curse then felt the man’s hands about his ankles. 

         ‘Pull!’

         James took a deep breath and held on tight to the rope for a second or so.

         Now for it.

         He let go.

         Emil pulled hard and James shot out from under the lifeboat. Emil staggered back, thrown off balance, and James twisted round so that he was facing the right way up.

         He swung the knife in a short fierce arc, stabbing downwards.

         There was a thunk as the thin, vicious blade sliced though Emil’s shoe leather, on through the soft skin, between the long bones of his foot, and right through the sole into the wooden deck. Pinning the Frenchman in place like a butterfly in a display.

         Emil howled and let go of James.

         James rolled on to his feet, belted Emil hard in the stomach and ran for it.

         It had all happened too fast for Emil, and the pain was so shocking that he didn’t immediately react. By the time he thought of dragging the pistol from his jacket pocket, James had gone.

         
             

         

         There was no going back now. James had to see this through. Wilder was in real danger. He needed to get help. He couldn’t trust any of the crew, but he knew who he could trust. The French gendarmes who were guarding Caiboche.

         They would know what to do. If they acted fast they could overwhelm the six men in the lounge and get Wilder out before she came to any harm. 

         He bolted along the deck and ducked into the first open door he came to. He knew his way around the ship very well now and in less than a minute he was running along the corridor where they were holding Caiboche.

         There…

         No. Maybe he was mistaken. There were always two men on guard outside. Had he come to the wrong level?

         No. He was sure of it. He looked up and down. Suite 3. That was the number. He sighed in frustration and hammered on the door. If it were the wrong cabin he’d soon find out.

         There was no reply from within. He hammered again, and then tried the handle. It was unlocked. He pushed the door. It wouldn’t open fully. Something was blocking it on the other side. He thrust it hard until there was a wide enough gap for him to squeeze through, and then stepped inside. He was in a little hallway not much larger than a cubicle. The light was off and he could find no switch. The half open door was blocking most of the light from the corridor. He could see enough to tell, though, that what was blocking the door was a man’s lifeless body, and the floor was sticky with his blood.

         James took a deep breath and ventured further into the suite. The next room was a small sitting room. The gendarmes had been living in here and it was a mess. There were overflowing ashtrays, magazines and newspapers strewn everywhere, the remains of a meal on the low table.

         And two more dead men, their bodies grotesquely broken and twisted. 

         James didn’t look too closely. They had been butchered. There were scarlet splashes on the carpet and up the walls.

         James swayed as a wave of dizziness washed over him. His blood felt cold and sluggish in his veins. His heart laboured to pump it round his body.

         He went through to the next room.

         The dining room.

         Another dead body, slumped against one wall, a long smear of gore running down the wallpaper in a thick red stripe, as if someone had thrown a wet sponge against it.

         And there, at the far end of a polished wooden table, wearing only a bloody vest, his white skin tufted with jet-black hair.

         Caiboche.

         He was a man of rectangles, there was nothing rounded about him. His head was a solid square brick sitting on a wide square neck. His hair had been cut with a flat top and shaved sides that accentuated the squareness. At first James thought he had no ears, but then he realized they were so small and flat as to be almost invisible from the front. His squashed nose was an oblong lump on the front of his pale, expressionless face. His mouth a square letterbox showing small even teeth. Square jaw. Square body. His hands, lying still in small puddles of blood, were square slabs with short blunt fingers.

         He wasn’t a large man, but he seemed to fill the room and suck all the oxygen and light out of it, so that it felt darker and more cramped than it really was. There was an eerie stillness about him as he sat there, staring unblinking at James, his forearms resting on the tabletop. His stillness made him appear more powerful than if he’d been pacing the room flexing his muscles. There was a sense of tremendous stored-up energy, ready to burst out, so that the air seemed to pulse around the man, charged by his latent power.

         His voice, when it came, was strangely gentle and soft, high-pitched, almost feminine. It belonged to a different man. But it was nevertheless mesmerising.

         ‘Who are you?’

         ‘A passenger.’

         ‘Why have you come in here?’

         ‘The door was open.’

         ‘I was expecting someone else.’

         ‘Did you kill all these men?’

         ‘They bored me.’

         ‘And all those people in Africa? Did they bore you, too?’

         ‘You haven’t answered my question, boy. Who are you?’

         James didn’t intend to answer him. He was planning his moment, and now he took it. He lunged for the door.

         Caiboche came to life and moved so quickly and so suddenly that James was taken completely by surprise. One moment the general was sitting there still as a statue, the next he had sprang to his feet and somehow thrown the table to one side. James hadn’t understood how immensely strong the man was. The table hit the wall and splintered, and Caiboche powered forward like a charging rhino.

         James was just ahead of him, out of the door and running. But in his panic he chose the wrong way out of the sitting room and found himself in a bedroom. He didn’t stop, but careered on and into the bathroom. Where he turned and locked the door.

         Caiboche crashed into the door from the other side and it shuddered but didn’t break. It was made of heavy mahogany. There was a second crash, then silence.

         James pressed his back against the door in a feeble attempt to make it hold firm and waited for the next assault. This one would surely break the lock.

         For a long while nothing happened. James found himself staring at the shower curtain, which was drawn across the bath. It didn’t immediately register with him that this was odd.

         And then he was sure he saw it twitch.

         ‘Is there somebody there?’ he whispered.

         ‘Oui.’

         A moment later a familiar face appeared round the end of the curtain. It was the young French adjutant, René Mathis, his face white with fear.

         ‘René?’ said James, keeping his voice as low as possible. ‘Thank God you’re all right. What are you doing in here?’

         ‘I am hiding from that monster.’

         ‘What happened?’ 

         ‘For days he did not move. He sat there, staring at the clock. We got careless. Eventually we left him alone, for half a minute, no more, and somehow he slipped his chains. He was like a wild animal. In five minutes all the others were dead. In the confusion I managed to hide here. I did not even dare to lock the door in case he heard me. Every moment I expected him to come and find me and … It was awful what he did to the others. He is not human.’

         James swallowed hard. ‘Do you have a weapon?’ he said.

         ‘I have my revolver,’ said René. ‘I had no chance to use it, I though. You must think me an awful coward.’

         ‘Not at all,’ said James. ‘Am I not hiding in here with you myself?’

         ‘But you are not a policeman.’

         ‘Well there are several policemen out there,’ said James quietly, ‘and probably very brave ones, too, but they are also very dead policemen. You’re more use alive, René. Maybe the two of us can overpower him.’

         ‘Non. Our only hope is to shoot and shoot fast, and keep on shooting.’

         ‘Do you feel up to trying?’

         ‘Not really. But I think we have no choice.’

         ‘You get your gun ready,’ said James. ‘I’ll unlock the door. OK?’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘Be ready to fire as soon as I pull it open,’ said James. ‘He won’t be expecting that.’

         ‘You sound like you know a lot about his sort of thing.’

         ‘I’ve had a little practice … Ready?’ 

         Mathis nodded and James quietly slipped the lock.

         Mathis knelt and aimed his pistol at the door, steadying his arm with his free hand. James could see the gun shaking in time with Mathis’s racing pulse.

         ‘Three … two … one …’

         James pulled the door open in one clean, swift movement. He tensed himself for the shot.

         None came.

         ‘Well?’

         ‘I cannot see him.’

         James moved around behind the kneeling gendarme.

         The bedroom looked empty.

         ‘He could be hiding,’ said James. ‘Waiting for us to show ourselves. Let me go first and distract him. You follow quickly. Don’t be afraid of hitting me.’

         ‘James …’

         ‘I need to know you will fire.’

         ‘I will fire.’

         ‘Good. Then let’s do it …’

         James hurled himself into the room, dived at the bed and rolled off the other side, coming to his feet in a fighting stance.

         Mathis followed, sweeping the room with his gun.

         There was no sign of Caiboche.

         Mathis ran a hand through his hair. He was sweating heavily.

         ‘Where is he?’ 

         ‘We’ll do the same again,’ said James, stalking over to the bedroom door.

         ‘Bien sûr. I wish I was as brave as you, my friend.’

         ‘I wish I had a gun,’ said James.

         ‘Have you ever shot a man?’

         ‘No. Have you?’

         ‘Non. But there is always a first time. Let’s go.’

         Once again James pulled the door open and once again there was no sign of Caiboche.

         James walked gingerly into the slaughterhouse. It was worse this time – now that he knew what to expect. He was also aware that these were men who René had known well, had spent many days with, had laughed with, shared meals with …

         Now they were just broken dummies, their brains smashed out. He felt the bile rise in his throat. Mathis put a hand on his shoulder.

         ‘Come on, James,’ he said. ‘Caiboche has gone.’

         
            *

         

         ‘So we cannot trust the crew?’ said Mathis as they ran through the ship towards the lounge.

         ‘No,’ said James, who had told Mathis all he knew. ‘We can’t trust anyone.’

         ‘But surely the captain is not involved?’

         ‘No,’ said James. ‘They wouldn’t have needed to smuggle guns on board if that were the case. But the captain and all the senior officers will be at the concert. By the time we find him and get him to listen, Caiboche could have escaped and Wilder could be dead.’

         ‘He will listen to me,’ said Mathis.

         They were near the lounge now and they slowed down, then stopped altogether to peer cautiously round the last corner.

         Dumas was standing outside the door of the lounge on the far side of the concourse, trying to look casual, but he was obviously there to stop anyone else going in. The curtains at the windows were all still drawn.

         ‘They haven’t gone anywhere,’ James whispered. ‘And we have to assume that Wilder’s with them.’

         ‘You stay here and keep watch,’ said Mathis. ‘I will go and alert the captain.’

         ‘We don’t have time,’ said James. ‘They have Wilder.’

         ‘We could rush them.’

         ‘There are too many of them.’

         ‘What do you remember from inside the lounge?’ said Mathis. ‘Anything that might be of any help?’

         ‘There’s a smoking deck at the back,’ said James. ‘One of us could climb down to it from the promenade deck.’

         ‘I will go,’ said Mathis.

         ‘No,’ said James. You’re the only one of us the captain will listen to. Do you have a watch?’

         ‘Oui.’ 

         ‘Be back here, with the captain and anyone else who can help, in ten minutes.’

         ‘Then what?’

         ‘Then start shooting.’

         ‘At what?’

         ‘Anything you like. Dumas, perhaps, he deserves it. Drive him back inside and try to keep the rest of them in there while I get Wilder away via the smoking deck.’

         ‘I don’t like it,’ said Mathis.

         ‘Neither do I,’ said James. ‘But I’m not sure we have any choice.’

         
             

         

         The rain was coming down heavily, driving across the deck from the north-west. It rattled against the windows and made running difficult. James had his head down and his collar up, pinching it closed at the neck with one hand. He was using his other hand to shield his face. He was hurrying along as fast as he dared, desperately worried about Wilder. If his men had done anything to her he would never forgive himself.

         In his haste he almost ran slap bang into more trouble, but managed to skid to a halt and dive into the shadows behind a ventilator cowling.

         A crewmember was lying unconscious on the deck and Argente, his long silver hair hanging in rat’s tails about his face, was with five of the French ‘gymnastics team’ who were clumsily attempting to release one of the lifeboats. They were obviously getting ready to leave the Colombie and meet up with the Perceval. James scanned the ocean. He could see no lights, but, with all this rain, visibility was poor and he had no idea from what direction the other vessel might be approaching.

         None of Argente’s men appeared to be armed. But Neither was James, though, and the ‘gymnasts’ were huge.

         James backtracked, ducked indoors and crossed to the other side of the ship. From there he carefully made his way towards the stern. Aware that time was ticking away.

         There was another man keeping watch on this side. A big burly fellow, who was swigging from a bottle of rum, seemingly oblivious to the rain that dripped off his shaven head. James made a quick decision and trusted to fate. He left his cover and ran full pelt towards the man. At the last moment he threw himself to the deck and slid the last few feet into the startled man’s legs, taking them out from under him. He went down like a felled tree and his head clonked against the railing. He was out for the count. He sat on the wet boards, slumped against a capstan, dazed and unmoving.

         James stuffed the bottle into the crook of the man’s arm and walked on. With any luck, if any of the guard’s friends spotted him sitting there they would assume he had simply drunk too much.

         James crossed the open decking at the rear of the ship and glanced back to where the other men were still struggling with the lifeboat on the far side. They were too distracted to spot him as he darted from one patch of shadow to another. His luck held and he made it to the taffrail unseen. 

         He looked over the edge. The curved smoking deck jutted out from the stern of the Colombie about fifteen feet below. Beyond it was a long drop down to where the twin propellers churned the ocean into a boiling fury.

         Before he climbed the taffrail James once again checked on Argente and his men. The lifeboat was swinging loose now but the six of them by no means had the situation under control. They were shouting at each other and trying to grab some dangling ropes.

         James slithered over the rail and lowered himself down the other side until he was dangling from the steel lip at the edge of the promenade deck, his fingers slipping on the wet metal. He looked down then dropped silently, landing like a cat on the smoking deck.

         He instantly threw himself to the floor and made his body as flat as he could, then crabbed his way to the side where he was safely out of sight of anyone indoors.

         He waited there until he was sure that nobody was going to come out and investigate, then eased himself into a better position to get a look at what was going on inside the lounge.

         He let out his breath in a long sigh of relief.

         Wilder was all right. She was still sitting on the leather settee, tired and miserable, and for the moment, forgotten. But at least she looked unhurt.

         The men in the lounge mostly had their backs to the smoking deck. All eyes were on what was happening inside. There was a sense of hushed tension in the room. 

         Caiboche was there. Standing at the table where Emil had sat earlier. The empty guns lined up neatly in front of him. Emil himself was slumped in a chair, his injured foot up on another chair, wrapped in a bloody hand towel. It would have taken some strength and courage to pull the knife out. James was reminded that despite his dandyish appearance Emil was a hardened soldier like the rest of them.

         Caiboche picked up a rifle.

         ‘You are a fool,’ he shouted loud enough for James to hear. ‘An imbecile. Bettered by a mere boy.’

         His words were evidently aimed at Maury, who sat at another table, his head bowed.

         ‘You are no more use to me than these guns,’ said Caiboche and he hurled the rifle at Maury. Maury flinched as the gun struck him hard in the shoulder and fell to the carpet. Three more guns followed, flying across the room and battering the stocky young man. They must have hurt like the devil, but Maury sat there trying not to move or show any pain.

         Then Caiboche sat down and became very still again. He carried on talking to Maury in his soft girlish voice. James couldn’t make out the words but their meaning was clear. Maury withered under this quiet verbal assault more than he had when four heavy guns had been thrown at him.

         James wanted to try and hear what was being said, and he was just moving to press his ear up against a crack in the door when Caiboche came alive again. Quick as a striking snake he was up from his seat and had grabbed Maury by the back of his head.

         James turned away as Caiboche smashed Maury face first into the table.

         ‘Imbecile!’ he shouted. ‘You should know what happens to men who let me down.’

         Maury tried to speak but his voice was a gurgle.

         Everyone’s attention was fully on Caiboche now. They watched him in appalled fascination. The general, his face expressionless, was pressing down on the back of Maury’s head. He looked like a manual labourer at work. He was concentrating hard and his arms shook with the effort. Maury struggled, but couldn’t break free from the man’s iron grip. His feet beat out a fast pattern on the floor. Caiboche continued to exert enormous pressure, forcing Maury’s face into the tabletop.

         James couldn’t watch, and he saw Wilder cover her face with her hands as there came a loud crack and a crunch followed by a gasp.

         James wondered if now was the moment to move, while the men were distracted, but he knew that if he opened the door they would all hear it. The sound of the wind and the waves and the engines was very loud out here.

         And then he sensed a movement in the salon. Somebody was approaching the doors. He shrank back and folded himself into the shadows under a table. 

         The doors opened and two of the ‘gymnasts’ came out carrying Maury, one at either end. Thankfully James couldn’t see his face. The men heaved and tossed the lifeless body over the rail into the ocean.

         
             

         

         Since he had left James, Mathis had not been idle. He had raced to the dining room, his heart in his mouth. Signor Ponzi was still on stage, acknowledging the cheers and applause of his audience. Mathis had spotted the captain sitting in an upper gallery to the side and had pushed his way through the seats to reach him. He had garbled a message to the old man, and left him standing there in stunned silence as he had hurried back to the lounge.

         Mathis was going to do all he could to make sure that James and his friend Wilder got out of this safely. He would not miss the ten-minute deadline.

         As he reached his hiding place by the concourse he checked his watch. He had less than a minute to spare.

         And then what?

         Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick …

         Cold sweat dripped down his neck. His throat was painfully dry. How he would love a drink now. A brandy, strong and harsh.

         Where was the damned captain? Perhaps Mathis should have stayed to make sure his message was understood?

         Alors. What’s done is done.

         He cautiously stuck the muzzle of his pistol round the corner and peered out after it. 

         Dumas was still there, standing by the door to the lounge. Mathis raised his sights and levelled them at the ship’s officer. He looked as uncomfortable and jumpy as Mathis felt.

         When it came to it, what would he do? Dumas was working for the butcher who had slaughtered his friends, but could he really shoot him in cold blood?

         He looked once again at his watch. The second hand was ticking steadily round towards midnight. He would make the decision then. And not before. As he pulled the trigger his hand would know where to aim.

         Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick …

         
             

         

         James heard Caiboche’s voice from inside the salon.

         ‘Men are nothing more than insects to me,’ he said.

         As if that were a cue, a gunshot sounded.

         Mathis.

         There was pandemonium in the lounge. Men running around shouting. The sound of a door opening and closing, Dumas’s voice.

         The two ‘gymnasts’ ran back inside and James followed in a low crouch.

         He took one quick look round the room. Emil had his pistol out and was limping towards Dumas who stood by the door at the far end. The men were all watching him, including Caiboche, who was wiping his hands on a cloth. There was a pool of sticky blood on the table, which had been split almost in two.

         James raced over to Wilder and grabbed her hand. Wilder was too stunned by events to know how to react and looked at James as if he was a ghost. Before she could say anything, James hauled her out of her seat and dragged her back the way he had come. They stumbled out into the rain. The sharp air hit Wilder like a slap in the face and the life came back into her eyes.

         ‘Get up there, quick!’ James hissed, nodding towards the promenade deck above their heads and making a stirrup of his hands. Wilder did as she was told without question. She stepped into his hands and he hoisted her into the air in one firm, swift movement. She grabbed hold of the slippery metal and as she pulled herself up she swung a leg out to the side. Soon she was scrambling under the rail.

         There were shots from inside the lounge. Thankfully not aimed at James, but he needed to get away before anyone realized what was going on. He sprang on to the side rail, hardly aware of the giddy drop down the other side to the seething chilly waters of the Atlantic. Then he jumped up after Wilder and in a few seconds he was safely on the promenade deck.

         
             

         

         Someone inside the lounge was firing back at him now, but Mathis was keeping his head down. His ears were still ringing from his own shot. Propelled by exploding gases the bullet had torn through the air and clanged into the ironwork inches from Dumas’s head.

         Dumas had yelled and made a dive for the door. Moving surprisingly fast for a man of his size.

         Mathis sighed. In the end his hand hadn’t made the final decision. The hand of God had. 

         He had been aiming for Dumas’s head.

         
             

         

         Emil was the only one of the rescuers who had a loaded gun. He had brought it on board with him in Venezuela – just in case. He was crouching down by the windows that looked in towards the concourse. He had drawn back a curtain, smashed the glass for a clear shot and fired off three rounds, but there was no sign of their attackers.

         ‘Can you see them?’ called Caiboche.

         ‘Non. They are hiding like women.’

         ‘How many?’

         ‘I do not know. I saw one for sure. There may be more.’

         Caiboche was sitting still as a corpse at a table, staring at the clock on the wall. It was impossible to read what he might be thinking or feeling.

         The other men crawled about the carpet cursing and shouting at each other.

         ‘Where is the girl?’

         ‘This is all your fault.’

         ‘We should stop cowering in here and charge them.’

         ‘They will cut us down.’

         Insects.

         Useless insects. 

         
             

         

         James lay on the deck, next to the shivering Wilder, one arm around her. They weren’t out of danger yet. Argente and the others were still by the lifeboat, which dangled uselessly at an alarming tilt. They had obviously heard the shots and were arguing about what to do. Save themselves or go down to help the général?

         Their argument was cut short by the noisy arrival of several crewmembers armed with truncheons, who laid into them with merciless professionalism. Argente fought back like a tiger, but he was chopped down in seconds and the five remaining men surrendered quickly.

         James jumped up and shouted with joy.

         ‘Looks like the cavalry’s arrived at last,’ he said.

         ‘We’re all right,’ said Wilder. ‘We’re all right.’

         She buried her face in James’s chest and added her tears to his already soaking shirt.

         
             

         

         On the deck below the captain was hurrying along behind four sailors carrying rifles. They spotted Mathis up ahead, squatting on the floor, his back against the wall.

         He grinned when he saw the reinforcements.

         ‘Not before time,’ he said.

         The captain sniffed.

         ‘I never wanted that man on my ship in the first place. I knew he would be nothing but trouble.’ 

         ‘If your men shoot him,’ said Mathis. ‘It will save the courts in France a lot of time and money.’

         ‘The owners of this ship would not be pleased to find her shot to pieces,’ said the captain. ‘I want this over with quickly.’

         ‘Good luck,’ said Mathis.

         
            *

         

         Caiboche had a gun in his belt. He had taken it off a dead gendarme. But what was the use? It was too late to fight his way out now. The crew of the Colombie had the upper hand. The element of surprise had been lost.

         He tossed the gun to one of his men, a corporal, like a man tossing a scrap of meat to a dog.

         ‘To the death,’ he said quietly. The corporal swallowed and nodded, looking at the gun as if it was a scorpion in his hand.

         He stood up to fire at the same time as Emil loosed a barrage of shots through the broken window.

         In the return fire the corporal was hit in the chest.

         Caiboche ordered another man to pick up the fallen gun.

         Then they heard the captain’s voice.

         ‘Put down your weapons and surrender. There is nowhere you can go!’

         The men looked to Caiboche.

         ‘Imbeciles,’ he said softly, looked once more at the clock, and then stood up.

         ‘Capitaine!’ he called. ‘I do not intend to return to France in chains. Adieu!’ 

         He saluted, turned on his heel and sprinted towards the smoking deck. His men watched in astonishment as he shot out of the doors like a bullet, vaulted over the rail and launched himself soundlessly into the empty night.

         Three of them ran after him, but by the time they got to the rail Caiboche had disappeared into the foaming sea behind the ship.

         They stood there dumbfounded.

         Their general was gone.

         Emil realized that their position was hopeless. With no Caiboche there was nothing to fight for. He tossed his gun out through the broken window.

         
            *

         

         The rain had stopped and James was standing at the taffrail with Wilder. They knew that soon there would be questions and explanations and more excitement, so they were relishing their last few minutes of calm together before the storm hit.

         The ship’s crew had rounded up the last of Caiboche’s men and Mathis was being hailed as the hero of the day. The young gendarme had done well. James hoped he’d get his promotion for this, and his transfer to Paris. James had had a quiet world with him and asked him to play down his own role in what had happened. He didn’t want the attention. He had been hoping to return to a normal life back in England, but trouble seemed to follow him around like a sick dog.

         The captain was also hoping to play matters down so as not to alarm the other passengers and destroy the reputation of the shipping line who paid his wages.

         Wilder put her hand on James’s. 

         ‘Is it really over?’ she said.

         ‘Yes.’

         They stared out at the ship’s wake: a faint trail of paler grey against the rolling darkness of the ocean.

         ‘Is he was dead, do you suppose?’ Wilder asked.

         ‘If he didn’t die when he hit the water … If he wasn’t sucked under by turbulence … How long could he survive out there?’

         ‘What happened to the boat that was meant to pick them up?’

         ‘Who knows?’ said James. ‘Maybe his men were meant to send a signal or something … but whatever happened it never showed up. If Caiboche is alive now he’ll drown soon enough, or freeze to death, or be eaten by sharks. Good riddance, I say. People talk about evil. I don’t suppose many men could be called that, not truly evil … But he was one of them.’

         Wilder shivered and James hugged her tight.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘You’ll never see him again …’

         
            *

         

         Caiboche was floating in the water. His pale square grey head just showing above the swell, his legs working hard to keep him stable. How long could he keep this up for? He had broken an arm when he hit the water, and had blacked out for a few seconds. He had woken in a world of cold, black death, but had fought his way to the surface and was still alive. He would keep himself alive by the sheer force of his will. His body was growing numb, though; his temperature lowering degree by degree. Unconsciousness would soon return if he did not fight it.

         He had survived many ordeals before. On the streets of Marseilles when he had been nearly beaten to death by a rival gang. In the harsh police cells. In Africa with the Legion. In the living hell of the trenches in the Great War. The attack on Aziz …

         He would survive this. It wasn’t over yet.

         He knew he couldn’t swim anywhere, though. It was thousands of miles to the nearest land.

         Never mind. If he could just keep afloat there was still a chance. He was a hard man to kill.

         Already the Colombie was disappearing. Her shape, made up of myriad twinkling lights, growing smaller and smaller as she steamed steadily onwards.

         Just before he had jumped he had checked the clock. Ten thirty. The exact time of the intended pick-up. The captain of the Perceval would have calculated the position of the Colombie. Would have been following and tracking her for the last few hundred kilometres. But how accurate was her equipment? Caiboche was not a naval man. He didn’t know about these things.

         And where was she?

         The Perceval should have been here by now.

         If he could just hang on to life for a minute longer, five minutes, ten …

         And then he felt it. Vibrations pulsing through the water. Something huge rising from the depths. Finally the throb of engines. 

         In a moment, not a hundred metres from where he swam, he saw a conning tower break the surface.

         He allowed himself a small smile of triumph.

         The submarine had arrived.

         He watched as a tiny figure appeared atop the tower and called across the water with a loud hailer.

         ‘Ici!’ cried Caiboche. ‘I am here!’
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